Leicester Diocesan Synod: Presidential Address: 21 May 2011
In a short agenda today we shall be having our attention drawn to our work in progress on the 2020 Vision for the diocese as well as to the dramatic and deep challenges facing our church schools as a result of reforms coming through the Education Bill.  They remind us that our work in this Synod is shaped and affected by circumstances beyond our control.  Our task is to look upwards and outwards to see where God may be addressing us in the events of our day and the larger movements in the world.  If we are not in the habit of looking in that way, we can hardly claim with any credibility to be proclaiming the truth of God incarnate, revealing himself to us in and through the history of our time.

So I want to draw your attention to two occasions which might make us pause and think about that today.

a) The first was a day conference this week for clergy and lay people from around the region to examine what is meant by the Big Society and how we as a Church can understand what it might mean as a challenge for us.  The conference was addressed by Philip Blond who is an academic, a Christian and currently director of a think tank called “ResPublica”.  He spoke passionately about his view that the Big Society is not just empty rhetoric, nor is it just about getting more people to volunteer, nor is it about mobilising churches and voluntary organisations to compensate for widespread and deep cuts in public financing.  He analysed four aspects of our national life, arguing that we in this country face profound challenges if we are to build a better and more just society.

First he argued that we have an economic problem: we have become a society in which 9% of the population own 61% of the assets; prosperity is gradually passing into fewer and fewer hands; inequalities of wealth, of education, of social mobility, of life expectancy are all widening all the time.
Secondly he addressed our social problem – arguing that the last 30 years our communities have become fragmented and transitory.  The emphasis on ever increasing choice in health care, education and so on has led to what he called “permanent unbounded authority” leading to isolation, loneliness and depression.  (I was reminded of the Book of Samuel’s description of the period of the Judges as a time when “everyone did what was right in their own eyes”).  Memorably Philip Blond said in passing – “the things which make human beings happy are other human beings and a garden” i.e. we need connection with each other and with creation.

Thirdly he spoke of the civic problem: the fact that in most of our communities there is a disinclination to offer one’s time and skill and energy to civil society as a local government councillor, school governor and so on, indeed he said that in much of our culture there is significant suspicion of or contempt for those who do, and a widening and deepening distrust of the authorities.

And fourthly he spoke of the power problem, of the ever-increasing tendency for power to aggregate to the centre, for communities to feel disempowered, for people to feel that it is impossible to make a difference.

Philip argued that the Big Society transcends the old politics of right and left and introduces a new politics where transformative action to improve people’s lives becomes mobilised and rediscovered.

There is much more that we could say about this.  There was a debate on the subject at the General Synod last October at which the Synod voted to set up a programme of research led by Professor Hilary Russell, formerly chair of Church Action on Poverty in order to produce some models for church based social action in areas such as debt, unemployment and training, food banks, homelessness, crime, care for the elderly, children and young people, rural isolation.  The report on this is due to come to Synod in July.
Closer to home, the Near Neighbours project is a Government funded grant programme based in four areas of the country including Leicester designed to provide small grants for local initiatives at parish level to build cross-community relationships.  This is a practical example of the Big Society at work which reflects some recognition on the part of Government that when it comes to looking for a network of locally-based communities with some vision, some leadership and some premises, there is nothing to compare with the Church of England.

This of course is why many Church leaders have repeatedly made the point that the Big Society is something which the Church has (or ought to have) been doing for ever.  Five years ago, the Church’s report “Faithful Cities” discussed the contribution the Church can make to transforming society and it said this: “And we suggest that, at their best, churches and Christians – alongside congregations of other faiths and their adherents – offer a particular gift to communities.  We have chosen to call this gift ‘faithful capital’.  In corporate and personal worship, prayer, reading and meditation there is regular and explicit reminder and celebration of the gift of life and recognition and remembrance of guilt, forgiveness and healing.  This inspires the commitment to personal and collective transformation, love for neighbour and care for ‘the stranger’, and to human dignity and social justice.  Genuinely distinctive and important contributions to wider social capital are made when this faith is acted out in the wider community in authentic local engagement”.

As outlined at the conference, the Big Society echoes much of what we would want to say using the language of the Kingdom of God.  It sits easily with a theology which speaks of humanity called into relationship with God and which claims that human purpose and destiny is fulfilled in relationships of mutuality, love and justice.  Above all the Big Society could be a reminder to the Church to move beyond our institutional concerns and preoccupations and to engage with a hungry, needy and largely lost society looking for credible examples of what human community and human flourishing might look like.
This has practical and immediate implications for us.  This is why I hope that our 2020 Vision for the Diocese will pay serious attention to the needs of our communities – just as Jeremiah called upon the exiles to “seek the welfare of the city: for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”  If we do that our vision starts with the world and God’s presence and action within it and not just with what the Church can do for its own security.

b) The second event of this week has taken a certain amount of my time and attention has been the publication of the Government’s proposals for Reform of the House of Lords.  I am not going to go into this in any depth today.  It is a matter of some concern to the Church of England because, depending on how the legislation is developed, it affects the whole question of the presence of the Bishops in the Upper House.  But it also, and more importantly, affects how the people of Britain are governed.  The published draft Bill would make for a much smaller, mostly elected Upper House with half the present number of Bishops over a transition period of three Parliaments i.e. 15 years.  The great unanswered question is how the powers of an elected Upper House would challenge and therefore reduce the powers of the House of Commons.  Over the course of the next nine months a Select Committee will be looking into all this, and it will probably be me who represents the Bishops on it.  I would ask for your prayers and understanding if the diary has to manipulated a little to make that possible.

Does any of this matter to us as a Diocesan Synod?  At one level of course the answer must be not directly, but in the larger framework of God’s action among his people, the answer is surely yes.  We do indeed have a Gospel to proclaim, good news for all in all the earth.  It’s partly but not just about personal salvation, partly but not just about the promise of a life hereafter, but a Gospel of a renewed heaven and a renewed earth; it is a vision of the new Jerusalem – a new city, a new human order here on earth; it is the answer to our daily prayer “Your kingdom come on earth, as in heaven”.  So, whether we are talking about schools, 2020 Vision, budgets or anything else let’s have the vision to see the implications of that prayer more deeply day by day.
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