Clergy Conference: 20 – 22 September 2011 
Behold God’s Glory – opening talk
Let me add my own welcome to you all, especially those who are at a Clergy Conference for the first time in Leicester.  I think this is my sixth Conference as Diocesan Bishop so I hope that will encourage the newcomers to feel they are survivable!  We have had consistently good feedback from our Conferences over the years and that is a tribute to those who organise this event under the leadership of Mike Harrison and also to those of you who have attended the Conferences for participating whole heartedly and making them a rich, supportive and lively experience.
But of course all of us come with our own personal luggage, the pressures of home, family, parish – the uncertainties and the questions which surround all our lives.  We know that the opening event of a Conference like this occurs against the backdrop of unspoken questions – “do I really want to be here?”; “do I really want to be with these people?”; “can I spare the time?”; “are the speakers worth listening to?”; “is the theology behind the Conference sound and reliable?” etc and so on.  Just remember that these kind of questions probably pretty precisely mirror some of the questions in the mind of people in our congregations Sunday by Sunday – and perhaps especially on ‘Back to Church Sunday’ at the end of the week!

And of course there’s the larger context for this Conference too.  On Sunday I spent an hour and a half at a massive car boot sale in Measham handing out invitations to Back to Church Sunday.  The responses were instructive.  A Polish gentleman said:  “Back to Church in England?  There is no church in England.  The English are not Christian any more.”  Others queried why we were there, why anybody would go back to Church and whether the Church of England was protestant or catholic.  
Over the 12 years of Conferences the context has been increasing shaped by a focus on reaching out into a society that has lost contact with the Christian faith.  But that imperative to retell the story of God’s love for us in Christ, while at the same time caring for, maintaining and organising a rapidly changing institution puts real pressures on us all.  
And the present state of the British economy will accelerate some of these changes and pressures as poverty intensifies and those who are financially vulnerable in our communities and congregations feel the greatest pressures on their lives.  
And yet the invitation is to come here to Behold God’s Glory.  Irenaeus wrote: “the glory of God is the human being fully alive, and the glory of the human being is the beholding of God.”  In the Old Testament after God has blessed the newly created humans, the first word he speaks to them directly is “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth.”  God’s relationship with human beings has at its heart an invitation to ‘behold’.  St Matthew’s Gospel brings that invitation to a climax in chapter 28:  “Behold, I am with you always to the end of the age.”  In her book ‘Writing the Icon of the Heart’; Maggie Ross talks about the covenant of beholding in which the risen Christ is with us until the end of time.  Our task in the fulfilment of this covenant is so to live so as to make it possible to behold the invisible kingdom of Heaven within us by means of a way of seeing which is un-grasping and self emptying.  
In order to get a handle on how to behold God at this point in the 21st century we might start in the 13th century with Anchorene Riwle – guidance written for three enclosed sisters near Salisbury, possibly by their Bishop.  It describes the life and rule of an anchoress.  It includes a description of the anchoress’ cell. It was to have three windows, three ways of looking.  

One would open onto the church so that the anchoress participates in the worship of God, hears the Mass and receives the Sacrament.  The second, which was curtained by a black curtain with a white cross cut out of the centre opened onto the street, so the anchoress could look out into the world and see the world through the pattern of the cross cut into the curtain.  

The third opened onto an inner room, so that a servant could bring food and clothes, and take out whatever else needed removing.  I’ll leave that to your imagination.

These are three ways of seeing, all of which are necessary to beholding the glory of God.  Seeing upwards towards the worship of God; outwards towards the action of God in the world and inwards towards the inner life, the space in which we wait on God and allow him to reveal to us our own interior worlds. 
And so as we make our way into this Conference, those three dimensions of beholding might stay in your mind – upwards, outwards and inwards.  No doubt our speakers will draw our attention in different ways to all three aspects of our beholding and no doubt some of us will find some more enriching than others.  There is no rigid dogmatic framework for this Conference, just as there has never been in the past.  You are simply invited to take your responsibility for joining the Conference, the speakers, the events and the acts of worship in whatever way enables you to take responsibility for your participation and for deepening your own capacity to behold the glory of God.

The speakers will address the theme in different ways.  Professor Richard Bauckham is a biblical scholar and theologian who will be leading us in our Bible studies to reflect on the theme of glory in Christ, in us and in creation.  

Later this afternoon there will be a choice of seminars designed to give us pause to look outwards and consider, given some of the challenging contexts in which life and work is happening, where and how God’s glory is to be discerned in all of this.  

This evening Brother Guy Consolmagno, a Jesuit, physicist and the Pope’s astronomer will raise our sights to the universe, asking “what are the heavens proclaiming?”
Tomorrow the Revd Richard Coles, the BBC Radio broadcaster, musician and parish priest, will look at how rumours of God’s glory might be discerned in dimensions of contemporary culture.

Tomorrow afternoon there is a space for you to do whatever you need to do, including a variety of recreational workshops.  

And then on Wednesday Professor Sarah Coakley, Norris-Hulse Professor of Divinity in the University of Cambridge and whose writings cover a wide variety of themes, will look at our own ministry and the context in which it is set, asking how we might be engaged in “reimagining the role of the priesthood in a secular age; the power and the glory?”
Each day we gather for worship at Morning Prayer and the Eucharist, and in the evenings there are as you see different kinds of evening worship by way of a choice.  Entertainments in the evenings are in the form of a quiz and comedy show.  And threaded through all this will be the opportunity, for those who wish to, to be part of the 24:7 prayer room, undergirding the whole Conference life and experience with prayer around the clock.  

Over the years, if I’m honest, I’ve come to these Conferences with a mixture of excitement and anxiety.  I genuinely look forward to seeing you all, often very moved and touched by the conversations we share and the time we spend together.  But I also confess to being uncertain about the future, about whether we’re getting the planning process right, about whether we have unrealistic expectations of you all and whether the pastoral care and concern for the clergy in this Diocese is adequate.

In spite of this I hope that you will leave strengthened, refreshed and renewed.  And that you will each find your own way through the Conference so that it feeds, nourishes and strengthens you.  With each passing year I become evermore convinced that the transformation of the church, and indeed of the world through the church, will come about by those who are attending to God and learning to behold His presence and His glory.  If this Conference encourages and enables you to make that a higher priority in your life, it will all have been worthwhile.

So now we approach the first speaker, and before we do there is a space to look and listen so that we prepare our senses and our inner worlds to see what God is revealing to us in this Conference.  And as a way in to the pictures and music, some words from Psalm 19:

“The Heavens are telling the glory of God;

And the firmament proclaims His handiwork.

Day to day pours forth speech,

And night to night declares His knowledge.

There is no speech, nor are there words;

Their voice is not heard;

Yet their voice goes out through all the earth,

And their words to the end of the world”

The Conference prayer:

“We stand before the mirror of your eternity,

Within the radiance of your majesty.

Through your Holy Spirit,

Enlighten the darkness of our minds,

Challenge the comfort of our perception,

Giving us a right faith, a firm hope, and a perfect love;

That the world may behold your glory

Through Jesus Christ our Lord

Amen”
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