CLERGY CONFERENCE: 20 – 22 SEPTEMBER 2011  
Behold God’s Glory – final talk 
All of us will have our memories to take home from these two days together.  Vividly in my mind is a memory of yesterday morning early before Morning Prayer, as a radiant sunrise was pouring light through the windows of the Chapel and the harp was playing into the silence.  There have been moments of restrained drama or even tension in the Hall, not least when we began to explore the possibility of seeing the radiance of God’s glory in those of other faiths and when engaging with the narrative of redemptive suffering in film.  There will be other things that each one of you take home with you, possibly conversations, friendships renewed, a thought, an idea, a commitment that may significantly change the direction of your life or your ministry.  

But one conviction stays with me and I hope it will with you.  Over the years I’ve been coming to these Clergy Conferences, the atmosphere, the positive engagement, the sense of mutual support, the lack of tribalism and the readiness to engage with ideas which may not fit our particular theologies or neat frameworks for understanding God has markedly increased with each Conference.  I hope we can recognise that as a special gift of God to our Diocese.  I believe we should celebrate it and ask ourselves “how do we build on this for all the changes and chances that lie ahead of us?”

So that is the question I want to address.  How do we each take back with us something from this Conference that enables us to behold the glory of God in the routine, the demanding, stretching and sometimes overwhelming challenge of the ministries we face?  

And perhaps, more importantly, how do we behold the glory of God as we find our way through the task of reimagining the future of the church in our 2020 process?  I am only too aware how demanding that process has been for many of you, especially for our Area Deans.  And I am only too aware how many of you have been ministering to congregations which feel unsettled, disturbed, defensive and even let down by this process.  How are we to see the glory of God in all this?

We’ve received a great deal from our speakers in answer to that question.  Richard Bauckham has taken us through a rich series of linked Bible studies demonstrating how God reveals His glory in Jesus Christ so that human beings may reveal His glory and through them the whole creation.  Sarah Coakley has challenged us to think afresh about the glory of God in the priesthood and the parish and especially to consider it in a time of poverty and renewed spiritual quest.  Richard Coles has reminded us that the story of redemptive suffering suffuses our culture and is continually being reworked by film-makers.  Brother Guy took us on a journey to the heavens and stretched our minds to consider the God who is revealed in creation, yet a God whose infinite creativity can never be encompassed or defined by scientific enquiry.

So we return to the question – what does this mean for our current attempt in the Diocese of Leicester to re-imagine the church for 2020?

Well the first point to make is the obvious one that we cannot know the future.  Not all the facts on which rational decisions about how to reorganise the church are knowable in advance.  There are certain risks we have to take because it is only in retrospect that we can know whether we were right to take them and perhaps not even then.  In his book, ‘The Great Partnership’, Jonathan Sacks makes the point that Crick and Watson could not know in advance that they would discover DNA when they began to search for it.  Columbus could not have known he would discover America before he set sail for it.  Karl Popper said in ‘The Poverty of Historicism’, the future cannot be predicted, because how it will happen depends on discoveries that cannot be predicted, because if they could be predicted they would already have been discovered.  That is why every attempt to foretell the shape of things to come is at best guess work, and usually bad guess work.  
Well, you might think that is an argument for not trying to shape the future and just leaving it to chance.  But this is where the character of the church is fully revealed.  We are called to be a community that does not live on the basis of probabilities but rather possibilities.  There are those church growth experts who extrapolate from present trends in church attendance and predict on the basis of probabilities that the church will disappear completely in a certain number of years.  But Jonathan Sacks makes the point that if probability were the measure none of us would be here at all.  How probable is it that the most primitive bacterium would one day involve into a humanity capable of de-coding the genome?  Or that a small group of frightened religious followers in Jerusalem would outlive great empires and that they would come to transform the history of the world?  Jonathan Sacks speaks of faith as the defeat of probability by the power of possibility.  All the great human achievements in art and science as well as the life of the spirit, came through people who ignored the probable and had faith in the possible.  I would like to think that our 2020 Vision is about having faith in the possible.  About allowing our imaginations to help us devise new and creative ways of being church and to find the courage to try them out, to risk failure, to learn from each other as trustingly as we possibly can.
So this brings us to the next point.  Moving on with our 2020 Vision is going to require a readiness to develop the habit of taking a risk.  We cannot know in advance all the facts that will make the decisions we take the right ones under the circumstances.  Of course this applies to all the big decisions in our life, who to marry, whether to have a child, start a business, write a symphony or paint a picture.  There is no creation without risk and the point about the Bible’s account of creation is that it suggests that, even for God, creating humanity was a risk, and one that at least once He regretted having taken.  So as we go forward with 2020 we know that we’re going into unchartered territory.  And we know that if we see this process simply as the management of decline, then the one thing we can reasonably expect to end up with is precisely that, decline.  But if we see 2020 as our collective journey of faith, moving trustingly into God’s future, then it’s bound to be a process which takes us beyond the knowable, beyond that which we can be certain of in advance beyond doubt.  As Jonathan Sacks puts it:
“Faith is a risk and there is no way of minimising that risk, of playing it safe.  Hamlets soliloquy: “for in that sleep of death what dreams may come?” – tells us that there is no death, let alone life without risk.  Those who are unprepared to take a risk are unprepared to be fully alive.”
Thirdly though, as we make our way through this 2020 process, I believe we need to remember that there are many signs of hope and growth to encourage us.  Having Bishop Isaiah and Bishop Stanley with us this week, if we’ve had a chance to talk to them, will remind us that a natural state of a Christian church is energetic and expansive.  The western European secularised context is the exception rather than the rule.  And even in Europe, hard pressed Christians have a range of extraordinary new movements to draw on for growth and new life.  Look at the many vibrant Christian movements, many of recent origin which are spreading in our own continent.  Professor David Ford lists them in his book ‘The Future of Christian Theology’: the Taizé community, the Focolare Movement, the Emmanuel Community, the Alpha Course, L’Arche, the Cursillo Movement, Sole Survivor, Greenbelt, Spring Harvest, New Wine.  Such movements have become a focus of belonging within the church for large numbers of people and their impact is far wider than their membership, often affecting whole congregations and local communities.  Who could have predicted all this just a generation ago?  The future is literally pregnant with possibilities and we must have eyes open to see them if we’re to find our way through the 2020 Vision process wisely.
So, what then will it take for us as a Diocese to become more ready to move into the future trustingly and faithfully?  Sarah Coakley pointed us in the direction of thinking about this when she challenged us to attend to the life of prayer.  When many of us met for our days together in Launde Abbey in February, I tried to speak about the priesthood as “living on the border of the holy”.  It was a phrase that comes from Bill Countryman’s book about the priesthood.  It is a reminder of the priestly task of attending to the presence of God, making that our particular specialism, not because we are intrinsically more holy or better than anyone else, but because in the economy of God that is what the church needs of us.  The priesthood of all believers is formed when the ordained priest properly takes up his or her role in attending to the things of God and modelling that attention by means of a vulnerable existence in the communities in which he or she is set.  I hope that in the next few months we can think together more creatively about how we support each other in this life of prayer. 

The enormous effort and indeed resources which have been put into the restoration of Launde Abbey mean that we are a Diocese having a very remarkable retreat house in our midst.  That has been a very exceptional gift to the Diocese, but I think we still have some way to go in learning how to make use of it.  I’m not talking just about booking the space more in order that Launde may be a commercial success.  I’m talking about how we allow the presence of this house of retreat and prayer to resource and shape our lives and through us the lives and ministries of the parishes we serve.  And I mentioned yesterday the possibility of beginning to explore a simple rule of life for us as clergy in which we commit to praying for each other, in which we perhaps deepen and develop our Diocesan Cycle of Prayer, and in which we can become aware particularly of others who need our prayers.  If this Conference does reflect an ethos and culture in the Diocese in which we are becoming more relaxed, more comfortable and more at peace with one another then let us think about how we might build that culture into our relationships within the Deaneries, in our Mission Partnerships and indeed across the Diocese as a whole.
But this leads me to my next point.  If we are to live by faith, a more prayerful and mutually supportive life, then I believe that through that will come God’s call to us to let go some of the anxieties which characterise the life of the church today.  In my 12 years as Bishop the workload has increased constantly as Clergy Terms of Service, HR practises, Ministerial Review, capability procedures, Clergy Discipline Measures, and all the background regulatory framework of Employment Tribunals, Safeguarding procedures, CRBs etc has shaped the Bishop’s responsibility for the ministry of his clergy.  But while we have been constructing this complex defensive bureaucracy, we have also been driving forward an agenda for growth.  At one level that is entirely right.  We should expect people coming to Christ and we should anticipate that God will fulfil His promise to bring in the harvest a hundredfold.  But I think that some of you already know that I am wary of some of the messages the church presently sends out about imperative for growth.  I am wary of an agenda that can appear to be driven by our anxiety about the future.  Only this week I have received another circular from the Archbishops’ Council and the Church Commissioners enclosing a table of 12 different formulae for church growth each subdivided into 12 subsections.  And these tables are supplemented by 24 hypothesise to support a research programme on growth.  No doubt there are seeds of possibility in all this.  And around the Diocese we have some enormously encouraging examples of growth in which we should rejoice.  But what I want of you as clergy in the Diocese above all else is trust in the living God and I want you to feel that you have been given permission to exercise your unique gifts in the way God has called you to exercise them and to do that as creatively, imaginatively and wholeheartedly as you can.  That is what matters.  Not that you should pour yourself into a mould or function according to a formula which you think will mechanistically add to the numbers.  That way lies exhaustion, burn-out and depression.  God has called you by name and made you His own and he wants you to find your own particular and unique way of living the abundant life with your people.  

And that brings me to my final point.  When I spoke on Tuesday I reminded you of the anchoresses cell with its three windows – one upwards to the church so that the nun could see the sacrament at the mass.  The second was a window onto the street through which the nun could see the world framed by the cross.  The third was the window into an inner room.  It is in paying attention to that inner room that we will perhaps come to see more of the glory of God.  Those of us who listened to Alison Clark, the Governor of Leicester Prison on Tuesday afternoon will have been reminded of how many people there are in our communities who have never been on the receiving end of being loved for their own sake even as a child.  Our ministries derive from the truth that dawned on those who met and spent time with Jesus of Nazareth: who watched Him as He encountered damaged people, sinful and perplexed people, and told them they were loved.  Told them God even cared about the death of a sparrow and in the most perceptive of all the Gospels, that of John, the message is plain:  we may journey through the world as those who are valued and loved.  Despite what we are.  Despite all life’s unpredictable and sometimes cruel nature.  We are not to doubt that we are loved.  That of course is true of every Christian, but it particularly must be true of those of us called to the ordained ministry.  Often people will test us repeatedly to show us that they are unlovable as they believe themselves to be.  Holding to what we know is the truth about them in the face of constant rejection, simply continuing to be there is sometimes intolerably hard but only such a keeping faith with what we know to be their value may in the end be the only evidence they have that they are after all worth loving.  But in order to do this, we need to have learned and learned again to see ourselves with love.
And that is my hope for the effect of this Conference on your lives.  If you have beheld a glimpse of the glory of God through what you’ve seen or heard or experienced here then I hope it will have reminded you that as well as the glory being found in the Scriptures, in the worship of the church, in the congregations that we serve, it is also there implanted in the character and personality of each one of us.  Of course we are unworthy, flawed, only too aware of our shortcomings.  But if that is all we can be aware of we will not see the fullness of God’s glory in the face of Jesus Christ.  God for His purposes, in His wisdom and through His love has planted the glory of God in the face of each one of us.  And I think at moments in this Conference we have known it.  We have known that we belong to a community of people called by the same God, to serve Him in the same Diocese and the same moment.  We have begun to sense that that which unites us, that which we hold in common, in spite of all our very real differences of age, gender, theology, outlook, formation, and practise is deeper than that which separates us.  There have of course been some who have been unable to come to this Conference.  Some are sick, some are over burdened, some have responsibilities which they cannot avoid and they too reflect the glory of God.  But in remembering them we are reminded that there is not one of us for whom God does not have a purpose, there is not one of us in whom God does not rejoice, there is not one of us who will not be used by God to release the priesthood of the laity for this new church which God is bringing to birth.

So my hope is that over the next 6 months as our 2020 Vision process starts to take shape, you will commend it to God in the words of our Conference prayer with which I now end:

Almighty God

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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