Leicester Diocesan Synod: Presidential Address: 18 February 2012
The recent judgement about the saying of prayers before the sessions of the Bideford Council has detonated a predictable explosion of media reaction.  For the secularisers this is merely a sensible adjustment to allow prayers to become optional for those who wish to attend, rather than part of the formal proceedings.  For others, including former Archbishop, Lord Carey, it is the latest in a long line of attacks on public Christianity by a determined and unreasonable minority of committed atheists who are hell-bent on consigning faith in general and Christianity in particular, to a private sphere, detached from the public narrative of our national identity.

Certainly there is something of a national debate now about how a modern, plural democratic society accommodates faith into public policy-making.  In particular this focuses on how it makes room for a national state religion in the form of the established Church of England in various aspects of public life.

Some of this concern attached itself to the recent attempts by five bishops (of which I was one) to amend a key feature of the Welfare Reform Bill in Parliament three weeks ago.  The issue was less contentious than it was made out to be by some of the media.  The bishops have consistently accepted that our welfare system needs urgent reform; that a Universal Credit is a good way of simplifying the system; that some people need to be incentivised by the system to get back to work and not to experience the perverse incentive of finding it more profitable to stay at home than to go to work.  Furthermore we had accepted (with some reservations) the principle of a Benefits Cap.

The particular storm which broke was over the amendment to the Bill proposing that Child Benefit, which has always been regarded as Universal, made available to parents for the benefit of their children, should be excluded from the calculation of the Benefits Cap.  This amendment was based on an immense amount of detailed research relating to the effects on about 70,000 families and 200,000 children conducted mainly by The Children’s Society of which I was formerly the Chair.

On the night of the critical vote in the House of Lords I was persuaded to chase across town to the TV centre in Shepherds Bush for the Newsnight programme.  Jeremy Paxman’s opening 3 questions were all about the right of unelected bishops to challenge the elected government of the day.  Two days later the Daily Mail published photos of the houses of the bishops involved, arguing that we had no idea about poverty and even less right to speak about it!
This challenge to the right of the Church to speak out about social justice or to confront government on moral grounds, may become an issue about which the Church should be ready to be at least watchful and possibly in due course, more courageous.

The issue is very likely to reappear in a new form if the Queen’s Speech in the later spring announces the Government’s intention to introduce reform of the House of Lords in the next session of Parliament.  Whatever is introduced, and whatever eventually emerges, it is bound to generate a debate about whether the time has now come to remove the bishops from Parliament.  No doubt there will be different views about that in the Church (and doubtless in this diocese) but clearly any such removal (if it happened) would substantially affect our sense of being a Christian country, with an element of our Christian character reflected in the make up of our Parliament.
These issues are highlighted for us in this Diamond Jubilee Year, with its focus on the place of the monarch in our national story.  The Queen is evidently and increasingly publicly a committed Christian.  At Lambeth Palace this week she spoke about the place of the Church of England as the institution which is hospitable to other faiths and serves the spiritual needs of the whole nation.

That theme will be picked up when the Queen, the Duke of Edinburgh and the Duchess of Cambridge visit Leicester on 8 March.  Although the itinerary is not publicly announced, and I am not at liberty to speak publicly about it, it is widely understood in the diocese that Her Majesty will be paying her first visit to Leicester Cathedral and St Martins House.  This provides us with an exceptional opportunity to demonstrate what we mean by the three values which are at the heart of the development programme which has led to the opening of St Martins House namely:

· Attentiveness to God

· Generous hospitality

· Transforming relationships

We shall invite to the Cathedral representatives of every parish in the diocese, together with representatives of civil society, government, business, the voluntary, sporting, academic and cultural parts of our common life.  We shall also (at the express desire f the Palace) invite representatives of other faiths.  The short service will be explicitly Christian, but will include very brief readings from the scriptures of the major faith communities.
This reflects the Queen’s vision of the Church of which she is Supreme Convenor, and it reflects the vocation of the established Church in England.  In a truly Christian country, we demonstrate the command to love our neighbours as ourselves by the attitude of respectful attention to our neighbours’ sincere and devout belief, while confidently celebrating the truth of God revealed in Jesus.  That is both a Christ like and a public stance which has, over the years enabled Leicester to develop a reputation for good faith relations, and is part of the reason why the Royal Party has chosen to come to our city and county first during their Jubilee Year.  It is also the reason why our Christian character has enabled us to develop a sensitive tolerance which accommodates a multi-faith society in ways which would be unthinkable in most Islamic or more aggressively secular cultures.  We lose that tolerance at our peril.
So these are exciting as well as challenging times for us all.  I hope all of us, whether we have tickets or not, will share a sense of delight and anticipation about the Queen’s visit and will pray earnestly for her and for all who a working so hard to prepare for her arrival.  But I hope also we shall grow in confidence to understand that our faith is indeed a public reality as well as a private conviction.

I shall be discussing some of these things in a lecture at De Montfort University on 29 February and I hope some of you might wish to come that evening as a sign that this is an issue the Christian community cares deeply about.  During Lent there will be a series of discussions with national public figures around contemporary issues raising questions about Christian perspectives to take place in St Martins House.  Details will be on the website.

But above all I pray that the coming season of Lent will be a time for a renewed attention – both to ourselves of course and God’s life within us.  But also to the character of our common life, to the sometimes unseen focus which may be eroding the familiar freedoms we take for granted.  And I would hope too that our reflection will take us beyond ourselves and beyond our parish and diocese to reflect on God’s Kingdom of righteousness, justice and peace.  To ask ourselves whether we are doing enough to ensure that the Kingdom we live in adequately reflects those qualities, and whether, if we wake up one day and find ourselves in an officially secular state, we can be confident that we had done all in our power to ensure that the values of God’s Kingdom could still be proclaimed within it.
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