Bishop's visitations to the Archdeaconries May 2009

Leicester Cathedral, May 19th and 20th 2009
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“When he ascended on high he made captivity its self a captive; he gave gifts to his people.”   (Ephesians chapter 4, verse 7)
The feast of the Ascension which the Church celebrates this week is a good time to think on our shared roles of leadership within the Church.  St Paul in the letter to the Ephesians reminds the early Church of the essence of their faith.  They are part of one body, inspired by one spirit, responding to one call from the God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all and in all.  Moreover, the risen Christ is perpetually present within the life of the Church through his ascension.  And the ascension of Christ is essentially a celebration of his eternal life with God, a life that is promised to each one of us.  As he ascends to God’s presence Christ equips his people to be the Church here on earth.  The letter to the Ephesians spells it out:  “The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers to equip the Saints for the work of ministry, for the building up of the body of Christ.”  So we here are part of that calling, sharing the life of that body and inspired by the same spirit.  We here are those who have received gifts from God.  Whether churchwardens, clergy or bishop, whether confident or confused, whether experienced over many years or new to the work, and above all whether we are aware of it or not, we are charged with exercising these gifts, precious beyond words, which God has given to us.  And I use the word exercise on purpose.  Because just like our physical bodies, it is exercise which strengthens our gifts, tests our capacities, and enables our growth.  So it is that Paul says “We must grow up in every way into Him who is the head, into Christ.”
So all of us here are on the same journey of growth, testing and using the gifts which God has given to us in the service of the body which is the Church.  That is why I want to thank you for what you do.  To encourage you to believe that the work you are engaged in is nothing less than God’s work in the Church.  And to enable you to see that whatever that work comprises, whether filling in faculty forms, looking after the churchyard, drawing up rotas, or worrying about the Parish Share, it is part of the vital work without which there simply would not be a Diocese and the proclamation of the Good News of Jesus Christ would not be heard and lived out in the churches which we represent.  It is God’s voice that you hear when I say thank you to you.  As beloved children of God it is God who rejoices in who you are and what you do far more than you will ever know.

When I decided to undertake the visitations to the Archdeaconries this year, I felt that it was time to do so again since it is now 7 years since the last occasion!  I did not know that these visitations would come at a critical point both in the life of our nation and in the life of this Diocese.  So I will ensure that the text of this address is on the Diocesan website within the next few days.  If you are not sure how to find it, then now would be a good time to look at the website for the first time!

The financial crisis which hit the world last year, has now developed in this country into a democratic crisis.  We live in the most uncertain times.  And it is very clear that the calling to the Church in times of crisis is not to withdraw from the world, nor to limit our ambition, but rather to hold our nerve, confident that the whole basis of our life is a belief in the risen life of Christ.  Without that we might as well be just another voluntary organisation.  Just another club.  Just another association of people guarding our buildings and managing our money.  But our calling is to be a people living out a belief in the resurrection, which overcomes death and defeat and which demonstrates to the world the power of God’s love.

If you read the Gospels you will see that our Lord speaks regularly about money.  In January of this year we launched a programme called “God’s Gift – Our Response”.  The clergy of the Diocese came to the Cathedral to hear about how as a Diocese we could preach more effectively the challenge of the Gospel to Christian generosity.  Materials for every parish to enable the thinking and understanding of this programme were distributed to every parish.  It was made clear that this initiative is about faith raising as much as it is about fund raising.  It is a direct appeal to every parish to return to the scriptures, to pray about what they are saying to us in challenging times about our personal giving and to invite people prayerfully to respond.  Last Saturday the Diocesan Synod passed a motion calling on every parish to consider this material with their clergy and to make a response to the Deanery about their plans for taking this initiative forward by October of this year.  If your parish has not yet considered this material could you please raise it with your clergy or church council and begin to attend to what this material has to say and how you might hear it and respond to it.  I know that in many parishes these are very pressured times financially, but the Church of England’s general target is that everyone should consider trying to give 5% of their disposable income towards the work of the Church.  Nationally we have only achieved 3.2%, and in some places it is very much lower than that.  I believe that if we could achieve that modest increase from everybody it would, at a stroke, solve nearly all the financial threats we face.  But above all it is the giving of the people in the parishes which enables the clergy to be housed and stipended.  There is a direct relationship between our ability to give and the availability of clergy to the communities of this Diocese and to the Church of England nationally.

It is important to talk about money, because it is through our giving that we provide the resources for God’s mission in the world.  This Diocese has, in recent years, attended much more to the challenge to be a missionary diocese.  There is now a real will to find ways in which we can all reach out and engage more effectively with the communities we serve.  But that will depends upon us being able to gather the Parish Share which every benefice is asked to achieve.  Can I say in passing how grateful I am to those benefices which do take Parish Share as the significant priority and ensure that the dues of each benefice are paid so that the Diocese can budget properly and manage its affairs effectively.

Resourcing for mission is at the heart of what our diocesan finances are about.  Four years ago we published the report Shaped by God.  Like many such reports, it generated a considerable energetic response in the first couple of years and has tended more recently to occupy less of our time and attention.  But the Shaped by God report described the nine marks of a healthy Church – the ways in which all our churches, whether large or small, should be reflecting some of the same characteristics, a life of prayer, a welcome to newcomers, an engagement with children and young people, etc.  In the Shaped by God report we were reminded that many of these things can only be done by parishes or benefices working in partnership with others.  It was a challenge to change our habits and begin to build these partnerships so that we can plan for mission.  In some parts of the Diocese this way of thinking about partnership is proving enormously effective.  There are plans that are now significantly developed and are enhancing the confidence and capacity of local churches.  They are also showing that clergy who are working and praying together are on the whole more confident and more enriched than when working alone.  But if your parish or benefice has not explored a Mission Partnership or if the Partnership has not yet realised its potential for planning and working for mission, will you exercise your leadership and gifts in calling the local church where you are back to the Shaped by God report and to looking again at what it has to say?  This year we have appointed someone afresh to work on behalf of all of us as part of the Mission and Ministry Team in the Diocese, the Revd Barry Hill, and he will be visiting the parishes and encouraging conversations about the Shaped by God report starting this summer.  I hope you will welcome him, engage with him and prayerfully consider where this agenda might be leading your benefice.

As you will see from the display material in the Cathedral, the Diocese is seeking at the moment to progress two very significant but demanding challenges.  One is at our Diocesan Retreat House at Launde Abbey.  If you have not yet visited Launde, I hope you will do so in the next few months, if only out of curiosity.  It is a delightful, indeed stunningly beautiful Tudor mansion set in rolling English countryside.  This house, a gift to the Diocese 50 years ago, has become one of the best loved retreat houses in England.  It remains the property of and the responsibility of this Diocese alone.  Although used by many others the very substantial capital costs of maintenance lie with the Trustees on behalf of this Diocese.  Although Launde Abbey has over the years paid its own way, the capital costs of renewal and restoration are very substantial indeed.  As you know we are now running an urgent appeal for £1 million.  Unless this money is found, there is a serious risk that it will not be possible to bring Launde up to the standard required for the years ahead.  I would be negligent if, as Bishop, I did not make it clear to the Diocese that we cannot assume that this precious and priceless gift will be ours forever unless we can find the collective will and energy to restore and renew it.  We have not appealed direct to the parishes.  But I ask will you pray for Launde and consider whether there is more you could do to help in the next few months?

Simultaneously the opportunity to develop a major centre of outreach and mission at the heart of our Diocese and adjoining this Cathedral occurred 18 months ago.  We have acquired the Grammar School building and are in the advanced stages of planning for it to become a base for all kinds of new work, especially with children and young people.  But it could also be a centre of hospitality and gathering for the whole Diocese and a place where our teaching and learning programmes for new ministries, vocations and discipleship are based.  It is a potentially hugely exciting opportunity but it is going to require courage, conviction and resolution to see it through and complete it in difficult financial times.  I commend it to your prayers and I commend you to look at that website too to learn more about what is going on.

In recent years, we have tried as a diocese to put more resources into mission.  I have mentioned the Shaped by God report, the opportunities here in the Cathedral Square, but there have also been our new Young People for Life programmes and the Diocesan Leadership Programme.  In addition there is the significant work we do on inter-faith relations at the St Philip’s Centre and many other things I could mention.  How do we all play a part in the decision making processes which give direction to the common life of our Diocese?  The answer to that question is through election to the Synods of the Diocese.  Within the next few weeks, elections will be taking place to our Diocesan Synod.  Those elected serve for 3 years, coming on 3 occasions a year to a gathering at which these significant decisions for the Diocese are debated and voted on.  It is important to ensure that those who are elected to our Diocesan Synod from our Deanery Synods are as diverse and representative a group as possible.  At present there are hardly any from our Asian or African-Caribbean communities.  There are very few indeed who are below the age of 40.  I want to ask you directly when you return to your parishes, will you talk to your Church Councils, to others in your congregation and ask them to consider standing for election to the Diocesan Synod?  We need to encourage a much wider base of people who will give this amount of time to being part of the prayerful discernment of our priorities as a Diocese.  Look again at the passage from the letter to the Ephesians which speaks of: “Each part working properly, promoting the body’s growth in building itself up in love.”  It is our Diocesan Synod which is a crucial part of the way we do that.

Finally I want to say a word about some new faces around the Diocese this summer.  As you know, Paul Hackwood will be giving up as Archdeacon of Loughborough in July of this year.  We are very grateful to him for his faithful and dedicated and effective work over the last four years.  I have been enormously impressed by the way Paul has given himself to being Archdeacon and many of you in the Loughborough Archdeaconry especially will have benefitted from his support, friendship, wisdom and commitment.  The time to appoint another Archdeacon has now arrived.  It is very likely that this post will be advertised.  If there are comments or suggestions anybody wants to make to me about suitable people to be appointed as Archdeacon I hope you will make contact with me in confidence.

Also this summer, we shall be welcoming a full-time stipendiary Assistant Bishop.  Over the years, the Diocese has both needed and valued the ministries of an Assistant Bishop, but in recent years we have not had available anyone beyond the invaluable service in retirement of Bishop Colin Scott from Ashby-de-la-Zouch.  Ill health now prevents him from offering any such ministry.  For the first time for many years we are now able to receive the ministry of a full-time Assistant Bishop, Bishop Christopher Boyle, who will be joining us in August.  He has for the last 8 years been the Bishop of Northern Malawi, looking after a vast diocese in Central Africa where the poverty and the challenges of finance are far more severe than anything we have ever known in this country.  Bishop Christopher will I know be a much valued, prayerful and pastoral episcopal presence and we look forward to welcoming him.  There will be a service here in the Cathedral on 6 September at 4.00 pm and you are all very welcome.

I have spoken to you tonight about the gifts the ascended Christ provides for his people.  I have spoken to you about some of the financial challenges we face as a Diocese and the call of the Gospels to us to respond.  I have spoken about our Diocesan programme for mission, the Shaped by God programme and I have mentioned the two current challenges of Launde Abbey and Cathedral Square.  I have spoken about the new Diocesan leadership we shall be welcoming later this year.

But let me be clear about this.  All these programmes which we seek to support as a Diocese exist primarily to resource the principle work of the Diocese which is in the parishes which you represent.  If those parishes are not properly supported, encouraged and enabled, then the life of the Diocese is failing in its responsibility.  It is the work of the local church which is the chief responsibility of all of us.  That is why I so much prize this opportunity to speak directly to you tonight.  My responsibility is to ensure that our youth programmes, our mission and ministry agendas, our Diocesan facilities and all the other many things we try to do as a Diocese, that they are all adding value to the work of the parishes.  If that is not the case then we should be thinking again.  And I hope that it is in that spirit that we can work together as part of one body,“speaking the truth in love and growing up in every way into Him who is the head.”
There is one last thing I must mention.  In the busy life of a Bishop, I am tempted, as we all are at times, to try to achieve all these things in my own strength.  That of course is a tragic error in the Christian life.  In particularly challenging times, it is vital that we turn to the key resources of our life as disciples, namely persistent prayer.  The collect we have said this evening reminds us that Dunstan [Alcuin] is one whose life was centred on prayer.  Will you then as you commit yourselves tonight to exercise the office of the Churchwarden in accordance with the laws; privately commit also to doing everything you can to support the life of your parish and our common life as a diocese in prayer?
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