When Bishops Tim and Christopher asked me to chair their evening meetings with lay people during their Lent pilgrimage I confess I had little idea of the sort of views would be expressed. I knew that the gatherings would probably include non-churchgoers, atheists and agnostics as well as committed Christians. So I vaguely surmised that there would be a certain amount of brouhaha inspired by such neo-atheists as Prof. Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens.  And I must say I relished the prospect of hearing how they would be answered.

 

In the event this did not happen. What was remarkable was the lack of antagonism expressed towards the church even from professed atheists.  Although all the sessions were different and produced a wide variety of questions and opinions it became clear that there were a great many folk at all meetings who were ‘seekers’. They didn’t have the kind of faith they perceived in the Bishops and wanted to know how they could gain it.

 

I hope that doesn’t sound flip. In fact, all the people who asked questions along those lines were thoughtful and, in one or two cases, rather pained and bewildered that they could not profess a faith they sought so earnestly. It became clear that many of them thought that could not in good faith (as it were) join a congregation unless they understood and could endorse every aspect of Christian doctrine. I know just how they feel because this is how I felt for many years. It was only after a priest, now a firm friend, showed me that all congregations are communities of pilgrims, sometimes confused, always looking for light from wherever it may come but hopefully buoyed by the fact that they are all in it together.

 

Faith is an adventure. But this does mean that parish priests have a huge responsibility as teachers and sustainers of the faith they profess. There are, judging from our experience during Lent, a great many people who would like to come to church but need personal nurture, fostering and tender support.

 

At least one other thing struck me about the questions we heard. At no point did anyone raise such issues as women Bishops and human sexuality and the church – in other words the kind of topics that seem to absorb so much energy and time in the General Synod. This confirmed my sense that the Synod often seems to exist in a kind of parallel universe. The voices from the pews are very different from those heard in synodical deliberations. This cannot be a healthy situation for the church, not least because it presents a wholly misleading image to the world at large where, as I have said, there are clearly a great many people who want to embrace faith but for various reasons feel they cannot.

 

They need all the help and persuasion we can provide at both the parish and the national level.

