LEICESTER DIOCESAN SYNOD - SATURDAY 17TH NOVEMBER
Presidential Address
I am so delighted to be able to add my welcome to you all to this Academy building which has occupied the time, energy, prayers and attention of many of us over the last three or four years. This is, as I am sure you know, the only Church-sponsored City Academy with a worshipping Church community and Church facilities built into it. What is being pioneered here is exciting, challenging and a sign to us all of what we can achieve together as the body of Christ in reaching out for the gospel to children and young people. It is also a sign of how the Church can be a witness to the values of the kingdom in providing the highest possible quality education for some of the most disadvantaged children in our communities. This is surely a worthy aim and we have much the celebrate here. 

Later this morning you will be hearing from Pat Dubas, the head-teacher and from the governors of the school about the vision of this place and how things are developing. We have been enormously blessed by the way in which senior people from across the city have agreed to give their time to the governing body and we have secured in Pat a head-teacher of first-class calibre who is literally having a transforming effect on the lives of our children. I commend her and all her colleagues in this school to your prayers. 

This new building also focuses our attention on the whole question of the place of the Church of England in education. I am glad therefore that Peter Taylor will have the opportunity as Director of Education to help us understand the developing agenda of our Church schools in this Diocese. 

But it is to another subject that I want to turn as President of the Synod. In May of this year, the Archbishop of Canterbury wrote to all the Bishops of the Anglican Communion with a letter of invitation to the Lambeth Conference in 2008. In his letter he wrote these words:

“The conference is a place where our experience of living out God’s mission can be shared. It is a place where we may be renewed for effective ministry. And it is a place where we can try and get more clarity about the limits of our diversity and the means of deepening our communion, so we can speak together with conviction and clarity to the world. It is an occasion when the Archbishop of Canterbury exercises his privilege of calling his colleagues together, not to legislate but to discover and define something more about our common identity through prayer, listening to God’s word and shared reflection. It is an occasion to rediscover the reality of the Church itself as a world-wide community united by the call and grace of Christ”.

Since those letters of invitation were issued, the gathering tensions and conflicts within the Anglican communion have intensified to the point where now we stand on the very edge of schism. I do not want to rehearse all the stages of the conflict but it is one that has been in which the storm clouds have been gathering since the consecration of the Bishop of New Hampshire by the United States Episcopal Church in the 2002. This was followed by the creation of the Windsor document which proposed a means by which the Episcopal Church in the United States might be reconciled with the Anglican Communion and culminated in the Primates of the Anglican Communion making clear demands on the North American Church as a basis for “mending the tear in the fabric” of our common life in Christ.

These negotiations reached something of a climax at the meeting of the House of Bishops of the Episcopal Church in New Orleans in September of this year. The Archbishop of Canterbury and the Standing Committee of the Anglican Consultative Council and the Primates of the Anglican Communion attended that meeting. The Bishops of the North American Church pledged as a body the following:

· Not to authorise public rites for the blessing of same sex unions.

· “To exercise restraint by not consenting to the consecration of any candidate to the episcopate whose manner of life presents a challenge to the wider Church and will lead to further strains on communion.”

· Accepting the presiding Bishop’s plan for Episcopal Visitors for those dioceses where the ministry of the Diocesan Bishop was not acceptable to a majority.

· Supporting the Presiding Bishop in seeking communion-wide consultation 

· And deploring incursions into the jurisdictions of the North American dioceses by uninvited bishops from other provinces.

In response to these undertakings from the North American Church, the Archbishop of Canterbury indicated that he intended to consult widely with all the Primates and with all the members of the Anglican Consultative Council in order that the Communion can discern the way ahead.

Meanwhile, as you will be aware from the Church press, there have been a very large number of public statements, declarations of intent and challenges to the Archbishop’s authority from different parts of the Anglican Communion. Amongst the most publicised of these has been the letter from the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church to Bishop Robert Duncan in the Diocese of Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania. The Presiding Bishop indicated that Bishop Duncan’s intention to withdraw from the Episcopal Church might amount to a canonical offence and that it would issue in disciplinary action. Subsequently 40 members of the General Synod of the Church of England signed a statement of solidarity and support for the Bishop of Pittsburgh and his challenge to the Episcopal Church in North America. Further, some Bishops of the Church of England including Chester, Chichester, Exeter and Rochester have issued a statement in support of the Bishop of Pittsburgh.

Meanwhile, the Presiding Bishop of the Anglican Church in South America, Bishop Greg Venables, has issued a statement indicating that those dioceses that wish to secede from the Episcopal Church because of disputes over doctrine and discipline will be given an ecclesiastical home in the Church of the Province of the Southern Cone. 

To add some fuel to all this fire, nine of the Primates of the Anglican Communion, including Archbishop Peter Akinola of Nigeria have recently demanded a delay in the holding of the Lambeth Conference until all Bishops could meet in what they call “a spirit of true collegiality and unity in the faith”. In his open letter to the Primates of the Anglican Communion, Archbishop Akinola has stated that he detects both a crisis of doctrine and a crisis of leadership in which the failure of the instruments of the Communion to exercise discipline has called into question the viability of the Anglican Communion as a united Christian body under the common foundation of faith.

All of this causes all us considerable sadness particularly if it has the effect of undermining our links with the world church. In our own diocese, we have developed a number of important companion links. Our link the Diocese of Mount Kilimanjaro dates back to 1982 and has been fruitful for us and for the people of Tanzania. David Macha, formerly a curate in the parish of Emmanuel, Loughborough has been in St Margaret’s Church in Moshi since 2001 supported by this Diocese. I have visited the Diocese of Mount Kilimanjaro as have Mothers’ Union groups, regular visits from a number of our churches, gap year volunteers at Pasua Secondary School and Kiteko Christian College. Our own Diocese raises money for theological education, teacher training, discipleship courses, specialist work in HIV/AIDS education, milk-goats generating income for pastors and evangelists and materials for schools and churches. The Revd Alison Morgan, a minister at Holy Trinity Church, Leicester has just written to me on her return from her recent trip to Mount Kilimanjaro:

“It was an astonishing time – I don’t think I have ever seen such a change over a period of four years as I saw in these group leaders. They were falling over themselves to tell us how God has changed their lives and outlook as they have led the groups. It was humbling to see their dedication when they minister, mostly unpaid, in such difficult circumstances; and to hear the stories of growing churches, changed villages and answers to prayer.”

Our partnership with the Diocese of Trichy-Tanjore is a much more recent initiative established ecumenically five years ago. Bishop James Srinivasan and his wife Grace were with us for Celebrate 80! last year. I visited with a group from this Diocese and our ecumenical partners in February of this year. On 17 January the nomination for election for the new bishop will close and we should all be praying for that process so that our new partner Bishop is supported by the prayers of this Diocese from the outset. In January 2008, the Revd Suresh Kumar will be coming to begin a new ministry in the parish of Braunstone.

We also have long-standing links with the Nippon Sei Ko Kai, the Anglican Church in Japan. These links are particularly close with the Cathedral choir and 12 visitors were in this country for the Celebrate 80! Big Day Out from Japan. 

So as we look forward to next year’s Lambeth Conference there is the prospect of visits to our Diocese from bishops from around the world. We have invited Simon Makundi from Mount Kilimanjaro, the new Bishop of Trichy Tanjore, (whoever he turns out to be), and we are due to be visited by the Primate of the Nippon Sei Ko Kai in Japan together with bishops from Chubu in Japan, Central Newfoundland in Canada, two bishops from Bangladesh and the Bishop of Utah in the United States. It remains to be seen how many of these bishops are able to join us, but plans are in place for a period of hospitality and orientation in our Diocese between 10th July and 16th July 2008 when all the bishops go to Canterbury for the start of the 2.1/2 week Lambeth Conference programme. 

In spite of the difficulties being faced by the Anglican Communion, I believe there is enormous benefit for us in this Diocese in preparing well for the Lambeth Conference and in providing the best hospitality we can for the bishops who visit us on their way to the conference. A group is now working on this under the leadership of Canon Michael Rusk working in partnership with the International Committee. We have much to learn from those whose ministry is taking place in other parts of the world and the presence of an international group of bishops here could be highly significant for us. Of course we do not all agree with each other on matters of doctrine or pastoral practice. In his letter of invitation to the Lambeth Conference, the Archbishop of Canterbury added these words:

“I have said and repeat here, that coming to the conference does not commit you to accepting every position held by other bishops as equally legitimate or true. But I hope it does commit us all to striving together for a more effective and coherent world-wide body working for God’s glory and Christ’s kingdom.”

I believe it is vital that the bishops of the Church of England support Archbishop Rowan’s leadership at this time. This is why I have indicated my intention of attending the Lambeth Conference unconditionally in order to meet with, learn from and pray with other bishops. I do not believe it is appropriate to lay down conditions of attendance because if we as the bishops of the Anglican Communion cannot meet with each other for a conversation about our shared discipleship in Christ, then it is difficult to see what it is that we have to offer to a divided and broken world.

I commend the Lambeth Conference, the Anglican Communion and our own plans in this Diocese to the prayers of the Synod in the months ahead.

+Tim

