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Since this Synod last met in September while I was away on a family holiday, there have been many fast moving developments both in Church and Nation.  I want to touch on some of them and to offer some thoughts on how they affect our life in this Diocese and our work as a Diocesan Synod.

First, it is a great delight to congratulate those who have been elected from this Diocese to represent us at the General Synod which will be inaugurated by The Queen at Westminster Abbey on Tuesday of next week.  Each Diocese is represented (whether it likes it or not!)  by its Diocesan Bishop (and I shall be present on Tuesday to see in the fourth new Quinquennium of General Synod that I have been part of in the General Synod over the last 23 years).  Other long standing representatives from Leicester are the Dean who has been elected as one of five Cathedral Deans from around the country.  In our House of Clergy the Archdeacon of Leicester brings nearly 20 years experience of Synod to his representative role.  Newly elected are Mandy Ford, the Chair of the House of Clergy and John McGinley the Vicar of Holy Trinity Leicester.  Both of them will be strong and persuasive members of Synod and both as we know have high reputations in this Diocese.  For the House of Laity, Stephen Barney, our Chair of the Diocesan Board of Finance will continue for a second Quiquennium.  Newly elected to the House of Laity are Anne Bloor who has been a Lay Chair of Gartree Deanery for many years and Shane Ardron, a Reader from the Parish of the Martyrs.  We are very lucky in the strength of our representatives and we assure them of our prayers especially for next week.  To those who have served in the past and to those who stood but were not elected we express appreciation for the offering which they made.

We will all have read in the press in recent weeks the news that three traditionalist Bishops, including the Bishop of Richborough (who has had Pastoral responsibility for traditionalist Catholics in this Diocese), have indicated their intention to resign their office and to seek membership of the Catholic Church by means of the newly established Ordinariates.   An additional two retired Bishops have also indicated a similar intention.  I am very aware that this is a disconcerting time for traditionalist Catholics nationally and in this Diocese.  Those who have looked to Bishop Keith for pastoral oversight will be saddened by this news and unsettled by the uncertainty as to who will provide them with Episcopal care in the months ahead.  Bishop Lindsay Irwin, formally Bishop of Horsham and now the Guardian of the Shrine at Walsingham has been asked to take provisional pastoral responsibility and I have been in touch with him to arrange a Chrism Mass for traditionalists during the spring of next year.  I understand that the Archbishop of Canterbury will be consulting about appointing another provincial Episcopal visitor shortly.  I want to assure traditionalist Catholics in this Diocese that we continue to value and appreciate the contribution they make, the holy lives they lead and the witness to the Gospel that they share with us.  I hope their place in this Diocese is not affected by these resignations and we look forward to a continuing partnership in the Gospel with them. 

The debate on the ordination of women to the Episcopate will take place at our Diocesan Synod in September of next year.  This will provide time for the Diocese to prepare and the Bishop’s Council will take a decision on 6 December about inviting the Deaneries to engage in the debate.  If that decision is taken then it may well be helpful to the Deaneries if there are some speakers available who can address the key issues.  Every Diocesan Synod must report back to the General Synod by 14 November 2011.  The General Synod will take a decision on the issue if a majority of Dioceses vote in favour of the draft Consecration of Women Measure.  That is likely to reach the final approval stage (requiring a two thirds majority in all three Houses) in July 2012.  Thereafter it will go to the Ecclesiastical Committee of Parliament.  

In the meantime, the House of Bishops has been charged with the responsibility for drawing up a Code of Practice under which Bishops, Clergy and Parishes will be required to ensure that the highest degree of communion possible is maintained between traditionalists and the rest of the church, and that the conscientious objections of those who cannot receive the ministry of ordained women Bishops are properly respected.  The arrangements under the Act of Synod which have guided the church during the last 15 years or so will be discontinued at that point.

We shall have work to do in our own Diocese in terms of drawing up a scheme to provide for the Episcopal oversight of traditionalists if the Ordination of Women Measure passes in the General Synod.  I am in conversation with traditionalists clergy in this diocese about that, and with other Bishops of the East Midlands Region of the Church of England.  It is unlikely that we shall be able to prepare a Diocesan scheme until we can see what the Code of Practice will require of us and also whether the Measure is likely to pass through Synod. 

Next week at the General Synod, consideration will be given to the proposals for an Anglican Covenant.  The origins of this process of Covenant making go back some five or six years to the Windsor Report which followed the election of Bishop Gene Robinson as Bishop of New Hampshire in The Episcopal Church of the United States.  The Covenant principally addresses the means for resolving disagreements between Provinces of the Anglican Communion.  Where such disputes cannot be resolved, it will fall to the Standing Committee of the Anglican Communion to declare that a particular action or decision may be incompatible with the Covenant and to spell out the possible consequences of this (which could in extreme cases involve Exclusion from the Communion).  It will be only those Provinces which sign the Covenant which will be in a position to participate in the Standing Committee of the Anglican Communion and in meetings of the Anglican Consultative Council and the Lambeth Conference.  Now is not the time for a discussion of the merits or problems with the Anglican Covenant, but suffice it to say the decision which the Synod will make next week could be decisive in setting a direction for the Anglican Communion’s way of resolving disputes in the years ahead.  It is very clear that the Archbishop of Canterbury has lent his personal full support to the Covenant proposals and many in the General Synod will vote out of a sense of personal support for the Archbishop of Canterbury.  

Next week, the Synod will also be debating ‘The ‘so called’ Big Society’ and it will fall to me to lead the debate.  Clearly if the Big Society is a shorthand term for the encouragement of active citizens engaged in their local communities and finding fulfilment in the service of neighbour, then it is a concept that will command the support and involvement of the Church of England.  The Church has Parishes, church buildings and personnel in every neighbourhood in every community in the country.  It is a network without comparison since it also reaches into schools, hospitals, prisons, universities and parliament.  In meetings between the Archbishop and the Prime Minister, as well as speeches in the House of Lords by Bishops and others, the church has made clear its readiness to play the fullest possible part in giving expression to this vision to recreate local responsibility and to free citizens to engage with their localities.

However, there is also clearly some wariness since the big society could so easily be little more than a veil to cover the rapid and far-reaching cuts in public expenditure which will run the risk of seriously damaging community cohesion.  The church has drawn attention to the risks of public expenditure cuts of such an extent introduced at such speed.  We as a Diocese need to be alert to the consequences of the huge reductions in expenditure in the City and County Council, of the caps on housing benefit and disability benefit, of the proposals for compulsory work for the long-term unemployed, of the pressure on young people in terms of university fees, of the simultaneous reductions in policing, changes in funding of schools and many other recent proposed reforms.  In our lifetimes, we have not seen such dramatic change and as Christians we need to be open to the effect on the most vulnerable.  All of us recognise the need for a period of austerity, but with it goes a responsibility for sharp-eyed attention to the risk of serious deprivation or even destitution for the very poor.  The Archbishop of Westminster has recently written to all the Roman Catholic Parishes in his Arch Diocese asking them: 

· What are you already doing to support the vision of the big society?

· Why are you doing it?

· What more could you do in the future?

These may be questions to which we need to give some attention in our Diocese in the coming years.  

Meanwhile I commend next weeks General Synod meeting to your prayers and to your attention.

As we look forward to the coming year, our plans for the opening of Launde Abbey and of St Martin’s House are proceeding.  We shall be hearing more about them in the course of this morning’s Synod.  Over the last five years they have occupied a lot of time and attention by many key people in the Diocese and they have also required substantial amounts of expenditure.  However, they have also been the catalyst for over 4 million pounds of generous giving to the work and life of the Diocese.  Whatever your views about these remarkable gifts, I hope (in the course of the next six months) you will be part of our collective thanksgiving to God and celebration for the renewal of one of the finest retreat houses in the country and for the provision of a centre for mission and outreach at the heart of our city.  I would not have believed that it would be possible for us to complete two such projects on time and on budget in the depths of a recession, but such is Gods generous providing for us.

‘Rejoice always: pray without ceasing.  In everything give thanks.’  St Paul writes to the Thessalonians.  I hope that joy, prayerfulness and thanksgiving will shale our work together as a Synod today.

