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“Now he is not God of the dead, but of the living.”
Jesus’ response to the Sadducees in St Luke’s Gospel makes resurrection not an abstract doctrine but a living reality.  Either we experience new life with God here and now, or the whole Christian debate about the nature of God and his eternal purposes for us is a remote abstraction.

This new Synod is the gathering of those who are called here to discern the things of God for the Church in Leicester and Leicestershire.  To consider prayerfully together how God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob is alive in our midst, leading, guiding, challenging and empowering us to live his resurrection life in the world today.

The greatest mistake we can make at the beginning of a new triennium is to underestimate the significance of this calling or the scale of the horizon to which our eyes are drawn once we start thinking about God’s purposes.  So I want to say something about the context of this new Synod and about some of the issues we will need to address and to work through in the coming years.  I want to do this in three areas:

a.       The context globally and nationally of the challenges we face.

b.       The context of our ecumenical relationships; and

c.       The context of our own mission here in the Diocese.

A        First, the national and international context of this Synod.  With global uncertainty about financial markets, the poor prospects for peace in a number of regional conflicts, the impact of climate change and anxieties over the stability of economic growth there is an urgent need for Christians to be finding their voice in the world.  It is our task to reflect on what it means for human beings to live rightly before God.  With the Copenhagen Summit coming up next month and an election on the near horizon there is both an opportunity and a responsibility for the Church to be party to the greatest challenges which we face as a society.  These matters cannot be left to others.  It is not the politicians, the General Synod, the United Nations or others far away from us which have the responsibility.  Rather we, as local Christians, have to take the responsibility that rightly belongs with us.  And that raises these kinds of questions:

–                What kind of repentance do we seek in our society so that the financial system on which we depend for our wealth has a change of heart towards justice and promoting freedom from want for all people?

–                What kind of sacrifice and self-discipline is required of us so that the distortions of greed and extreme poverty can be reduced and the life chances of the world’s poor increased?

–                What kind of lifestyle is required of us if there is to be a long-term future for generations as yet unborn?

Related to all of this there are major questions we need to be thinking about in terms of the relationship between the Christian life and politics and economics.  Some of the principles which we need to be considering are these (especially in the coming months before a General Election):

1.              How do we give expression to our belief that all human beings, regardless of their sex, race, culture or religion have equal worth because they are all the objects of God’s creative and redeeming love?   And what does that have to say about the place of some of the more extreme political parties in our midst?

2.              Secondly we must insist on the principle that all human beings have equal worth from the moment of their formation in their mother’s womb right through to the point of death, and that equal worth cannot be diminished in any way by illness or handicap: nor can it justify the requests for assisted suicide or euthanasia currently gathering pace in Parliament.

3.              Third: all human beings have the potential to be our neighbours whether they live next door to us or on the other side of the world and that we have a responsibility to help them flourish in the way God intends for them.

4.              Fourth that political and economic activity cannot by itself bring us into a right relationship with God, but we have a responsibility to proclaim that God has given himself to us as a free gift in Jesus, and through that gift comes the abundance of life God wills for all people.

5.              Fifth that all peoples deserve the right to live freely under a framework of law and order, and that we should be as a country prepared to make sacrifices to ensure those conditions where it is both appropriate and feasible for us to do so.

We shall not be debating these things today, but they are part of the background, a background of an ethical and Gospel based framework which should shape our thinking and debating in the months ahead

B         Secondly there is the wider question of our ecumenical relationships and the nature of the Church of England within them.  The Apostolic Constitution that has been published by the Holy See in Rome now provides traditionalist Anglo-Catholics with a new opportunity to consider whether they will wish to leave the Church of England and enter into full communion with the Church of Rome.  This opportunity has of course always been there in the past – as witnessed by my predecessor +Richard Rutt 20 years ago.  It is becoming clear now however that this provision is in some ways more directed to these so-called traditional Anglican Communion with its focus in the United States rather than to Anglo-Catholics in this country.  However, it remains to be seen whether some members of the Church of England take the opportunity provided by the Pope to make their spiritual home as part of a group or congregation in the Roman Catholic Church.  My own expectation is that not many from the Church of England will feel that this is the right way forward for them, and from conversations in our own Diocese I think it is unlikely that we shall see any significant exodus.  So I continue to hope that traditionalist Catholics will continue to find a home in the Church of England with the kind of sacramental and Episcopal oversight which allows them to feel that their consciences are not compromised here.  Meanwhile we shall also wish to hold the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Pope in our prayers as they meet at lunchtime today.

This is bound to be a matter which will occupy our Synod at some stage in the next two or three years.  Whatever proposals the Revision Committee brings to the General Synod about the ordination of women to the Episcopate, those proposals will in due course need to be debated in each Diocesan Synod.  We cannot tell at this stage how that long and somewhat tortuous debate will turn out for the Church, but my sense is that the great majority of people want to find a way in which the consciences of the traditionalists can be respected, without creating anything which looks like a Church within a Church in the Church of England.  It is certainly towards that end that I shall be arguing and voting on the General Synod in the coming months.

C        So I come thirdly to our time in this Synod which will be taken up with questions relating to the confident mission of the Church of England in this Diocese.  We shall be hearing today about the developing agenda arising from “Shaped by God” which leads us to think about church growth.  Church growth involves three key elements it seems to me:

a                Growth in prayerfulness and relationship with God.

b                Growth in engagement with our context and communities.

c                Numerical growth of those who are being brought to a saving faith in Jesus Christ.

It is clear that we are called to address all three kinds of growth and to do so as an act of loving response to God’s desire to grow us into the full stature of Christ himself.  Growth cannot and must not be a response to the Church’s anxiety about decline nor a response to our need to pay the Parish Share.  We need to recover a culture in the Diocese in which there is a high level of expectation that the Church will grow, that it is the will of God that it should grow, and that it is perfectly natural for it to grow even in a secular society such as ours.  We shall be discussing some of these things this morning and I look forward to hearing what you have to say.

God is a God of the living and not of the dead.  If that is true he is the God who makes his living power known to us, yes even in our discussions here in the Synod.  If we are to hear God’s voice here then we need to build our work together on some agreed principles:

a                First that the whole life of this Synod is surrounded by our prayer and attention to God.  If this Synod is indeed a Holy Synod, the place where the people of God come together in God’s presence then a prayerful approach to all that we do is vital.

b                If God is the God of the living then He will turn our attention away from our own concerns towards those of the world in which He has set us.  It is part of the Synod’s to offer leadership to the whole Diocese in constantly encouraging it to be a Church for the world and not for ourselves.

c                If God is a God of the living, then hearing His voice and responding to it will involve us in a continuous readiness both to change and to grow in trust and understanding of one another

d                And lastly if God is a God of the living and not of the dead then our horizons will be continually stretched here, beyond what we find to be comfortable or easily understandable, stretched into the wider horizons of God’s purposes for us all.

May the God of the living and not of the dead bless us and walk with us as a Synod in the days ahead.
