Leicester Diocesan Synod: Presidential Address: 19 November 2011
While I was away for the first two weeks in November, I was watching from afar unfolding events at St Paul’s Cathedral.  It may take some time before we know in detail the narrative of precisely what happened and why two senior clergy felt the need to resign.  But it is clear that once again a major institution of the Church of England is being used by society as the stage on which fundamental issues about our public values and our common future are hammered out.  Difficult though this must be for St Paul’s Cathedral, and the other Cathedrals in Exeter, Bristol and Sheffield where similar encampments have taken place, it is a reminder that the Church still stands very close to the heart of the consciousness of the people of England, especially at moments of crisis and uncertainty.  It is also a reminder that while many of us who are elected to Synods may find our time taken up with church finance, organisation and practice of ministry, to the public at large these are not matters of particular interest.  The large questions with which St Paul’s is being confronted have to do with wealth and poverty, with the distribution of resources and the nature of the common good.
And in responding to this challenging and partly unwelcome encampment, the Cathedral authorities have found themselves having to weigh the internal institutional interests of the Church with the wider challenge of the protesters.  That balancing act between the needs of the institution and the challenge of wider society is one that Bishops live with most of the time and which is faced by every parish church which sees its responsibility as extending beyond the gathered congregation.
In our meeting today we have before us the three priorities set out by the Archbishops’ Council for the next quinqennium.  We have an opportunity to consider those together and to reflect on their local implications for us as a Diocese.  They do indeed connect the needs of the institutional Church with the wider societal issues I’ve been talking about.  And they remind us that in challenging times, the Church does not have the luxury of forsaking one of these for the sake of the other.  We cannot neglect the world’s needs in order to shore up the institution.  Nor can we neglect the institution in order to lose ourselves as a movement for radical change in society.  We have to find a way of holding both together.

So let us take a moment to think about the three headings which the Archbishops’ Council and the House of Bishops have set before the Church.  You have a summary of them as an appendix to paper 11/10 today.

a) Contributing to the Common Good.

We all know that on the national stage in the middle of an economic crisis, the Government is undertaking a process of radical reform.  In particular it involves reform of the Health Service, the Welfare State and the Education System.  And the accumulated effect of all this, while many people are finding themselves out of work or unable to sustain a mortgage or provide themselves with a pension is to render a very large proportion of our population vulnerable and exposed.  Archbishop Rowan Williams drew attention to this in an article for the New Statesman earlier this year.  The issues are not party political but theological.  The consequences of growing inequalities between the very wealthy and the poorest are increasingly well understood.  And they are increasingly visible in our own diocese.  Recently the Leicester Mercury wrote a front page article about the six year difference in mortality rates between parts of the City of Leicester and parts of the County.  And that evidence is only the tip of the iceberg.  Homelessness is increasing, our Health Service is under greater pressure and many of our local charities are struggling to survive.
Recently I asked Canon David Jennings to undertake a period of research and reflection, on secondment from his role as Rector of Burbage, into the whole question of how our parishes and congregations could become more effective participants in serving the needs of their communities.  He is exploring what the Government means by the term “The Big Society” and how the Church can give expression to our vision of the Kingdom of God as active participants for change.  While I believe profoundly that Government has a responsibility to build social justice and to ensure that the needs of the most vulnerable are not neglected, I also believe that it is quite wrong for Christians to suppose that Government alone whether national or local could or should take full responsibility for the needs of our communities.  We must play our part.  So I shall look forward to your conversations in groups today.  What would the common good look like in your parish or neighbourhood?  What would need to change for things to become more like a vision of the Kingdom?  How can the Church participate more actively as a sign of that Kingdom?

b) Going for Growth.

The second priority of the Archbishops’ Council is to grow the Church numerically as well as spiritually in the years ahead.  There is an increasing literature about this and many initiatives in our own diocese including Fresh Expressions of Church, successful training programmes on leading your church into growth, the receipt of a major grant for the parishes of Eyres Monsell and New Parks on a growth agenda just awarded by the Church Commissioners to name but a few.

In some parts of our diocese the evidence of robust growth is clear.  Some Mission Partnerships have developed a clear agenda for growth but we have a long way to go.  And there are signs that the challenge is proving overwhelming in parts of our diocese.

How do we support each other in this agenda?  How do we create a culture in which there is an expectation that the Church will grow rather than decline?  How do we equip lay people to be effective in sharing their faith?  How do we create an invitational culture in which all members of the Christian community are continually looking to invite others to join them in the worship of God?  How might we move to a position where every parish or Mission Partnership has a lay parish evangelist whose particular responsibility is to ensure the evangelising and outreach component of the church’s life is properly led and resourced?  Again I look forward to your discussions on that subject.

c) Re-imagining Ministry.
We of course are in the process of our 2020 Vision which will begin to draw to a focus during next year as the deanery plans are concluded and collated for the diocese as a whole.  Over the next few months I shall be meeting regularly with all the Area Deans with my Senior Staff so that we can co-ordinate this process and create a common vision.  Along with every other diocese in the Church of England, we know that over the next 10 years the number of stipendiary priests will reduce.  At last we have reached a point where the whole diocese seems to accept and understand that and is now working hard to think through how to live creatively with it.  But this involves the use of our imagination as well as our capacity to plan.  We need to be able to think about the way the Holy Spirit may be asking new things of the clergy, drawing out their capacity to train and release others for ministry.  And we need to be continually asking where is the Holy Spirit calling our lay people to a deeper and more robust response?  Are we travelling in the right direction here?  Are we sensing that all are indeed called and that there is some passion for the Gospel being seeded and rooted in the whole Christian community?  And what kind of priests will the Church be needing in ten years time as it learns to live with these changes?

Once again I shall look forward so much to hearing what you have to say in your groups.

Returning from giving talks in the Southern Mediterranean last week, I was struck once again by the extraordinary power of the story of early Christianity.  St Paul taking the Gospel to the scattered communities of the Jewish diaspora in Greece, Turkey, Crete, Malta, and eventually Rome, was speaking to the very first Christians living under intense pressure.  But if you read his letters to the churches they are not full of fear or foreboding.  They are not anxious or defensive.  They are not complaining that there aren’t enough resources.  They are full of hope, expectation and faith.  Those were the qualities that were, within 250 years, to spread Christianity across the whole Roman Empire and became the official religion of what had been a pagan state.  As we look forward today it is our courage, our confidence in God and our expectation that He will act in us that is at stake.  Nothing more or less than that.  I look forward to the fruits of our discussions.
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