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This setting for the Diocesan Synod, meeting for the first time in St Martins House, makes this a special occasion.  Around the window on the main wall are the words of Jesus from St John’s Gospel: “I am come that they may have life and have it abundantly”.  It’s a reminder to us that all our thinking, speaking and working in and through this Synod serves the purposes of Jesus Christ in so far as it leads to fullness of life for the Church and for the world.  The acquisition of this building, its restoration and its use for Christian mission and outreach has been a significant risk and challenge for the Diocese, discussed and debated by this Synod on a number of occasions.  I continue to believe that we are enormously blessed by this building and I pray that in years to come it will be a source of very significant mission and outreach for the whole Diocese.
During this summer, after a family wedding at Launde Abbey, I had a couple of week’s holiday in France, providing a space to read, rest and think.  Thinking about the work that faces us during this autumn and winter I could not help feeling grateful at the enormous range of possibilities for mission and outreach now presented to us in this Diocese through this building, and the restored Launde Abbey.  Further we have new opportunities in our interfaith relations through the developing work of St Philip’s, through our Church schools and through all the training and development work being done by the Department of Mission and Ministry towards becoming purposeful growing churches.  I expect that the Clergy Conference in three weeks time will give those of us who are ordained an opportunity to support, encourage and strengthen each others’ ministries and to express our thankfulness to God for the extraordinary privilege of serving him in a time like this and in a place like this.  The title of that conference is “Behold God’s Glory” – a reminder that our calling is to see the hand and presence of God in unexpected places through our attention to Scripture, to the life of Christ and to the world.

What I continue to rejoice in is the breadth as well as the depth of the Anglican tradition, in spite of the real challenges and difficulties which our tradition faces throughout the Anglican Communion and indeed in England today.  David Ford is the Regius Professor of Divinity in Cambridge and some of you will remember him from his address to the Diocesan Assembly last year.  He has just written a book entitled “The Futures of Christian Theology”.  It’s a kind of personal manifesto but it is written out of a long life’s experience of reflection on the Christian tradition by a lay Christian shaped in the Church of Ireland and now engaged in a range of academic disciplines in one of the world’s leading theology departments.  David writes this: “Who is God?  This God is one who lets his name be at stake in the risky openness of life.  Why?  The most adequate answer seems to be: because of the preciousness to God of his relationship with human beings.  It is a ‘for its own sake’ relationship.  It is beyond manipulation, coercion, self-interest, threat, or retribution, pointing to the deepest wisdom of a relationship of passionate love.  And part of this love is a passion for searching out understanding, for questioning beyond the limits of what has been thought so far, for relating all reality to God and God’s purposes – that is, a passion for theological wisdom”.
It is theological wisdom that we seek in tonight’s main debate in this Synod.  We are called to be true to a vision of a God whose passionate searching out of all human beings in love is the God whom we proclaim and whom we see in Jesus Christ.  Tonight we are asked to reflect on how we give expression with integrity to our past, honouring those who have been faithful to that tradition, yet able under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to move adventurously forward.

This kind of decision making is time consuming and difficult.  We shall hear from the Dean about the complex and intricate process of developing the legislation upon which we are asked to vote tonight.  I have not been so close to these processes as she has, but as a member of the House of Bishops for the last 12 years I have sat through many discussions on the reports from the Bishop of Rochester, Guildford and Manchester.  I have participated in at least 8 long meetings of the House of Bishops which were primarily focussed on these issues, and in addition have sat through debates in the General Synod, the Standing Committee of the House of Bishops and the Archbishops’ Council.  All this time, attention and energy has sometimes felt like a distraction from the main purpose of the Church, and yet I also sense that it is justified if it demonstrates our absolute determination to maintain our historic openness to differences between us while also being open to the possibility of change.
For this reason I have felt it right to Chair this evening’s debate, leaving the Chairs of the House of Clergy and Laity free to speak if they wish to.  But I have also felt it right that I should give some account of my thinking to this Synod since over the last 6 months I have had conversations with the Bishop’s Council, the representatives on General Synod, my own staff and with representative groups from the traditionalist Catholic parishes and the more conservative Evangelical parishes.  In those conversations I have shared something of my own position and I felt that I should do so briefly now in advance of the debate.

There are two major points that I want to clarify so that as a Diocese the position of your Bishop is clear.  I do this not in order to influence the outcome but to clarify my position.  

First, I am absolutely persuaded that is now right for the Church of England to move to the consecration of women as Bishops.  It would be wrong of me to say anything less than that because this has been a conviction I have held for over 35 years now.  I joined the Movement for the Ordination of Women in the early 1970s.  When I was Team Rector of a parish in South Essex I was able to appoint a woman Deacon to the position of Team Vicar some 5 years before the ordination of women to the priesthood was settled by the General Synod.  I was present at the General Synod debate in 1992 which passed the Ordination of Women Measure and I was the presenting Archdeacon in 1994 when the first women were ordained Priest in Chelmsford Cathedral.  It was a privilege to be in the position of appointing the first woman Provost in the Church of England in this Diocese 11 years ago and I have spoken consistently in favour of the ordination of women to the Episcopate in the House of Bishops over the last decade.  I believe this is right for the Church for the reasons rehearsed in the note which was circulated with the agenda for this meeting.  And I believe that the great majority of parishes and of members of the Church of England are now clearly persuaded of the rightness of the Church moving to make it possible for women to be Bishops.  Further than that, I think that if the Church does not make this decision, it will effectively undermine our mission in the nation for a generation.  In my role in the House of Lords I have had conversations with a number of people about the presence of Bishops in Parliament.  That situation would be very difficult indeed to defend if the Church appeared to decide not to make it possible for Bishops to be chosen from amongst both men and women.  The prospect of a Bench reserved for Bishops who can only be there by virtue of their gender is not something that a modern social democracy with all the equalities legislation would be able to tolerate.  I have no doubt that there is only one way forward for us and that the right way is to proceed to ordain women.
Second, however, I am also clear that a small but significant minority in the Church of England and in this Diocese have consistently expressed the view that this change is not in accord with Scripture.  Further it is not consistent with the tradition of the Church which has drawn its Priests and Bishops from amongst men for the whole of its history.  Further it’s not in conformity with the majority of Christian Churches in the world, including the Catholic and Orthodox traditions and will affect relationships with them.  And lastly that a Code of Practice is an inadequate mechanism for providing security in terms of the proper authorisation of Episcopal oversight for those who take a traditionalist view.

No doubt these arguments will be rehearsed in the course of the debate.  Although I do not hold the traditionalist position, I have a great deal of respect and affection for those who do as leaders of a liturgical and pastoral tradition which enriches the whole Church and as teachers and interpreters of the Bible.  I have no desire, and I’m sure this Synod has no desire, to contribute towards a culture in which people with these traditional views feel excluded, marginalised or inhibited from whole-hearted participation in the life of the Church.

In discussion with the Bishop’s Council about the handling of this debate, the point was made that there will be those who find it difficult to vote for the Measure without having some advance notice of the content of the Code of Practice.  I accept that this does make a difficulty for those who are concerned for the proper provision for opponents of the Measure.  This is not something that I can address as an individual Bishop.  However, I would want to say to Synod that I fully recognise the need for a Code of Practice which lays a proper responsibility on Diocesan Bishops to create a scheme which will provide as much as possible for the needs of traditionalists.  In particular I hope that such schemes will ensure that there can be the pastoral oversight of traditionalist parishes by Bishops of traditional views.  That those Bishops should be active and engaged with the life of the Church in the region.  That those who are appointed are able to provide a consistent, reliable and effective leadership for those parishes.  And that those who are appointed have opportunities to engage in the life of the Diocese beyond the exclusive attention to traditionalist parishes.
It’s not possible for me to say much more about this tonight.  No Diocesan schemes can be put in place until the Measure is agreed and the Code of Practice has been published.  In any case the progress of the legislation towards the ordination of the first women cannot proceed even at its fastest before 2014 so a final scheme will have to wait until that time.  But my hope is that the Church will trust that the Bishops will seek properly to provide for the conditions which enable an inclusive Church to be healthy and effective.  And so far as it lies in my power I will do everything I can to achieve that.

But there is one last point I must make.  I cannot see how it is possible for the current legislation to be amended to provide for parallel jurisdictions by Bishops who should function as a focus for unity within the same Diocese.  If any Following Motion asking the House of Bishops to amend the legislation were to lead to the creation of a completely separate jurisdiction being exercised, then I shall have great difficulty in voting for that.  I believe that my vocation as a Diocesan Bishop is to do everything possible to preserve, develop and encourage the unity of God’s Church in line with our Lord’s Prayer for its unity.  I am persuaded that parallel jurisdictions are more likely to lead to fracture than to healing and unity.

But on these matters as on others the Synod must make up its own mind.  I shall look forward to listening to the debate and I am confident that it will be honouring to God and clarifying of His purposes.  Through this long story of the Church’s discernment of God’s purposes for it, I have held the view that if we trust God above all things we will discover that he can create a larger and deeper unity between us than we can imagine.  “Now it is to Him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more that all we can ask or imagine, to Him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen.
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