Diocesan Synod - 4 September 2008
Bishop of Leicester’s Presidential Address
The celebrations for the opening of Leicester’s new shopping centre at Highcross are taking place as we meet.  Speeches, high wire acts, fireworks and street theatre in the city centre have all meant that our Synod has relocated here from the Cathedral.

At this mornings opening tens of thousands of people were making their way around the huge buildings which will act as a new focus for the life of this city and county which may have the effect of raising the economic performance of the city.  Watching the faces of countless people enthusiastically exploring the new shops, restaurants, cinema etc was a powerful reminder of the consumerist culture in which we are all living, even in difficult economic times.  At lunchtime today I met the Youth Workers network of the diocese and we were talking about the effect of this consumer culture on young people who are often the targets of advertising, branding and marketing in ways far more powerful and influential than shaped the values of my generation 40 years ago.

Events like this remind us of the significant challenges we face as a Christian community.  We too are affected by a consumerist culture.  We too have values and outlooks deeply influenced and shaped by advertising and marketing.  We attach status and significance to people according to their capacity to buy.  We believe in concepts like ‘value for money’, ‘reward for hard work’, and entitlement to standards of living we believe we have earned in a lifetime’s endeavour.
These values, of course, are challenged by the Gospel which repeatedly reminds us that in the values of God’s kingdom it those who are generous who count for the most, and those who are acquisitive who have to give account to God.

These values were especially brought home to me by the experience this summer of the Lambeth Conference.  Although the publicity surrounding the Conference had much to do with issues around human sexuality and the possible fracture in Communion relating to understandings of the authority of Scripture, the underlying issues in our global Communion have to do with the relations between the church in the rich world and those who live with poverty.  For it is the way in which our wealth shapes our context and our understanding of the Gospel that is fundamentally more powerful than the issues around sexual morality or Scripture authority.  Bishops from the global south spoke of what life was like each day – Bishops walking 30 miles through the bush to visit a church; Bishops whose dioceses have no tarmac roads at all; Bishops who saw the 7 or 8 choices of cooked meals served 3 times a day in the university as lavishness beyond anything they had seen before; Bishops who had not drawn a stipend for 2 years because their diocese had run out of money.  We find these stories unsettling, because they can have the effect of making us guilty, or perhaps leaving us feeling that we ought to be doing better as a church given the immensely greater resources we have.  

The fact is that each Province of the Anglican Communion can only address the challenges it faces in its own context, while learning from the context of others.  

And the learning that perhaps we have to do is to realise that we are fortunate enough to be the church in a context of immense wealth relative to three quarters of the rest of the Communion of which we are a part.  

The issues which we face are not essentially about the poverty of our means or the scarcity of the resources available to do God’s work in this diocese.  Rather it is about our need to recover a deeper sense of mutual responsibility for each other.  A renewed sense of a capacity to recognise God’s gracious provision for us all.  And a renewed sense of God’s call to us to generous, unconditional response.  
That is why I am so glad that today at the Synod we shall be talking to each other about the shaping of our Diocesan budget.  We have in past years given insufficient Synodical time and space to this kind of discussion, and last year we got into some difficulties when late amendments to the budget caused the Synod to face a motion of no confidence in the budget towards the end of the year.  The process we now have, with this extra meeting, allows us time and space to talk to each other about these matters.  I hope we will do so recognising that our salvation lies not in bringing the values of the market to bear on Diocesan finance.  Lies not in concentrating primarily on questions of value for money, or the need to economise.  But rather in concentrating on gratitude for God’s generosity to us and a deep desire to respond as faithfully and generously as we can to one another and to Him.
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