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The Bishop’s Lent Pilgrimage 2008

A personal reflection
by

Bishop Tim
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Summoned by Love
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Experience of my Lent Pilgrimage in the early spring of 2008 turned out to be a kind of love affair with the Diocese of Leicester!  Beautiful spring weather, stunning scenery and warm and affectionate welcomes wherever I went had the effect of creating a sense of bonding with the Diocese unlike anything I had known before.  This has indeed, and rather to my surprise, been an experience of being summoned by God’s love into a new kind of experience of a Bishop’s ministry.  The reflection that follows is an attempt to reflect on the experience and on its meaning for me personally, and for us all in our common life in this Diocese.

“Which One is the Bishop?”
The pilgrimage was always accompanied by many questions.  “Do you have blisters?”, “Are you losing weight?” were amongst the most common.  And the answer to each one was no!  Other questions included: “Hasn’t the weather been kind to you?” and, “Was it your idea to do this walk?”

But the question I shall remember longest is the one which was muttered by school children coming into the church at Barrow on Soar.  When the Vicar stood up to say that we were going to hear from the Bishop about his pilgrimage, everyone looked round to see where I was.  [image: image4.jpg]


But there was no figure in cope and mitre to be seen.  The only clue seemed to be the Bishop’s Chaplain, wearing a dog collar and a black coat, so the children concluded it must be him.  Incredulity was everywhere, when I stood bedraggled and somewhat wearily in an anorak and a pair of grubby walking boots.  Letting go of the usual signifiers of Episcopal office was crucial to the pilgrimage.  
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It all began on Ash Wednesday when in the Cathedral my cope and mitre and pastoral staff had been removed from me.  I left the Cathedral in a simple alb, wearing one of our pilgrimage crosses and signed on the forehead in ash.  Pilgrims do indeed have to lay things aside.  I felt that I was certainly laying down the routine of my Episcopal Ministry, much of the administration, meetings and writings would have to be carried by others.  The pilgrimage meant literally leaving home for most of the six weeks I would be walking and leaving my wife largely on her own in an empty and echoing Bishop’s house.  And the pilgrimage would mean learning to travel trustfully, often not knowing what each day would bring.  It would be a journey learning to live with loss of control and a readiness to allow the events of each day to happen to me and to see where God was in them.  
And much of this was an attempt to model Episcopal Ministry on the example of Bishop John Austin, who had briefly been Assistant Bishop in this Diocese, dying in August 2007 of cancer.  He had shown us how Episcopal Ministry can be so much more effective when attempts to be in control are set aside.
The pilgrimage revealed gradually to me that when these things are laid down something much richer and deeper emerges – namely the symbolic language which seemed to speak to nearly everyone we met.  People seemed to understand the symbolism of a pilgrim Bishop, one who travels simply and slowly, is available and vulnerable.  One who has time to speak and to pray, one who is amongst us not over us, one who is on the journey rather than at the destination.  
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All these symbolic meanings emerged over and over again in conversations on the journey.  They were reflected in the simple gesture of handing out small wooden crosses to everyone we met – over 3,500 of them.  People received these with especial pleasure, understanding intuitively that they were a point of connection between people who in different ways were struggling to discover what it meant to be on the Way of the Cross.

Living with this rich symbolic language meant that at the end of the pilgrimage, the experience of Holy Week and Easter with all its imagery – foot washing, oils of healing, shoe shining outside the Cathedral, the re-enactment of the Way of the Cross in the city centre of Leicester, the new fire of Easter and the water of baptism – all these had special significance as the pilgrimage came to an end.

So the misgivings with which I began, the doubts and questions about whether the whole pilgrimage would be seen simply as a gimmick, or as an attention seeking exercise, gave way to something more meaningful than I could ever have imagined.  It has in some ways been the richest experience of my whole Ministry and what follows is partly an expression of gratitude.

“Surely it’s more than a mile!”
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Walking country lanes and footpaths often meant it was difficult to judge distances.  And rural signposts are notoriously grudging when it comes to indicating mileages!  In fact the pilgrimage involved six journeys, each of four days, with an average daily mileage of just under ten miles.  Some parishes and benefices seemed to receive fairly extensive attention on the walk, while others were excluded.  This was unavoidable unless the pilgrimage was to be unmanageably long.  But I was very aware of the churches and the parishes there was no time to visit and keenly alert to the fact that in some way they needed to be included in the prayers and concerns of the pilgrimage.

Fantasies about the walk emerged constantly in conversation, some people thinking it was a continuous walk during which I was camping at the roadside.  Others seemed to think that this was the first time I’d visited the County of Leicestershire, imagining that my life was completely spent in the Diocesan offices or perhaps in the Cathedral.

In fact the walk involved visiting every Deanery and included substantial encounters with the city, the suburbs, the market towns, the villages, farms, factories and some major institutions of the Diocese.  It brought home to me once again the richness and variety of our Diocese and the immense possibilities for mission of trying to make connections between the different contexts in which the Gospel is to be proclaimed.
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The evening events therefore involved a huge variety of encounters with local politicians, parish councillors, headteachers, business people, ecumenical partners, farmers and others.  The meeting at Police headquarters with the Chief Constable and the local Police Commanders showed the huge potential for joint working between parish clergy and neighbourhood police.  The reception at the County Council involved a wide range of Faith leaders from the county, all of whom warmed to the idea that at some stage it would be a powerful act of witness if Faith leaders were to make a pilgrimage on foot together around the city and the county. 
Hospitality given and received
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One of the most memorable aspects of the pilgrimage were the overnight stays in people’s homes.  I realised that a huge amount of time and trouble had been taken by many people to ensure that I was really comfortable.  Meals, drinks, hot showers and adequate space to rest were all amply provided.  But receiving hospitality went beyond simply being made comfortable.  It established a new kind of relationship.
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This is very close to the heart of who we are as a Diocese – people who offer each other hospitality.  People who allow each other into our homes and therefore into our hearts.  In an increasingly pressured and busy world, so many people live defended lives, surrounded by the privacy of home without any real connection with neighbours or community.  But the offering and receiving of hospitality creates community more than anything else we do.  And I am left feeling that hospitality is one of the fundamental marks of the Christian life because it is about building relationship.

Much of our current mission agenda leads us to reflect more carefully on the nature of the hospitality we offer in our churches – are they really welcoming places?  Do we take the risks that are inherent in inviting others into our homes, or into our familiar space even when our lives may be disrupted?  What does hospitality to young people or unbelievers really mean?  What are the implications of “back to church Sunday” for inviting those who are no longer churchgoers into our churches?
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So I was encouraged not only by the hospitality offered to me personally, but also by those events each evening when the local church had sent invitations to the wider community, making them hospitable occasions in which the network of relationships surrounding the local church was broadened and deepened.  Surely therefore there must be an overwhelming case for seeking to ensure that all our churches are open to occasional visitors wherever possible.  Inevitably there are concerns about security, especially in the light of recent experience about loss of lead from church roofs, but the fundamental principle that the church should be an hospitable place, open and available to visitors whenever possible must be a high priority for a church that is seeking to be outward looking and engaged.
How do you use the manual?

The organising group for the pilgrimage produced a prayer manual which was widely distributed around the Diocese.  We had a sense that it was being both appreciated and followed by many people who were supporting us in prayer.

It included poetry, prose, psalms and commentary.  But it also revealed some unease with the unfamiliarity of the poems.  I was left wondering whether we have lost touch with poetry as a way into prayer at times.  Perhaps the was some uncertainty as to the doctrinal soundness of the poems or perhaps some unease about the way they lead us into the mystery of God.
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Nevertheless the walk was an experience of over 120 different churches as places hallowed by prayer often for many centuries.  The experience for me was an unusual one of entering a church and experiencing the silence, the opportunity for rest and the chance to participate with the congregation, not having to preach or conduct an act of worship.  In that sense it was a reconnection with the laity and with their own affection and gratitude for the churches which stand at the centre of their communities.

Pilgrimage and playtime
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The six weeks of walking included many moments of humour, laughter and sheer foolishness.  Ebony, the Labrador was brought to church at Eaton in the Vale of Belvoir.  Her owner subsequently sent me an e-mail: “This is to let you know that God really does move in mysterious ways – you may well recollect that I asked you to bless my black Labrador bitch, Ebony, as she was not coming into season and I am anxious to breed from her before she becomes too old.  Well this very morning – a week to the day – she has come into season.”  Then there was the encounter with the Roman soldiers patrolling the old Roman road into Carlton Curlieu.  There were the gatherings in pubs at lunchtime, the conversations and the telling of stories.  There was the experience of feeding the animals at Twycross Zoo and learning how giraffes swallow cabbage!  There were the marvellous litany of excuses unsuspecting parishioners concocted when asked whether they were going to join us on the walk!  And then there were the lavatories – dozens of them, all recently opened in various churches with warm invitations to the Bishop to inspect them at his leisure!
And in addition there was the experience of warm spring sunshine, of the beauty of the countryside, and of gradually feeling fitter and more physically equipped for the journey.

The Way of the Cross
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It was not until arriving at our final parish destination in Birstall that someone asked me: “So where has been the struggle in all this pilgrimage?”  Arriving almost at the end of the journey, I was much more aware of a sense of gratitude and achievement than of struggle.  But it was an important question and one which needs continuing reflection.

Of course there had been the physical demands, often feeling weary and lacking energy for the next stage of the journey.  And sometimes too there had been questions about the point of the pilgrimage, whether it was actually achieving anything.

But as I reflected more I realised that the pilgrimage had indeed been part of my struggle both personally and as a Bishop.

First, there had been the continuing demands of the job which did not decrease with the pilgrimage but in some ways became more intense.  This was dramatically illustrated on the first days walking from Melton Mowbray to Waltham-on-the-Wold when news came through of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s midday interview about Sharia Law.  Instantly my office was in touch with requests from Radio Leicester and then subsequently from Channel 4 and Sky TV for interviews and comments.  It felt as though the world would not let go of me even when walking in the remote rural parts of the Diocese.  [image: image16.png]@ THE DIOCESE OF LEICESTER



And this feeling continued as negotiations to acquire the Leicester Grammar School site came to a climax and there were repeated and urgent messages to be responded to.  And in the midst of all this the time of my PA, Penny Russell, who had worked in the Bishop’s office for 24 years was coming to an end and preparations for managing a complex handover were being put in place.

Furthermore, as events transpired, I found myself having to exercise the judicial and disciplinary role of a Bishop even when the pilgrimage was focusing so much on the pastoral and spiritual role.  Never have these two felt more in conflict nor have they reminded me so powerfully of the competing demands of a Bishop’s Ministry these days.

And then there were the encounters with those who were so obviously on the Way of the Cross themselves.  Nowhere was this more powerfully experienced than during our visit to Gartree Prison and in particular in the hospital wing where we came across some severely distressed prisoners struggling with the consequences of damaged personalities made worse by the prospect of long-term incarceration.  In particular we observed one prisoner on 24 hour watch pacing around his tiny cell.  Our walk was soon to take us out into the countryside and across farms and fields while his was confined to the tiniest space filled with his own personal anguish.  The memories of him and of others who shared something of their life sadness and sorrow was part of the privilege but also the weight of this pilgrimage.
“Why am I walking?”
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That was a question I repeatedly put to the school children in many of the school visits on the pilgrimage.  The children came up with remarkably intelligent replies – “because it’s cheaper than going by car!”  Or “because it’s good for you to have exercise!”  Or again “because it’s good for the environment!”  All of these answers were correct in a way.  But the walk also connected me to communities and individuals in a way that no amount of travelling by car could do.  On one or two occasions parish councillors and an MP joined us and they could not help noticing that the Church has local networks that are embedded in communities and serving their communities in a way that no political organisation, indeed no other network can match.  The Church is part of the landscape and of the consciousness of England and remains so in spite of all the secularist commentators.

Further, it became clear on the walk that we were making connections of affection and friendship wherever we meant.  This surely is part of the primary purpose of the Church – to be a community where love is both experienced, given and received.  Unless the Church is seen to be doing that then it has little to offer the world except criticism and comment.
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Human beings are congenital separators and dividers, and the Gospel offers us a way of being in relationship with each other even when we disagree.  The pilgrimage, by the very experience of walking, has brought home to me the essential need for the churches of the Diocese to bear witness to relationships in Christ which transcend our differences of tradition, culture and doctrine.  This actually is the great challenge and mission of the Church in our day – not to argue forever clearer doctrinal purity, but to witness to relationships of trust, understanding and respect across the boundaries of difference.  When that happens the world takes notice.  When that happens we begin to learn from one another, to strengthen one another and to encourage one another.  In this year of the Lambeth Conference, the pilgrimage has been a reminder to me that Christians in the Anglican tradition need more than anything now a period of deep penitence for our divisions and our failures before we can begin to recover confidence in our mission to the world.
Where does the pilgrimage go from here?
There will need to be much reflection and prayer before that question can be finally answered.  Yet it is clear already that the pilgrimage has had an impact on me and on some others which has been deeper and more significant than we had expected.  There may be many reasons for this, but somewhere at the heart of it is the modelling of the Christian life – journeying in company with others.
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The question for me therefore is how that sense of continuing to journey in relationship with the Diocese can be maintained.  The business of a Bishop’s life, the increasing managerial responsibilities laid on him, and the demands which arise from the national church institutions all have the potential to erode the quality of relationships between a Bishop and his Diocese.  If these relationships are not fruitful both clergy and parishes will feel held at arms length.  The clergy will see their Bishops only sporadically at institutions, confirmations or anniversaries; in synods and committees; at times of disciplinary or pastoral crisis or when the Bishop wants to persuade someone to take on new work.  These occasions in themselves are not a sufficient basis for a relationship of mutual understanding and trust and therefore the seed bed of effective leadership.

How might this kind of relationship be changed without generating unrealistic expectations or unmanageable demands on the diary?  It is in the search for the answer to that question that my pilgrimage continues over the next few months and I shall be grateful for the prayers, comments and companionship of others as we seek to find our way through.

+Tim

Easter 2008
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