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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

THE BISHOPS’ LENT PILGRIMAGE 2011: FOOD FOR THE JOURNEY

Bishop Christopher and I are very grateful to all those who were able to make time for our Deanery visits during Lent and especially to the Area Deans and others who took the trouble to organise each of these days.  Although it made heavy demands on our diaries, we both felt that the time was well spent and that we were richly rewarded.  So here are some personal reflections on the experience.  If your reactions are different or you feel there are other points to note, do not hesitate to drop me a line.  I would be pleased to hear from you.

The Timing and Pace of Each Day
Each of our Deanery Days was designed to enable us to slow down enough to hear and receive new things from each other and from God.  I am glad that we gathered for the morning office together, followed by a Bible study and the Eucharist and then lunch.  All of those activities helped to create a sense that this day was not just another crowded meeting to be got through as quickly as possible.  So I am left with some questions.  How many other encounters with fellow clergy or with parishioners are paced in this kind of way?  What proportion of our interaction with those whom we are trying to lead in their discipleship is given to prayer, Bible study and eating together?  What would be the consequence in your ministry of a change of pace involving more personal interaction, more attention to scripture and more breaking of bread together?  I certainly want to reflect on those questions in terms of the management of my own diary and in terms of the time I spend with others.

The Bible Study

The process of Lectio Divina allowed everyone to contribute.  It created space for us to hear each other and to reflect in silence together.  It demonstrated how the Holy Spirit can speak through the Scriptures within the life of a whole group.  It also reminded us who we are as clergy together.  Our relationships in role are not primarily built around Deanery management or ecclesiastical administration.  They are not even primarily about planning for mission together.  They are primarily about following the same Lord, revealed to us in the Scriptures and I am left with the strong impression that our Deanery structures and relationships must be built around a pattern of attention to the Scriptures and breaking bread together on a regular basis.  The Bible passage from St Luke’s Gospel raised a huge range of issues for us.  Amongst those most regularly commented on were these:

· The need to rediscover how we lead mission in partnership with others – being sent by Christ “in pairs”.

· The sense that the harvest is indeed plentiful, and that there is a sense of spiritual awakening around even though much of it is not connected to organised religion or the rhythms of our ecclesiastical responsibilities.

· The need to travel light, to “carry no purse” to be free to move where the Spirit leads.

· The need both to find for ourselves and to communicate to others what it means to say “peace to this house”.

· An exploration of the nearness of the Kingdom of God, constantly approaching us even when the task seems overwhelming and the prospects unpromising.

· The exploration of what it means for us to have been given authority by God and how we take that authority and exercise it appropriately.

· The deep sense that an awareness of God’s call to us and His provision for us both now and for all eternity leads to joy.

I hope some of these themes which we touched upon and explored will stay with you as you continue to reflect on this passage in the days ahead.

Our Afternoon Conversations
These varied very much from one Deanery to another and took different routes.  It would be impossible to summarise all that emerged, although, on reflection, I was struck by how ready many people were to share hopes and concerns at a deep level.  This required some courage and readiness to take risks which I hope you feel will have been repaid.  One of the recurring themes of these discussions had to do with how we allow God’s call to us to realise our full humanity can be reconciled with the demands of a lifetime of public ministry.  How do the role and the person grow together without one completely overtaking the other?  How do we preserve our unique and divine identity when the demands seem to be so great?  How do we experience our call to priesthood as enriching and deepening our humanity rather than diminishing it?  And associated with this theme came a series of questions about how we can take responsibility for our own spiritual health and wellbeing.  How can we ensure that there is time and space and attentiveness to God built into the rhythm of all our lives however many demands are made upon us?  These are certainly challenges for me and I sense that they are for all of us in different ways.

The Evening Gatherings
Once again these were very varied in terms of their emphasis, the numbers attending and the matters which were raised.  Over the 9 evenings, we estimated that more than 500 people came together in different venues and raised a large number of different and often very penetrating questions.  Although we live in an age where Bishops coming to a locality may no longer be seen as a very exciting way of spending an evening, we were encouraged by those who came and by their openness and evident engagement with us.  And we sensed that people were listening carefully to the answers, because the questions are very alive for them.  Why does God allow suffering?  How am I to learn to forgive those who have really hurt me deeply?  I want to find faith but I don’t know where to begin?  How can Christians justify wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya etc?  Why doesn’t the Church close many of its buildings and get involved where people are?

John Florance, from Radio Leicester, accompanied us on 5 of these evenings as compère and question master.  He was surprised and encouraged by the numbers who came and has offered a reflection on the experience which I have appended to this letter.  I am left feeling that it is part of the job of bishops to enable the local Church to reach out beyond its usual boundaries and areas of engagement.  I believe that in some small way these evenings enabled that to happen and that we should be confident enough as a Church to risk more of this kind of outreach.

Final Comments
I shall want to go on reflecting on this experience, especially in the light of any further comments you send me.  The Church is nothing if not relational.  It is important for us as Bishops to make time to be with the clergy and with the people of our communities.  It is also important that we do not shirk the business of presenting the Christian faith as clear, distinctive, challenging and welcoming.  This is what people expect of us and want from us.  Further, I believe we need to find ways of presenting the Christian faith as essentially joyful, full of thanksgiving and celebratory.  This is the infectious quality of the Christian life which people saw in Jesus and were drawn to.

So I hope you will be encouraged to continue to grow in your own ministry and to continually expand the horizons of what you think is possible.  Above all please don’t be fearful but trusting that God is working through you whether you are setting out on a new life of ordained ministry or coming to the end of your time.  And remember that the Risen Christ is always going before us, preparing the way and enabling us (in spite of all our deficiencies) to point the way to Him who is always present with us.

God bless you and my thanks for your participation in this process and prayers for your ministry.

As ever,
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The Rt Revd Tim Stevens

Email: bishop.tim@leccofe.org 
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