SEC Lay Reader Conference

First of all I want to thank you for your invitation to be with you this weekend.  I know how important it is for you and how much preparation has gone into it.  So I'm very honoured to be here - and particularly delighted that you were able to persuade Dr Christina Baxter to come and join you.  I also want to say the obvious - no less sincere because it is the obvious - which is to thank you for the loving service which you give in all sorts of ministries on behalf of our church.  Your presences and your commitment enriches our life in all sorts of ways - and enhances our mission and outreach.

I've become something of a student of our Canons - Canon 4 on the Election of Bishops and Canon 64 on the Incapacity of Clergy are particular favourites.  So as we give a review of Reader Ministry in the 21st Century, I turned to Canon 20 - headed simply 'Of Lay Readers'.  It does not lift the heart: 'The bishop of any diocese may appoint men or women Lay Readers to serve in that diocese as that bishop may deem expedient, always subject to the limitations laid down in Canon 37, Section 3.  Thank you for that - it's a 'Don't call us, we'll call you' kind of moment.

So let me ask myself about what Reader ministry has meant to me.  And my thought go very quickly to a friend of mine who is a Lay Reader.  I've only heard him preach a couple of times.  But his preaching is memorable.  And it's not so much that he preaches the same kind of sermons as I do - but better.  Rather that he preaches a different kind of sermon from me - and that's better too.  It's a particular kind of voice.  I strive for freshness and authenticity - but inevitably I am at risk of being a bird in the gilded cage of the church.  He speaks with the authority of the church .. but he speaks also from the space between church and world because he belongs authentically in both.  the only thing I regret about choosing that example is that I risk allowing you to think that I see the role of the Reader as being confined in whole or in part to Sunday worship-leading ministry.  But of course one of the richnesses of Reader ministry today is the way in which Readers are modeling in people ministries of service the same authenticity and engagement as I hear in my friend’s sermons. 

If I pursue that to its logical conclusion, it means that I believe that there are things which Reader ministry can do which I cannot do.  Yes there may be things which I can do - or ought to be doing - which it might be difficult for a Reader to do.  But even to say that is to concede that the Reader has the best of it and maybe has more fun as well.  I believe implicitly that the church grows on the margins and it is that marginal area - the interface between church and world - that the Reader is particularly well equipped to inhabit.

Before I move to respond to the key question which has been put to me - which is the shape of Reader ministry in the 21st century, I want to say a few things about some of the fundamentals.

Reader Ministry in its present form grew out of the very rapid expansion of urban centres in England following the Industrial Revolution.  The Church of England today says that the ministry of the Reader is that of 'preaching and teaching in a pastoral context'  You may want to unpack that and decide what it means to you today.  But as I have already implied it seems to me that this ministry is something far more distinctive than just that of 'somebody who decided that they didn't want to be ordained;'.  I took a look at one of my favourite resources - the TEAC Grids.  If you don't know about them, just Google TEAC.  It stands for Theological Education in the Anglican Communion and it offers a defined set of expectations which one might have of all sorts of people - including what it calls Catechists and Licensed Lay Readers under a number of headings - Vocation and Discernment; Clarity about the nature of Ministry; Spirituality and Faith; Personality and Character; Relationships, etc.  I think that if you take a look , you will find it stimulating and challenging - indeed I think that it will encourage you to 'raise the bar' in terms of your own aspirations for your ministry and its future direction.

And if that is the vocational discernment and accountability side of it, I want to stress that our picture of ministry is that Jesus called people - people like you and me - not prima donnas or people particularly and spectacularly gifted.  And he didn't wait for them to become perfect - part of the perfecting process was that he sent them out into the work of ministry even though they felt spectacularly ill-prepared.  And as I reflect on that, I can hear the questions which I ask of my own ministry.  What am I doing?  I am set on proceeses whose end point I cannot see - is this wise?  The effect of my best efforts seems to be to make things worse not better.  And in that I believe with all my heart the work of ministry is being done.

Let me also say something about vocation.  I hope that you have the highest view possible of your own calling to ministry.  Many people find themselves in ministry of one kind or anther because they want to help.  And who could argue with that.  But if we believe that the ministry of the Reader is a distinctive ministry in its own right, we should expect that it will be experienced as a particular vocation - a vocation to a real ministry which complements that of clergy and indeed that of other laity. 


You asked me to say something specifically about Reader Ministry in the 21st Century.  I'd like to talk about that briefly under three headings.  The first is about the kind of ministries which Readers will be engaged in.  The second is about our patters of congregational life and ministry and where readers fit into that.  The third is about the place of our church in Scotland today.

So let's look at the first one briefly.  I did a bit of background reading in the literature about Lay Readers.  One of the things which impressed me was the diversity of ministries in which they are involved.  And when I read some of the stories, I was particularly impressed by stories of how ministry for people had changed and developed; how confidence had grown; how opportunities had presented themselves, been recognised and taken up.  All of that is wonderful and our Readers are better equipped than ever to develop ministry in that way - our Lay Readers are now substantially as well trained as our clergy.  But there is a cultural shift which is needed in some places.  One of the things which quite surprised me when I came here was the extent to which what I shall call a mindset of decline was visible - we've been tackling it in our diocese in all sorts of ways.  I shouldn't have been surprised by that - I was moving from a place where church life had been artificially sustained by the link between faith and politics to what I believe to be the most secular part of the British Isles.  So it's not surprising or disappointing that our congregations should feel themselves 'up against it'.  But when I talk about a 'mindset of decline', I don't just mean a mindset which assumes that the only dynamic at work in the life of the church is that of attrition.   It also engenders a sort of paralysis.  Our fragility becomes our agenda.  Our energies are absorbed by it.  Our initiative is curbed.  Inevitably we cease to look out and to see opportunities of active and creative engagement with the world around us.

I look forward in the 21st Century to patterns of congregational life in which people are actively seeking new opportunities of community engagement in ministry - and I expect that Readers will be to the fore in that.  Just one example.  One of our small congregations is astonished because one or two people decided to take an initiative with children's work - a few months later there are six children in church where before there were none, there is a Mother and Toddler Group in the Church Hall and a bridge-head into the community has been established.  The impact of that on that congregation is enormous.  It builds confidence and out of that confidence new ministries will arise.  If our congregations are focused on their own life, that outward looking ministry will not develop

Secondly, there is the question of the patterns of congregational life which will be the shape of our church in 21st Century and where Readers will fit into that.  Well I think that the one thing which we can be sure of is that our patterns of congregational life and ministry will be more and not less diverse.  You may be aware that we are a bit preoccupied with the need to attract younger ordinands.  I believe that a church needs a group - it may be small - of highly trained and life committed clergy who are the core of the ministry of the church and who have the confidence and the experience to help the church to reshape its life for new times.  But around that will be a huge diversity of ministries - part time, sessional and non-stipendiary clergy; Lay Readers; and around that a huge diversity of involvement where authorised and designated ministries shade off into the active discipleship of every-member ministry.  And as I describe it like that, you can see that the Lay Reader - a highly trained lay person in authorised ministry with all the authority and accountability which that implies - is of great importance because the Reader is as much of the world as of the church.

Inside that question are also questions about our patterns of life and worship.  I know that one of the questions which you will be thinking about is the place of the Reader in our liturgical and worshipping life.  The development of a Service of the Word is one way in which the worship of our congregations - possibly led by a Reader - can have worship which is satisfying and complete without it necessarily being Eucharistic.   But my own observation, having looked at what is proposed and had some experience of it in other places is that it is particularly demanding of the skill and creativity of the worship leader - because it is a framework rather than a complete whole.

Thirdly, I want to say something about the place of the Scottish Episcopal Church in the 21st Century.  The SEC as you may know reached its numerical peak in 1921 and it has been in a slow and elegant decline ever since.  And yet in this very secular society, we find an environment in which we can make our way as a church.  We offer small, family-friendly churches with worship centred on the drama of the Eucharist.  We have a participative style of worship - Readers and laity again.  Beyond that, we are in terms of our social and moral views probably now much closer to the mainstream of Scottish society than either of the two bigger churches here.  Naturally the overall picture is patchy.  The quality of what happens in our Cathedrals is quite astonishing.  We are making headway in the new and growing communities within commuting distance of the Central Belt.  The rural population is growing and there are many places in the Highlands where the SEC is the only visible expression of church life.  It is as if the paradox is that for a mission shaped church the more secular society is the better - because it is denominationally fluid.
So I take an optimistic view of the future – an of your place in ministry within it.  We are finding the confidence to engage with the whole of society in partnership with other churches.  We assume that the structures of our church – our patterns of congregational life – will be fluid.  But the place of Lay Readers – who live in the interface between church and world – will become ever more significant.



