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I realise with some alarm that, by God’s grace, this is the seventh occasion on which I have had the privilege of presiding over our Diocesan Synod - the sixth anniversary of my consecration fell yesterday.  Old friends asked me last week, ‘How has it been?’  And I found myself saying this - that never in these six years has anybody said to me either, ‘You can’t do that’ or ‘You don’t understand’.  They may have thought it but they didn’t say it.  

It leads me to say something else about where we now are.  Six years ago in my attempt to discern vocation, I asked myself, ‘Will these people accept leadership if it is offered?’  And I decided to trust that the answer was ‘Yes’   We are now in a different place.  Our work together has matured - from the beginning people have been giving leadership as well as accepting it.  The range of demands which fall on me mean - and this is very healthy - that I cannot and should not be in charge of everything.  So I want to celebrate the hard work and the leadership of many people, clergy and lay.  I now say, ‘Please make the decisions and tell me what you have decided’ - knowing that because we share a vision that it will be all right and can be trusted.  In particular I want to thank Kenny, our Dean, Dom who acts as my Chaplain, the Casting the Net Convenors - Karen, Anne, Alison - John who has done so much to shape and streamline our administration, Susannah and Sue our staff - and of course Alicia and now Sharon who daily occupy with me what I call the trenches of diocesan life in the Diocesan Office.  As I reflected in my retreat this week, I felt simply very thankful - but also aware that another set of spiritually-focused challenges is coming into view.

One of the most important functions of leadership is that you state and restate the guiding vision.  That’s important.  It helps people to make sense of what they see and are part of.  It helps to keep people ‘on track’ and limits loss of energy and vision.  It’s an opportunity to remind people of the presence of God at the heart of that vision.

We set out to explore what was happening to us as a church - and out of that experience of daring to face the truth came the vision of Casting the Net.  You may have heard me say that it is the story of Jesus’ command to his faithful but tired disciples.  The spiritual insight which led us to that scriptural image was a remarkable moment.

Casting the Net can be criticised and dismissed in many ways.  Indeed I could probably produce some criticisms of it which you haven’t even though of.  But what it offers to us is very simple.  I think it comes down to two things.  It enables us as the people of God in every place to attempt to discern the vocation to which God calls us.  In among the terminology about MIssion Action Planning, we take counsel together in Holy Conversation as to how we as congregations hope to move forward in mission and service - measuring our pilgrimage against the Nine Marks of Mission.  The other great gift is articulation.  I spent my past life in division and conflict seeking ways of persuading people to speak the words of healing and reconciliation.  I believed that once you could bring yourself to say the words, you would be changed and those words would take root in a new way in heart and mind.  Casting the Net has the same potential.  Discussing the Nine Marks of Mission, doing the Compass Course, coming to the sessions which I am running during Lent.  It’s all the same thing.  An invitation to speak the words of faith - to shape in words what the word of God means to me.  And be changed.

And you may be aware that other dioceses in the SEC are moving in the same direction - most notably Glasgow and Galloway who launch their Programme for Growth at Pentecost.  And at General Synod in June, our church will discuss the Whole Church Mission and Ministry Policy which is an attempt to describe how we can become a missional church to a secular society.

For we pursue our mission in a society which has lost any affection for institutional religion.  It no longer gathers around any single authoritative understanding of truth or truths.  It is a puzzling and perplexing place - at one and the same time both open and intolerant.  Churches can lose their way in a society like that.  They can become retreat into fundamentalist certainty - shouting ever more dogmatic versions of truth at an unhearing society; absorbed with the institutional challenges of decline; putting at risk their spiritual integrity in a desire to accommodate themselves to a society without values.

But I believe that there is a clear vocation for a church like ours in a society like this.  We have some of the treasures.  In a society which views religion with incomprehension but is wistful about spirituality, we have strengths in prayer and worship which is above all what we are for.  In society both open and intolerant, we do not share dogma with people.  We invite people to travel with us, to explore and measure.  As a small church, we model flexibility and fragility as a sign of the vulnerable life of God in the world.  In a society without boundaries and signposts, we point to the heart of things in a relationship with Jesus Christ.  

Having restated the vision, let me just mention one or two other things which are significant in our life.  At this moment, there is only one clergy vacancy in the diocese.  That’s a positive thing.  Later in the Synod you will hear about our model of Diocesan Curacy - a way of holding newly-trained clergy within our diocese - a model which others are looking at.  We are in the course of cementing our relationship with the Diocese of Calcutta - Dom and Val visited before Christmas; I visited with Bob Harley and Andrew Pont two weeks ago.  Bishop Ashoke has visited us twice and will be here again in June.  This is a relationship of great promise and we are casting our net around for more.  And of course later in the Synod, we shall share news of the current state of Casting the Net.

And so we  move to the business of the Synod believing that through it we shall see the way in which the Spirit is moving among us.

