Brechin Electoral Synod

Today’s readings are very fitting.  We see a process of choosing – to meet the needs of the growing church.  We see the leadership of Jesus.  We may not choose a person who can walk on water – but we certainly seek a Christ-like leader who can calm fear and give the disciples confidence and trust in their relationship with him.

We should feel honoured that there are five candidates with us today – five people who bring gifts, talents and experience to share with us – five people to are prepared to respond to the call of God to uproot their lives to share in ministry with us.

I submitted myself to the same process six years ago.  It was one of the most demanding experiences of my life - one from which I went away completely spent.  It was an emptying, outpouring and kenotic experience.

Did I feel – as I have said to one or two people in similar situations – vocationally engaged?  Yes I did.  I could feel deep in my soul the pull to this ministry.  Did I feel competitively engaged – was ambition in play?  Well it would be wrong to say that it was not.  We may feel that the best bishops are likely to be those who are dragged unwilling to this ministry.  But there will be others who aspire to use god-given gifts in this ministry of service with all its difficulties.  Did I know what was happening?  No.  And that, it seems to me is the point of what we involve ourselves in prayerfully today and on Wednesday of next week.

This is akin to an appointment – but it isn't that.  It is an election – but not in the way in which we experienced it this week.  In this case, we use the mechanism of an election to express our understanding – our discernment – of the will of God for our diocese and for the candidates who gather with us.  And part of that is that we do not know the whole of what we are involved in. 

That 'not knowing' gives room for some provisionality, some space, in which the Spirit can move.  If you say to yourself, 'I know what kind of person I and others like me would like' you are closing off that space. Look at the choosing in Acts – it’s several things – good standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom.  If you simply seek somebody who is in line with your passions or indeed your prejudices you are closing off that space.  The ministry to which a person is called as a bishop in the church of God is such a many-layered thing, so demanding of spirituality, of personal qualities, of vision, of empathy, of learning … that to say that it is about one thing only is to short-change what we do.

It is easy to pay lip service to vocational discernment.  Clergy can be victims of that at times – victims of bad process in which people have made choices in a partial way and invoked the spirit in justification.  In my view that is abusive.

So here we are to ask, 'Has the Lord chosen this one?'  And by that question we mean that we recognise that somewhere in the midst of what we share today as a community of faith charged with a sacred trust we leave space for ourselves to be led in heart and mind – to be led to a conclusion which is the very best we can do as we discharge our trust and which is also the best we can do in discerning the will of God for our diocese and for the candidates.
And if we do that, not only will our diocese be blessed .. but the candidates – particularly those who are not chosen – will go away disappointed certainly – but also feeling that they have been dealt with openly, fairly and with compassion by people who saw their task as the fulfilling of a sacred trust

