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I want to begin by saying how much I and the Scottish Episcopal Church feel honoured by the invitation to be here.  I think I represent the final throw of a hat-trick of Primates of the Celtic Churches - representing the Scottish Episcopal Church with my Irish accent.  My first duty today is, on behalf of clergy everywhere, to thank the Sons of the Clergy for their tireless work and their unfailing support of clergy and their families.  Clergy may be called to ‘simple living and high thinking’.  But they are not called to the poverty described by one of my former parishioners as ‘having to count the matches.’
This evening's readings  neatly express the apparent contradictions - the gentleness and the toughness, the calm and storm - which are at the heart of clergy life.
Isaiah first offers us ‘quietness and trust for ever - Secure dwellings and quiet resting places.’  More robustly, St Paul offers peace with God – but offers it as part of the working out of the suffering which produces endurance and leads to hope.
Secure dwellings and quiet resting places.  One is immediately transported to idyllic world of ancient churches, village greens, vicarages with gardens full of rambling roses in that non-specific land which Scotland calls 'down south'.  It's Trollope's Barchester and Kilvert's Diary.   It's unchanging continuity - a world built around secure patterns of pastoral care and clear expectations; around often prayerful and occasionally scholarly parsons who kept bees and liked trains.   And it's gone.
And suffering?  Suffering which leads to endurance and then to hope?  I think most of us clergy would like to think we were dangerous enough to merit persecution – more often we meet the shrug of indifference which is the default position of secular society.  But there is suffering of a particularly insidious kind.  It’s the inner and often unspoken question, 'I have committed my life to this and it doing any good’.  Visionary and passionately-committed people are constantly troubled by a sense of failure and inadequacy.  There is the cost to family who gladly and willingly share the challenges but didn't actually choose them.  For the clergy that I work with in Scotland, there is the task of sustaining small congregations which are both tenacious and precarious.  Fragility can lead to blaming.  Clergy have to become the still and Christ-like centre around whom others can learn to shape more loving life.  And there is the risk of hitting deer on your way home.

I am as every bishop ought to be a great supporter of clergy - although there are times when they may not experience it like that.  I believe passionately in what clergy do and what they represent.  My most emotional moment in ministry is the anointing of hands at ordination.  I attempt to say what those hands represent in ministry - hands clasped in prayer; hands laid on in healing; hands that greet and welcome; hands that baptise; hands that give comfort in bereavement and loss.  What clergy do does matter.  Those who receive those ministries at critical moments receive something which they will remember for the rest of their lives.
But the simple pictures are harder to find today.  We still hold to the principle of the stipend which frees the priest for the work of ministry.  But accountability and professionalization inevitably creep in.  In the two-income, two career family, the priest may be the minority earner.  In the pastoral idyll, the priest struggles to maintain pastoral visibility across multiple benefices.  He or she discerns, identifies, trains and supports the people of the church in their ministry; she offers leadership which at one and the same time authoritative, collaborative, strategic and tactical; he is innovative, creative, entrepreneurial and responsive; while being clearly fully occupied, she manages as Archbishop Robert Runcie so nicely put it to be not obviously busy; his personal and family life are models of wholesome goodness.  And of course at any point,  he can throw a switch and in an instant become a paragon of contemplative prayer. 

You may be old enough to remember Peter Sellers in Heavens Above – mistakenly appointed to ministry in the town where the all-purpose drug Tranquillax was made - a stimulant, sedative and laxative all in one. 

It is easy to caricature clergy life like that.  It is infinitely demanding – spiritually, emotionally and physically.  But it is also the most satisfying and fulfilling way of life that anybody could imagine.  Secure dwellings and quiet resting places may be hard if not impossible to find in clergy life today.  But clergy who come to terms with the challenges – to the point of accepting a measure of cost and suffering – are people who can offer to society the hope which it needs.

I believe that in supporting clergy, the Sons of the Clergy do work which matters not just to clergy but which enables them to bring the loving ministry which people in all their complexity – and our society in all its diversity – so deeply need.
