
Aberdeen Electoral Synod

Dear old Bishop Grantley was slipping towards his end - dying as he had lived with a meek authority.  The word on everyone's lips was 'Who was to be the new bishop of Barchester?  

Those are the opening words of Anthony Trollope's great novel Barchester Towers.  What fascinated Trollope were the questions about how authority is to be exercised in the church - and, to a lesser extent, by whom.  And those questions are played out in the context of this strange organism which is the church - which speaks as our readings do this morning of servant, foot-washing leadership - which regards with disdain hierarchy as the mother of James and John sought it for her boys - which speaks with approval of what is honourable, just, pure, pleasing and commendable.  But you and I who have lived and laboured long in the service of God and the church know that the church, as well as striving to be the body of Christ on earth, is also among the most human and therefore flawed of organisations - for better or worse.  It is therefore often the most intensely (small p) political.

So what is this strange task which we have been given - the task of choosing a new bishop for the Diocese of Aberdeen and Orkney?  It is governed by Canon 4.  It has defined processes and time scales.  But in the end, you and I know that this is about vocation - about the spiritually taxing task of vocational discernment.  You can define that in many ways but for now I am going to say that it is about finding and recognising the space, the difference between what I want and what God wants,

I'll say a little more about that in a moment.  But let's first ask the question, 'What is a bishop for in the Scottish Episcopal Church today?'

Bishops have a number of traditional roles - pastor pastorum - pastor to the clergy and their families; teacher and guardian of the faith.  If you asked me and my colleagues what we think a bishop is for in today's church we would say 'to be the leader of mission' or to 'call the church to mission'.  We lead the church to share the good news of Jesus Christ with integrity and relevance in the intensely secular society in which we live.  We offer clarity of leadership but are determinedly collegial.  We stir and challenge but hope that we are pastoral and kind.  We give people confidence, courage and hope.  We challenge what is in my view the great weakness of this church and many churches which is congregationalism - the mindset that we are not part of anything bigger, that we will do what suits us and what will do our time.  I think that somewhere in the Church of England's documents is the suggestion that the priest, or in this case the bishop, is strong enough to hold to a course of action while being criticised but knows the point at which the challenges of others are valid and that he or she needs to change course.  In other words, strong but not stubborn.

So I'm going now to pose a couple of questions about vocation and about this election and offer you some partial answers to them.

Firstly, do I have an outcome in mind.  Do I know who I would like to see elected.  No.  and I don't think you should either.  We pray.  We set up and work a good process.  We pray some more.  And we allow the Spirit to guide.

Here is a more difficult question.  Do I believe that there is a specific vocation to episcopal ministry?  That is difficult.  But I think my answer is more yes than no.  This is a tough ministry and sometimes lonely.   You need to feel that it is your calling - regardless of the cost.

And my equivocation is about this.  That this in particular is a ministry which you grow into - by the grace of ordination you become that person.  And what is painful is your relationship with your fellow clergy changes for ever.

So all we need to do is to find a person with a vocation to episcopal ministry whom we like the look of and it is 'job done'?  Well I'm quite clear that it is more than that.  For me it is always contextual - it is 'why this person for this diocese at this time?'  I sometimes say in appointments that we 'rise and anoint and say 'This is the one' when the vocation of the congregation and the vocation of the priest are in line.'   

That is how it has been for me.  Plucked unexpectedly from ministry in Northern Ireland - ministry as priest and pastor, healer and reconciler to which I was as committed as life itself, I entered into episcopal ministry and gradually what they sometimes call my vocation within a vocation changed from pastor, healer and reconciler to missional leader.  And about four years in - only after I became Primus - did I grasp the context and understand still imperfectly what this vocation was for.  It was about being a missional leader but also about working at the points where faith, identity, culture and belonging meet.  I began to see that it was another expression of my several generations family tradition in ministry in both parts of Ireland over more than a century.  Those issues of faith, identity, culture and belonging are expressed in Ireland at times with a brutal clarity - but here in Scotland more often with infinite subtlety.

We shall address this task with prayerful integrity.  We shall not know the whole of what we are doing.  We ask forgiveness for the bits where we don't know what we are doing, where we are wilfully short-sighted or impatient with a lengthy process.  We hope to be able at the end to say and mean, 'This is the Lords doing and it is marvellous in our eyes'


