Synod Address 2008 

 Members of Synod

It’s a pleasure to see you all here – in this transformed Cathedral.  Congratulations to Provost Hunter and the cathedral community for their vision and energy.   
I tend to treat Diocesan Synod as a sort of benchmark for myself.  Believe it or not, this is my fourth – marking three years since I came here.  Time moves on – I no longer have difficulty catching the plane home to Edinburgh rather than Belfast.  Readers of my blog will, I hope, pick up a sense of the contentment that Alison and I have found here – contentment too about how things are on the spiritual journey which we are undertaking together.  I want to use the opportunity of speaking to you today to address two important issues.  
The first, as you would expect, arises from the Diocesan Review – our commitment to the work of mission, the search for growth rather than decline, our future as congregations, diocese and as the Episcopal Church in Scotland.  The second is to do with the issues surrounding the Lambeth Conference and the future of the Anglican Communion. 

Let's look first at the progress of the Diocesan Review.  We hope by the end of April to have a Diocesan Policy document which we can discuss and explore.  It will sum up the work of the Review, identify future policy, make recommendations about staffing and propose a new structure for our diocesan life.  I hope to create a process through which the Diocese can discuss this between Easter and the summer.  Standing Committee suggests that we should have a further meeting of Diocesan Synod in September at which we can discuss these proposals as a Synod, give them the authority of being diocesan policy rather than a set of proposals and identify a path to implementation. 

It's taken a while - but that's because we have done it properly.  I want to offer warm thanks to Gordon Morrison, our Consultant.  I also want to thank the many people who have committed time and energy – most recently members of Working Groups and the Implementation Group, before that the 300+ people who attended meetings across the diocese last summer.  It is the task of the Bishop to be the leader of mission.   I see the Review as part of my task of 'engendering common purpose' in the diocese.  Clergy and laity have responded to that with an enthusiasm which has amazed and delighted me.   I am particularly delighted to see it leading us in directions which I had not personally anticipated.
The Review identified the key issue as our need to move from decline to growth.  Even to talk about it is to being to see it happen.  And a Diocesan Policy is just part of it - it's a signal that we have arrived at a broadly common understanding of the issues which face us and a shared view of the choices which face us.  On a more spiritual level, it means that we can see the difficulties but believe that, if we step forward in faith and trust, the Spirit will shape our actions and guide our path. 

Of course, we all know that bringing about change and growth in the Church is a much more subtle business than just making policy and carrying it out.  Diocesan policy is really just the headline stuff.  I think you can organise in such a way that decline is less likely - you can gradually squeeze out of the life of the church the things which manifestly either actively promote or which facilitate or which are complicit in decline.  But you cannot organise growth in quite the same way.  Growth actually comes about in myriad unseen and apparently insignificant actions within which the spirit moves.  A policy is part of what makes that possible - but so is what is military terms they call morale - I sometimes call buoyancy or hope or confidence - the cast of mind and heart which enables people and church to look beyond themselves and be open to others. 

Many things are part of the building of confidence .. 

Morale of clergy is one.  It's risky for the Bishop to say that morale is good.  Captain Bligh was probably saying morale was good right up until the put him off the Bounty and into the launch.  But I hope it is.  Stewardship at first seemed to me to be a slightly unwelcome intrusion into our movement forwards - but it has become an important confidence builder because some of our lack of confidence was rooted in financial anxieties about the future.  We've been steadily addressing some difficult issues in local congregations - but people have responded with grace and graciousness.  The new website is up and running - not the most sophisticated but we have direct control of it, it is up to date and every congregation can get direct access to its own stuff.  The diocesan office is being renovated.  And in the area of diocesan administration and finance, huge changes have been taking place.  Behind the scenes, the diocese has been doing its work.  I want to thank all those who take responsibility and who have been taking brave decisions – I am particularly in the debt of Dr John Ferguson-Smith who has been a key figure in all of this and has put in untold amounts of work behind the scenes. 

But most interesting of all is the way in which the shape, the architecture, of the new challenge has been emerging.  It is exciting and unexpected.  Some of you will have heard me say that I find Scottish society astonishingly secular.  Some of you will have been surprised to hear me say that I find a secular society a good place to be.  If you have lived as I have in a confessional state – a theocracy – you will know how positive a place a secular state is.  And it suits small churches because it loosens old and traditional denominational ties.  It means that there are more people around who are ‘starting from scratch’ in their spiritual search.
And the challenge which is emerging is whether a small church like ours – small, family-friendly, rich in worship and spirituality, committed to prayer, catholic in the truest and widest sense – can help people who are on spiritual journeys through the open country of this secular society to find answers to their formed and unformed spiritual questions.  I believe that this is the opportunity for us.  The Diocesan Review helps us to prepare for it.  Our growing confidence makes us an attractive community.  Growth is possible.
LAMBETH 

Lambeth Conference is coming this summer – the Conference of all the bishops of the Anglican Communion.  It will be an honour and a privilege to be there.  But you will understand that I do not particularly look forward to it.
I do not expect it to be as bad as the doom-mongers say.  My life experience has been that the period of build-up to an moment of anticipated conflict is one in which the stronger and clearer voices tend to have the field to themselves.  When the moment arrives, the centre ground strengthens.  Some suggest post-Lambeth scenarios - a world in which we shall have to decide whether we belong in a liberal - and, by definition, minority - bloc of Anglicanism or with the conservatives.  To talk like that is to make such an outcome more likely.  I expect the future to be very much more messy - but more creative - than that. 

Speaking on Radio 4 late last year Bishop Desmond Tutu brought his own challenge to what he called the ‘obsession’ of the Anglican Church with issues of sexuality.  He said  "Our world is facing problems – poverty, HIV and AIDS – a devastating pandemic, and conflict.  God must be weeping looking at some of the atrocities that we commit against one another.’  And of course he’s right.  It is all out of proportion – but to say that there are many far greater issues of human need and injustice doesn’t actually help us to deal with this one which we face.

No sexuality is the issue.  It's what we are talking about.  Obviously, it is to some extent a surrogate for some other issues - particularly the great debate about whether Christianity is a fixed set of concepts, beliefs and moral precepts, rooted in the a particular view of the authority of scripture.  Or whether it evolves - attempting to sustain and proclaim a core of truth in changing contexts.  
For what it is worth, my own set of attitudes is this: 

In general, I take a liberal attitude to issues before a conservative one.  That is almost a pre-theological stance.   It doesn’t mean that you can assume that I shall take a liberal attitude in response to any question with which I am presented.  But my reading of the gospels is that our faith is inclusive before it is exclusive.   The problem of course is to determine whether there are limits to the inclusiveness and what those limits should be. 

Secondly I belong in the view that Christian faith evolves.  It faces new situations and produces fresh statements in response.  The whole history of the early church, including the development of the ancient Creeds - is an expression of that dynamic. 

Thirdly, I have a distaste for being asked to sign up to other people's orthodoxies.  That usually means being invited to take a simplistic view of a complex problem.  
No there are two issues here. 

The first is where the limits to our inclusiveness should be.   I came from a church which took a generally conservative view of these issues.  I am now part of a church which takes a generally liberal view.  While I am instinctively more at home in the liberal context, I actually find it more alarming because – as I found out in Ireland – liberal bigotry is the worst of all.  Liberal positions are not self-justifying.  Liberal positions claim to be inclusive – but, of course, it is inevitable that the including of some will inevitably exclude others.  Liberal positions have to be argued for and sustained.  And one has to know where the limits, the outer edges are.
The second issue is how we live in a divided church – and my commitment is to leadership in a divided church.  There can be no winners and losers.  The challenge is to try and lead in a way which transcends the division – which includes all – so that a hurtful division becomes an enrichment in diversity.
Our Church will be holding a pre-Lambeth Day for exploring the sexuality issue on May 3 in Stirling – it will be addressed by Bishop Richard Clarke of Meath and Kildare and information about that will be available shortly.  I also will be happy to meet with individuals and to visit groups in the period between now and the Lambeth Conferece to discuss these issues.

I thank you for listening and look forward now to transacting the rest of our business.
John Ferris
Thanks to John for his faithful stewardship of our finances – the good state of those finances is in no small measure due to his work.  I know that John has a deep love of this church and approached his work as an act of Christian Service.  I want to add my personal thanks to the thanks which John F-S will express just before lunch.

Also mention that our Registrar Bill Pagan will be retiring in the Autumn and we shall express our thanks to him at a later date.
