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Dear Friends,
To attend the Lambeth Conference is a great privilege.  Alison and I enjoyed it immensely.  We were stimulated and encouraged.  We were humbled by people we met and stories we heard.  We now have a network of friends and contacts all over the Anglican world.  It was one of those experiences from which you return, look at yourself and realise that you are different – that you have grown in faith and life.
THE ‘BONDS OF AFFECTION’
The first and most important thing to say is that those who feared or expected that this Conference would signal the break-up of the Anglican Communion over the issue of sexuality were wrong.  The Conference was attended by 680 bishops and their spouses.  The absence of 200 bishops, most of whom had attended the GAFCON Conference, was keenly felt.  Those bishops and the division to which their absence testified were constantly in the prayers of the Lambeth Conference.  But the atmosphere throughout the Conference was warm and relaxed.  There was a complete absence of anxiety or rancour.  We all met as equals.  As you queued, as you walked, as you sat down in the ‘Big Top’, you introduced yourself, talked and listened.  I have never been quite sure whether the ‘bonds of affection’ which are said to hold the Anglican Communion together really exist or not.  I do now believe that there is shared history, culture, spirituality and mission which at the deepest level bind together this astonishingly diverse and vigorous Communion.  Those bonds can only have been immeasurably strengthened by the Lambeth Conference.  The desire to hold together into the future is manifest.
MARATHON NOT SPRINT

Most conferences take place in time snatched from other things – they’re a bit ‘hit and run.’  The Lambeth Conference lasted for two and a half weeks.   It was clear from the outset that Archbishop Rowan and the organisers had decided that the right way to use this generous time-frame was in prayer, in deepening spirituality and in building friendship across the Communion.  
So we began with a three-day Retreat in Canterbury Cathedral led by Archbishop Rowan.  On this level, I think that his leadership was magnificent.  It’s hard to think of anyone else who could take such a diverse group, weld it together and lift it to a new level of prayer and reflection.  I have no doubt that those three days in the Cathedral with Archbishop Rowan played a large part in establishing the atmosphere of warmth and trust which was such a feature of the Conference.

INDABA GROUPS
This was a Conference which worked through Indaba Groups.  There were no ‘set-piece’ plenary sessions in the Conference Big Top.  The Indaba concept – borrowed from African culture – offered a way of dealing with difficult issues in a manner which was as consensual as possible.  So we met each day in groups of 40.  We dealt with a different theme each day and the material from each Indaba Group were carried by a ‘listener’ into a Reflections Group which gradually drew together the statement which emerged at the end of the Conference.  If you want to explore the themes, you can find information about them at the Lambeth Conference website - http://www.lambethconference.org
To be honest, I found this the least satisfactory aspect of the Conference.   While I could see the strengths of an inclusive and consensual approach to difficult problems, I found myself yearning for a direct and straightforward conversation with some of the very remarkable people who were in my Indaba Group.

BIBLE STUDY

One of the strengths of the Lambeth Conference is the tradition that bishops start each day in groups of eight studying scripture together.  I had been asked to act as the facilitator of one of these groups.  I found myself spending an hour and a quarter each morning studying St John’s Gospel in a group which included Katharine Jefferts Schori, Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal Church [the Anglican Church in America], James Jones, Bishop of Liverpool, and Valentine Mokiwa, Archbishop of Tanzania.  As you can imagine, they didn’t need much help from me.  We had time to get to know each other well so that we could begin to talk about the difficult issues.  I found this by far the most satisfying – and challenging – aspect of the whole Conference.
SPOUSES CONFERENCE

There were actually two Conferences taking place at the same time.  I often felt that I would have preferred to be at the Spouses Conference.  The Spouses were probably even more diverse than the bishops as a group.  But what made them really interesting was the fact that none of them had quite chosen this life and ministry directly for themselves.

What they were really good at was telling the stories of their lives and ministry.  Alison found them fascinating and, in many cases, humbling.  
When you are listening to the story of what it is like to live and minister in North West Pakistan or in Myanmar, life in Perthshire seems relatively unchallenging.  There were heroic stories of sacrifice and service.  One wonders constantly about the movement of the Spirit which places these extraordinary people in such difficult places and gives them the resources of mind and heart to respond creatively and with such courage.

WORSHIP AND ..
The Conference of course had a rhythm of worship – each day began at 7.15 am with a Eucharist led by the bishops of one of the Anglican Provinces.  Each day ended also with worship in the Big Top.  

There were numerous other sessions – ‘Self-Select Sessions’ in the afternoons on every subject you could imagine.  In the evening, there were a number of ‘set-piece’ speakers – of whom the most impressive was Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks.  His affection for the Anglican Communion and the contribution which its diversity makes to world religion was plain to see.
LONDON
And of course we went up to London to visit the Queen for a Garden Party at Buckingham Palace.  But not before a great March of Witness in support of the Millennium Development Goals.  This ended at Lambeth Palace with a speech from the Prime Minister and was followed – rather inappropriately I thought – by a really nice lunch.
AND IN THE END?

You will find the Conference Reflections on the Lambeth Conference website at http://www.lambethconference.org/reflections/document.cfm
You will also be able to see the daily Lambeth Video Journal at

http://www.lambethconference.org/daily/news.cfm/z10video
As I have already said, my feeling is that the Anglican Communion has been immeasurably strengthened by this Conference.  It is clear that we want to stay together.  But Lambeth Conferences have no legislative powers – they are simply gatherings of the bishops of the Anglican Communion.  Nevertheless, they are an indicator of the mood of the Communion.

You will find that the Reflections Document expresses strongly the view that the Anglican Communion needs a Covenant as a common expression of its life.  The mood is clearly against the kind of Covenant which would exclude or be punitive.  I understand the argument but I am not convinced that the Provinces will agree to it.  
The Reflections Document is also concerned about how the Anglican Communion will hold together in the period before Covenant is agreed.  It is proposed that there should be a Pastoral Forum which would deal with difficulties which may arise.  
It is also proposed that three moratoria should continue.  These moratoria would prevent:

· ordinations of persons living in a same gender union to the episcopate; 

· the blessing of same-sex unions; 

· cross-border incursions by bishops

All of this is clearly difficult and even untidy.  The question is whether the depth of relationship which is evident in the Communion can enable us to live through what will be a difficult few years as we find our way towards new understanding of very difficult issues.  People speak of the need for ‘gracious restraint’.  One of the members of my Bible Study Group said, ‘Scripture has new things to teach us.  We need time to find them out.’

AND FINALLY
I came away much more positive and hopeful than I expected.  I worked hard at my blog and you can read my daily impressions at www.bishopdavid.net  Most of all, I came away with a new sense of perspective on the Anglican Communion, its strengths and its problems.  And I am hopeful for the future.
With all good wishes,

+David
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