Presidential Address to the Diocesan Synod

18th July, 2009
Sixty seven days ago on 12th May I began a journey of discovery around the diocese of Sheffield visiting clergy and deaneries and local churches and the wider community.  So far I have spent time in 25 of our churches; visited around the same number of the clergy in their homes; and met with over 700 people in the 5 evening deanery meetings in Question and Answer sessions.  I’ve been to a prison and a hospital in Doncaster, a university and a mayor making in Sheffield and a civic lunch in Barnsley.  

Already I have learned a great deal.  Already I have a rich fund of stories.  I was taken to a youth project in Chapeltown set up and funded by the churches to work with children excluded from school.  I visited a church congregation being turned around in a remarkable way in Wadsley; I’ve met some of the asylum seekers helped by St. Mary’s Bramall Lane; I’ve talked with people with addictions whose lives have been turned round by a church funded project in Bentley; I’ve listened to adults and young people who have found their lives transformed by Christ and Christian faith; I’ve met with the leaders of the other churches and with the leaders of other faith communities; I’ve said prayers with farmers; served breakfast to the homeless, had lunch with business leaders and dinner with professors and politicians.  

I feel I have started work on the 5,000 piece jigsaw puzzle which is the diocese of Sheffield.  Every day I return home with a bit more of the pattern in place.  Every day I return home deeply thankful for all that is happening seven days a week in every single community to bear witness to the love of God:  for the gifts of both the clergy and the laity; for the prayer and generosity which makes all of this service possible; for this kaleidoscope of grace and hope and love.

1.2 million people live in the Diocese of Sheffield.  All of us face many challenges in the present and in the future.  We face the ordinary challenges of human living: how to sustain relationships, to bring up our children; to meet the great challenges of illness and bereavement; to resist temptation; find meaning and purpose in our lives.  We face particular challenges in the present moment:  how to navigate through recession and financial hardship; how to build a more equal society; how to build a cohesive and strong community which seeks the good of all; how to play our part within our nation and within our world.  

The church has a vital role to play within every single part of this diocese now and in the future.  The  church is called into being by God to fulfil God’s purposes of love; to share in his great mission to the world; to carry good news to every person and group; to demonstrate mercy and compassion; to call men and women and children to repentance and faith; to be salt and light in every part of our society; to be bearers of hope in a difficult and damaged world.  

Jesus began his public ministry in Nazareth according to Luke with these words from Isaiah: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind; to let the oppressed go free.

The Church is the Body of Christ and we are called to be like our Lord: to be poor in spirit and full of compassion and meekness; hungry and thirsty for righteousness; merciful; pure in heart; seeking peace and distinct from the world around us.  We are called to do things that Jesus does:  to make disciples so as to grow the Christian community and to demonstrate and proclaim God’s kingdom.  And we will find the strength to do this only be remaining deeply rooted in the life of Jesus himself through word and sacrament and so bear much fruit.  

The church has a vital role to play within every single part of this diocese to serve all its people and that is why we need at this point a common vision and a common strategy.  Over these next years our aim must be under God to see the church growing and flourishing and full of life in every place:  moving forwards and outwards rather than backwards and inward.  We need to see our church continuing to engage with every part of our society and not retreating to the comfortable places. To do that well in a changing world we need to articulate a vision which we can own together and take forward together, which will set a direction of travel for the future.

As part of the process of identifying the next Bishop of Sheffield, the diocese went through an extensive process of listening and reflection about a way forward.  That process of listening and reflection was expressed in two substantial documents prepared for the Crown Nominations Commission, one internal and one external.  Those documents in turn were distilled into the job description for the new Bishop of Sheffield and summarised in the Archbishop of York’s charge to me as the new Bishop at my confirmation of election.  

I have continued that process of listening and reflection in the period since my appointment was announced in November and intend to continue to listen over the coming year as I continue my initial journey around the diocese.

However I believe the time is right now to identify together a direction of travel for the diocese which we can agree together so that we are setting a course for the future.  This shared direction of travel is needed to give coherence and focus to the life of the diocese and to enable us to make good decisions about resources and direction for the future.  I am sharing this vision in outline to the Synod today so it can be refined and improved.  My hope is that in November we will be able to agree it together and be able to set a course for the future with confidence.  It is a vision which arises directly from the extensive listening process which began almost two years ago when Bishop Jack announced his retirement.  

The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place which are effective in making disciples and in seeking to transform our society and God’s world.  

There are a number of words in this vision statement I would want to highlight and explore.

The first is the word “called”.  Everything we do and offer as Christians is in response to God’s grace.  Our vision statement as a diocese needs to be a rich vision which arises from scripture and our tradition.  

The second is the word “grow”.  The Christian church in every generation is called to grow.  We as a diocese are called to grow as children, young people and adults find faith.  That growth will happen in different ways in different places – not every congregation will be growing all the time – but we need to be aiming for growth as a whole diocese not simply to manage decline.  

I have swapped around the words sustainable and diverse in this version of the statement following a discussion with the Adwick chapter last week.  Sustainability is important for us as a diocese.  We need to use our resources wisely.  Its important therefore that every community thinks about questions of sustainability.  But one of the strengths of the Church of England is the principle of mutual support – it is in the end the diocese as a whole which needs to be sustainable rather than each individual congregation.  

What are those communities called to be like?  They are called to be like Christ first and foremost – to live the beatitudes.  They are called to be lively:  full of God’s abundant life.  

We are aiming to grow a network of diverse communities because we are serving a very diverse set of communities.  We need every part of the Christian tradition to do serve that great mission.  The diversity of perspectives we bring to God’s mission should not be an obstacle but a gift.  We are not aiming to grow churches which are separate but which are in a creative relationship with one another and with the diocese as a whole.  

Those communities need to be effective in making disciples.  But the growth of the church is not an end in itself.  As a church we are to proclaim and to work to establish the kingdom of God – the transformation of our society.  I have substituted the word transform for the word bless in this version of the statement following a number of comments and conversations to communicate this sense of challenge and change as well as gift.  

Finally and briefly, if this seems right and good as a direction of travel then the next stage of developing our vision and strategy will be to develop further our thinking and policy in six key areas.

We need to draw together our thinking on how we as a diocese and as churches proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God and keep that proclamation at the forefront of our common life.

We will need to give serious consideration to equipping existing congregations with the wisdom to make disciples among children and young people and adults.  We need to come to a place where it is simply normal to see people come to faith in every church in the diocese.  

We need to give serious consideration to resourcing and encouraging fresh expressions of church as a normal part of our life.  There is a huge amount already going on in this area.  

We need to reshape our thinking about stipendiary ordained ministry and how that precious resource and gift is to be best used in the future to enable the ministry and mission of the whole people of God.  

We need to develop our thinking and policy on how we can further develop self supporting ministry, locally supported and funded ministries of various kinds and lay ministry.  

And we will need to review our central support and resourcing – the work we do as a diocese – to best support this vision.  

We will need to do all of this in dialogue with our sister churches and our ecumenical partners.  We will need to work together with other agencies – including other faith communities – wherever we can to serve this vision and our common calling.  

Our society faces significant challenges in the coming years.  We ourselves will face significant challenges as a diocese as we seek to respond to God’s call to mission.  We can rejoice today in all the good things which are happening in every place.  We can remember God’s promise to guide and provide for his people in every circumstance and situation.  Together, we can look forward, I hope, to the journey we are called to make together.  

Last week at the ordination of eight new priests in Doncaster Minster we processed out to the great hymn, Guide me O thou great Redeemer.  We sang the hymn again on Wednesday at the commissioning of six new Church Army Evangelists.  It is a hymn which captures well the sense of a people journeying with God with its echoes of the journey of the Israelites out of Egypt to freedom in the promised land.  I conclude this presidential address to Synod with the words of the final verse used as a prayer for God’s people within this diocese:

Guide me O thou great redeemer

Pilgrim through this barren land
I am weak, but thou art mighty,

Hold me with thy powerful hand

Bread of heaven, bread of heaven

Feed me till I want no more.  Feed me till I want no more.  
