Bishops Charge – Diocesan Synod 31 October 2009

Writing this charge has not been easy; so many things keep intruding on my thoughts and on my time. I sat and struggled and then thought that the easiest way to deal with this was to list the issues as they intruded. The first issue which I will deal with at the end of the charge, is our trip to Canada, the experiences and the challenges this has brought we will share with you all later.
The first issue therefore is the house at Arpafeelie.  As most of you know and have heard today, the work is drawing to a close and we will have a home and even a kitchen, by Christmas.  The process of developing the house has highlighted a number of challenges we must all face, we need to care for our buildings, congregations should be spending as much on the rectories as they do on their own homes.  It isn’t acceptable that clergy have to fight to have a warm and comfortable home; it is the duty of the church to provide one and to do so willingly.  
Our churches need to be maintained and enhanced, the days of people sitting in damp cold buildings is over, you might have done it when you were young, but today people live in centrally heated homes with comfortable furniture and they would expect the church to be the same.   Often when they discover something different, they stay away. I can always measure the comfort of the worship space by the use made of the coat hooks; we sadly have many unused hooks as people keep their coats on!  
Anyhow back to Bishop’s House.  What we have been creating there is a reflection of the address I gave the electoral synod before my election; we have created a space that allows us to be hospitable, prayerful, useful and approachable. The house will have two spare rooms and a guest bathroom, all with access to the kitchen and the garden, the kitchen will be big enough to prepare food for events but also cosy enough for people to sit and chat over a coffee. The house will have space for the children to chill out while we entertain, study and engage with visitors. 
The Steading will house the Diocesan Office, a space in which the officers of the diocese can work and where the ministers of the diocese can catch up with business. The two meeting rooms will be available for the committees of the church and for small functions.  The chapel being set aside as a quiet space, the loft is being lined and has all the safety features installed so that it too can be used for a variety of purposes.  The building will also include a kitchenette, toilets and a shower and we therefore reckon we can accommodate over thirty people, about the size of the Diocesan Youth Group. 
Jane’s vision is for a garden that has a number of sitting spaces within it, a prayer walk and focuses for contemplation, we are even considering an open air chapel. But why? Well it is to be a space that all of us can use and where I can recharge batteries and prepare myself and you for the work of mission. We will be holding a dedication day in the spring to which everyone will be invited. And can I say thank you to all those who have offered plants for the gardens and furniture for the offices. We are still seeking sponsors for the fitting out of the diocesan rooms, any ideas welcome. 
The second intrusion is linked to the buildings and the way the diocese works. We have already talked about the successful meetings of the regional synods, you have heard reported the plans for the ministry and mission board and I will be reporting to the diocese on the Audit report when I have completed my prayerful consideration of it. Remember the audit is to me and for me in my ministry, and I need time before I can share the vision. The new office will become the nerve centre, just as the Cathedral is our spiritual centre, the office will be staffed by the officers and hopefully by volunteers, there will be times when the office is open and when the office is shut. Both Norma and her family and the Bishop and my family need to know that when we are off duty. 
I have now got people phoning me from 7.30am until 10.00pm, phone calls about service times, about meeting dates and to make comment about various things. I have always expected to be contacted about pastoral issues at the time they arise, but an 8.00am call to ask about leaflets is beyond a joke. Therefore there will be two numbers at Arpafeelie, an office number and a personal number, and don’t worry you will soon get to know when one is more appropriate than the other, I promise!
The third intrusion on my thoughts is one of the most exciting.  The diocese is slowly awakening to a new place in the community, almost weekly I hear from the clergy and laity about new initiatives and about hopeful links, schools are asking for Episcopalian visitors, community groups are asking to use our buildings and to form partnerships with us. This week I addressed the Highland Hospice conference, next week I hope to meet with the organisers of the Blas. We are becoming visible but we need to work at that, the days of simply serving our own small flock are over. We live in a community where denomination differences are unknown or ignored, people are seeking something of God and will go where they are welcomed and challenged, and they will find a home in churches that offer themselves as community rather than institution.
And so to Canada.  Jane, Beth, Mara and I spent two weeks networking and sharing.  The trip was wonderful, but also hard work especially for the girls, who were great ambassadors for the diocese, always joining in and chatting at the receptions. We found people excited to share with us, +Pie of Burundi desperate to show his country to us, we found real fellowship…………I could go on but Jane and myself will do what we did after Lambeth we will come to your areas and talk to you about the experience. What we now need to do is develop our part of the partnership, what can we offer, what will we receive. If you have suggestions then let me know.
But In Quebec we also found a church that is struggling with its identity just as we have done. So I shared my vision with them, the vision I continually share with you all. The vision of a church that honours its past but which looks to the future, a church that understands its heritage but which wishes to allow it to grow, a church that sees mission as its work and which will adapt to allow the mission to flourish. My vision, which through the changes we need to make, will be our vision, the church of God serving the whole people of God.
+ Mark

