Bishop’s Charge to Synod 2012

Welcome to the 63rd Synod of the Diocese of Edmonton. It is good to be together for worship and prayer. We have a very full agenda before us and it is grounded in our Christian life together. I think that our agenda is a good reflection of what we have been doing over the last two years since the 62nd Synod. It concerns the 5 Marks of Mission: evangelism, partnerships, discipleship, church growth, congregational development and our witness in the wider world. Our agenda looks at how we live out our faith. It is built around our current ministries and our dreams for the future. Our theme of “Be not Afraid” comes from the enormity of the task of the church. The church has always had an enormous task, but I think that sometimes, as when we are meeting together at synods, when we gather up all the things we are doing, hope to do and look at questions we are asking then the task at hand can seem just too big and we retreat into inaction. So tonight we take our faith, we proclaim it and we will not be afraid to think of the future as God would have it. We listen to each other with ears of faith and hope and we find direction in our scriptures.

What a great reading we had in Romans. We are told we are to have lives of hope, in fact how could we not have lives of hope when God gave his Son for us? We are reminded that there is nothing that this world can do or hold that can separate us from God. Christ was given up for us all. All of us are in Christ whether we agree on everything or not. All of us are in Christ whether we are in Cold Lake, Wainwright, downtown Edmonton, Jasper or Buye. All of us are in Christ whether we are starting our walk with Him or are experienced pilgrims. As the church, Christ’s own body we know that we do not ever want to be separated from one another. The call of God is a call to unity. Our hope is the hope of perfect community such as we see in the Holy Trinity.

As I said, our synod agenda reflects the work of the diocese over the past two years – please note I said the work of the diocese not the work of the bishop. Although those two things are intricately related the synod looks at the ministry and work of many people who have faithfully served Christ in their parishes, in the diocese, nationally and internationally. We listen to stories of individuals young and old who are proclaiming the gospel, making disciples and furthering the kingdom. We will hear challenges from our young people to take a stand on poverty, and we will hear how people are living out their faith in relation to the 5 marks of mission.

Over the past four years we have taken some risks together in new approaches to ministry with the Barnabas Initiative, the Rural Ministry Initiative and the Indigenous Initiative. We have had the opportunity to evaluate how we have done. Some projects saw the growth we had hoped for and others did not. We have learned so much. We have now completed our feasibility study for our ministry campaign and those results have been shared in the circular and will be discussed tonight. Thank you to everyone who helped plan the study, those of you who facilitated interviews, and those who took part in the interviews in person and online. The funding of new ministries always presents fiscal challenges and the proposed ministry campaign that will be before you involves parish, diocesan and national initiatives.

There are shifting centres of population in our diocese. It would be a blessing to be able to be proactive to ministry opportunities rather than finding ourselves in what has become the wrong place for the present time. Therefore I am very grateful to Neil Calhoun who will be sharing information on Edmonton’s growth and development with us. We have had to find new and creative ways of looking at providing ministry in rural areas. We have two Lutheran/Anglican shared ministries one in Edson and one in Sedgewick. We have a new year-round worshipping community in Wabamun. We continue to look at the development of strong parishes both rural and urban. We are consolidating our efforts in congregational development and in the Natural Church Development project so that we can be better equipped to build and strengthen our parishes. 2013 will see our third Vital Church conference bringing opportunities to share new ideas and create supportive networks.
In recent years we have tried to find new ways of engaging young people and families in the church. Messy church – which goes by many names – is continuing to build bridges between local communities and parishes. The University Chaplaincy has a well established weeknight Bible study and Sunday night worship and goes from strength to strength. We now have a youth cohort in the diocese of leaders of youth ministry who get together for mutual support and to plan events during the year. I thank all of them for their ministry and I look forward to the second Bishop’s Youth Day on October 20th. Our diocesan wide discussions around human sexuality identified a wish for more resources for parents, youth and children and I hope to see these developed and shared across the diocese.

If God is for us…well is He? Of course He is. And if God is for us then we must be for one another, however difficult it is, however unwieldy the church can seem to become. Biblical scholar Robert Gench has said that “the ministry of the church is a complex and combustible concoction of fear and joy.” I think this is true, we swing from fear for the future to joy in the present, or visa versa, quite easily. Over the years the church has weathered some pretty divisive and combustible issues


Remarriage after divorce


Slavery


Ordination of women


Residential schools


Religious wars


Persecution


Same gender relationships


Contraception


End of life issues


Development of church doctrines

The inner life of the church has never been static. Each of the topics I mentioned have been greeted with both fear and joy in the same church. The relationship of church and state has often been what we might call lumpy. But we persevere. We persevere because we believe that God is for us. We persevere because we believe the best in each other since we recognize the face of Christ in one another. Can we be bridges for one another to find deeper communion, deeper faith, deeper love of God? Whether the person sitting next to you right now is opposed to fair trade coffee; or in favour of the ministry fund project; or supports one of the motions around human sexuality which you do not support – can you see only Christ in them and they in you? Can we see each other as Christ sees us and resolve to be together, to talk together, to pray together?
At Lambeth in 2008 at the Bishop’s retreat, after one session the bishops were told to find someone with whom you were pretty sure you disagreed, and go and talk to them, pray with them. It was challenging for each one of us to find that we were a stumbling block for someone else. It was humbling for all of us to find that the love of Christ brought a healing balm to our conversations and enabled us to find common ground. It was beautiful for all of us to see the face of Christ in our brother or sister. The ongoing dialogue of Canadian and African bishops, of which I am proud to be a member, continues the conversations begun at Lambeth. Those conversations are not unlike the ones we will have at this synod. We talk about how we engage in mission and evangelism, how we plan for the future, we try to understand one another’s contexts for ministry. This desire to understand one another and to walk together is at the heart of our conversations around rural and urban ministry, around our diocesan partnership with the diocese of Buye, and also around issues such as social justice and human sexuality. Perhaps some of you found yourselves in our deanery discussions in a group with people with whom you disagreed. Yet all our discussions to date have been filled with grace and with respect. That respect for the other and the grace that can only come from God are the common ground we seek.
I believe that we cannot overestimate the importance of centering our common life upon those things upon which we agree rather than picking the things on which we disagree as our defining characteristics. Sometimes we must ask not WHAT will separate us from the love of Christ but WHO. Heaven help the church if we separate people from their hope in Jesus and in His promises. The groaning of the spirit in our prayers gives voice to our longing to be one in Christ.
God will take all our various gifts, skills, faith, doubts, agreements and disagreements he will take the whole lot and make it work together for good. God will do it, not us, but God.  God searches the heart and helps us in our weakness. Even when we don’t know ourselves how we should pray God will guide us in our prayer. To quote Zechariah’s canticle in Luke “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” Our God is a God of hope, a God who will not abandon us to our fears.
In our reading from Isaiah we learned that God’s mercy is to be relied upon and that we have nothing if we don’t have faith. I have recently returned from the diocese of Buye as many of you know. There will be a full report on our partnership later at Synod, but I want to tell you now how much you are loved and prayed for by your brothers and sisters in Buye. We have riches upon riches in comparison. The majority of the population lives on a $1 a day, and that includes the clergy. There is incredible material poverty from our perspective, and incredible challenges that come when you are trying to rebuild a country after a civil war. The rebuilding is of roads, schools, hospitals, churches and families. But your brothers and sisters in Buye diocese are rich in faith. Their worship is spirit led and full of joy and hope. Over the next few months we will be offering to match each parish in the diocese of Edmonton with a parish in the diocese of Buye for mutual prayer support and a strengthening of our ties in the global Anglican family. I hope that each year we can devote 1% of the diocesan budget to ministry in Buye. Tomorrow we shall hear what this could look like and I would welcome your input as we put roots down in the partnership.
In Isaiah and in our psalm we heard of the power of God to call people home. As I thought on our own diocese I gave thanks for all the work being done in the area of reconciliation with our First Nations brothers and sisters and also with our participation in the campaign to end homelessness. In Psalm 91 we find our comfort in the presence of God – is God present in our lives, in our thoughts and in our actions? Is that apparent to the people we meet? Is it apparent to our brothers and sisters we do not live beside, those who don’t sit next to us in our parish?

How does our faith take shape on issues such as poverty, safeguarding creation, transforming unjust structures of society? Are there areas of our lives where we do not give room for our actions or spending to be shaped by our faith?

Faith does not help us to avoid doubt, fear or difficulty, rather, it equips us to experience an even greater sense of God’s presence so that we can say God is here – even in this place, even in this situation. For many people, the choices of what we eat and drink are faith based choices. We will be hearing a presentation on fair trade tomorrow from students at the University of Alberta. The invitation from our youth to stand up against poverty is to say ‘God is here’. The invitation from the ACW to wear a white ribbon on November 25th to stand up against gender violence is to say ‘God is here.’ Every day, every week, every month, all across the diocese faithful people are showing their communities that God is here and that He cares. The love of God is shown in community suppers, in pastoral visits, in food banks, in discipleship programs, in bereavement programs, in Christian care centres, in our participation in the Welcome Home program. In all these ways and in all these places our faith propels us into the middle of the community and takes a stand. I give thanks to God for the ministry of faithful Christians in this diocese.
Another reason to give thanks and to celebrate what has been done over the last four years is around the theme of hospitality. I am so grateful that Back to Church Sunday has become a fixture in the diocese. Grateful, not just because of what happens on that given Sunday, but also because we have taken seriously our call to be invitational and to look at our parishes and ask ourselves how we can let people know that we are there, how we can invite our friends to worship. We have been blessed to have ongoing visits from Michael Harvey, founder of Back to Church Sunday. He has spoken at Synod, had training days and led a leadership seminar for the archdeacons and regional deans. Perhaps the Back to Church Sunday Initiative has helped some of us to rise to the challenge to bring someone to Christ by the time of our Centennial which we begin celebrating on the feast of Pentecost 2013. We will hear more about the centennial plan tomorrow but let me say that in addition to the celebrations I am excited by the opportunities for study through the visits of the Archbishop of York and of Diana Butler Bass.

We continue to explore ways to proclaim the gospel and to be equipped to do just that, each and every one of us. I hope that you are looking forward to the presentation tomorrow on a possible lay evangelist program in the diocese. We have many lay ministry and education programs such as our Lay Readers, Hospital Chaplains, EFM, Cursillo etc. and I am pleased to see the expansion of this ministry. 
In 2013 I hope that the diocese will be part of an Alberta Alpha initiative that seeks to offer ecumenical Alpha programs in every Alberta community. It would be a wonderful sign of Christian Unity to see churches of all denominations working together to invite their friends and family to come to know Christ more deeply. The parishes in our diocese are very familiar with the Alpha program and I hope that each parish will take part in this exciting initiative. By the way, the speaker at the Bishop’s Youth Day next weekend is Shaila Visser, the national director of Alpha Canada, and we will be blessed to host her.

So as you can see there is a lot to be thankful for in the diocese and there is a lot happening. We have strong ties with one another and with the wider church, here in Canada and internationally. A few years ago Staples started using a Christmas song for their back to school ads - you may know it 'the most wonderful time of the year' well, contrary to popular opinion synods can also, in a bishop's life, be the most wonderful time of the year or even two years. They can bring out the very best in people or they can be the very worst of times – it was the best of times it was the worst of times - sounds like a book I know. 
As we have seen, at this Synod we have many, many, things that we will be discussing. Despite what you may have been told by a few people this is not a ONE issue synod. I pray that all of us agree on that. If we come thinking that there is only ONE issue then we do a great disservice to the church and to the faithful witness of so many of our brothers and sisters. I would like to thank you all for coming and to say to you that everyone here is a faithful Christian leader chosen by other faithful Christians across the diocese. There are no superstars at a synod, everyone has the same voice and the same right to speak. We all acknowledge God's presence here and that knowledge guides our prayers and our words to each other. I pray for a vigorous synod in our passion and our debates and I pray for a holy synod, and a gracious synod, with no demonizing of people who might hold different views on any of  the many items before us.

The diocese of Edmonton is a place of deep faith in Christ. We are surrounded by opportunities to make Christ known. In 1997 the Virginia report from the Anglican Consultative Council said that “ (3.4) At best, the Anglican way is characterised by generosity and tolerance to those of different views. It also entails a willingness to contain difference and live with tension, even conflict, as the Church seeks a common mind on controversial issues. The comprehensiveness that marks the Anglican Communion is not a sign of weakness or uncertainty about the central truths of the faith. Neither does it mean that Anglicans accept that there are no limits to diversity.”
My dear brothers and sisters, let us show the best of the Anglican way at this synod. Over the course of this evening and tomorrow let us we proclaim our unity in Christ and our willingness to engage with one another. May we listen and speak with faith. May we show the love of God and neighbour in all our doings. Tomorrow, as we focus on the mission of God and of His church, may we be strengthened in our hope for the church, Christ’s own body. As your bishop, I ask for your continued prayers and support as we work together in the service of Christ.
AMEN
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