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Saturday 9th June 2018 

Presidential Address 

Diocesan Synod 

St Barnabas, Danesmoor 

 

 

As he taught, he said, “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and to be 

greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of 

honour at banquets!  They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. 

They will receive the greater condemnation.” 

He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury.  Many 

rich people put in large sums.  A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are 

worth a penny.  Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has 

put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury.  For all of them have contributed 

out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live 

on.” 

          Mark 12 (38-end) 

 

The scripture reading for today includes the statement “beware of those who like to walk around in 

long robes”.  It continues “they will have the greatest condemnation”.  Perhaps appropriate for 

Bishops!  It has only felt like that sometimes!   

 

Instead I want to talk about the second half of the passage - which is about investment.  Many of us 

have invested a great deal, not just in the witness and work of the Church locally, but in this Synod in 

our Diocese.  As you know, this is the last gathering of this Synod and for some of us it will be the last 
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participation in the Synod.  I thought it would be a good moment to reflect on what we have been 

trying to discern about investment for the gospel, and what kind of platform we are handing on.   

 

It seems to me that what this passage reminds us of is that as the people gather, the first point to 

note is that the investment is from God to us.  This is the sign of the temple.  God has provided a 

story, a frame for prayer, a frame for accessing His mercy and His love.  There is a temple and we are 

invited to participate.  Jesus has become that living presence offering what God seeks to invest in us.  

Further, this investment is made to flow through us, so that we are called to invest ourselves into 

the unfolding of creation.  

 

Investment.  I want to name one or two areas where we might explore what the investment is 

about, what we have been doing, and what those of us who are leaving the Synod are trying to hand 

on.   

 

The first kind of investment is in church.  What do we think we are doing investing in church?  That 

can be a very gloomy thing, if you measure church by statistics.  In our Diocese as in other Dioceses – 

over the last twenty years if you measure Sunday attendance – although it is pretty unreliable in one 

way because most things happen on other days – but usual Sunday attendance has gone down 

dramatically.  For a society obsessed with statistics where graphs go up and up and up, like Facebook 

profits, we get very depressed and beat ourselves up if our key measure is usual Sunday attendance.  

 

Yet, two things to consider.  You have heard me say before that we live in a non-joining culture and 

there is no voluntary organisation that has not suffered a similar decline in traditional forms of 

membership.  Every voluntary organisation is losing membership in the sense that people do not 
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have settled lifestyles and they do not go to the same place, at the same time, every week and do 

the same thing.  In one sense we should not be surprised, but the other thing we have to remember 

is that if we see church as gathering people in and counting them, that understanding of church is a 

very recent invention.  It was invented by the Victorians when they put pews in all of our churches 

and then lined people up.  People gained a sense of how many of the pews were filled and it 

indicated how much investment was happening in the church and the return it seemed to achieve.  

We may be being challenged to recognise that that meaning of church is very narrow.  Even in a big 

church full of 400 or 500 people, with every seat taken, that would be a miniscule number compared 

to the parish around.   

 

What the Medieval Church did before our Victorian forbearers came along and put in all of the pews, 

was to use the space as somewhere to hold markets and ales (a medieval beer festival).  They had all 

kinds of events where the community had a sense of God’s investment in them, and they delivered a 

response by making a kingdom in their community.  Much of our church life now is happening 

outside of the moment when people gather and sit in rows to sing the hymns. 

 

I was talking to Father Jonathan earlier and he was telling me that they have a meeting in a wine bar 

for a certain group and that seems to me to be church.  We have got to be much more confident 

that God can gather us together to appreciate His investment in us outside of the building and the 

pews.  If we do not we will be beating ourselves up unnecessarily as the world is changing and it 

could be changing for a richer way of doing the gospel, instead of sitting people in lines and telling 

them when to stand up and sing.  We could be on the verge of quite a radical missionary 

opportunity.   
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The second point to consider is about ministry – we invest in ministry.  Throughout my time we have 

been able to hold steady this number of 120 stipendiary ministry posts as the core of our budget.  It 

goes up and down but mostly we get there to fund it.  Some of you may remember that a couple of 

years ago I started to talk about a possible 80/40 split.  We cannot just have a monochrome ministry 

anymore.  Without people coming to sit in rows and wanting one kind of ministry replicated in every 

parish, we need to be much more nimble in how we offer ministry, leadership, mission and gifts.  

Some churches may offer a traditional ministry, but many of them will be called to make new offers 

for receiving God’s investment in us.  The whole point of our Deanery project, as you know, is to try 

and get close enough to people on the ground to see what kind of leadership and mission 

opportunities are around and how we can invest in them as God is trying to invest His love in us.  

That is a matter of discernment and it is very difficult for a Diocese to do.  We tend to do more 

monochrome large scale approaches, but now we are trying to break our endeavours into more 

locally appropriate offers.  Our resources from the Diocese are becoming tuned to serve as effective 

investment in the life of local churches, priorities and opportunities.  Deanery Mission Plans will 

become the frames for investment to be discerned, received, shared and developed. 

 

The third area of investment I want to remind you of is our investment with children and young 

families.  There is the work of the DBE and DDAT, and we have had discussions about the 

significance of this work as a synod.  I just want to remind you that if numbers are important then 

we have much to celebrate.  Numbers in our church schools for fifteen years have always been more 

than the people going to church on a Sunday.  If you go to a church school five days a week then you 

will have Christian worship, you will be in a Christian system of pastoral care, and will participate in a 

Christian community with parents and grandparents reaching into the wider community.  What are 

we doing in this area?  We have got permission, against the odds, to establish a Cathedral School.  

That will be £25million of investment, with possible sponsorship from a multi-national company, 
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1200 pupils and their families, suddenly with the salt and light of the Christian faith in their lives, in 

that structured regular way for all of their school years.  This year alone over 1000 children have 

come into our family through schools that have joined our Academy Trust, and later in the year 

another 1000 will come in.  Each of those children bring four or five people with them through their 

connectivity and there are opportunities to work with their formation over at least six or seven 

years.  Over an eighteen month period we will have connected with more people through school 

structures than our Sunday attendance in any of the last fifteen years. 

 

In terms of numbers, we are on the cusp of providing a radical platform that could be transformative 

in our society with so many children joining the church family in this way.  Our big task is asking how 

does that work connect with the work of a traditional parish – how can there be an area of synergy 

between that work with children in the context of school and the Christian family and those called to 

engage in other ways.  In many parishes we should not dwell on the lack of young people and 

families in church, because in fact they are there in the school, which is their natural environment 

and we increasingly invited to be part of it.  This is one of the key investment opportunities of our 

times.   

 

Another key theme in terms of investment is the rural church.  I suspect this will be a huge thing for 

the next stage of our journey as a Diocese.  A good number of our 110 church schools may struggle 

to meet the criteria in terms of numbers that the State say make them viable.  It is very interesting 

that the current thinking is that you can only have a Headteacher for every 400 pupils.  I wonder 

what it would look like if we said you could only have a vicar for every 400 worshippers – that would 

be a challenging thing!  Together we must explore how to best co-ordinate investment in schools 

and investment in parishes, not least in regard to buildings, activities and outreach.  Can we offer 
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‘hubs’ for worship, witness and learning?  We have to invest in the continuing gospel, especially in 

rural areas where the structures will not bear the weight of how we have operated so far. 

 

Then there is the investment in partnerships.  We have an enormous opportunity at the moment, as 

the Welfare State collapses, as many community structures collapse – people are hungry to be 

invited to engage with signs of goodness.  Many in our Diocese are in involved in projects – like the 

one Simon Cartwright is doing in the middle of Derby – where we can make an offer into the 

community which is the salt and leaven of the gospel, and people are hungry to be partners, to 

gather round with financial investment and personal investment.  Our Deanery Mission Plans will 

need to engage with this opportunity as the social fabric becomes weaker in terms of investment 

from government and tax payers.  There is a real challenge and opportunity as a National Church to 

step into this emerging space.  We can make these kinds of investments in our parishes and in the 

structures of society.  This in turn will require investment in appropriate leadership, nourishment as 

disciples and forging effective partnerships.  Each Deanery is being asked to bring together this 

invitation to worship and nurture alongside the more indirect invitation to take seeds of the gospel 

into people’s lives, where structures are collapsing and they want commitment and goodness to 

grow new ones. 

 

Two more thoughts.    

 

The investment in prayer.  I have been amazed and humbled at how people are seeking structures 

within which the spiritual life can be nourished beyond the simply parochial, which most of us will 

find more than adequate and have rejoiced in.  We have our Imagine Community developing, Glenn 

Martin has been growing an intentional community of people who meet to be deepened in the 
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Christian life through a simple rule of life.  Those involved in slavery have found that 30 or 40 of us 

value gathering together to pray and be fed by the scriptures, by praying our concerns together and 

by a rule of life to equip us to do this kind of ministry.  We also have a Spirituality Group in the 

Diocese who offer all kinds of opportunities to receive God’s investment of love for the salvation of 

the world.  We need to consider the use of a variety of opportunities from traditional services, to 

these more intentional spaces, and I suspect the wine bar might be a space where that kind of 

spirituality happens in a particular way.  How can we best receive God’s investment so that we are 

better equipped and involved to take that love and grace into other places?  I suspect every parish 

has got to think about what a space for prayer looks like.  Many parishes I go to have time for prayer 

after the service with the laying on of hands – how do we develop that?   

 

Finally, but crucially and relating to all of those points is the investment in the Common Fund, not 

from our abundance – but from our very selves.  If we think of our reading, the treasury was for the 

Temple – it was for the structures, the ministry and all of the thing that make the gospel work.  The 

issue of money is a spiritual issue.  How we spend our money expresses our values, our lifestyle, our 

personality, our priorities.  It is vital for all of us who want to celebrate the kind of investments God 

is making in us in this Diocese to try better discern how to further this investment into others.  None 

of this witness and outreach can happen without generous investment in the Body of Christ.  We are 

the Body of Christ and that is an enormous privilege, but it is an enormous responsibility.  To the 

world it does and it always has looked like a broken body.  We know that it is from a broken body 

that new life, hope and grace emerges.  We must not be embarrassed if the world thinks we are a 

broken body.  Charles Gore used to say that people will always find the Church visibly disappointing 

– and so they should.  God’s love is a mysterious power.  God works secretly and has always got 

more to give and to lead us into than we recognise.   
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There is a modern trend to ask what does success look like?  The Christian is the person who says 

they have not got a clue because that is in God’s hands.  What I know is that I am called to offer this, 

or we are called to do that, and we will trust that God is with us and investing in us, and taking us 

forward.  We must be very careful about stumbling into the world of smart answers.  Therefore we 

have to make a real commitment to Common Fund to best enable us together to be the Body of 

Christ.  You will know from your studies of the New Testament that Paul, like any Diocesan Bishop, 

had to deal with all of those squabbling different churches and it was a mess.  There was one thing 

that Paul did which allowed them to be a community in action – it was his collection for the poor in 

Jerusalem.  I.e. How we spend our money is the key indicator off what the gospel means to us, what 

the Body of Christ is about, and how the Body of Christ can flourish in our time even when it looks 

disappointingly broken to many people outside. 

 

In terms of opportunities for investment we have a larger than normal number of vacancies at 

present.  This represents an enormous opportunity, because most posts in this Diocese are not 

economically viable and we have to ask God what new kind of structuring we need for contemporary 

mission and ministry.  The Deaneries at present have much more space to create posts and Mission 

Plans and we need ask how we can respond creatively.  The foundation will be our investment of all 

that we have into the Body of Christ, the living Temple of the Church called to serve His world in 

faith, hope and love.  We need to invest in the spirit of the widow because we are proud and humble 

enough to be part of the Body of Christ in this Diocese. 

 

I hope all of these things about investment I have shared with you are something we can honour, 

explore and develop.  For me it has been an amazing privilege and I shall miss very much being part 

of the investment scheme we call the Diocese of Derby.  I shall remain committed to praying for you 

and your leadership and how your witness unfolds.  I hope some of you will leave this Synod, as I 
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will, feeling proud of what we have been about.  I hope some of you will be coming back and be the 

kind of leaven I have been trying to talk about for the next Synod. 


