
General Synod Diary - 8-10 February 2018

This is my personal diary with my own thoughts and reflections. Full details of the agenda and business of General Synod can be found on the Church of England website. Nick Harding nick@southwell.anglican.org

In advance
The papers and links to website came out about two weeks before the group of sessions, with three huge additional reports on Cathedrals and Church buildings and two on past safeguarding issues. Fortunately a very wet (and unusually free) Saturday provided the opportunity to read (or at least skip read) most of the papers, marking up the most interesting and controversial sections. I have always tried to ‘keep my powder dry’ and not attempt to speak or ask questions on any old subject (unlike some), so as there is nothing overtly of passionate interest to me that I have specialism to contribute so I have no plans to speak in any debates. 

Thursday 8 February
Spoke to Mansfield Deanery Synod about General Synod last night, so with the agenda fresh in my mind I packed my bag and got the bus to Newark and train to London. I shared the train journey with Nigel Spraggins, so time went quickly as we discussed all sorts of National Church issues. Arrived at Church House in good time to chat with the Archbishop’s Chaplain and former vicar of Edwalton, Isabelle Hambley, before finding a good seat, testing out the ‘loop’ system with my new hearing aids, and settled for the afternoon session.
As always the session began with worship, welcomes to new members and Bishops from across the world, and the debate on the business of this Synod. This is always an opportunity for some good points, and for people to bang their own drums on pet issues. So those issues were safeguarding (more time, more openness), sexuality (more Bible, more progress on change, no will for change), and the shrinking of time spent at Synod. I think the Business Committee do their best to balance everything, and always vote to ‘take note’ of the report. 
The main meat of the afternoon was the work of the Crown Nominations Commission, that being the group of people who select diocesan Bishops. A group of key theologians presented their report on their theological review of the CNC. Having been a member of CNC twice on behalf of our Diocese, and having been one of the 40 or so interviewed by the theologians as part of their review, I was interested in this. A good, clear presentation, along with wide-ranging debate, was positive in accepting that the CNC works fairly well, but could, with some change and revision, be even better in serving the church. 

Perhaps one of the more frustrating 90 minutes of every group of sessions is the time put aside for questions. They are all sent in advance, some answered in writing, and many ‘supplementary’ questions turning into speeches and arguments from particular well-organised lobby groups. That said, it is the main opportunity for the normal ‘foot soldier’ members to try to raise issues. So it was that the time ranged from funding to discipleship to transgender and sexuality issues (at some length) and all sorts of other issues raised and special interests demonstrated.

It can sometimes be slow too - at one point it took 20 minutes to get through 11 questions, even though it was well-chaired by the Bishop of Manchester. The full details of all the questions is on the C of E website in the General Synod section. 

I spent the evening, once the session finished with some fairly tepid worship, with an old friend who used to work with me in Mansfield many years ago when I was doing schools work. Now reading up and preparing my papers for tomorrow, and another varied diet of topics.

Friday 9th February
Woke up to a damp London, 35-minute walk over to Church House from Southwark Travelodge, and morning Communion. Archbishop Justin preached about taking time to slow down, pause, and get in step with God’s timing. After a brief break to re-set the chamber work began, Synod was addressed briefly by the Archbishop of Cape Town, the moderator of the Church of Pakistan, and the Archbishop of New Zealand, who spoke about the Anglican Communion, climate change, hospitality, unity, persecution, the importance of the Church of England, and the need for more support.

This was a great reminder that the Church of England is the ‘mother’ of the huge worldwide Anglican communion, and we have some responsibility in offering friendship and even perhaps guidance in our ways of doing things. This led into a motion affirming companion links between our dioceses and those in other provinces across the world. This gave plenty of opportunities for people to talk about their diocesan links and share their world travels....a bit like a holiday programme in parts! 

A couple of brief amendments were suggested to clarify the original motion, put forward by the Bishop of Guildford. There followed the re-appointment of Margaret Swinson (a powerful lay member of Synod) to be the chair of the Appointments Committee, a really important role in that many groups and committees are selected by this group, and it is obvious that faces fit and others don’t! 

Then on to food waste. St Edmundsbury and Ipswich put to Synod a motion about food waste, essentially calling on all worshippers, churches, retailers and the Government to reduce food waste. This was the sort of regular synod motion that looks positive and is hard to argue against, but is more complicated when it comes down to trying to practically deliver on the aims. Some good, ‘friendly’ amendments made the motion clearer, and it was overwhelmingly carried. 

This group of sessions is shorter than usual, and there are less lunchtime fringe meetings taking place, so I took the opportunity to get some exercise and air by heading out for a walk around this area of London. Refreshed and a little damp and cold, back to work at 2.30 for a less-than-exciting afternoon of legislation. But first we had the Presidential Address from Archbishop Justin, who looked at various scripture passages about the challenge and necessity of change. God’s people in the past and now are called and required to adapt and be transformed. Key words he spoke on were ‘innovation’ and ‘improvisation’ as we grapple with what it means to be the Anglican communion. 

Legislation is important work of General Synod, so with various amendments, speeches from those good at legal detail, and a little lethargy in the chamber we dealt with vesture of priests, funerals for those who take their own lives, simplification of working ecumenically, various changes regarding property and pensions, and changing the name of the Bishop of Richmond to become Bishop of Kirkstall. All vital....mostly lacking in thrills! Most of this legislation has been through the synod process at least once before today, so most of the arguments had been heard before. 

The final 90 minutes of the day before worship, which finished at 7.20pm, was all about our Covenant with the Methodist Church. We began with speeches from the Secretary of the Methodist Conference and a former president of the conference. Then came the debate on the latest report about the Anglican/Methodist relationship, led by the Bishop of Coventry. Good stories and flag-waving abounded! A few amendments sought to variously clarify or delay things, and the motion to go forward was passed, although with a number of people abstaining and a few voting against. There are still many issues to be looked at further, including the ability for ministers to be exchangeable, and in worship and liturgy. The long road towards more unity takes much time and commitment, and goes on...and on!

I spent this evening in the company of my younger son, who popped down from Cambridge to look after his old dad for a few hours...and now to bed.

Saturday 10 February
Another chilly morning, a good breakfast, and brisk walk to be part of the silent vigil with survivors of sexual abuse within the church. Many synod members, including some Bishops, stood to acknowledge the pain inflicted. Then the first session of the day, which was a presentation concerning what the church is doing in terms of safeguarding. While most people accept that the Church is better in selection, recruitment and training now, the debate was more focused on mistakes in dealing with serious cases in the past. The presentation included three Bishops talking of their own personal and official experiences of poor and failed safeguarding processes. 

After the input, including a short video of survivors’ voices, there was a time for questions, one key theme being how objective and independent the church that examines itself on these issues can be. The clear message was that the church needs to have a total culture-change from the top down and the bottom up. We all have a safeguarding responsibility, as I have said hundreds of times when delivering safeguarding training. This was a painful session for many, so the straight-forward report and appeal to support and encourage Christian religious communities in whatever form they come was welcomed and dealt with positively. It was good to hear that there may be signs of a renewal of those choosing to live the ‘religious life’, particularly those forms that include living and working in communities balancing normal life and responsibilities with the ‘religious’ life.

Of course, language is important, and a few ‘traditional’ monastic communities struggle with the description of dispersed and relaxed groups of ‘new’ monastics. My only question with all this is what it means in terms of the ministry of all believers, and the role of all laity in ‘setting God’s people free’. I guess all forms of ministry, discipleship and commitment are good. 

Sometimes the church seems to be set in another century, but the presentation on digital evangelism reminded us that we are called to move forward into the 21st century and beyond. We saw clips of short videos, prayers and photos, and were given figures on the ‘reach’ of C of E publicity into the nation, onto people’s’ phones and other social media. We were also reminded that the C of E website has recently been renewed and looks and works much better. Comments and questions were positive...but as always there is more to do. With 66% of people in the UK using social media regularly we have to be there. 

Lunch, and three of us from Southwell and Nottingham headed over to Wesley’s, the cafe in the basement of Methodist Central Hall. Feeling weary from attentive and concentrated listening, I headed back into the chamber for the really key and important debate about how we deal with, welcome and relish those with Down’s Syndrome. With the increasing access to non-invasive tests during pregnancy, there are real concerns that we will as a nation and society stigmatise those with the syndrome and remove them from society through abortion. This is based on evidence that in some countries with near-universal testing the termination rates relating to Down’s Syndrome are nearing 100%. We have to ask where that leaves our established Christian view that we are all created by God and precious as we are.

We were clearly directed that the debate is not about abortion itself, or about opposing the new testing. Instead, was about the value of all God’s people. The debate had plenty of positive stories and even more emotional and moving experiences shared passionately by synod members, with a few amendments to strengthen the motion. 

Washed out, tired and educated, we were prayed for at 4pm and then the Archbishop of Canterbury formally and legally ended the sessions. That’s it until we meet in York for five days in July. I had time to walk across the wet and grey London and pop in to a couple of shops before the train at 6, and home by 8. Only a slot on Radio Nottingham and two services to preach at and lead tomorrow! After the closeted and internally focused debates over the past few days it’s helpful to be reminded that real life continues......
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