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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS BY RT REV WYN EVANS, BISHOP OF ST DAVIDS

It seems such a long time ago but it is only just over six months since that marvellous series of Deanery Gatherings happened. There were nine visits in all during Lent across this far flung diocese and just under a thousand people attended, that is around a seventh of the communicant membership of this diocese attended them. That in itself is a hugely positive thing to have happened. Not just the numbers or that you were prepared to give up March and April evenings and not just that we are as Anglicans a family of Christian believers dispersed across a wide geographical area and coming together in any substantial grouping is a rare event. That is why attendance and participation in this Diocesan Conference is such a vital part of our understanding of who we are as a church and what we are for as a church; and what is stopping us from reaching our potential, that is of preventing us from fulfilling our vocation as a church. It is so important that we remind ourselves that we belong to the Diocesan family; and it is as a diocese, Teulu Dewi as Archbishop Noakes called it, that we find our identity. 

Teulu Dewi indeed, the family of Dewi, the body of Christ in this diocese, and today that family is gathered around the table, face to face, speaking to each other and being with each other and sharing fellowship with each other as we are today in Conference and above all sharing that fellowship with the Crucified and the Risen Christ around the altar in the Eucharist which will send us back out to love and serve the Lord and proclaim and live out the kingdom in this Diocese. 

And may I say at this point how glad I am that the Archdeacon of Carmarthen accepted my invitation to preach at the Eucharist and my thanks to all those who have prepared and will be taking part in the Eucharist: it is good to hear the diversity of voices within the family. Diolch.    

Coming together as a family is thus absolutely vital and the more we do of that the better. And that I want to emphasise as good in itself and I intend to do more of it and to do so regularly, i.e. to visit various members and segments of that wide cousinship, for each Archdeaconry has its distinctive personality as does each Deanery. I shall, in any case, be doing that formally in 2012 as it is the year when the Triennial Episcopal Visitation of the Diocese takes place; and I intend that by then much of what you had considered in the Deanery gatherings will be well on the way to realisation.

During Lent, we came together with the realisation that we are individually part of a wider family than the local congregation. It was at the same time a reminder that, like any extended family, we meet in smaller more manageable groups, the cousinships if you like which are the Deaneries of this diocese. And never underestimate the significance of the Deaneries, I certainly do not—if they were not there we would have to invent them. And that among other things is why we have put the Deaneries on the cover of the Conference Agenda and Report: you can see the relationship of Deanery to Archdeaconry to Diocese. 

So it was not just the number coming together on those evening as we sat down to consider and see where we need to go as a diocese but that we came together and met and spoke. Here was the Deanery family, its members, clerical and lay, sitting down, face to face, and talking about, teasing out and considering the things that are important for the life of the body of Christ as God calls it to serve in this corner of His vineyard. Here we were, worshipping together and sharing a meal together, sharing table fellowship and then bringing before each other what we thought was important about our life as Christians before departing back to the life of the congregations and communities where we live out our daily vocation, our calling as Christians. 

I really want to thank all of you who were there and turned out for what I find a valuable and informative exercise. I learned a lot and I felt very humbled that you engaged so enthusiastically with the future and how you wanted that future to be; my thanks too to all those who acted as scribes and animateurs, whose work I have been reading and taking to heart. And I also want to thank the Area Deans for organising the evenings and the incumbents and church officers who made available their parish halls and churches, and to all those congregations who came together to prepare those excellent refreshments. And of course when we met together in the nine Deanery Gatherings which happened across the Diocese during Lent, I promised that what came out of those, your responses, would inform and form the basis of what I want to say to you in this Presidential Address; so it is, in a sense, but only in a sense, over to me.

You will recall that I asked you, the Diocese, both clerical and lay assembled in your Deaneries, a set of questions and I was privileged to hear you answering them very honestly and, yes it is the word, prophetically as you took the opportunity to consider the future. 

I asked you to think about what the church was for; and what you thought it was actually like in your particular part of the vineyard today. Then there was the second question as to what you thought the church should be and how it might be. And then there was the third question as to what you felt was needed to make it what it ought to be and how you would like it to be. And then the supplemental question as to what you thought was preventing that from happening; as to what was getting in the way of the change which you felt was necessary in order for growth and life to happen. And there was another crucial and critical question underlying all those questions: what is God doing in your church, your congregation or your deanery. What is God doing in the circumstances and the situation in which you are living out your Christian life at this critical juncture at the beginning of the twenty first century?

I had wanted to hear as many voices and contributions as possible as we refocus and shape the future of the diocese; and not least because so many people have said to me that it is now time for us to refocus and to change; and we are doing so, refocusing our corporate life through the lens of the Five Marks of Mission.

I am so grateful to all those people from this Diocese who are in training for ordination for highlighting so dramatically those Five Marks, which boil down to Telling; Teaching, Tending, Treasuring and Transforming, and I came across this very recently, they can be further sharpened and focussed into three basic simple points: Worshipping God, Making New Disciples and Transforming Communities. And I deliberately highlight these three aspects because so much of what you said to me during those gatherings about worshipping God, about making and the need continually to make new disciples; and about not only reaching out over the threshold of faith but also welcoming in, in mission, and the service which seeks to serve and transform communities was focussed on those three areas.

And the five and the three are focussed on one single fundamental point: the Missio Dei which underlies all our ministry and our mission and our service; is the centre of our worship and the ground of our teaching; and our very discipleship and our lives as Christians is a response to God’s continual reaching out to us, which I suggest to you is a free translation of Missio Dei; Bishop Michael [Doe] highlighted that fundamental truth in his address and my thanks to him. Everything flows from that single act of love: the mission of God to us; God continually reaching out to us in creation and in redemption in Jesus and in the inspiring transforming power of his Spirit, and as a response we are called in our lives to proclaim and live out the continuing mission of God; we are called, as so many of you said in your responses at the Deanery gatherings, to reflect the love of God. 

The Five and the Three and the One: and as I look upon your response to the first question as to what the church is like in your part of the vineyard, you told me that firstly it furnished a focus for worship and prayer, and embraced all ages; secondly, that it afforded both shelter and sanctuary, nurture and pastoral care; thirdly, that it provided community service and engagement; fourthly, that it was a place to nurture discipleship and to find teaching; fifthly, it was to be a place of reconciliation and unity.

And what I found so affirmative in those responses was that they embraced both the inner and the outer aspects of the life of the church; the worship and the teaching which sustain us and the ministry and service with which we express our Christian faith. Secondly, it was not just in terms of the church as a physical building that these responses were centred but of the church as the Body of Christ, as a place where this happened. It was the relationship between the two which made the church the springboard of service to the community and so many have made the point that, especially in rural areas, the church is the one community building remaining and therefore how important it was, and there are many instances of this, that church buildings can be adapted to host both worship and community outreach. And thirdly, the fact that this was happening in so many congregations across the diocese was itself a sign of life; and that life happens at diocesan level too as you can see in pages three to nineteen in the [conference] Report. And that activity exists to support mission and ministry and outreach at ground level in congregation and deanery within the diocese.

So what would you like to have seen? There was as you might expect a fairly long list, rather more than five really. (1) There was a feeling that there was a need for a larger and wider membership, celebrating Anglican diversity, but in particular welcoming and affirming children and young people. I have to say that this concern regarding children and young people was expressed across all the gatherings. (2) There was a feeling that better relationships should be developed between congregations and the communities which they serve; and in that was involved the matter of better communication, not least between centre and periphery; and also included the exploitation of the tourism and heritage aspects of our sites and buildings as a mission tool.  (3) There was a feeling that help was needed for assistance and support not only for the development for modern use but also the future in general of church buildings. (4) There was a feeling that the set liturgies could be used more imaginatively; there should be vibrant worship which should embrace all ages in freer forms. (5) There was a feeling that the burden on overstretched clergy should be lightened which, some of the gatherings suggested, could be by more lay participation in ministry and worship and fellowship developed in a range of prayer groups. (6)  There was a feeling that there needs to be a revival or re-establishment of the religious life. 

And what was blocking, preventing that vision from being realised? (1) There was a perceived lack of children and young people; (2) there was a perceived lack of welcome on the part of congregations to newcomers; (3) there was felt to be a crushing weight, financial and administrative, because of the cost and bureaucracy in maintaining fabric/plant falling especially on elderly congregations in small parishes; leading sometimes to tensions between congregations and larger groupings. (4) More fundamentally, there was a feeling expressed that we need to move out and away from entrenched attitudes, though paying due respect to the faithfulness of the quiet witness which has over generations characterized our churches. (5) Related to this was the feeling that there was no lack of energy but that there was need for that energy, especially among lay people, to be focussed, harnessed and used. (6) And in turn related to this was the feeling that the structures pastoral and administrative which were in place were hindering rather than permitting the telling, the teaching, the treasuring, the tending and the transforming mission and ministry and service of the church in this diocese. 

It will not have escaped your attention - and this is why I have detailed the major responses from the gatherings - it will not have escaped your attention that there are mirror images here: that what is seen as a lack by one group is experienced as a reality by another; that what is felt to be a block and hindrance by some is actually happening elsewhere. This alone not only makes me hopeful as to the life of the diocese, but also as to the value of occasions where the diocese can come together and can share concerns and hopes and possibilities; and that good practice can be shared.

So what needs to be done? 

We need to start with discipleship; we need to grow disciples and to encourage people over the threshold not just of our buildings but into new life, because what we have is different and real and attracts. That starts with us and our lives: that the way we live them attracts and makes people want to know more about the Christian life and what makes us different because of it; and discipleship embraces all levels: children and young people and those of us who are of more mature years. We need a new fresh commitment to that. Discipleship is itself a ministry which expresses the Christian life. It is who we are as Christians, and the practical way we express that both inwards in worship and outwards towards the world in service, that attracts. Or in its absence does not. 

Secondly out of discipleship comes ministry; that we grow our lay and ordained ministry from within the diocese as once we did so successfully. Discipleship is the seed bed of ministry. 

Thirdly we need to look closely at how and where we do ministry. From what you are saying, especially in terms of bureaucracy, administration and finance, and may I say how little finance - although it was an implicit constant in the conversation - nevertheless rarely came to the surface; and I am aware of how valuable Mrs Val Hockey’s roadshows have been in this regard. Ministry can be and needs to be administered on a basis wider than the parish. The primary relationship, as indeed I heard in the gatherings, is between shepherd and flock; between priest and people and between minister and congregation. In tension with that is the need for effective administration and a minimum of bureaucracy; and that means giving attention to structures. I did remind you then that that we had been here before and that we had been in a worse state in the past and it was an overhaul of the structures which supported change. Many of the structures of the diocese have been and are now being examined. You may well say that structures are not the stuff of the kingdom – but the great nineteenth century Anglican revival, which has been called the third reformation. It did indeed consist of the shaking up of structures and administration which led to massive changes. It was an overhaul of structures which released the energies of the Anglican Church in the nineteenth century; a third reformation as it has been called, with whose aftermath we are now having to cope. 

We need to clear the decks and remove whatever is clogging and simplify and clarify and make what is supposed to work actually work and serve the mission and ministry of the church in this diocese. And for that matter the Church in Wales for it is going through the same sort of exercise as we are in order to ascertain whether it is fit for purpose. Indeed the Three Wise Persons from the East and from the North will be visiting the diocese in November and will want to meet as many people as possible. You will get the details as soon as can be. 

Now the situation facing us may mean having to reconcile ourselves to being God’s remnant; but out of the pruned remnant, out of the root and the stock came and comes growth; and it is the tiny mustard seed and the invisible salt and the yeast which give savour to God’s world and show that he is till reaching out to us.

And we need to bear that in mind when so much of what you were telling me was that you felt that we were at a crisis point: that matters were in a grave state and that the very survival of the church was in question; that matters were not far off a tipping point from which it would be difficult to recover. 

So, on those grounds I have already moved to put in place: 
(1) Given the fundamental importance of discipleship, I can tell you that the diocese has adopted the Exploring Faith course which has developed from very small beginnings, we are only now beginning the second year and 80 people in nine groups across the diocese are engaging in theology for the first time, Some of those, given that discipleship is the seed bed of ministry and that we really need to grow more of our own candidates for ministry, and that means native Welsh speakers, given present concerns expressed by some of the gatherings as to the lack those competent to minister in the  Welsh language. And I can say that support is available for those wishing - and in this diocese it should be more than wishing - to be able to minister in the majority of the parishes in this diocese. 

So I have pleasure in reporting that within the course eight people are training for authorised ministry. We have appointed the Revd Dr Rhiannon Johnson as Course Director.

(2) The whole question of the way we arrange and administer our pastoral ministry is already being looked at, and I have firstly asked the Rectors of Rectorial Benefices and incumbents of United Benefices to meet me at the end of this month and secondly I have asked the Area Deans at their last meeting to look at the Deanery and its potential for co-operative collegiate and collaborative ministry, and there are pilots already operating in some of our deaneries such as Llanbadarn Fawr and Llangadog and Llandeilo, and not as an expedient for interregna either but as the way forward for ministry in the diocese. Thirdly the clergy of each archdeaconry will be meeting me in Synod during Advent in order for me to hear what the clergy have to say about ministry and the way ministry happens in this diocese, not least to see how we can clear out layers of administration. Fourthly, I intend meeting the Readers of the Diocese soon in order to hear their views in the matter of ministry too. 

(3) the Diocesan Council on Mission and Ministry is now developing into a group for each of its departments to exchange views and good practice so that conversations can take place about diocesan strategy; and the whole area has benefited from the direction and energy and experience of Canon Dennis Wight; and that includes the Vocations Team with its links to the pioneering new website; the Lay Development team - there has been a significant rise here; with Worship Leaders, Eucharistic Assistants and Pastoral Eucharistic Assistants seeking training commissioning or licensing.  
(4) We have decided to combine the World Mission and Ecumenism teams and an Interfaith Officer has been appointed [Revd Don McGregor]; as has our Social Responsibility Officer (good wishes and thanks to Paul Boyle.)  

And in particular, given the concerns expressed by nearly every gathering about work with children and young people I am glad formally to announce to the diocese the appointment of Mrs Naomi Wood as Children’s and Youth Co-ordinator and the Revd Marianne Osborne as Children’s and Youth Chaplain for the task of creating and facilitating, nurturing and supporting those who work with children and young people.

So we stand as we always do on the threshold of the future, facing challenge and change. And the really heartening thing for me as I heard you and as I came away from those nine gatherings of how you want to see change and are prepared for change. 

What is the Church for? If we feel that we are asking that question in crisis, well that is where we are meant to be and always meant to be and to live and to serve. Crisis means a narrow place a juncture and what the church is for is to be at that juncture, to be the place where heaven and earth meet; to be the bridge and the ladder and the way between heaven and earth as a church and as individual Christians and that means the way of Jesus and the way of the cross; the way of suffering service to the world. 

There are always difficulties when change is happening, which is why we need the clarity which crisis brings. For crisis is always an occasion of judgement on what we are and what we have done and where we have been. Crisis is also a time of opportunity to clear the decks, to challenge stereotypes -what we have always been and the way we have always done things - even if it means bringing down the pillars of the temple. Crisis is therefore also a time of change as we clear the decks for the Bible, and focus on the simplicities of prayer and righteous action among our fellow human beings in the world we actually live in every day.

And the future should not alarm us. The future is always bright for we have hope and trust in the God on whose behalf we carry out His mission to His world, to cooperate with him in transforming it into what he intended it to be when he created it. 
What is the church for? It is to be different. To be critically different; to stand over against the world; to stand at a critical distance from the world but not too distant since the world is where we live and where we are to proclaim our mission to make a difference to transform; to show that there is another way the way that God intended us to follow and to be when he created us. And he still reaches out to us and this family, Teulu Dewi, is an expression of God reaching out to his world to reign over it. 

And that kingdom is anticipated in worship; expressed in service and that includes pastoral care and oversight and in ministry; and is proclaimed in mission. That brings the whole Christ to the whole world for the mission is the mission of God to his world. 

Over to you: get on with it; run with it. Those, if I recall, were my closing words in the closing minutes of the last of that splendid series of Lenten Deanery Gatherings. Over to you; and that does mean over to you, for so much of what I heard in those Deanery Gatherings across the diocese resonated and fitted in, I have to say, quite precisely and quite encouragingly with what I myself feel about a way forward for this Diocese of St Davids. That means that when, and it is going to be when rather than if, when we move forward, when change happens it will not be a surprise.
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