
Presidential Address by the Bishop of Connor, the Rt Rev Alan Abernethy, at Connor Diocesan Synod, the Braid Centre, Ballymena, Thursday October 13 2011. 

Part 1
It is a joy to be with you today. The last year at a personal level has been a difficult one and yet through it I have found the prayers of so many a blessing and source of strength. Thank you for your affirmation and support.

This year I am going to divide my presidential into two parts but I assure you that does not mean that I will speak for much longer. The following words from Matthew’s gospel are central to my thoughts today. The following is Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of Matthew 5:13-16.

“Let me tell you why you are here. You’re to be salt seasoning that brings out the God-flavours of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste godliness? You’ve lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage.

Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light , bringing out the God-colours in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public on this, as public as a city set on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand. Now that I’ve put you there on a hill-top, on a light stand - shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up to God, this generous Father in heaven.”

We have been given a very high calling to be salt and to be light. This has become more difficult and yet so much more important in our present day society and culture. I am aware that the church has lost credibility and is often ridiculed and mocked by those who don’t belong. Instead of criticising others I want to suggest that we appear to have lost confidence in who we are in Him. We at times have become inward looking and because of our circumstances we have been absorbed in survival. 

As I have been called to a position of oversight I am concerned that this loss of confidence saps our energy and our vision. With an increasingly secular society we find ourselves reacting to other peoples agenda.  We need to find ways of prophetically living in our culture that reflects the incarnation and proclaims the truth in us, that Jesus is present in the mess of the world in which we are called to serve. It is intriguing that Jesus didn’t fix the chaos of the world but he lived in it and by example trained others to make a difference. That is why I have come to believe that one of the most important thoughts for our vision and strategy is that of connection. We are surrounded by disconnection, in society, family and indeed in church. As we live as salt and light we help people discover connection with God and with one another. To do this we do have to help each other in so many ways. I will return to this at the end of this synod when we will reflect on the findings from the process initiated earlier in the year to help us look to the future and a diocesan vision. We will also suggest ways in which we can encourage that vision and foster confidence and hope. 

This all takes place in a culture that has rapidly become very secular. The church is no longer given the right to speak rather it has to earn it. This culture also has a way of rejecting those who appear to have strong beliefs and convictions. At times there is almost a fundamentalist liberalism which means you can believe anything as long as you don’t upset anyone. The one belief that is encouraged appears to be that of mocking those who do believe. This makes our need to be incarnational all the more important, we have to put flesh on the message of transformation. We have to be counter cultural.

I believe that it is within this context that we as a church have faced one of the most difficult periods in our history. Recently as you are aware the bishops met to try and discern a way forward for the Church of Ireland in the particular context that happened in another diocese. It was a difficult meeting and despite what people might think or say there was no easy quick fix solution. In summary, the bishops have affirmed the church’s teaching on marriage. They recognise that the state, in both jurisdictions, have legislated for same gender relationships, which the church does not recognise as marriage. There is a clear understanding of the difficulties we face. There is a suggested process for how this can be addressed by General Synod. There is also an understanding that we have avoided this issue for too long and we need to come a resolution on what to do. It is also clear to me that this is not a specifically a north south issue.  

On a personal level this has been one of the most difficult moments in my ministry. We need to pray and pray and pray to deal with the scriptural, theological and legal matters that are now are facing us and will not go away. I take my ordination vows very seriously and as a bishop I have promised to defend and guard the faith and to be a focus of unity, which is a gift of God. I ask for your prayers and indeed your patience as I seek to be true to those solemn promises. The Pastoral Letter has been sent to all clergy and is available to all on the Church of Ireland website and our own diocesan website. 

I will say it again it is great to be back and in good health, I have leant some critical lessons, not least how I cannot fix things and this is Christ’s church not mine. I have been called to be faithful not to be the fixer. 

My thanks to all for their prayers, to the many cards , letters and messages of support I received. Thanks to my archdeacons, to the diocesan staff, to my secretary and encourager (my second mum), Rosemary Patterson. Special thanks to Archdeacon Stephen McBride for his leadership, wisdom, humour but above all for his friendship. Thanks also to my family they are such a special gift.

Today is a day when we need to look to the future. We need to focus on setting a vision. To rediscover our confidence, not to talk about decline and closure but about incarnation and resurrection. I believe that this is an exciting and challenging time to be in leadership but I also believe that God is with us and we  journey with Him. We will even discover that he is already ahead of us.

Prayer:

We pray for the love of the Father to inspire us,

The presence of Jesus to encourage us

And the wisdom of the Spirit to guide us.

Amen. 

Part 2 

One of my favourite memories as a child is our family holidays in a home our family rented just outside in Donaghadee. This house was on the shore and the view across Belfast Lough was spectacular. I stayed there with my mum, my brother, aunt, uncle, cousins and grandparents (it was a big house). Every evening my grandfather would sit in the lean to, (it would be called a conservatory today), and observe all  the various boats and ships that sailed in and out of the Lough. He could name every one and its destination. The real treat was the grandchildren were allowed to look through his binoculars. There was suddenly a different perspective. It was such a thrill to see the scene through different lenses. 

As I have reflected upon the role of a bishop, I have been very aware of seeing the church from a different perspective. I have found the words of Steven Croft challenging and exciting. 

“Episcope is not to be simply a stewardship of existing resources and congregations but a dynamic seeking of new opportunities for mission and the establishing of new communities.”

In the last few months, the attempt to help us on look to the future and discover a shared vision is part of that seeking of new opportunities. We need to recover our confidence and we need to examine how we can best look to the future with excitement and hope. We cannot stand still. This will raise difficult questions but we can face them together. I also believe that this will lead to us having to change some of the structures that can sometimes frustrate our need to develop new models of mission and ministry. With the encouragement of diocesan council I am hoping to develop a shared journey with the diocese of Dublin and Glendalough. We have similar questions issues of parish life in urban, suburban and rural parishes. In sharing with others we have much to learn and give each other.

Today I want to celebrate the many, many faithful people who have kept the faith and borne the burden and heat of the day in parish life. I want to encourage us all to celebrate what we have but also to be willing to examine what we need to do to find a shared vision for the future. We have so much to give to each other and to learn from each other and we have the calling to be salt and light in a culture and society that has lost trust in church.

The words of Ian Cundy express my commitment to you and to the future.

“It is the role of the bishop and his staff who have the oversight of the diocese and see the big picture, to ask how the mission of the church is to be maintained in the present circumstances and with the resources available. As a bishop I feel committed to the task, with the help of my colleagues, of maintaining and developing an effective, outward looking, worshipping Christian presence in every community throughout the diocese, and developing such an effective presence in each new development and network. It is a demanding task but that is where our focus should be.”  

Part 3 

Bishop Abernethy drew Synod to a close with a final endorsement of the Diocesan Vision Strategy. He referred to the disciples on the road to Emmaus. “The best part of this story is that Jesus journeyed with them even though they were confused and uncertain about the future.

“Let’s go forward with Him believing and knowing that he is with us.”


