1

LIKE IT OR LUMP IT

Facing the Reality of the Emerging Church

“Times of Change and Opportunity”
Friday October 11th 8.30pm

I accepted the invitation to speak at this conference just 2 years ago.  I had already refused once.  This time,  when asked in November 2000,  I accepted …but, somehow, quite honestly I hoped that this day would never come. You see, I had a major problem.

In common with all other speakers…teachers…preachers ;I always need a vision…. I need a picture ahead of me, I need a certain amount of passion and engagement ….. I need to be able to own what I’m going to say…and when I thought about the DEANERY !!  [ I had been a member of D Synods myself for approx. 20 years] ….there was utter blankness !!

When I looked at my diary after Easter this year and saw that I had to do this  in six months, I had absolutely no vision  or inspiration at all.  All  I had in front of me was a completely blank piece of paper.

I kept staring at  it….

I read as much as I could…but the paper remained absolutely blank .…and the only quote that kept coming into my head were the words of Caroline Chartres, 

 “The Deanery Synod is a group of people wanting to go Home”
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So in early summer this year I set about finding some evidence. I needed to

 fill my blank piece of paper with some findings…

 “How is the deanery facing up to the emerging church?” I asked a number of key people directly, 

“Do you like it?  Or do you want to lump it?

This talk is a result of those findings. In all I listened to about 60 individuals who have and are experiencing ‘Life in the Deanery.’ I suppose that I’m not surprised to find, that as, [amazingly] the Deanery is one of the agents through which God chooses to work and in  which He even chooses amazingly to invest His power and Love,………..  a striking and recurrent theme kept coming through. A sort of insistent whisper !
So as I listened during these past months I suppose I knew that I would  find a common song emerging. But that song was still a bit of a bombshell!

It became quite clear that through the words…the anger…the funny stories…the gruff silences…. and the despairing head-shakes…. The horrific anecdotes about cold church halls….boring agendas…the odd lively debate………

there emerged a clear vision for the emerging church.
And I looked down a few weeks ago and found with relief that my paper was no longer blank…

and what is more I have found a clear vision for the talk. But that it hasn’t come from me but from those who live in and face up to the Deanery.

-----------------------
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I shall divide my remarks into 3 areas.

Firstly, knowing that Michael is going to cover this in much greater depth tomorrow,   I shall briefly skate over the changes that have effected the parishes and therefore deaneries over the past 15years.

Secondly, I shall look at the evidence.   This is what I gleaned from the perceptions and experience of the Deanery by those upon whom it has impacted [ for good or ill] . Even though these findings are based mostly of voices from the churches in East Anglia, I know from my 16 years on G Synod, that  though Norfolk claims with pride that we ‘do- different !’ , in truth we’re much like everyone else… not so different from the other 40 odd dioceses that make up the C of E.          Norfolk has  4 large towns, One city; a number of market towns and many very rural parishes and growing number of benefices deep in the countryside.

Thirdly, I shall look at the opportunities that emerged from the evidence and the clear vision for the deanery which is challenging us. That is the New Song…the BOMBSHELL

----------------------

So to begin with ,the Changes
Firstly a cautionary story. And its one which I’ve recently heard which underlies something I know………… that is this……. Because  too often we’re immersed in sticking with our old core beliefs and preoccupied with our old habits and outlook,  we fail to see what is so clearly true all around us!  
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While truth is staring us in the face, compelling us to change and evolve, we bury ourselves and blind ourselves with the status quo

STORY     Dog & Stick ! walking on the water !!

The church is like all other institutions. We fail to see the truth because we are blinded by the fog  and mists of our own business and habits.

CHANGES

Firstly just to clear up that throughout our thoughts on the Deanery,  we have to draw a clear distinction between the Deanery and the Deanery Synod
Deanery Synods are just 32, nearly 33 years old. Quite clearly Deaneries are not.  Though their boundaries may alter from time to time at the whim of a new Diocesan Bishop or Pastoral Committee, Deaneries have been around for sometime…. In fact for quite a long time.

But rather like Animal Farm when Snowball & the other  pigs insisted that:-

 “4 legs = GOOD ………. 2 legs = BAD’ 

so it appears that in many peoples’ minds:-

 “Deaneries = GOOD …………Deanery Synods = BAD.

Deanery Synods, as I said, are 33 years old next year.

When the  DSs first started, they seem to have been run for the first few years rather along the same lines as the old Church Assembly & Deanery Conferences. But the synodical structure and way of working gradually evolved, and slowly but definitely affected the Deanery Synod life and consequently the Deanery. 
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You could say that,  as a result of Synodical Life and administration, other than the Chapter, the old Deanery became buried under the newer shinier glossier Deanery Synod. There was in the late 70s and 80s a growing confidence…lay people felt empowered…..We found that we were part of the whole revision of church laws!! We were being consulted…we discovered that we could bang on about our own particular hobby horses, --and we did….that we could dig in our  toes-- and we did … and  in some cases and that we could become quite radical, embracing changes  in worship and canon law and collaborative ministry and much else with enthusiasm. !! We were growing up!!  And we also discovered that growing up cost money. Being part of the government had financial consequences. 

Chapters also grew in confidence, and developed a slightly altered style. They didn’t quite become  ‘clergy clubs’ but nevertheless it is true that many clergy were relieved to have one forum left, a sanctuary, where no noisy laity intervened !! A caricature !! perhaps even an exaggeration!!

So in the heyday of the D Synod , perhaps in the years ‘80 to ‘92, we knew that it was right that we were consulted, and we were  even rather flattered.

But now………………… 

Well rather like the man watching the dog fetch the stick, we have to face up to what is truly happening.  And, my goodness me, what a lot has altered ! What a change there’s been in the past 15 years !!

And to begin with the obvious stuff…that’s numbers…..
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**OHP   Expose 1st    5 Lines 

First   Diminishing numbers Except in rare cases

Clergy stretched to the limit

Active laity busier……….growth of benefices

Loss of active middle-aged laity      [30-45]

Retired laity busier………growth of retirement culture

OHP Expose next 2 Lines

Individualism….’pick‘n mix’ acceptable.

People choosier

As a result of educational influences throughout education and at all ages, we now CHOOSE our area of interest and study. We’ve grown accustomed to the face of Pick and Mix. We know how to control it. We’ve learnt that we mustn’t  and we can’t manage to choose everything and we no longer do.

3 If we’re good at children’s work…that is what we do…..

· If we’re good at finance…that’s what we do….. ..fundraising/giving/etc

· If we’re good at Prayer & Spirituality…..Hse Grps/Q Days/Intercess etc

· If we’re good at music/singing…….. that’s what we do  ‘Worship Group

                                                    Choir/ music group etc etc

· If we’re good at social events…we run the Harvest Supper/Fete/Xmas

party

· If we’re good at old people’s work ….Visit Shelt Acc/Homes/Hosp

· If’ we’re good at preaching…we become Readers

OHP Expose next 1

Growth of IT….information swamp
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Individuals are getting information and finding out on their own. We know how, and we feel more confident about going to a web site to get info, or book seats, or buy books or even join chat rooms as a way of finding out and meeting others, rather than attending a meeting out of the house. It must be true that at least one PC with internet access exists in every single benefice  in the C of E…and yet we still fail miserably at information distribution within dioceses. Communication is what its called…and the Cof E is bad at it…and deaneries are worse ! People are finding out on their own and getting the info they want. I’m not a-typical! In common with many other Xian Speakers I have a daily spiritual message which I download every morning. Sometimes it acts as an aid to the next sermon or talk. I’m linked up to stories & anecdotes which illustrate the lectionary for next week.

OHP Expose next 1

Except for in a few large crowded city & urban churches It FEELs as though

‘Church is now the Remnant’…. “Home church is hard work!

 We go elsewhere for inspiration & encouragement!”
Many of us feel stretched to the limit!     It feels as though church at home is hard-work!  OK We are supported and comforted by the body we belong to….. but my goodness it’s a slog keeping the show on the road. So, feeling weary and worn we seek spiritual solace, nurture, encouragement inspiration and encouragement elsewhere. WE GO AWAY… we go to

J John/Greenbelt/ Spring Harvest/ Retreats./ Pilgrimages/  Taize etc etc

Home is hard work and the Deanery Synod is too often one chore too many!!    We’re all living with stress!!

So that’s a very sketchy gallop through the changes which I see have impacted on the emerging church and , in consequence, the Deanery,

To summarise :-
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Diminishing numbers

Fewer who are active are busier…even overbusy

Established growth in Individualism & Choice

The development of IT

The very real sense that we now have…” My church is part of the Remnant!”

---------------------------

So now to The Evidence

Even though at first sight the next section of my findings may seem depressing….I want to urge you to keep hope alive for the Deanery! Because if you can cling on till we get to the final chunk you’ll see that “all[ as we say in Norfolk] shall be well…all manner of thing shall be well…and in particular for the Deanery !”.. The deanery shall be well!

But again…I discovered that there is a distinction between the Deanery & the Deanery Synod. What is true … is that for most…the Deanery synod = BAD !!  Deanery = could be GOOD!

But first we have to identify what is going on now, and in particular what those involved in the life of Deanery Synods think about what’s going NOW.

I have tried to collate all the words, and the looks and the heavy breathing which came over when the life of the Deanery Synod was discussed. Remember this is the synod……… Let me show you what I’ve been listening to. Here are some of the recurrent phrases….

All these are not my invention but come from the 60 I interviewed…
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Look at the phrases which came up again and again


OHP  EXPOSE FIRST 7 Lines

 A waste of Time!! 

A Body which arouses despair….no pride……there is no honour in being on the Deanery Synod…what’s the point? It’s a tedious chore…it achieves nothing…an ineffective layer of church government. !!!

And this is a body which is set up to:-   [ I quote from the 1969 government measure which defined the role of the Deanery Synods….]

……To consider matters concerning the C of E…to express opinions on other matters of religious or public opinion………..

……To foster a sense of community & interdependence…..

………To promote the whole MISSION of the church through pastoral, social, evangelistic, social & ecumenical activity

Etc etc etc…

I discovered during this last summer. [and by this time my blank  piece of paper was rapidly filling up with other peoples’ comments]

that those who are involved heavily in Deanery Synods  quite simply do not believe it fulfils these aims. !!!Remember these are their words….not mine !

OHP  EXPOSE  rest of Acetate

 Once again the sub-text is that it is a waste of precious time. Increasingly there is evidence that, even though, numerically there is a greater viability for Deaneries in towns, gradually clergy [ in towns in particular] are failing to show…they’re poor attenders …perhaps they are judging that their energy and focus is more appropriately spent elsewhere….perhaps in ecumenical 
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collaboration…perhaps engagement in town/church activities…perhaps in participation with secular genuinely good works, co-working with others who share a common aim for justice and charitable work among the needy. And maybe this is true increasingly of the church wherever it is… in the town or countryside…          perhaps since the Faith in the City & Countryside reports we’ve taken to heart the message that the church ought to be more involved with partnering good work, engaging together, with other churches and with bodies involved in social healing and justice…perhaps we’ve come to realise that the Deanery Synod is one body too many!!

What is it for? Where are its tasks…and if it has any do they still really matter? What are the poor Lay Chairs & R Deans to do to liven it up….does anybody ever give them any helpful training?

So to sum up [& this must be bad news for the poor old Deanery Synod]…

they say…and they are ALL D Synod members…. they say…..

It is made up

……. of inadequate laity…poorly briefed who have not the energy nor will or interest to read round a complicated subject…[ this is the laity speaking]

….tedious programmes

…programmes filled with matters unrelated to central Christian concerns

…there are no inspiring clearly defined tasks

…Both clergy & laity increasingly regard it as a monumental BORE

At present there appears to be one shared attitude…that is deep despair.!!   But remember Julian

There is hope…I definitely heard a new song…All shall be Well !

-------------------

So now to the Opportunities……….                                                           11

Once again a quick word of caution….

What do we do when we hear what we know is the truth?

Well there seem to be 3 options…..

One is to refuse to hear…however insistent the beat of the drums…to refuse to listen because we know that to hear may have painful consequences and need more work and energy….we’re fearful of undoing , however much we hold to a faith that has as its centre the most gracious act of death and new life. We still fear death & Resurrection !1

Another way is to listen, to hear ,but somehow to deliberately misunderstand…refusing to hear what might have consequences for me.

And the Third Way is to really listen ,and in listening to hear an insistent new fresh song, which somehow echoes the truth. Those who listen in this way have in front of them an EMPTY piece of the paper ,and it is the new song which creates on that paper a new vision and in our case a new way of working . Do you know the story of the married couple??

STORY     Ruby Wedding Present! Rowing couple! Psychiatrist.

                   Something to do recommend a new habit

        Kiss wife passionately on the lips


        “That’s what you wife needs 3 times a week!!’


         A pause. Husband replied…….. “ well I think I can manage that.

                   Shall I bring her in on Mondays , Wednesdays and Fridays at 11

                   o’clock in the morning?” !!

And let me encourage and reassure you that besides the bad news there was a thread of hope and a vision running through the 60 submissions which I attended to:-

These were some of the statements


OHP  EXPOSE  A Vision for the Deanery                                       12

· “A Vision for the Deanery………..A Forum to discuss issues that 

       transcend the parish in an atmosphere that incorporates diverse 

       opinion, informed judgement and permits the changing of mind with 

       dignity!”

· “A laughing church is a growing church!”

· “Why not make the deanery a School of Prayer?!”

· “If the deanery was felt to be spiritually nourishing—then its use as an administrative unit would be put into greater spiritual perspective!”

· “Leadership is crucial!”

Those comments are in  fact a condensation and collation of what was found to be the hope  of those who are most involved with the life of the deanery and the Deanery Synod.

Over and over again I heard the phrase “there’s too much emphasis on business and not enough on the spiritual, theological and missionary life and needs of the Deanery”  That sounds a negative quote, but in fact its positive

Another comment, often repeated in desperation…”People will work together if they have a common aim ..if only we had time to sort out

a common aim”….. even A Vision !!

STORY      Young woman from Zimbabwe called Sharon…

                     no money..highly  intelligent Diocesan SRO officer rang

                     Rural Dean.Spoke to Deanery [at D Synod] Deanery raised

                     £3800 in 10 days !!

And I believe that there would be not only relief  BUT also renewed energy, activity and vigour , if the focus of activity and life in the Deanery could be 
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concentrated in 4 main areas, with a few other gatherings  and activities in order to further the encouragement of the churches in the Deanery Area.

I have put together a list of the sort of activities over which my 60 witnesses enthused :-

OHP  EXPOSE  NEW LIFE AND OPPORTUNITIES

SPIRITUAL-  SOCIAL – EDUCATIONAL- PASTORAL CARE

Deanery Synod members don’t just want to TALK about these things…they want to TAKE PART

On the Spiritual Side………………….Events such as 

· A School of Prayer lasting a week led by a  Religious, resident in the

Deanery for a week… Evening events, Saturday with a Quiet Day, the Sunday with a  Deanery Service based on Prayer

· Annual Deanery Service …with Inspiring Speaker

· Training Saturdays on styles of Worship…Celtic/African/Taize etc etc

But these to be run on an Ad Hoc basis, and benefices and parishes encouraged to send folk whose strength and interest is in the area of Prayer/Spirituality and Worship…though, of course open to all……

Social/Fun events………… Not Necessarily Annual could be every other year.  Fun needs to be taken seriously! 

I’ve made a list of suggestions from off the top of my head…
· Deanery watch the film ‘Chocolat’ followed by meal and group discussions
· One World Week.  Food from FairTrade organisations with /Games /Traidcraft Stall

· Deanery Family Day of Faith & Fun

· Deanery Harvest Picnic & Games in Corn Field Games band Sing-Song

· Any Questions & Food or Deanery Quiz Night
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Educational and Informational &Consultative Occasions

Whatever the subject invite those who are skilled/expert/learners in the field from the parishes, benefices and Deanery. For example…..

· Children’s work/ Youth Young Families…those who work in or are involved in the area

· Finance….Parish/Benefice treasurers etc.

· Mission & Pastoral Care of Region/Area

                  Those with skills, both in and out of the church and other 

                   ecumenical partners

· Changes suggested by G Synod affecting areas of Church Life

               Deanery Consultation set up inviting ALL how have a specific

               Interest in the subject

Topical controversial issues…invite ANY how have a specific interest

 Combined  Social &Pastoral Care Projects

Working together on local and distant projects when the need occurs. EG

· Norfolk…Needs of Asylum Seekers/ Homeless/ Ex-offenders/ Young

                      Disaffected

· Fair Trade…Breaking the Chain etc

· Combining with Ecumenical Partners

How are these Occasional Deanery  Activities & Events

to be  Organised ?

Set up a new small Deanery Vision Group

         Rural Dean/ Lay Deanery Chairman/ 2 Clergy + 2 Lay members plus  others…..
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Aim of DVG  “To provide opportunities  to encourage the Mission and  Ministry of Churches in the Deanery through arranging  Occasional Events that build up the Social  Spiritual  & Educational needs and nurture of Anglican Churches in the Deanery.

Quickly to run over the care and organisation of Three Other Areas for which the Deanery should quite properly exercise care.

1 Churchwardens. They need an annual gathering for encouragement

   Information and Training.. A Combination of Fun [Social] & Help

2 Consultation and Information from Diocese and G Synod could be

    organised directly to Parishes & Benefices via the internet and E-Mail 

    Facilities.  Every Benefice should appoint an Information Person who

    manages this[ such as the retired missionary of 86 in our village who

    loves not just playing with but Managing her PC].

3 Election of Lay Members to General Synod

     Be Bold!!  Let’s Use the IT & Internet. It’s quick and it comes right into

     the  Parishes. Election Addresses straight to PCCs. The PCC having

     elected the appropriate number of benefice ‘voters, could have a debate

     on the suitability of candidates. Voters go to combined Deanery Hustings.

When I had listened to all that everyone of the witnesses had said; when I had prayed over and searched the evidence I came to a surprising conclusion. The very last person who came to speak to me is a country parson with a breadth of experience. He has been Rural Dean several times and was a member [ and I had forgotten] of the Bridge Group. Five years ago The Deaneries and the General Synod virtually placed their proposals on the Deanery into the nearest dustbin. But five years on look at what was being said by the witnesses.
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“LETS BURY THE DEANERY SYNOD AND BUILD UP THE DEANERY!!” 

I had decided what it was I was going to share with you before this ex-“Bridge’ clergyman came to speak to me When I had shared my conclusions with him, all he could say was, “That sounds familiar to me” And he gently smiled.

The final OHP says it all

OHP  EXPOSE Lump the Deanery

Lump the Deanery Synod!

Let Go the Deanery SYNOD

Undergird the Parishes

Make more of Parishes/ & Benefices & the Deanery

Make the Deanery a forum for Prayer/ Prophecy & Prepapration

Put all that in THE DEANERY

Let THE OLD DEANERY SYNOD Rest in Peace!

Long Live the Deanery !!!         

   [The End]

OHP1

CHANGES AFFECTING THE DEANERY

· Diminishing numbers

· Clergy stretched to the limit

· Active laity busier……….growth of benefices

· Loss of active middle-aged laity      [30-45]

· Retired laity busier………growth of retirement culture

· Individualism….’pick‘n mix’ acceptable.

· People choosier

· Growth of IT….information swamp

· ‘Church is now Remnant’…. “Home church is hard work

                  inspiration & encouragement elsewhere!”

OHP2

QUOTES ON DEANERY SYNODS

· “Deanery synods are not important--- they are an anachronism!”

· “The deanery doesn’t carry any clout”

· “I despair of the deanery synod! Few regard it as an honour or privilege

· to be asked to serve on synods”

· “What the synodical process evokes is antagonism”

· “There is no responsibility, respect or pride in the deanery!”

·  “There are as many visions for deaneries as there are deaneries!”

· “The deanery is seen as an utterly ineffective layer of church

· government!”

· “Town deaneries are so very different from country deaneries”

·  “Rural Deans need much more training!”

· “There is really no expectation placed on the deanery and what exists is 

· low! We don’t expect anything from it!”

· “Lay people in the deanery behave like a bunch of ‘plebs’[ sheep]

· because they allow the clergy to walk all over them!”

· “Many lay reps are ill-informed and afraid to speak in case they make 

· fools of themselves!”

· “Deanery synods will never work! They’re too clergy dominated!”

· “Leadership is crucial!”

OHP3

QUOTES ON DEANERY SYNODS
· “A Vision for the Deanery………..A Forum to discuss issues that 

       transcend the parish in an atmosphere that incorporates diverse 

       opinion, informed judgement and permits the changing of mind with 

       dignity!”

· “A laughing church is a growing church!”

· “Why not make the deanery a School of Prayer?!”

· “If the deanery was felt to be spiritually nourishing—then its use as an administrative unit would be put into greater spiritual perspective!”

· “Leadership is crucial!”

 OHP4

NEW LIFE AND OPPORTUNITIES

GOOD NEWS FOR THE DEANERY
· SPIRITUAL LIFE ……….PRAYER 

· WORSHIP

· SOCIAL FELLOWSHIP……….FUN !

· EDUCATE- EQUIP- INFORM………DEBATE

· DEANERY SOCIAL ACTION….CARE

· GROWTH OF BENEFICES

Consult parishes & benefices using IT

· USE INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

Lay General Synod Election Addresses—consultation from

Diocesan and General Synod

· CARE OF CHURCHWARDENS

Annual Deanery Gathering for Information-Training-Encouragement

· ECUMENICAL DEANERY RELATIONSHIPS

· Combined Projects- Hospitality-Debate

LUMP THE DEANERY SYNOD

   L-ET GO THE SYNOD

            LET LIFE BE GIVEN TO THE

            DEANERY

 U-NDERGIRD PARISHES BENEFICES
 M-ORE LIFE  & POWER TO PARISH, 

             BENEFICE & DEANERY

  P- RAYER-PLEASURE-PROPHECY

                            PREPARATION & DISCOVERY

              IN THE 

DEANERY
