Synod address : 7th Nov 2026
It is an odd experience to be standing here today to give the Synod address. Normally for such things I am safely ensconced in a back row and listening – for nearly 40 years I have heard the Synod address and never really stopped to think about how the speaker decided what to say. Until … before +Jonathan went on Study leave as the Archdeacons discussed with him and Amanada who would cover what – we looked at who +Geoff would support us – on behalf of Synod I am sure we wish to express our thanks and appreciation for his ministry and support. We also considered other things and I found my name allocated to today’s address. 
After 40 years of listening this is my chance to say all the things I would like to say or wish had been said or get onto my pet hobby horses (of which of course there area few!) I could fill the whole morning with the address …and I can see and hear the sighs and groans already!  But what to say …? What should this address …? It would be difficult for me not to reflect on what has become an almost constant ‘background’ noise to the last few weeks, It began at the Diocesan Conference when there were a number of  conversations and discussions about how we should respond to what was happening in Portsmouth. This then spread to what was happening in Gosport and all that has happened since. How should we react, what should we say, what should we do in response to the protests and blockades and the comments being made surrounding the small boats and those who were seeking refugee in them landing in our communities.
The noise and pressure to stand and speak were increasing and there were those who wished us to speak out and against those who were protesting and blockading. But I and others had a problem that the language and images being sued to speak out and against ‘them’ were as divisive and ‘labelling’ as those they were speaking against. The challenge for us is how do we engage and express our concern without being drawn into a them and us confrontation. If we genuinely believe that all humanity is made in the image and likeness of God, then how can we show that while at the same time being clear on what we consider to be statements and actions that deny that in others. As some of you know for me the challenge has been expressed in the image of the Guildhall Square on the Saturday after the Conference. On the Guildhall steps there were those protesting against the small boats and raising the fears of what they would mean to our community. Then there was a long line of police ensuring that the protest was ‘contained’. Meanwhile on the other side of the Square on the Civic Office steps there was another group of protestors – who were supporting ‘stop the racists’ and chanting and throwing insults across the square matching those being hurled at them. They too had a line of police in front of them to ‘contain’ the protest.
But between these two lines of police was the whole empty space of the Guildhall Square with various bemused members of the public walking to and from the shops etc.  For me that ‘empty space’ was the missing voice, was the missing silent majority of people who don’t know what to say  or do not have the confidence to say for fear of being shouted down by one group or another. But they are the people who make up most of our communities who seek to support those in need, to build relationships with others and have their concerns and worries but have no ‘voice’.
The challenge of the faith communities (and this is something we have been discussing as Interfaith Leaders in the city) is to fill that space with confidence – to find a different way of speaking and acting that enables differences and concerns to be discussed and considered and speaks of the dignity and worth of each human being made in the image and likeness of God. Rather than joining in the chanting or the blaming and judging – we need to have confidence to be who we are and who God calls us to be and that our message is one that we are bold to proclaim.
So what is that message ? It is the message proclaimed by St Willibrod and the saints through the ages. It is the one that lies at the heart of our life as a community of faith – and is embedded I our life and culture as a Diocese. If +Jonathan were here I suspect this would be the point to elucidate  the Big Tent ecclesiology – we seek to live a community of fellow disciples that seeks to encompass all; a community built on mutual respect and love, which then enables us to explore and discuss our differences and disagreements. The way we live, the way we speak about one another; the way we speak with and interact with each other all need to be reflections of that understanding. We don’t simply say ‘we are the body of Christ’ in our liturgy, we are living examples, we are a living icon of that body.
That way of being a community together is how we need with confidence to then fill that empty space in the square and be an inspiration and example to others to join us and to begin to overcome the darkness and the fears with light and hope.
This is something we are called to do at all levels and all aspects of our lives. In our homes and local communities; with our friends and those we work alongside or meet day by day; as parishes and churches. We need to seek to do this in our Deaneries, Chapters and Cairns, and, as we meet today, to think about how do we live that life; how do we show that understanding as a Diocese and as a Synod.
Our discussions today may at first seem far removed from those protests and the issues they raise – but they are all about how we shape and live our lives as God’s people in this part of Southern England – how do we use and share our resources; how do we respond to the needs of the environment and the challenges of Net Zero; how do we celebrate our centenary (apart from licking an ice cream) …. All of them are about us as a community of faith and all of them are about us showing that our words on being the body of Christ are not hollow, but are lived out in the reality of our shared and common life.
The danger is always that we look at  the issues just from our own perspective, what will be best for me or my Church. But perhaps as we consider each item perhaps in our minds the question should always be how does our response to this issue or topic help us to be ‘Jesus Centred – Kingdom seeking’. In the decisions we make how are we ensuring that we are reflecting to others our commitment to be Jesus Centred and Kingdom seeking. How will our commitment to our common life not just be in a silent voting for a Budget, but in an active seeking to do all we can to enable us together to meet the financial demands and situation we face. In all we do today how can we be a community that is not made up of ‘us’ and ‘them’ hurling shouts and comments at each other across an empty space; but a community in which we recognise the value and dignity of each member  of the body and show that in our working together and supporting one another in any way we can.  
What are we gping to celelbrate in the coming year? It is 100 years of us seeking to build up that common life and in serving the Gospel also serving the people of our communities – seeking for that 100 years to be living signs of the Kingdom we seek,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
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