Forum follow up

Forum was remarkable. I found it inspiring, moving and encouraging. We couldn’t fail to be inspired when those leading us included Timothy Radcliffe, Rowan Williams and Vincent Nicholls. Yet the inspiration was not just in what they said, but who they were and how they were together. If I had a pound for every person who told me how wonderful it was to see the two Archbishops leading Bible study together, or how encouraging it was to see the four Presidents signing the covenant, I’d be able to buy a new i-Phone. 

And that was the feeling of the Forum. It wasn’t a council of churches, it was churches being together, worshipping, praying, thinking, laughing and relaxing together. Occasionally in this life you are granted a glimpse of what might be. Forum was one of them. This, I suddenly realised, was the churches together model working. It wasn’t even trying to be a council of churches. 

Forum’s relationship to the churches and to CTE is interesting. It has 3 purposes:

· To recommend to the churches such matters as it believes should be addressed jointly

· To encourage and support local ecumenism

· To share its reflections on the activities and future programmes of the Enabling Group.

Our process for finding out what Forum wanted to say was through small group work, and the creation of some sign-posts for the future. It never works quite as you hope it will – hence the circulation of the Group report back paper to you so that you can see for yourselves something of the diversity of responses. However some issues stand out:

1. Supporting local ecumenism

This is, as it were, core business for us. That’s why we have two Field Officers. But we need to ponder this, and ask ourselves what Forum might be saying to us. English ecumenical history is interesting. The impetus for LEPs came largely from the Nottingham Faith and Order Conference of 1964 which urged the Protestant churches of England to unite by Easter 1980. So, local ecumenism was seen as an operation which would run in parallel with wider church unity – LEPs were, as it were, playing John the Baptist, anticipating a reality which would be countrywide within a decade. That didn’t happen, we all know that. What is less obvious is that local ecumenism was left bearing the full weight of ecumenical development – which is why local ecumenism and the intermediate bodies that help nourish and develop it need support. 

The question that we have to ask is how?  Each intermediate body is independent, determining its own life and structure. CTE nationally can and does befriend and advise, but that is all it can do because it has no authority to do otherwise. If I were to try and get behind the feedback from Forum, I think my reflection would be that some intermediate bodies are supportive and enthusiastic, and others are not. Some think that the patience and listening that breeds good ecumenism is worth it, whereas other church leaders would prefer to get things done through their own denominational systems because they are well practised in working them and know how to get results through them. 

As churches, and as CTE, we need to make things as easy and flexible on the ground as we can. But equally, we need to take our ecumenical heritage seriously. It is pointless proclaiming our commitment to visible unity in Synods and Assemblies if at the same time we are doing all we can to undermine local ecumenism because we are impatient with its complexity.  It is complex not because it is wrong, but because history, as so often, turned out differently. So how, together, do we honour our responsibility?

2. Communications

I’ve not yet worked in a church organisation that hasn’t agonised about communications strategy. We dream of interactive web-sites and integrated e-mail systems, and have fantasies about the right information landing in the lap of the right person at the right time. And we know too that we live in a land of information overload where the computer key which keeps us sane is marked ‘delete’ and the most useful piece of office equipment is the waste paper basket. 

So, what is Forum saying to us about communication?  I think our end of term report for communications would be ‘Tries hard, but could do better.’  Whilst out web site could be simpler (as one respondent suggested), it is also very well used, and is a working tool for people like County Officers. 

Clearly good stories and best practice tales can be gathered and passed on – Pilgrim Post fills some of that role – and is sent electronically because when readers were asked a few years ago, that is what they wanted. 

But beyond that are more demanding issues. One of the themes that Archbishop Rowan explored in Bible study was the idea of self-emptying. One of the church leaders responded in the panel discussion to say, ‘Well, you need an identity before you can empty yourself of it.’  In some ways the proper identity for an Ecumenical Instrument is transparency, because what people want to see are the churches together. But, to stretch the metaphor probably a bit far, the churches won’t be seen to be ‘churches together’ without the lens of CTE. So, what kind of identity is needed? What is the brand?  What is it that we wish to communicate in the market-place?

And still the cry comes from the marketplace, the churches need to be heard to be saying things together. It sounds so simple and obvious. Only those who have tried to do it know how difficult it is. But that is not an excuse for not trying. We have lived through a painful history during which it has been made very clear that the churches do not regard it as the work of the Instruments to speak for them. I think Forum is challenging the churches to hear that its members want to hear them speaking with one voice. Our job is not to do that for them, but it might be to help them find ways in which that is possible.

3. Joint action

And that brings me to the call from Forum for there to be more joint action from church leaders at all levels, including the Presidents.  It is easy to dismiss this, especially if you are a large church, or a national church because its so much easier just to get on and do it.  I’ve a couple of reflections. The first has to do with the burden of unrealistic expectations. No large institution can spend all its time consulting partner organisations. If it did it would seize up. It is far more realistic for church leaders to develop the kind of relationship between them that makes a diocesan or an archbishop conscious that when they speak or act they are doing so on behalf of a much wider Christian constituency than their own members. The second is that responsibilities come with size and position in national life. You may not realise it, but when you stand in solidarity with your fellow Christians, you lend them something of your confidence, your authority and your legitimacy.  I think we need to find ways regionally and nationally of operating between those two realities. 

The symbolic value, the spiritual value, of getting that right is immense. No one who experienced the two Archbishops leading Bible study at Forum could doubt that. It is a sign of deeply felt but barely understood wounds being healed.

4. Inclusiveness

This response I take as encouragement to us all. It was wonderful not to be the youngest person at Forum. It was a huge boost that the voice of black and ethnic minority Christians was heard at Forum, and not just in worship. It was exciting that some delegations included women who play significant roles in the leadership of their communities.  The response tells us to go on trying, because God gifts all his children, not just those who happen to be white, grey, old, male and ordained. Although some of us have a vested interest in hoping that they too have a place in God’s economy.  Perhaps we need to be drawn back to Archbishop Rowan’s Bible study. Our instinct to be inclusive is not to be found in politics or secular philosophies, but rather in a theology of self-emptying so that together we might reveal something of the glory of God.

Forum also made some structural recommendations which were addressed firmly at CTE – about intermediate structures, and the sharpening of CTE and its purposes, and the relationship of unity and mission. I want to put those to one side at the moment, not because they are not important – they are, hugely, but they echo thee concerns of the Strategic Document which will be before us tomorrow, and that discussion is probably best conducted then.

Forum has done its work. It has set some signposts before the churches which provide a substantial agenda for the Enabling Group and the Board of Trustees in the next phase of their lives.
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