Bishop’s Move

A few days ago, like Christopher Robin, I went to the Palace.   Not that Palace of course……..maybe one day…..  no, I mean the Bishop’s Palace in Chichester.   Unlike Christopher Robin I did not go to the Palace with Alice, but rather with a good and distinguished friend representing the Brighton and Hove Lesbian and Gay Movement.  The two of us were responding to an invitation from Bishop John Hind to discuss the survey which our two organisations working jointly together plan to conduct of the attitudes of churches in his diocese towards LGBT people.

A remarkable event

This was quite a remarkable invitation and it proved to be quite a remarkable meeting.  The official position of the Church of England as set out in a now famous, some might say infamous, resolution of the 1998 Lambeth Conference is that ‘homosexual practice is incompatible with the teaching of scripture.’  Even though the Church of England does not have a rigid system of doctrinal teaching such as for example the magisterium of the Roman Catholic Church, its bishops are nevertheless under an obligation to uphold agreed statements.  And Bishop John Hind does indeed uphold this particular statement.  His speaking and voting record in the House of Lords on LGBT issues is from our point of view, to say the least, not good.  He is not a natural ally of ours.   He does, however, take his pastoral role as a bishop in the established church of this country very seriously.  He is a pastor to all the people in his diocese and all the people includes us.

More HM garden party than Spanish inquisition

My colleague and I arrived at the Palace with a degree of trepidation.  A rather fearsome looking agenda had been sent to us in advance of the meeting and we steeled ourselves for some frank exchanges.   The agenda informed us that we would be meeting the Bishop of Chichester, the Bishop’s Chaplain, the Archdeacon, the Dean of Chichester Cathedral, the Rural Dean of Brighton and a lady theologian from the University of Chichester.  This is quite a daunting line-up which conjured up mental images of heretics being interrogated by the Spanish inquisition.  In the event the Bishop’s chaplain greeted us warmly and we were shown through to the Palace gardens where a table had been prepared with bottles of red and white wine and nibbles.  The bishop arrived and immediately created a most positive atmosphere which is best described as friendly but business-like.  We sat around the table without it being apparent that there were two ‘sides’.  The meeting had been planned to last one hour but we stayed for almost two.  By the end it felt more like one of Her Majesty’s garden parties, probably at least partly due to the wine!
The proposed survey
We explained what we wanted to do and actually showed the Bishop the survey sheet we intend to send to every church in Sussex over the coming months.   The concept of the survey is very simple.   It’s a single sheet of A4 with descriptions of four different approaches to LGBT people, ranging for example from ‘leaders and congregation believe that the Bible teaches that homosexual acts are sinful and that it is wrong to be in a gay or lesbian relationship’ through to ‘gay and lesbian people can be fully and openly involved in every aspect of the church’s life including lay leadership roles’.  In the accompanying letter, which will be sent to both the vicar of the parish and the secretary of the parochial church council, we ask that these descriptions be discussed with representatives of the congregation.   They then simply tick the box which best represents how things are in their church.    We also ask them to add any comments they might wish to make.   On the basis of these results we will compile a ‘Which Church?’ dossier which we hope will be helpful to LGBT people in choosing a church.
Not St Paul on the road to Damascus but…..

Bishop John’s response to us took us by surprise.  There was no blinding light and sudden conversion to our cause like St Paul on the road to Damascus.  There was however an unexpectedly definite willingness to ‘do business’ with us.   We had made it clear that the survey would go ahead whatever, but that we thought it would be in the interests both of the Church and of our two organisations if it could go ahead with some kind of supportive statement from the diocese as to its value and usefulness.   This he agreed to, and the statement he gave us will be very valuable indeed in ensuring a good response to the survey.  He said:

‘I consider this survey to be a helpful and appropriate contribution to the process of listening to the experience of gay people commended to all in the Anglican Communion by the 1998 Lambeth Conference.’

He went on to say that he thought the results of the survey would form a sound basis for further discussion.   
This really is an extraordinarily positive position for Bishop John to adopt.   He is a leading light in an organisation called Forward in Faith, a grouping of Anglican traditionalists which emphasises orthodox Christian values and is opposed to the ordination of women.   I think it would be fair to say that the adherents of Forward in Faith (which some rather unkindly lampoon as ‘Backward in Bigotry!) take a pretty hard line on most moral issues.   So this really was a pastor reaching out a long way to find common cause with a particular section of his flock.   Given where he is coming from I think this was a visionary act on his part and he is to be commended for it.   He did this in the full knowledge that there will be people on his own side who will criticise him severely for it.
The spirit of the times?
The arguments over the place of LGBT people in the Anglican Communion have been very damaging.   Even those who wish to continue to persecute and oppress us acknowledge that the divisiveness is tearing the Church apart and risks destroying it.  Some English bishops are beginning to speak out.  Bishop James Jones of Liverpool recently shifted his position, arguing that we should now agree to disagree, accepting that there are different views which can legitimately be held within a single communion.  Bishop Tom Butler from Southwark took advantage of his retirement a few weeks back to say that he had changed his mind and was now opposed to discrimination against LGBT people.  Perhaps Bishop John’s courageous public statement of support for our survey is part of the spirit of the times.  Let us hope so.
Open and welcoming churches

On Monday 2nd August at 8 pm we will hold our next public meeting at the Chapel Royal, North Street, Brighton when we will discuss exactly what we mean by open and welcoming churches.  Please come and join us.  For more information visit www.changingattitudesussex.com.
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