                                                     General Synod Report, July 2007.

Synod met in York University from Friday afternoon to Tuesday lunchtime, and all of Carlisle’s elected representatives attended.  The Archbishop of York, Dr. Sentamu, presided over Synod as the Archbishop of Canterbury was on study-leave.

Sir Albert Aynsley Green, the Children’s Commissioner, addressed Synod on the real issues facing children, and in particular those within Institutions, giving Synod some stark statistics.  The Evening Session was devoted to “Question Time”, which included the matter of Civil Partnerships and Pensions.  It was disclosed that 37 Dioceses include Parsonage Houses in their accounts, but it was maintained that these could not be seized as assets in the event of bankruptcy.  Apparently, only 44% of Churches have a loo!  There were several questions regarding Sony and Manchester Cathedral.  Suggestions were made that Church bodies should disinvest from Sony.

As in previous years, Synod broke into small study groups on 1 Corinthians, prior to the debate on Marriage.  In my report two years ago, the Marriage Act of 1949 was reviewed with a view to changing the regulations, and in subsequent submissions by Synod members the proposals were considered to be too broad.  In February of this year a number of attempts were made to have the matter looked at afresh.  A large majority of Synod resisted calls for couples to marry wherever they wished.  The fear was expressed that it would lead to couples choosing the prettiest Churches, placing a burden of non-stop weddings on their Clergy.  A couple will be able to marry in a Church where they can demonstrate a “qualifying connection”.  This would include a Church where they had been baptised, or where a parent or grandparent  lived or had been married.  It was given final approval and it is expected that it will come into force sometime in 2008
Regarding the Parochial Fees Order, this doesn’t usually provoke much interest.  However, there was an amendment regarding the Interment of Ashes to one be exactly one half of the fee for a burial in the Churchyard.  The voting was so close that we had a Division of Synod (we haven’t got electronic voting yet).  Result - passed by 112 to 97.

Pensions.  The Church is faced with an ever-increasing pension bill in common with other occupations.  Various options were considered, and Synod voted to continue with a defined benefit scheme, keeping the pension tied to national minimum stipend, and imposing an inflation cap of 3.5%.

Simon Bessant of Blackburn Diocese introduced a debate on possible “military action against Iran”.  A procedural motion for Synod to move to “next business” was considered in view of matters in Iran being at a delicate stage for the Anglican Church.  Synod did move to next business by 113 to 96.

A presentation called “Transforming Worship” was presented by the Liturgical Commission.  The Bishop of Wakefield said that the Church had seen a dramatic change in worship in almost all denominations driven by the ecumenical movement, the suggestion being that the Church should embark on the processes of “Transforming Worship”.
The Most Revd. Drexel Gomez, the Primate of the West Indies, and Chairman of the Covenant Design Group, introduced the draft of the proposed Anglican Covenant, and the process that would go through at least two more drafts.  He described the Covenant as being based in historical principles – in particular, the Chicago-Lambeth quadrilateral and the Church of England Declaration of Assent.  Both these things have proved entirely ineffective in preventing the present problems in the Anglican Communion.  The Bishop of Chichester introduced the Motion and debate, highlighting that the Covenant is not a confession, and that it is going to take some time to put it in place.  He characterised the Covenant as being a way of saying that we don’t have to agree on everything, but we will commit ourselves to one another.  
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Archbishop Gomez said that the Covenant would only succeed “if it accurately describes a sufficient basis to hold us together and for us to want to stay together, based on what we already hold and believe”.  The Motion was supported by The Bishop of Rochester, The Most Revd. Nazir Ali who said, “We are looking then for a Covenant which will express the Apostolic Faith, enabling us to come to a common mind which is that of Christ, and free us to proclaim the good news of salvation to the world.  The Covenant may be the first step in recovering our integrity, but it cannot be the last word”.  Synod carried a Motion to “engage positively” with the Covenant process.It was clearly carried with an estimate of the vote in favour was 2 – 1.

This was followed by a debate on a different Covenant - between Anglicans and Methodists – an on-going series of debates on progress following the agreement some years ago focusing on differing views of the Lord’s Supper and Women Bishops.

The Archbishop of York delivered his Presidential Address in which he spoke on the theme of fear, and how fear can stop people from going forward with God.  He drew under this theme the present troubles in the Anglican Communion, asserting that the fear of division is paralysing the Communion.  He also spoke about the fear of terrorism, and said that we should not speak of radical and  moderate Muslims, but rather of those who used the Q’uran for political aims. 

We received a presentation on the Annual Report of the Church Commissioners, and until relatively recent Synod did not receive regular reports because the Commissioners are responsible to Parliament – it seems that from now on there will be an annual report.  However, there can be no debate on this matter and a question and answer session followed. Over the last decade whilst average wages have grown by 4.2% per annum, the Commissioners’ assets have grown in value by 10.7%pa which amount to about £300m per annum.  After the presentation, there was a Private Members Motion calling for a review into the work of the Commissioners and to make it more accountable to Synod.

Other matters included a Report “Talent and Calling” – a report of the Senior Appointments Review Group, and a report on disability, and particular difficulties facing disabled Clergy, as well as a presentation on the work of the Church Army.

Finally, Synod considered financial matters including the budget and the way in which this will be met from Diocesan contributions.  The total budget amounts to almost £26m . £10.6m of this is spent on training (theological colleges), £10.1m supporting the national structures, £1.6m on other grants, £0.8m on Mission Agency pensions, and £2.8m to help with Clergy retirement housing.  This is all up by 2.9% on the previous year, with the cost of the national structures being up by only 1.4%.  It should be remembered that this does not include the costs of Diocesan Bishops etc, all of which are met by other means.
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