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Each year I have offered to the Diocesan Synod a reflection on issues before the Diocese and the wider Church. I claim no infallibility in doing so, for what will either be the last or last-but-one time before I retire early in 2020.
As you will know, there is in the Diocese a broader ‘taking stock’ exercise in progress, in relation to a paper which I wrote earlier in the year. One key question before us is the degree to which we should continue to regard the inherited parish system as the key planning structure for the Diocese, and the benefice/parish priest model as our central unit for planning purposes.

Other parts of the Church of England are experimenting more vigorously with other approaches to mission and ministry, in a variety of forms. The central Church authorities are encouraging this, and are using the money from the Church Commissioners, which is distributed to many Dioceses for general support purposes, to leverage these new approaches. Dioceses which depend on this money are now having to bid for it, and their bids are assessed by the national church authorities in line with their centrally-determined policies. 
My paper explains why and how we have evolved to a position where we have no direct dependence on this central funding. It certainly puts us in an unusual position, in that we are the only Diocese north of Oxford which does not now receive regular support from the Church Commissioners. This removes the sense of financial leverage from the central Church, but I think that it does not lessen our obligation to take careful stock of what our future policies and priorities might be.

The Diocesan Secretary is collating the responses to my paper, and they will be discussed when the new Bishop’s Council meets in December.

Some of the responses chide me for not looking boldly enough to the future, while others express suspicion that I’m trying to influence the future diocesan direction beyond my retirement. Well, I know by now that in this sort of situation you can’t win. Perhaps the fact that these different, and diametrically opposed, comments have been made should encourage me. Emphatically, I don’t want to influence events beyond my retirement, but the Diocese does need to have a sense of future priorities, to inform the appointment of my successor.
I don’t know the timetable here, because fashions change. I was appointed, and my appointment was announced, while Michael Baughen was still in post, and living in Bishop’s House. It all felt quite civilised to be welcomed to Chester by him, but subsequently it came to be thought that the consultation process for a senior post, prior to the actual appointment process, shouldn’t begin until the existing post-holder had retired. I can see the logic of this, although some may think it a little over-cautious. It has led, typically, to a vacancy of around a year when Deans or Bishops have retired. However, more recently I have noticed that consultations are beginning rather earlier, and this may well be the case for this Diocese. There is apparently a feeling that as few sees as possible should be unfilled at the time of the next Lambeth Conference in July 2020.

In general terms, I welcome minimising the length of a vacancy, and this is our policy with respect to parochial posts, unless local circumstances, perhaps relating to potential pastoral re-organisation, necessitate a delay.
One way or another, there are interesting times for the Diocese ahead!

Overall, in the Diocese the shape of our parishes and deaneries looks much as it did 20 years ago, although the average year-on-year declines in church affiliation and attendance have taken a toll, and increased these stresses and strains. The challenges to our clergy and parishes have increased, and I am constantly encouraged by the skill and tenacity with which parish life is typically maintained.

Overall, I don’t know what the future will hold. I can see immediate extrapolations over the next few years, but beyond that – who knows? I don’t trust predictions in all sorts of areas: economics, politics, international affairs etc. I have always recalled hearing the footballer Paul Gascoigne saying to the sports reporter on the Today programme:

“I never make predictions, and I never will”.
What I do know is that it is central to our Christian calling to be patient, confident, and joyful before God as we travel into the future with him. His purposes will not fail, and as our Lord said, the Gates of Hell will not prevail against the Church of God. What that will mean for this Diocese, and indeed for the Church of England, or the wider institutional Church, I do not know. I don’t believe any of us can, so let’s resist the temptation to think otherwise. But if over-confident predictions need to be avoided, we do need a rolling process of prudent but confident planning.

The general pattern of numerical decline which has been challenging the Church of England, and most Churches in Europe, for 60 years masks quite a lot of variation, both between Dioceses and in Dioceses. Some Dioceses, especially in the south, have benefited from significant population increases, or immigration of Christians. We haven’t benefited from such developments, but within this Diocese there have been and are interesting examples where parish life has strengthened through effective local mission and ministry.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the crucial factor is often the skill and dedication of the local parish priest – of whatever gender, age or churchmanship. I am struck by the fact that these factors are quite secondary, and that I could cite current examples of effective mission and ministry from across the range of parishes and clergy in the Diocese.
I am well aware of the dangers of clericalism, where clergy act as stifling bottlenecks in the life of a parish. I am pleased that we are a pilot diocese for the Setting God’s People Free initiative, with its aim to recover and revive a fuller appreciation of lay discipleship. But I also believe that it is right to put considerable and continuing effort into the encouragement, selection, and training of new clergy for the Diocese. Indeed, this is one area where we can point to a sustained achievement in the life of the Diocese. Various initiatives which we took in this Diocese are now either national policy or are being widely emulated. The number of Chester-sponsored ordinands continues at a high level, and should enable us to maintain our clergy numbers at the required and desired levels for the immediate years to come. Whatever else we decide, I think this will be an important aspect of the future life and priorities of the Diocese.
As I look back on the past year in particular, the most difficult aspect of my ministry has been confronting issues of sexual abuse. This has been especially difficult because I had believed that, as a Diocese, we had got off quite lightly in this area, as compared to some other parts of the Church.

Then the revelations and allegations concerning my predecessor but one, Bishop Victor Whitsey, began to emerge, and stand now at around ten, mainly from his period here as Bishop. Because of the way in which legal liability applies, I am the respondent in my capacity as the current office holder to civil claims which are made, and several have now been settled. Subject to due process, the Church Commissioners will meet all the associated costs, and the process is handled by a specialist solicitor who acts for me. Each claim is carefully investigated, as appropriate to a civil claim, but the fact that ten independent allegations have been made, fitting a general pattern, with factual corroboration as this is possible, leaves me in no reasonable doubt that the allegations can be substantiated to, and for that matter beyond, a civil standard of proof.
An investigation into the wider circumstances of Bishop Whitsey’s behaviour is being overseen by the National Safeguarding Office, and is about to begin. One issue will be the extent to which the problems became known in 1980 or 1981, around the time that he retired, and how this was handled by the senior Church authorities. Was he obliged to retire? If so, why was he commissioned as an Honorary Assistant Bishop in the Diocese of Blackburn, where instances of abuse continued?

Files of Diocesan Bishops are held by the relevant Archbishop, but there is no trace at Bishopsthorpe of Bishop Whitsey’s file. Has his alone disappeared from that time, or have all the contemporary files vanished for some reason?  Clergy files have only been kept systematically, and in a standard form, from around 1984.  These are serious matters for the Inquiry to investigate. The conclusions will be published in due course.

Along with this, recently the outcome was announced of the determination by a disciplinary tribunal of the allegations against Simon Marsh, Vicar of Bramhall, who had previously had 30 years of apparently unblemished ministry in various parishes in this Diocese. Some of you will have read the judgment of the Tribunal, which makes depressing and difficult reading.
There is another case, which has yet to achieve a wider publicity, of an elderly priest, , who has admitted sexually abusing boys when he was an incumbent in the Diocese. This came to light 40 years ago and was covered up. The Priest’s ministry was allowed to continue, in a new parish.  The judicial process is not yet complete, so I should say no more, but it has added to my overall sense of disappointment and regret that these things should have happened.

And there is another serious case which has recently come to our attention, and which is also subject to police investigation, although the clergy, from this Diocese, against whom the historic allegations have been made, are now deceased.

All in all, this reinforces a point which I have made throughout my time as Bishop, that the position of trust, and duty of care, that clergy have needs an attitude of eternal vigilance.  What is hard won is very easily lost.
Looking at the Church as a whole, I believe it will take a generation or two of exemplary behaviour in these areas before we will overcome the negative perceptions and attitudes which these problems have understandably generated. And we’re all affected by that, one way or another.  I don’t think necessarily that the behaviour of clergy over the past 50 years became worse – perhaps it did, but I’m not at all sure that is the case.  What has rightly changed is the degree of scrutiny and attention, and the understandable concomitant public expectations.
I may sound a bit burdened by all this, and to some extent I am, although I don’t dwell on it day by day. I continue to enjoy my work and ministry in the Diocese, and I regard it as a very great privilege to be your Bishop.

My life is quite nomadic, as I go from Church to Church on Sundays, and indeed on other days. I have visited all our regular places of worship – there are around 350 – at least once, and in most cases a number of times. I sometimes think that I’m the official ‘mystery worshipper’ in the Diocese, as I’m the only person who worships in all of our churches. The mystery usually dissipates after I have arrived.

I regard my visits to our churches to lead and participate in the worship as the heart of my ministry. I am constantly humbled and energised by this.

It’s a bit nomadic, and I do look forward on retirement to a more settled, less nomadic life. My wife Elisabeth would echo this sentiment.

But the rather nomadic character of my ministry is offset by a more regular contact with the members of my staff meeting. We, too, are a worshipping community, and we always gather around the Lord’s Table before we gather around the meeting table. I have been blessed throughout my time here with an excellent set of immediate colleagues, and they have tended to change on a regular basis, and so refresh the life of the leadership team. The present team of Bishops and Archdeacons, with the Dean and Diocesan Secretary and others, is as strong as any that I have had the privilege of working with. That is a real comfort to me, and a blessing to the Diocese as a whole.

So, while there is lots to think and pray about, and some things of which we can only be ashamed, overall I feel encouraged as I enter the final year or so of my episcopate.
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