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Over the last few months I have been asked a wide range of questions in my journey round the diocese in public meetings and in small groups and in private conversations.  Would I rather do without crisps of chocolate?  What music is on my ipod?  If I could do one thing in the next ten years what would it be? 

What’s my vision for the church in Sheffield diocese?  Why is the parish share so high?  Why have we been so long without a vicar?  What’s my view of women bishops?  How are we to provide for those who cannot in conscience accept this?  What’s this fresh expressions business?  Were you really born in Yorkshire?  Why don’t bishops speak out more boldly on matters of x or y or z?

I’ve now almost completed the twelve Deanery days.  Snaith and Hatfield is this week.  At one of the very first someone asked me this:  it’s all very well having a vision for the church in the Diocese but what about a vision for society?  What about a vision for the communities of South Yorkshire and East Yorkshire.  What about a vision for the city of Sheffield and for Goole and Doncaster and Rotherham and Barnsley and all points in between. 

The question has been repeated more than once and each time I’ve put it on hold.  I want to attempt the beginnings of an answer this morning.  Where should we set our priorities in 2010 in terms of a vision for society?  How can we best use our influence, our voice as a church for the common good?

It has been clear to me from the very beginning that we need as a church to articulate a clear vision for our society.  The scriptures bear witness to God’s vision for human society and human living.  If we are to bear witness to the gospel we must talk about the well being of our whole community as well as about individual salvation and the life of the church we must support our talk with action. 

This is also a moment when in political and economic and social terms fresh vision is needed.  The recession is causing people to ask hard questions about values and worth and healthy patterns of living.  There is a general disenchantment with politics and with politicians: a dangerous loss of trust in the democratic process.  Our society and our world continue to face significant ethical questions about life and death; about our physical environment; about the limits to growth and about a fair distribution of resources.  Much of our society faces those questions if not without a moral or spiritual compass then with one which is still under construction. 

The Church must not speak to these questions as though we have all the answers.  We must not over simplify or talk as if we know better.  But nor must we act as though we have nothing to bring to the table individually and collectively.  We are called to bear a quiet and hopeful witness to a different kind of vision for our nation and for the society of nations. 

Where does that vision come from?  How does it emerge? 

How else does vision emerge except by looking and trying to see clearly.   Vision emerges as we look in two directions at once.  We need to first to see the situation before us as it is in all its reality.  According to the Christian tradition, that is harder to do than you might think.  It demands study and honesty and clarity and facts. 

But as well as nurturing the sense of the reality we also need to ponder the ideal.  We need to nurture our vision of how life is meant to be lived in all its fullness. 

In any sphere of life new vision emerges as we hold in tension the reality we are dealing with and the ideal for that situation.  Vision is born in the gap – the tension – between those two poles. 

Over the last six months I have spent a great deal of time listening and trying to understand how things are and I will continue to do so. 

But I want to reflect this morning on how can we nurture and feed our sense of how things are meant to be.

The answer to that question for the Christian church must always be that we read and ponder the words of the scriptures:  God’s word to us in every generation.  It is the scriptures which are the well spring of God’s vision for human society.  

This is the time of year when, traditionally, as a church we pay attention to that wonderful and complex part of the scriptures which is the Book of Isaiah.  The Book of Isaiah was called by the early church “the fifth gospel” because of its powerful vision of human society, of the kingdom of God and of the king who was to come, of Christ. 

For that reason the Book of Isaiah is traditionally set in daily and in Sunday lectionaries to be read during the season of Advent when we explore the themes of God’s reign:  how things would be in our world if God’s vision for human life were realised; how they will be in our world when God’s vision for human life is realised. 

It is impossible to appreciate the true meaning of Christmas and of the Christmas story unless we have also engaged with and caught the fullness of God’s vision for human society.  In Advent we look together at the way things are meant to be and we look at the way things are.  As we look we grow aware of the gap between God’s purposes and human reality and we become aware again of the need for the Christ as Saviour and as King. 

Isaiah’s vision is not concentrated in one part of the book that bears his name.  The visionary passages and verses are scattered through the text.  It is only be disciplined reading, by careful listening, by exploring together that we get a sense of how life is meant to be lived.

It is the Book of Isaiah which gives us the wonderful vision of harmony in creation: 

The wolf shall live with the lamb; the leopard shall lie down with the kid; the calf and the lion and the fatling together and a little child shall lead them. 

It is the Book of Isaiah which gives us a profound vision for human society in God’s new creation so wonderfully expounded by Raymond Fung in his booklet, the Isaiah vision.  It is a vision of a society where the children do not die; where old people live in dignity; where those who build houses live in them; and those who plant the vineyards eat the fruit.  Fung bases his reflections entirely on one passage:  Isaiah 65. 17-25. 

Elsewhere in the book as you will know there are references to peace and to justice; to a secure and fair society; to the importance of good government which has integrity; to the care of the creation; to the needs of the poor. 

As we look at our world today as it is on the one hand and this vision of how things are meant to be, how might we shape a vision for our communities and our society?  What issues are the most important ones to address?

Let me offer you three themes which I would like to address in the public domain in 2010.  As it happens, they all begin with E and they have to do with Economics; with the Environment and with Elections. 

In a time of economic recession which is affecting our region deeply, we need to say something helpful and constructive as a church to those who are struggling to make ends meet. 

We have things to say as a church about the wider economic environment and we should say them.  But I believe in the present context we should be speaking particularly to individuals and to families about they way they handle their finances.  Our society needs a new personal ethic about how we handle our finances.  There is in the Christian tradition a massive reservoir of teaching about money. 

John Wesley summarised that teaching in a famous sermon in the memorable catchphrase:  Earn all you can; save all you can; give all you can. 

I want to try and develop Wesley’s sermon for the 21st century and make it known as a basis for personal finance:  earn what you can; save what you can; give what you can; plan what you spend. 

There are many forces in our society which encourage ordinary people to spend all they can; borrow all they can and live without budgeting.  The church needs to be a powerful counter culture of financial responsibility. 

Second the environment.  We are addressing our stewardship of the environment in our agenda this morning.  We need to continue to address this issue with imagination and creativity in the coming year.  The Church must be among the voices urging strongly the need for concerted action to combat climate change.  We have a two fold responsibility to the God who created the heavens and the earth and to the poor of the world who will suffer most from global warming.  This is the age defining issue of the early twentieth century.  As a church we must speak with a united voice.  A sustainable earth must be at the centre of our vision for humanity.

The third E for 2010 is elections.  We are approaching a General Election in 2010 which will be an opportunity to weigh and present different visions of our society. 

We need as a Christian community to be crystal clear that we reject any vision of society and any political party which is built on racism and which seeks to divide our communities.  We need as a Christian community to work with others for a cohesive and united society absolutely and unequivocally. 

One of the key ways we can best do that, I believe, is to seek to re-energise the political and democratic process:  to encourage people to care; to argue; to take part; to vote. 

For that reason I will be issuing a call to all our churches when the General Election comes that wherever possible the church bells to be rung on the day of the election in the morning and in the evening as a sign to people everywhere to take part and to use their vote. 

We will need as a church to present again a compelling and attractive vision for human society and our world, to challenge injustice and to work for peace. 

Our own vision for the church in this diocese which we come to in a few moments time is a vital part of that process.  It is a vision to continue to form Christ-like communities in every part of our society; effecting at making disciples and effecting in seeking to transform God’s world.  To do that well we need to nurture our vision for society and the Book of Isaiah is an excellent place to begin in the coming days. 

We will continue to face many challenging issues as a church in the coming year.  We will spend time this morning on the demanding questions of budgets and resources.  We face questions of ministry and mission.  We will face as a church next year the demanding questions of women and the episcopate and how to move forward as a whole church. 

But all of these internal questions need to be set in the wider context of God’s vision for human society; for creation and human flourishing.  It is only by keeping our horizons broad and setting this vision before our community clearly and attractively that will find the right perspective to deal with our difficult and challenging internal questions. 

Informed by the vision of Isaiah; inspired by the example of our Lord; we make our prayer and we shape our common life in the broader horizon of the kingdom of God, a better way for all and so we pray “Your kingdom come; your will be done on earth as it is in heaven”.

Set in that context the vision for the diocese compares the reality with the ideal.  Takes us forward.  Throws us back onto God.  Helps us to work together. 

