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  Foreword

  Canon David Jennings, as Rector of Burbage with Aston Flamville, Canon Theologian at Leicester Cathedral, and Diocesan Officer for Church and Society, is a senior priest within the Diocese of Leicester.

  Canon Jennings is passionate about the Church of England and its continued mission within our nation. He strongly believes in the importance of the parochial system, for the Church to minister to all, regardless of Church attendance, class, ethnicity, gender, faith or sexual orientation. For Canon Jennings, the Church of England is an inclusive institution which is open and welcoming to everyone within the parish. This has been the Church’s inherited tradition and such should not be discarded lightly or wantonly.

  In this sense, the title of this book, referring back to one by a previous Bishop of Leicester, is both relevant and apposite for the Church of England’s continued place in the life of our nation, its communities and its parishes. It is also a challenging book, which could be of great benefit to clergy and congregations who have concern about the positioning of the Church in society. Bishop Williams asked the question, ‘what’s right with the Church of England’, but as an affirmation in 1966; David Jennings asks the further question in the affirmative, ‘what’s still right with the Church of England’ in 2012 and beyond. It is interesting to note how many of the issues identified in 1966 are still ‘live’ issues for the Church some 46 years later.

  Not everyone will agree with all of Canon Jennings’ analyses or suggestions. However, all are worthy of examination and consideration. In particular, he emphasises the continued importance of the occasional offices of baptism, marriage and funerals for parishioners as a significant point of contact with those not directly involved with the life of the Church, and notes how many still look to their parish church to provide what are often called ‘rites of passage’. The Church of England will ignore this continued demand and expectation at its peril, and would fail in its duty and responsibility to all within the parish. Canon Jennings’ affirmation of liberalism may not engender universal support, but it is an important debate for the Church within the contemporary context. His discussion concerning the discipline of marketing as a tool for Church engagement reflects his own research about such in the diocese in 1996, and for which he was awarded an M.Phil from the University of Loughborough in 1998.

  I would commend this book as part of an ongoing debate and discussion about the Church of England in 2012, and I welcome David Jennings’ conviction, which is clearly evidenced in the book, that there really is something still right about the Church of England, even though there needs to be some critical evaluation as to how it continues to exercise ministry and challenge within our nation.

  

  Rt Rev Tim Stevens

  Bishop of Leicester

  July, 2012


  Preface

  It is 2012 and I have been a priest in the Church of England for 37 years. Ministry has been varied: a curate in a large urban parish in the Black Country, director of a multi-faith agency and priest in Handsworth, Birmingham, vicar of a mining parish and bishop’s chaplain for community relations, rector of a large suburban parish for the past 25 years, and Canon Theologian of Leicester Cathedral. Within this period, I have run a business, been a social worker, sat on a government quango, been a local councillor and worked with a variety of voluntary agencies. I write as a parish priest!

  Whilst some of these experiences have been outside of parochial life and structures, my conviction remains that our parish churches and parish clergy are not only essential ingredients for the life of the Church and the proclamation of the Gospel, but also have much life yet to offer and to give to our communities and nation. This conviction exists in part through personal experience and observation, and perhaps contradicts the many attempts to seek fresh expressions of the Church, within the context of what is deemed as a mission-shaped Church and agenda. Some, however, would argue, and with justification, for what is termed a ‘mixed economy’ ecclesiology. Whilst these attempts and developments possess laudable intent, they function primarily from a belief that the Church is in a state of terminal decline and needs some life-saving resuscitation. Without doubt, there are many parts of the Church that give cause for concern in terms of viability, support and relevance. However, it is my belief that the factors behind such difficulties and concerns are internal to the Church, and reside primarily, although not exclusively, in a failure to engage sufficiently and practically with local communities through service and availability of buildings, people and ministers. In this respect, the Church of England can reach those parts of communities which others may not. It is my experience that communities value their Church and clergy when such are engaged with the whole life of the community and the people who reside and sometimes work in our parishes. If the Church loves and cares for the people, they in turn may love and care for the Church.

  Much research concerning the problems and issues facing the Church is undertaken within the Church and rarely with the wider population. Furthermore, one of the major indices of decline is that of Church attendance, which has always been subject to considerable variation over many centuries and for a variety of reasons. The real danger that the Church faces is the temptation to retreat and withdraw to the ‘comfort zone’ of increasing certainty and exclusivity that further withdraws from the issues and concerns of the vast majority of people who do not attend, or subscribe to perceived positions represented by a narrowing Church. In addition, many do not understand what a fresh expression Church may be like and might be concerned as to what a mission-shaped agenda may require. Such is apart from any linguistic or terminological confusions that are represented by these definitions.

  I believe, therefore, that there is something still very right about the Church of England as such has been received and is experienced. Any talk of its demise is premature, to say the least. Some re-evaluation and mild resuscitation may be necessary in places. However, such should or need not entail ‘throwing the baby out with the bathwater ’, but rather requires a positive assessment of the Church within communities, the parishes. The Church of England exists for and ministers to parishioners, and not solely to congregations.

  

  David Jennings,

  July, 2012


  Introduction

  In order to assess some of the issues facing the Church of England today and possible and appropriate responses, it is the intention of this book to journey back 46 years with a critical evaluation of a book published in 1966 entitled ‘What’s Right with the Church of England’ by Ronald Ralph Williams, then Bishop of Leicester (Lutterworth Press, 1966). The purpose, in part, is to indicate that many of the issues of 2012 were present in actual or embryonic form in the 1960s, but also to illustrate that what was considered right about the Church of England in 1966 might still be right for the Church today, although in a significantly changed environment. The task is, in part, analytical but also hermeneutical, in that some of the responses to the issues for the Church today would not have required the same responses as were considered and available 46 years ago. In this sense, this paper can be considered a sequel to Bishop Williams’ paean, albeit one that faces the contemporary issues for the Church.

  The purpose is not to engage in some form of ecclesiastical nostalgia, but rather to apply a methodology to the concerns of the Church that was not applicable in a past age in order to identify what can still be right for the Church of England in and throughout the twenty-first century. For some, the responses to the issues will be too radical and too dissonant with what is understood to be the Church, let alone the essentials of Christian belief. However, if the Church of England is still to be right, it cannot avoid or evade the pressing issues of this century, and if it is to be the Church for the whole nation, and not just that of a gathered collection of ‘true believers’ or congregations, then it needs to possess both the vision and the courage to evaluate and perhaps accommodate the necessary and required changes. At its best the Church is a living organism that resonates and engages with the things of God for his/her people within their various and varied situations and locations. Primary amongst the latter are the parishes of our nation, served by the parish priests of the Church.

  It is the belief of the author that if the Church of England cannot or fails to address both the critical issues that exist both within the secular and ecclesiastical worlds, then its decline, not just in terms of supporters, but more significantly in value and appreciation, is a foregone conclusion. The Church cannot or should not exist in splendid isolation apart from the realities and issues that surround it. This has not been the history of the Church of England, and the temptation to be in exile should and needs to be resisted. The Church of England can be the Church for the people, of the people and by the people.


  What’s Right with the Church of England

  Much evidence suggests that there is a deep-seated and widely-spread death-wish in the Church of England. On the other hand, this evidence can easily be given disproportionate weight, and should itself be analysed carefully to see to what exactly it is pointing. Some of it may be only a necessary facing of unpalatable facts, brought into prominence in the hope that thereby the Church should not die but live. Some of it may spring from a larger vision of the unfolding future, when even the best that has been would be subsumed into something infinitely richer than anything previously known(What’s Right with the Church of England’, R R Williams. Lutterworth Press, 1966)

  The Rt Rev Dr Ronald Ralph Williams was Bishop of Leicester from 1953 to 1978. Prior to consecration, he was Principal of St John’s Theological College in Durham. Although from an evangelical background, he was not constrained by such, but possessed a conservative disposition especially in matters of morals and ethics. It is clear from his book that he greatly valued the Church of England and its mission and ministry to the nation. This is especially true in respect of establishment, and the relationship of the Church with the state. It could be argued that such was not a difficult position to hold in 1966 when matters concerning the Church were very different to those of the early twenty-first century. Williams, however, was also somewhat of a visionary. He was able to identify issues for the Church that whilst not critical in 1966 became significant, if not problematic, over the ensuing 46 years. In this respect, Williams was able to read the signs of the times.

  i) Parish Churches

  In the first chapter of his book, entitled ‘The Death-Wish’, Williams focuses on a number of key issues. Amongst them was the need to maintain and care for ancient parish churches. Whilst acknowledging the increasing costs associated with our parish churches, Williams writes:

  It would be wrong to deny that all these are real facts, and their combined force is considerable. But on the other side are weighty considerations, too hastily overlooked by the “levellers”. To begin with, the Church finds itself, willy-nilly, the trustee not only of the greatest and most beautiful buildings in the country – our cathedrals – but also, in almost every village, of the most ancient, the most lovely, and the most loved building to be found there. Each of these is a shrine of endless personnel and corporate memories. The Church may get little praise for preserving them, but it will certainly get plenty of blame for letting them fall into ruin. Unfair, but true! The Church may often have to face unpopularity, but unpopularity arising from a breach of trust is not a very good starting point for evangelistic efforts!(ibid)

  ii) Occasional Offices

  Williams identifies a number of other areas of concern within the life of the Church and which, for many, present significant challenges. These include what are called the occasional offices of baptism, marriages and funerals. He writes that for:

  …..an increasing number of our clergy and theological students, the whole “folk-religion” aspect of the Church’s life is anathema. “Holy things to the holy” is their motto, and the prospect of baptizing babies from homes of non-Christians, or non-practising Christians, is a heavy burden on their consciences. So also is it for them to marry those whose Church connections are so tenuous as to appear non-existent. So, finally, is it for them to bury, with prayers of Christian hope, those who have fallen far short of their standard of Christian faith and practice. (ibid)

  iii) Ecumenism

  The question of Church of England identity is posed by both the development of the world-wide Anglican Communion, and the increasing ecclesial co-operation between different churches within a developing series of relationships as represented by the ecumenical movement. In some parts of the world, such as South India, there has been formal unity between former separated churches, with the distinct possibility of similar schemes in England. Issues concerning the nature of ministry, as represented in the Church of England by the orders of bishops, priests and deacons, and the liturgical focus provided by the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, together with variants, also raises issues of identity in terms of relationships with non-Episcopal and nonliturgical churches. Related to this is the issue of liturgical reform and change within the Church of England. Williams summarises the issues:

  Parish ministries, teaching and doctrine, ancient buildings, occasional offices, ecumenical changes, liturgical reform, ministerial functions – all these are exposed to radical re-appraisal. Self- criticism is the order of the day. (ibid)

  However, he concludes:

  Change is inevitable, as one of my fellow-bishops has said, but not all change is good. I believe that many in the Church will think twice before abandoning what has served many generations well, and may yet, purged and chastened by failure and criticism, lead England forward in the paths of service, unity, godliness and peace. (ibid)

  iv) Doctrine

  In spite of having roots in the conservative (some would say, traditional) and evangelical stream of Church of England ecclesiology, Williams is not afraid to acknowledge areas of difficulty and tension within the Church, but also to consider what some would consider more radical developments. It is clear that in the Church of the mid-sixties and in more contemporary culture, there are differences of opinion concerning supposedly fundamental beliefs relating to interpretation of scripture and received Christian doctrine, for example in respect of the virgin birth of Jesus or his bodily resurrection. The creeds of the Christian faith are, for some if not many, problematic. Williams writes:

  Then, at a more serious level, there have been new discussions about the obviously “supernatural” statements in the Creeds, especially those concerning the manner of Our Lord’s Birth, and concerning the resurrection and Ascension ….. (I)t is not absolutely impossible to combine a radically sceptical view of the Gospel stories with a willingness to say the Creeds ex animo , though this requires a skill in mental gymnastics far beyond the comprehension of the ordinary man….. (T)here is, of course, nothing very new about this. The Doctrinal Commission of 1922-38 noted the existence of such views among responsible Churchmen, and did not condemn them out of hand. (ibid)

  As well as raising and articulating concerns about the creeds, Williams also notes the problem of the 39 Articles of Religion, and he acknowledges that the creeds refer primarily to the evolution and determination of the belief of the Church in the controversies of the first five centuries of the evolving Church’s life. Williams’ concerns pre-date by at least two decades views relating to Church doctrine as espoused by such as David Jenkins, Don Cupitt, Richard Holloway and Jack Spong, amongst others. He suggests that the briefer the creeds are, the better:

  ….for only when they are very brief can the vast mass of the would- be faithful get hold of their main assertions. Thus the brief summary of the Creeds given in the Catechism is about the best credal statement in the Prayer Book. It is a great pity that it is not more widely known. The question is asked, after recital of the Apostles’ Creed, “What dost thou chiefly learn in these Articles of thy Belief?”, to which the answer is given, “First, I learn to believe in God the Father, who hath made me and all the world. Secondly, in God the Son who hath redeemed me and all mankind. Thirdly, in God the Holy Ghost, who sanctifieth me and all the elect people of God”. (ibid)

  Although Williams is clearly identifying a problem with traditional and credal affirmations, the clauses advocated in the catechism are far removed from the former Bishop of Durham, Dr David Jenkins’ much later re-writing as ‘God is; he is as he is in Jesus, and there is hope’. Such perhaps was foreseen by Williams when he asserts:

  The modern Christian is not expected to look on the Creeds as infallible, in the sense that no phrase in them could possibly be better expressed. It would be incredible if statements drawn up sixteen hundred years ago expressed perfectly the thoughts of those who live in a totally different world. (ibid)

  v) Ethics

  Williams has always been considered much more conservative when it comes to issues of ethics and morals. ‘Whatever the bible teaches, then, about morals, the Church teaches’, he asserts. Although affirming the Bible and the Prayer Book as primary sources for moral insight and requirement, it is again to the Catechism that Williams turns ‘to sketch in the details of the moral demands of the Christian life’. He focuses particularly upon issues of sexual morality and writes:

  No, the current criticism of traditional morality does not arise from any formal difficulty about the moral demands laid down in the Prayer Book. It arises almost entirely in one realm, the realm of personal relationships. (ibid)

  Williams acknowledges the changed and changing circumstances of approaches to sexuality, especially amongst young people. However, he upholds what he considers to be traditional teaching that, whilst exercising love and compassion towards those who deviate from the Church’s position concerning fidelity within marriage, it is the latter that must be upheld and maintained as the standard for sexual relationships.

  vi) Worship

  When it comes to the worship of the Church, Williams is able to acknowledge the traditional pattern of 8.00 am Holy Communion, then Matins at 11.00 am, afternoon Sunday School and Evensong, with which he was familiar as a boy. However, he recognises that such is a world unknown to a younger generation, and is able to say that ‘(m)ore satisfactory liturgical arrangements have come to the fore’. Williams clearly sees value in the development of the Parish Communion, often replacing the traditional format of 8.00 am Communion and 11.00 am Matins. He sees this development as opening up a full sacramental life for large numbers, and the possibility of the whole family attending Church together. The preparation of the Sunday lunch is still a consideration! Although Williams identifies a loss in the solemn and quiet reverence of the 8 o’ clock and the great morning canticles in Matins, he can write, ‘(I)n spite of all this there is much to be thankful for ’. However, he still sees a significant place for the continuation of Prayer Book Evensong, even though some criticisms can be made, and having to acknowledge ‘the counter- attraction of many popular television programmes’.

  Williams suggests that the value and strength of Church of England worship is not just to be found within the pages of the Prayer Book, as important as such has been for the Church’s liturgy and formation. Rather, it is to be experienced as both Catholic and Reformed, and within the context of local communities with ‘the changing seasons of the Christian Year with all their accompaniments in liturgy, decorations and song’, familiar and much loved hymns, the churches themselves, and particular times of celebration including baptism, Holy Matrimony and burial, all of which touch local communities beyond those within regular congregations. The Church of England offers regular public Sunday worship in its parishes, and fulfills the spiritual, if occasional, requirements of its parishioners.

  vii) Ministry

  In considering the ministry of the Church and the pastoral system, Williams is even more forthright in identifying changes in emphasis and practice. He notes that it was not many years previous when no-one within the Church of England would have questioned the episcopal system, the three-fold orders of bishops, priests and deacons, the territorial parish and the pastoral system. There were, of course, challenges to such from both the Free Churches and the Roman Catholic Church, although even in this respect there were changes and hope for possible convergence. Williams identifies issues such as the state appointment of bishops, their remoteness of style, life and dress and their lack of qualification as theological teachers as being problematic. He also suggests that the parish clergy are not much better. Their parishes are either too large or too small, they are chosen from too small a sector of the population, often too many are from Oxbridge colleges, they lack experience in business or industry and they frustrate the laity. Williams also identifies the ambiguity of the role and purpose of deacons.
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