Walking Humbly with our God   - Sunday 17th January 2009

Last Sunday Fr Calnan mentioned that I would be speaking to you today about the Bishop’s programme for developing the diocese and fitting it for the world we live in, and will be living in over the next few years.  Some of you will be very aware of the programme, others may have vaguely heard of it and some will not have any knowledge of it whatsoever.  At least after today, I hope, you will all have some idea of what the programme hopes to do.
The programme is called ‘Walking Humbly with our God’, a quotation taken from the prophet Micah, who asks us to, "act justly, love tenderly, and walk humbly with your God" (Micah 6:8).  
You may well be wondering why such a programme has been launched, what it is hoped will come out of it and when will we start to see the fruits of the programme in action.  I hope that I will be able to start to answer these questions today.  However, it is still a developing programme, and as such nothing is set in concrete; we will, however, put updates from time to time in the newsletter and on the parish website.  I will also put a copy of this talk on the website.  
This is not a programme that has appeared from nowhere or is an isolated occurrence.  Similar initiatives are taking place, or have already taken place, in other dioceses across the country.
We live in an ever-changing world which means that there are always issues for the church to confront.  One of the most difficult of these is the increasing secularisation of our society, and the attack on faith and faith communities. Thus it is not possible to sit back on our laurels and leave it all to God or the clergy.
Fr Calnan also touched on this last week, when he said that as baptised Christians we have a duty to act as Christians and to stand up for what we believe in.  As Father Calnan also pointed out we are a Eucharistic Church and therefore the priesthood is central, but it is our church, and the church needs both the laity and the clergy, we need to work together.  When discussing this the other week I was reminded of the old joke about the man who was warned that his house would be flooded, but who refused to evacuate, saying that he trusted in the Lord to help and protect him.  In due course the flood came and the man eventually had to take refuge on his roof.  A boat came and offered to take him to safety, but he refused saying he would rely on God.  A little while later a rescue helicopter tried to take him to safety, but he again refused.  Eventually the flood engulfed the house and the man.  When he reached the pearly gates the man angrily asked St Peter why God hadn’t saved him.  St Peter replied, ‘Well he sent a warning, a boat and a helicopter, what more did you want.’   
God wants us to work together to solve the issues that face us, and this will mean more for us as laity to do.  One very obvious issue facing the church is the dwindling number of priests, and the advancing age profile of our priesthood.  For example, 30 years ago there were at least two priests in each parish.  Today we have just one, and some parishes are already sharing a priest; there are very few men entering, or already training for, the priesthood, and even if there were a sudden influx it would be many years before those men were fully trained; additionally, our current clergy are not quite as young as they were, indeed many of them are well past what we, as laity, would regard as the normal retirement age.  
In the light of such issues in 2003, Bishop Kevin initiated a consultation process named "Build My Church".  As we are all aware this had not got very far when Bishop Kevin was appointed to the Archbishopric of Southwark, and we had to wait some time for his successor Bishop Peter to be announced and installed.  Bishop Peter obviously needed time to assess the situation in his new diocese, and in due course on 8th December 2007 he presented his vision for the diocese.

Bishop Peter reviewed the history and challenges of the Diocese, and spoke of the need for "Three C's" – 

· Confidence in God, our faith, and ourselves, 
· Conversation with God, with each other and with the world, and
· Connections, the outworking of "love God and love your neighbour," whereby the Church engages with its members and with the world.

An integral part of the Bishop’s vision was that the diocese would only grow properly if as many people as possible were involved in the process.  He did not want to impose a solution, he wanted it to be a top down and bottom up approach, one in which clergy, religious and laity were all involved.

He went on to say that he was establishing three "streams of effort and energy" to address the future needs of the diocese.  These were:


· Firstly, an ongoing process of human and spiritual formation for the clergy 
· Secondly, the development of a programme of education and formation for lay people 
· And thirdly the establishment of a multi-skilled group of clergy and laity to think strategically and practically about the future of the Diocese.

The work with the clergy, known as stream one, has brought the clergy together for several retreats and reflective sessions, such as that in May 2009, when many of them went to Ars for a week, to reflect on the "Spirituality of Diocesan Priesthood".   

The development of the programme for lay people, stream two, has been delayed by the reviews of NORES [the Northampton Diocesan Office for RE, Evangelisation, Catechesis and Schools] and NYMO [Northampton Youth Ministry Office].  These have now been completed and work is under way. 

The multi-skilled group of clergy and laity, stream three, was established in April 2008 and has worked hard discussing issues and producing materials to help us move the process forward.

Whilst this has been going on the Bishop has reorganised the diocese by replacing the eight deaneries with thirteen Pastoral Areas, and appointed new Deans to lead them.  This change came into effect in May 2009.   We are in the Northampton North & East Pastoral Area which, in addition to our own parish, includes the parishes of St Aidan, St Gregory, and Our Lady of Perpetual Succour [Billing] in Northampton, and St Anselm’s, Earls Barton; St Hubert’s Chapel, Gt Harrowden; St Peter’s, Rushden; and Our Lady of the Sacred Heart and St Edmund Campion, Wellingborough.

As well as a Dean each Pastoral Area has a Pastoral Area Link person whose job it is to help the Dean to liaise with the various parishes and to lead us through the programme of change.  Our Dean is Fr Damien of Our Lady’s at Billing and our Pastoral Area Link person is Deacon Peter Griffin of Wellingborough.

Each Pastoral Area has established a Steering Group to start the work of bringing the area together and establishing links for the future.  The first job of the Steering Group was to conduct an audit to establish what facilities were available in, and what activities were undertaken by, each parish. Thus questionnaires were completed outlining these.  This was followed up by a guided conversation in which a member of the Steering Group from another parish met with a few people who were involved in activities in the parish to clarify and flesh out the results of the questionnaire.  This was the first step in our inter-parish co-operation which will have to be a central part of the church in future.  We are not a parochial church, but a universal church, and we must work together, building on each parish’s strengths and supporting each other in those areas which we find more challenging.

The Steering Group have now got all this information, and are working with it to prepare a full picture of the strengths, and development needs of the area and individual parishes. This will eventually form a ground plan for action for the Pastoral Area – a map of our way forward, which will ensure that we are truly a thriving Catholic community.  Stream Three has provided additional materials to help us do this, such as a new DVD and the poster of the elements of a thriving catholic community which has been displayed in the porch and the hall for a number of weeks now, a copy of which has also been provided for you to take away and consider today.  As you can see we start in the centre with the Word of God and the Eucharist, which makes us firmly Christ centred.   We then move outward to consider how our actions, behaviour and dealings with our local and global communities impact upon ourselves and those around us

Before, our ground plan can be properly completed we need to ensure that people know what is happening and have been invited to contribute to the process.  Hence me speaking to you today and the meeting we are holding after the 10.30am Mass next Sunday.  We would like as good an attendance as possible at that meeting in which we will view the new DVD – which only takes about ten minutes – and discuss how we feel our parish currently meets the elements of the thriving catholic community, and what more we feel we could do to enhance the life of our own parish and our new pastoral area.  The meeting will only last about one hour, so please consider giving just one hour of your time to help, support and develop your church.  Your views are important, and we all need to be actively involved, concerned, and prepared to give some of our time, and our God given talents to help our church grow.

The Bishop is hoping that the ground plans will be ready for him to consider by this Easter, which is the beginning of April, so that they can be approved and implementation can begin by Pentecost which falls on May 23rd this year.  This timescale may slip a little, but we are hoping to stay as close as possible to it.

I would like to end by thanking you for listening, thanking Fr Calnan for asking me to be involved and allowing me to speak to you today, and by asking you for your prayers for the process as a whole and for the members of the Steering Group in particular, as they struggle to find the way forward.  I hope to see as many of you as possible at the meeting next Sunday.

Thank you.
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