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Dewch i weld! (Ioan 1.39)

Come and see! (John 1.46)

The Primary Visitation

My second year of ministry as Bishop of St Asaph ran from the first anniversary of my consecration (4th April 2009, which happened to be Easter Day in 2010) to 3rd April, 2011.  This second year has been dominated by my Primary Visitation.  
As most people are aware, in the Church in Wales, Episcopal Visitations are held every three years or so by a bishop, and take various forms.  On this occasion, every Deanery was visited between March 2010 and March 2011, and the Visitation took the form of a united deanery Sunday Morning Service, a social gathering at lunchtime, and an afternoon meeting for the office holders within a deanery.  The visitation was supported by Articles of Inquiry sent to every incumbent and churchwarden, and by much creative thinking and hard work on the part of the deaneries.  The meetings became opportunities to celebrate the life of the deaneries, which some deaneries embraced with gusto.  As a result, many parishioners spoke of good experiences – of seeing the Church as so much stronger as a larger unit, and of wanting to do something similar in the future.
Two matters particularly stand out from the articles of inquiry.  First, the absence of younger people in our churches (and by this, we are talking about the under 50s) and the associated uncertainty about how to recruit younger people into active participation in the life of the Church.  Secondly, there is the fragility of our finances.  Many churches, particularly the smaller rural churches, are having to dip into their reserves in order to pay parish share.  
I am currently developing a working document which reflect on the lessons to be learned from the Primary Visitation.  An early version of the document has already been discussed with the clergy.  The Standing Committee will look at it at their meeting in November.  I hope that, in time, it may develop into a document owned by the councils of the diocese, and containing elements of strategic planning for the future.  Change is certain in our life, the only question is whether we are going to shape the change, or be shaped by it.

Episcopal Ministry

In my report last year, I spoke of the bishop’s ministry as being “to sanctify”, that is, to celebrate the sacraments of God; to lead and “to govern” the Church, and “to teach”.  These tasks continue.  The teaching often happens in the liturgy and the frequent opportunity to preach, but also in the monthly reflections in Teulu Asaph, and the annual Advent Pastoral Letter.  The sacramental ministry of the bishop is distinctive, doing some things in common with the clergy, others which appertain to the ministry of bishop.  Last year has included:

· leading 87 services

· 5 baptisms

· 207 confirmations (with a further 34 carried out by the Assistant Bishops).  This represents a 35% drop on last year’s figures, however, which I very much hope does not represent a downward trend!

· 1 person has been received into communion from another Church

· I have married one couple

· 2 priests have been ordained, and 3 deacons.

· I have participated in the funerals of two clergy and one member of the laity.

The formal administration of the diocese has also commanded a great deal of time.

· 7 collations and institutions,

· 8 other licensings in parishes,
· 6 other licences issued to clergy.
Commissions have been issued to

· a new Diocesan Chancellor, 
· 1 Archdeacon,

· 1 Deputy Registrar, subsequently succeeding as Diocesan Registrar.
· 16 permissions to officiate have been issued, 
· 5 new Readers have been licensed, and 89 licences reissued or endorsed.  
Then there is the round of official duties:
· 11 school visits, 

· 1 hospital visit

· 124 pastoral interviews
· 166 meetings, engagements or interviews on diocesan business
· 22 Provincial meetings
· 14 engagements outside the Province.
· 10 media interviews, and

· 61 other meetings, engagements and interviews in connection with the ministry of the Bishop of St Asaph.
· One Church building project has been inaugurated,
· One Church building has been opened, and 1 Church building closed, 
· 8 other decrees have been issued to do with parish boundaries and appointments, 
· 1 altar has been consecrated,

· 1 Church rededicated following re-ordering and restoration work, 

· 3 extensions to burial grounds have been consecrated, and

· 12 items of Church furniture blessed.
The Future
Clearly, there are bigger challenges to be faced for the future, and a key element of my own ministry will be to secure the future of the diocese, and to lead strategic planning to ensure that we face the future together and in good heart.  At present, with the Standing Committee, we are undertaking a process of constitutional renewal looking at the various diocesan boards and the ways in which they may be configured to secure the best support possible to the parishes in their mission and ministry.  At this Diocesan Conference, the Conference will be invited to adopt a formal constitution for itself as part of this process of renewal.
One of the key targets set by the Church in Wales is to bring the numbers of our stipendiary clergy down to the agreed establishment figure set at 75.  In fact, with the pattern of retirements that are predicted, the challenge will be to keep the numbers up to this figure.  Nevertheless, a review of staffing has indicated that we are on line to meet this number without redundancies or other dire measures by the end of 2013, athough I am currently meeting with Area Deans and Archdeacons to explore what these plans may mean in each deanery.
As part of our planning for the future, we shall all have to take our discipleship seriously, and explore new patterns of ministry.  Non-stipendiary and House for Duty clergy will become increasingly important in the patterns of ministry which are evolving, we will also wish to explore the potential of a local ordained ministry – calling members of our congregations to assume ordained eucharistic leadership of their local communities.  Lay ministries – readers, pastoral assistants, evangelists and worship leaders - will also have their part to play.  As these ministries develop in our life, the diocese is becoming a rich and diverse community, with probably more people involved in active ministry than at any other time in our fourteen century history.

I am positive.  As I look at the diocese, I see a great deal of vitality and dedication.  I see many new beginnings and exciting ideas.  In 2011, the Diocesan Standing Committee adopted the motto “Come and See!”, and, when newcomers are welcomed in our Churches, they will see members of the diocese taking their discipleship seriously, and starting to learn new ways to explore and bear witness to their faith.  My profound thanks go to all of you, lay and ordained, who serve the Gospel of Jesus Christ in this part of the world.  May we be always ready to make way for the Holy Spirit in our hearts that the life of the diocese might show forth God’s love in its life.
(Gregory Llanelwy,    June 2011
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