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“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”







2 Timothy 3: 14 &15
There are two compelling reasons which made it easy for me to accept Bishop Leo’s invitation to share in this opening service of your Diocesan Convention.  The first is the personal friendship Charmaine and I are privileged to share with himself and Diana over the years and with many of the clergy and congregants within the Diocese.  The second compelling reason is my commitment to the Anglican Communion and the value I place on the presence of The Episcopal Church in our common life together.  
I am not at all naïve about the conflicts and divisions that beset our Anglican Communion at this time; nor am I underestimating the forces of resistance to any meaningful conversation and dialogue that could lead towards healing.  The theological points and counter points are deeply entrenched.  But neither must we be dismissive about the fresh insights these challenges can bring to the meaning of our faith. The Anglican Communion is a family of some 38 Provinces spread across 164 nations and comprising some 80 million faithful.  These churches have never seen themselves as forming one universal “Anglican Church,” but as a family of churches bound by a common inheritance and a common allegiance to Christ, expressed through their communion with the See of Canterbury. 
Anglicans then, strive to be faithful to the Gospel in our particular cultural contexts, and to face moral, doctrinal and social issues which demand discernment and urgent response.  For example, issues of justice and human rights including human sexuality, the family, interfaith relationships and the use and distribution of resources demand attention.  Our response to these issues will be conditioned by our particular cultural context, our way of interpreting the Bible and the fact that we belong to a wider community.  

Problems arise when churches witness to their identity as Christians in ways that they believe to be faithful to the Gospel of Jesus Christ but are interpreted by others to be a threat to the unity of the Communion.  When Christians find themselves in the midst of complex and explosive situations, as we are now, how do we avoid alienation from those who by baptism are our brothers and sisters in Christ, but who disagree?  How do we remain in communion with God and with each other; how do we behave towards each other in the face of disagreement and conflict?   What limits are there, and what are we prepared to sacrifice in order to maintain the Gospel imperative of unity?  These were the underling questions faced by the bishops at Lambeth.  “If the communion of churches one with another is founded upon a shared faith in Jesus Christ as proclaimed in the Scriptures, what are the limits of diversity that can be held tolerably within one family?”

The vast majority of bishops came away from our recent Lambeth Conference with a strong sense that we all want to remain together as a Communion.  As one bishop remarked, “Like family members who argue and fight with each other, we know that at the end of the day, because of love we have to remain as one family.”  Not withstanding this deep desire to remain together there is much work left to be done.  As the Archbishop of Canterbury warned, if Provinces fail to accept the idea of an Anglican Covenant that speaks to the faith we inherit, the life we share with others and our unity and common life, the possibility of further divisions are quite real. 

There are two things we must bear in mind as we move forward as a Communion.  The first is an acknowledgement that the process of engagement and reception of an Anglican Covenant with a commitment to impose limits on our actions will take time as well as patience with each other.  Secondly, we must bear in mind that as Anglicans we have always sought to maintain some kind of synthesis between the need for clear boundaries and the making space for the Spirit to express itself in fresh ways within each context.  
The proposed covenant illustrates what is negotiable and what is non-negotiable, as well as what sacrifices we each will have to make in order to preserve the integrity of our common heritage.  In order to know what these are, it is vital that Anglicans at all levels firstly, commit ourselves to continuing the process of listening to each other, and especially to gay and lesbians; and secondly engage theologically the way we read and interpret scripture.  Of the key issues that remain on the agenda of the Anglican Communion to be resolved, is the burning issue of how we read and listen to scripture.  

Scripture is not simply words dropped down from heaven and engraved on stone.  Our lives would be a great deal easier if that were so.   Because Scripture is the record of an encounter with the Divine, and because that encounter can only take place within the limits of time and space our engagement of Scripture is always provisional.  

In our New Testament reading young Timothy is urged to hold fast to his own tested convictions, to remember the tradition of faith embodied in the sacred writings on which he has been nurtured.  This advice to Timothy is essential for a well-rounded attitude toward the Christian faith, and is equally so if we are to avoid mistaking one element of the truth for the whole truth.   Neither isolating scriptural texts from their contexts nor dismissing them as limited by cultural context are helpful approaches.  “But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” 

Our text suggests three things we must observe in our approach to Scripture.  

The first is that the reading of scripture must be dialogical, if it is to be heard and received.  Even as our reading from 2nd Timothy urges us to continue in what we have learned and have firmly believed, the implied assumption is that the reader has an obligation to think for himself.  Anglicans place a high premium on the role of human reason and experience in the reading and interpretation of scripture.  

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning:  Grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that by patience and comfort of thy holy word we may embrace, and ever hold fast, the blessed hope of everlasting life, which thou hast given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen.  

Archbishop Cranmer reminds us in this collect from our Prayer Book that though we honour the sacred texts as inspired and revealed by God, we are invited to use the resources of the human intellect to interpret and apply those texts for making faithful disciples and for the deepening of holy lives worthy of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Most Christians would agree that the Bible is sacred.  Not all however would agree that it is sacred because it came from God.  There are some of us who believe the Bible is sacred not because God is its author, but because it is a response of the people of faith to their experience of the God in their lives.  As such the Bible contains their stories of God, their perceptions of God’ s character and will, and their understanding of what faithfulness to God involves. 

Does this in any way carry less authority as the Word of God for our life today?  Absolutely not! What it does is replace a “monarchical” model of biblical authority with a dialogical model.  In other words being a Christian is not about believing in the Bible but rather, about deepening one’s relationship with the God to whom the Bible points.”  

This is what I understood to have occurred in the early church as the gospel moved from Jerusalem to Athens.  In Acts 15 the Council of Jerusalem was dogged in a controversy. What was at stake was the essence of the Gospel. There was dissension and debate about the means of salvation.  Some Christians were insisting that salvation required the Gentile converts to be circumcised. “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (15:1).  Others led by Paul thought otherwise.  What is of significance was not that they resolved the issue thereby widening the Church’s influence as it became Greek, Latin, and Coptic, but how these early Christians handled controversy.   That is to say, even the detractors were considered “believers”.   Within that space of heated debate they wrestled to find truth, but not at the exclusion of others. 

This example has informed the attitude and practice of many Anglicans when it comes to theological and ethical debates, offering and in turn hoping for a generosity of spirit and the space to question and to listen to different interpretations and experiences of issues that often divide us.  We are in Christ by the grace of God. None of us earns or merits that place.  In Christ we find ourselves alongside and at one (whether we like it - or them - or not) with all others who by God’s grace are also in Christ. We cannot take ourselves into Christ, neither can we remove another from being in Christ. It is all by grace.  

Controversies do impair friendships, they even undermine our ministry and God’s mission, but only Christ can determine communion, with him and through him with one another. As in the Council of Jerusalem and the controversy over doctrine and practice so today in the Anglican Communion there may be impaired mission, impaired ministry, impaired friendship but as to “communion” that is only and forever in and through Christ alone. 

The Second thing I want to share with you is that scripture does not only engage us dialogically, it silences us.  The dialogical reading of scripture could leave us at a point where we hear only the voice of experience and context. But as so many of us have come to learn, the voice of context and experience can become so loud that we end up hearing nothing else.  Reading the Bible as a listener is what gives scripture its power thereby allowing us to write our own lives into the text.  This listening dimension to the reading of scripture - where we allow its full authority to impact our lives is something both sides of our present conflict need to fully acknowledge.   To be Christian means essentially to live within the world created by the Bible.  We are to listen to it well and let its central stories shape our vision of God, our identity, and our sense of what faithfulness to God means.  It is to shape and excite our imagination and infuse our vision of life with God’s own dream for us and our world.  In other words we are to be a community shaped by scripture. 

This listening to what the scripture has to say is not a solitary activity.  It is not something we do in isolation of the community of faith, nor detached from the biblical tradition.  When we come together as we are in this liturgy, we are defined not simply by the fellowship we share around the Lord’s Table, but in some important way by our collective listening to the Word of God.  The mission of the Church can become so engaged in the issues of the day, urgent and important as those are, that we forget that behind such issues is a larger Story, that is not simply about social issues but about an alternative world yet to break forth.  Your task as well as mine is to discover and to keep discovering our place in that larger story, which in fact is God’s purpose. Only then will we be able to fulfill our mission of making Christ known to the World. It is what Walter Bruggemann calls the alternative script to the therapeutic technological consumer narrative. 

The third thing I want to say is that reading scripture dialogically and waiting in silences on the Word, never leaves us the same.   When our minds are open to understand the Scripture, our hearts are open to receive God’s grace – that is what the revelation and encounter and invitation are all about.  In that well-known story on the road to Emmaus, where the two disciples were carrying on their own conversation amidst the confusion and dashed hopes about Jesus, a stranger joined them and revealed the secret of Scriptures which sparked their faith and hope.  And after Jesus revealed himself to them in the breaking of bread they were able to say “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?”  They returned to Jerusalem to join other disciples where their lives altered forever in the light of the living Word of God.

Even the most rigorous scrutiny of the text of Scripture must lead towards those moments of change and transfiguration as Christian disciples realize they are standing and living in the light of God’s presence.  Such an engagement must be seen as a critical component during times of tension and controversy.  Not to be measured by how far it supports who is  “right”, but by the way in which it invites all parties of the controversy to be changed. 

 Conclusion 

For many persons the tensions and quarrels presently taking place within the Communion are unavoidable.  What we should not be too quick to do is to accept these as obvious signs of decay and imminent dissolution.  Regrettably, some have prematurely taken that route already.  Differences will always emerge from the social and cultural contexts from which we read and interpret scripture.  

The remarkable thing about Peter and Paul, the two persons most responsible for laying the foundation of the Early Church, is that the tension between them about ethnic inclusiveness and freedom from the law formed the basis of the earliest Christian witness, and is locked into our genes. Once we are able to accept this as part of the experience of history and indeed of the very character of the Bible itself, chances are that an acceptable approach to the reading of scripture could be reached.  As the recent Inter-Anglican Theological and Doctrinal Commission states:  “Knowledge of God’s purposes in Scripture will always be partial in the church, yet it will be sufficient for the patient pursuit of truth and holiness, if there is a corporate willingness to respond to what is understood in particular circumstances.”  

No one party has a monopoly of the truth. All treat scripture seriously and it is essential that we are open to sharing our insights. Undergirding it all must be prayer for one another that we may come to know yet more of the ways of God who is greater than the sum of us all.  In the end the spirit of truth will lead us slowly to the truth that sets us free.  
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