Notes from Archdeaconry Synods – 
22nd -23rd September 2021

In welcoming the clergy to these Archdeaconry Synods Bishop Gregory expressed his great delight and joy at being able to meet his clergy family face-to-face for the first time since lock-down 18 months ago.    Good to meet as colleagues and friends and able to physically relate to one another, whilst maintain appropriate social distancing.
Clerics and Lay Mission Area Leaders attending their first synod were welcomed:
Natasha Quinn Thomas & Chris Lawton (Archdeaconry of St. Asaph)
Suzanne Wardell (MAL), Stephen Hayes, Helen Gheorghiou Gould and Roy Turner (MAL) (Archdeaconry of Montgomery)
Adrian Morgan, Patrick Williams and Michael Winwood (Archdeaconry of Wrexham)
In introducing the key presentation by Andrea King and Luke Dowding of their “Creating Sanctuary " [www.creatingsanctuary.org.uk] resource for Church communities Bishop Gregory explained that the decision to invite Andrea and Luke was made well before the Governing Body meeting at which the Bill to provide a Rite for the Blessing of Same Sex Partnerships and Same Sex Marriages was debated and passed.   The invitation to “Creating Sanctuary" was given in order that churches could be helped in providing a safe and welcoming space within their communities for people of diverse sexual and gender orientations.
Originally it had been planned that Andrea and Luke would be with us in the flesh to make their presentation and facilitate our ensuing discussions, but this was not possible.   It was decided, therefore, to continue with a “hybrid" synod using one of the gifts of the Covid Pandemic – the use of Zoom and Internet technology.
Introducing the presentation Andrea and Luke emphasised that “Creating Sanctuary does not ask participants to change their minds on same-sex relationships or same-sex marriage."   What it does ask is that we recognise that “diversity and difference are inescapable and joyful aspects of the Body of Christ".    
In their presentation Andrea and Luke explained the imperative that lay behind the design of Creating Sanctuary including the experience of their LGBT+ siblings; looked at the terminology and language used; and described how Creating Sanctuary might help in the local church context while understanding the safeguarding and mental health infrastructures underpinning such action.
Their presentation emphasised the need for churches to respond to the growing awareness of the hurt experienced by those whose sexuality or gender identity did not conform to the traditionally held male/female roles or identities.   Current Safeguarding legislation made in the wake of abuse within our society of the vulnerable is a further prompt for church communities to ensure that they are safe spaces for all people and especially so for those who are vulnerable.
This growing awareness is presenting the church with a new, wonderful invitation to the churches to learn to sing a new song. 
“I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?"    (Isaiah 43:19)
“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.   Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.   By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another."   (John 13:34-35)
Extracts from the Q & A time during the presentation
Creating safe space in our churches is not just for the LGBT+ persons but also for people of differing theological views.
The use of LGBTQ+ is not intended to suggest that those who would use any of these names do not form a homogeneous group. 
Individuals who make up our congregations need to create an open space so that people with whom they are meeting can be as open or as closed as they want to be.   So, by our using our preferred pronouns when introducing ourselves we are giving an indication of there being a safe space which people can opt into or not if they choose so to do.   Example: “Hi, I’m Luke and prefer ‘he’ and ‘him’".   Or, on labels to use one’s preferred pronouns in brackets under the name.
Luke Dowding
(He, Him)
This is likely to feel odd at first, but it gives a clear indication to those meeting with us that they are in a safe space.
A church, by adopting an Inclusive Statement and/or on its publications and advertising indicating preferred pronouns where appropriate is signalling that church’s inclusiveness. 
From its origin Christianity appealed to people by its inclusivity – by drawing diverse people in. 
Christ didn’t and doesn’t turn anyone away: neither should we.
We need to be aware of, and sensitive to, the impact our actions have on others.  The impact we have on others may not be that which we intended.
Language is constantly changing, and we should be sensitive to and aware of the changes and of the impact that particular words have on others we meet.   We will make mistakes, but it is important that we recognise and own those mistakes.
The church should never sacrifice people on the altar of theology.
We should recognise that good practise has been going on in some churches already.   

Introduction
Bishop Gregory introduced Sarah Hildreth-Osborn, the Diocesan LGBT+ Chaplain, who explained her role in supporting the Rainbow Community, advising the diocese on issues, and providing an Open Table community in St. Grwst’s, Llanrwst.   
Bishop’s address to the Synods
Bishop Gregory expressed most forcefully his joy and gratitude with the way in which his clergy and the churches have responded most positively to the problems generated by the Covid19 pandemic and its consequential lockdowns.   Clergy and their churches have shown great resilience, ingenuity and determination in seeking new ways of being church during the past 18 months.   On-line services using zoom, youtube and other means have been created using technology which, pre-pandemic, would have rarely been used.  
Meetings by zoom have become commonplace whereas 18 months ago they would have been the preserve of the few.  The resulting use of multi-media forced upon us by the pandemic will affect how the diocese carries out its meetings in the future.   It is not possible to predict what that pattern will be like but there will no doubt be a use of on-line media for some meetings.   This year the Diocesan Conference will be on zoom and the Standing Committee has yet to decide whether to meet physically, by zoom, or a hybrid of the two.
During the pandemic the Archdeacons and Bishop agreed that reviews be carried out within the Mission Areas to help the Diocese prepare for the future.   Presently the most precious resource of the Diocese is its 219 worshipping communities.   It is in these that mission, life and growth take place.   But we need to work out a viable pattern for the future.   It is never easy to say a church must close and indeed one church in particular has been given a reprieve a number of times because of the dedication of its members, but our current Mission Area structure ensures that any closing church does have a church nearby to which the people may go.   Covid has taught us that we are very much dependent upon one another.   
As churches are returning to worshipping together physically once again, some are reporting a growth with new people joining following their experience of the online worship from the local church: while others are showing a more tentative return to collective worship.
The churches have responded most positively and encouragingly in the pandemic and all Mission Areas paid their Mission Area Share in full during 2020.   The RBCW made £8m available to the Dioceses in 2020 because of the lockdowns and in St Asaph this was passed back to the Mission Areas and their churches.   
Because of reduced expenditure during lockdowns the Diocese actually made a surplus over the year, however, there still needs to be a review as to how we use our resources in the future at Diocesan, Mission Area and church levels.
In 2020 the keyword for the Diocese was Respond, in 2021 it is Recover and in 2222 will be Reconstruct.   We are now very much in this “Recovery" stage and are preparing to move on to the “Reconstruct" stage.   To aid this we are moving on from the current strapline “Unlocking our Potential" to a new one of Reconstruction - “Growing Faith, Bringing Hope, Demonstrating Love".
Following the Governing Body’s (GB) decision to provide a rite for the blessing of same-sex partnerships and same-sex marriages Bishop Gregory has received communications from people who are pleased with that decision and from those who are displeased with it.   It is his intention, and that of the Bench, that any cleric who, for whatever reason, is unable to use the Rite has their right not to use that Rite protected.   The Bench have worked, and are working, to ensure that all Dioceses in the Church in Wales have the same policy and procedures in place with regard to this Rite.
Diversity and difference are inescapable and joyful aspects of the Christian Church, so it is essential that in being an inclusive church both those who are pleased with the new Rite and those who are not all have a place in our Church and do not feel excluded.   
To this end Bishop Gregory is committed to supporting those who, on grounds of conscience, cannot use the Rite.   The conscience clause enabling a cleric to refrain from using the Rite is a personal one.   This right of conscience is not one to be debated and/or voted upon by Mission Area Conferences or Church Councils.   The right of conscience is there for every cleric individually.   When asked for how long that right of conscience will be available Bishop Gregory said that he cannot speak for future Bishops but while he is Bishop it will remain available in this diocese.
It is Bishop Gregory’s intention in supporting all clergy that any cleric who for any reason whatsoever feels unhappy with a particular couple’s request for the Rite of Blessing to be used should refer the couple to him as their chief pastor.   Then, in consultation with the cleric he will make a decision on an individual basis for each application.   It is not Bishop Gregory’s intention to offer a list of principles to be followed: each application will be decided on a case-by-case basis.   The letter of authorisation made it clear that there is an expectation of a reasonable connection of the couple to the church in which they want the Blessing.
Some churches may be sought out as venues for the Blessing of a Same-Sex Couple’s Marriage/Partnership because of its location or its appearance, etc., and any cleric concerned about this when asked by a couple to use the Rite can and should refer it to Bishop Gregory.   
When moving on to a time of “Question and Answer” Bishop Gregory explained that he introduced this into the Agenda of Synods twelve years ago in order that there could be a forum for honest dialogue between his clergy colleagues and himself.   In the Synods he did express his inner questioning as to why the clergy were so reticent in asking questions; was this reticence due to a) his explanations needing no further explanation, b) everyone being fatigued, c) everyone wanting to get home for some refreshment.   At our Synods the response to his invitation was mixed in the number of questions asked and the speed at which they were expressed.
Synod’s Qs&As
In response to questions the following responses were made by Bishop Gregory:
Ministry to Young People
Following the resignation of Tim Feak as Under-25s Officer the post is now under review in order to create a job-specification in the light of current needs.   The creation of voluntary youth workers within a Mission Area has proved to be a success and so one of the roles of the Diocesan Office will be to support such initiatives in the ministry to young people at Mission Area level and to encourage and enable other Mission Areas to create such ministries.   
We need to be a church that welcomes families so that children come as part of a worshipping family.   
Vocations
Any person considering applying to enter the discernment process for Vocation can do so whether or not they are in a same-sex partnership or same-sex marriage.   That they have become married is not in itself a bar to ordination.

Throughout the Synods there was an underlying theme of our church, our diocese, being, or becoming, a place where people can be honest with themselves and feel welcomed and safe at all times.   This, to this Rapporteur, was relevant to the content of the Synods’ agenda items and to the Synods themselves.
