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Brechin Diocesan Synod 1 March 2014 

Treasure Old and New: Bishop’s Report 

 

One step forward, one step back 

‘It is an unhappy business that God has given to human beings to be busy 

with.’ Ecclesiastes and Matthew are right to stress the seeming untidiness and 

frustrations of life under God. The past twelve months have often felt like one 

step forward, one step back. Some exciting developments and fresh 

possibilities here and there, but also depressing decline and real 

disappointments elsewhere. Weeds and wheat grow beside each other and it 

can be hard work bringing out treasures old and new. Discerning and deciding 

what can help us flourish is itself challenging as we frequently lack personnel 

and resources. We simply do not have magic levers to pull that will make 

everything better overnight. 

 

Ministry vacancies 

We are now in a difficult period of ministry vacancies in an increasing number 

of charges and by the end of this year the shortage of priests could be critical, 

particularly on Sundays. Two full time incumbents have moved on in the past 

six months but because I am party to confidentialities about further clergy 

moves and retirements I have anticipated this unfolding situation and feel the 

pressure to find solutions. We are grateful for the interim rectors, retired and 

non-stipendiary clergy and Lay Readers who are maintaining our worship to 

high standards. It’s not a crisis but we could be close to running on empty. 

Summarising where we are: St Luke’s Downfield in Dundee has been vacant for 

some time but as we know the long planned Centre of Mission initiative 

together with the Church Army will be launched in September with a priest 

and pioneer evangelist. We have high hopes that this will inject some energy 

into fresh ways of being Church. 

A full time stipendiary post at Montrose & Inverbervie has been available for 

over a year and advertised twice, sadly without a credible candidate emerging. 

The congregations have good ideas for mission and ministry and are not 

standing still. They are hungry to push ahead with new priestly leadership. 
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The Scottish Episcopal Church is not finding it easy to fill vacancies - from 

within the Province or beyond - some dioceses more than others. A week does 

not go by without me undertaking some form of marketing or advertising, 

telephoning and e-mailing clergy, having conversations and asking around. It is 

incredibly frustrating but I remain determined.  

A variety of interim arrangements and rescue plans are in place at Carnosutie 

and Monifieth, also at St Margaret’s and St John’s & St Martin’s in Dundee. The 

situation is complex as we are not replacing like for like because these charges, 

as with others in the diocese, have regrettably slipped into less paid or full time 

ministry.  

 

Higher aspirations 

Across our diocese the urgent task is to restore morale in depleted 

congregations and move beyond a survival mentality because more of the 

same often means less of the same. Some churches are in denial, while 

otherwise quite confident churches can sleepwalk into decline. Sometimes 

churches are neither as attractive nor easy to join as we think. We need to 

reimagine future churches rather than simply close buildings, many of which I 

do not think are in the wrong place.  

We need to get real as they say. Our diocesan Growing Church report was well 

received at the October Synod: has it been quietly forgotten, or is it the point 

of departure it was intended to be? 

We are more likely to thrive with focussed and intentional leadership, clergy 

and lay, dispersed throughout the Church’s life and work. Clergy and vestries 

are so often focused inwards on the congregation, rather than outwards, 

reading the needs and opportunities afforded by the particular community 

context. 

Less of a sense of entitlement and a more active commitment is what is 

required. And the roots of that attitude lie deep in our faith and spirituality as 

Christian disciples. Thinking about our mission and ministry strategy and 

recruiting ministers, which is better - patching up pragmatism or aspiring to a 

gold standard? As I said at the introduction of the refurbishment programme 

to the Cathedral congregation recently: ‘We flourish when we set the bar high’. 
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Over time I am keen to refresh and enhance the clergy and ministry resources 

of our diocese. Sadly the curacy which began last summer in Dundee didn’t 

work out, real ministry is demanding and revealing. However I am delighted 

that we have two potential ordinands within the provincial selection processes. 

Others are in our diocesan discernment pipeline. We have two Lay Readers in 

training and another to be licenced in April. Ask yourself and those whom you 

admire: what is God calling you to do these days? 

 

Discussing Same Sex Relationships 

The main topic pre-occupying the Province just now is same sex relationships 

and gay marriage and the Church’s interface with Scottish Government policy 

and 21st century culture. As you may know I convene the Design Group for a 

whole Church discussion on the subject to be undertaken throughout this year, 

including a conference at Pitlochry in April, which will included invited 

participants from our diocese, and further reflection at General Synod in June. 

The plan is to provide a Conversation – a framework for consideration of same 

sex relationships throughout the Scottish Episcopal Church, in which the 

emphasis is on listening, personal sharing and theological reflection, 

collaborating through difference and shaping a direction together – ahead of 

any subsequent synodical debating and decision-making process about 

possible changes to the Canon on Marriage and provisions for same-sex 

ceremonies. There is some interest in the wider Anglican Communion about 

this approach which differs from those of our Companion Dioceses of Iowa and 

Swaziland for example and also that of the Church of England. 

 

Scottish Referendum 

As a Church we remain officially agnostic about which way to vote in the 

forthcoming Scottish Referendum, posing a simple question: Should Scotland 

become a separate country? The recent Christians and the Scottish 

Referendum conference held at St Ninian’s Dundee was poorly attended which 

was a shame because I felt that the contributions were excellent, providing 

fresh insights, weary as many of us are of the politicking.  

However we can do our utmost to encourage people to get involved and to 

vote on Thursday 18 September, and help the elderly and those 16-18 year 
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olds who have the vote for the first time. I am on record in predicting that the 

turnout will exceed that of the last UK General Election i.e. close to 65%. So 

please give this some thought, not least because our Swaziland companions do 

not have the full democracy we may take for granted. 

 

Faithful family 

Pulling together as a diocesan family is always important but will be 

particularly so in the coming months as we face the task of faithfully discerning 

a kingdom strategy, bringing out treasures old and new. 

 

Rt Rev Dr Nigel Peyton, Bishop of Brechin 


