WHERE NEXT IN SENIOR CHURCH LEADERSHIP?
You'll have heard of imposter syndrome. Let me assure you that when you're following Richard Harries as Bishop of Oxford you know all about imposter syndrome! But it's a great diocese to lead, and I have superb colleagues. Nevertheless, it is complex, and I'm always trying to find elegance in the midst of complexity because, as in science, the more elegant the solution the more likely it is to be effective.

But I have a great deal of sympathy with a previous Bishop of Oxford, Patrick Rodger, who apparently was standing in the loo at our Diocesan Church House, like you do, alongside someone else, and he said to him: 'You know, this is the only time in my life that I feel I really know what I'm doing, and that I have a pretty good chance of finishing the job.' I know what he meant – senior church leadership may look assured and decisive, but it's very often a matter of compromises and  best guesses.
Nevertheless, along the road you pick up some pretty clear convictions about what really matters in leadership, and I'm just going to offer half a dozen of mine, that I believe, arrogantly, have some relevance to this age of church leadership.

The first is this: I believe our most important task is to (what I call) sustain the sacred centre. That may sound fluffy, but I'm unashamed about that. If the sacred centre of our own lives, and the life of the diocese, isn't the key focus of our attention, then all the rest is playing religious games. I remember when I was Archdeacon of Canterbury going on retreat and realising painfully that at this stage of my ministry I knew a fair bit about theology, a reasonable amount about pastoral practice, a bit about liturgy; I knew about faculties and Church Representation Rules and the Pastoral Measure; I'd been to Synods and Councils beyond number and beyond price. And the key disclosure was that I could handle all these things almost entirely without reference to God, except as a cipher or a symbol. I could do it all on the basis of skill and experience. And that was the abyss. The realisation was enough.
The danger is that we become perfectly capable religious functionaries, but our very competence is actually our downfall. The blazing reality of God has to be our magnificent obsession, and from us, it needs to obsess the Church. Or what else are we for? I love the collect for Bp. Edward King which starts: 'God of peace, who gave such grace to your servant Edward King that whoever he met he drew to Christ…' It's a lovely image of a leader who radiated Christ because he knew him. There's huge power in authenticity.
So I think it's a matter of first things first. The Church is a community that prays, and prayer glues  heaven and earth together. No-one else will do that. So we have to work on sustaining the sacred centre of the Church – and also of society. We have the audacity to speak of God in the public square, but that's where God is, and that's where spiritual questions are alive and well. We can speak about 'spiritual values' in hospitals and prisons; we can talk about the 'soul' of a city or a nation; we can refer to the need for 'spiritual well-being' when talking to Government ministers. And if not us, then who? Senior Leaders need to prioritise the joy of 'sustaining the sacred centre'.

A second conviction I have is that it's our task to shape vision, not to create it single-handedly but to shape it corporately, and then constantly to re-articulate that vision. We are the keepers of the vision. One of the questions I like to ask people, whether in the Church or in secular agencies is: 'What's the biggest question you're asking at present?' The answers are fascinating, but they reflect the fact that these leaders, like us, are having to keep their line of sight as wide as possible. We have to keep the big questions in play: 'What's it all for?' 'Where's the Kingdom in all this?' Or that subversive question: 'So what?'
What follows from this vision-shaping role, of course, is that we have to say 'no' to lots of other things. We need to send detail elsewhere. We need systems for creating space. We need ways of handling the daily flood of emails. (I know of one bishop who loved email communication but at one time had 1100 unanswered emails in his inbox.) Vision needs space. There's great wisdom in the old saying: 'Sometimes I sits and thinks, and sometimes I just sits.'
So we shape, and then constantly re-articulate, the vision. Rearticulating the vision is a vital part of leadership in an age saturated with messages. We're always surprised, aren't we, that the vision we thought every dog in Didcot had heard years ago, comes as a complete novelty to the churchwardens in St Woebegones. Re-articulate the vision, not to the point of turn-off, but to the point of what others would call 'brand recognition.' 

And then we have to make sure that appropriate resources and structures are aligned to support that vision. Otherwise we miss the tide in the affairs of men, and all the voyage of our ministry 'is bound in shallows and in miseries.' (Did Shakespeare know any bishops? Discuss.) This task of alignment, of course, is where the detail begins to bite. I find it immensely frustrating for example that I can't get a diocesan missioner because people don't want any more central appointments, but I have to get an HR specialist because today's complex work environment makes it inevitable. What kind of prioritisation is that?! (Personal rant!)
My third conviction follows. I don't believe in top-down strategies, but in the necessity of liberating the local. I've done my fair share of courses on strategy. I've done my Coverdale Management training and spilt blood creating fool-proof strategies for diocesan youthwork or  parish organisation. But I don't believe in them any more. I think we can shape vision and design strategic priorities - but that's different from a diocesan strategy. It all depends on local buy-in. If parishes won't have it, that's the end of the matter. In any case, real change comes from the edges, I think. It doesn't come from centralised command and control; change shakes the organisational fabric from the edges, from below, until the central structures begin to notice and start to respond. 
So my conviction is that more than engineering a strategy we need to surf the wave of change, see where the Spirit is blowing, and catch the tide. This means we need to emphasise values rather than targets. I think we get much more response to that kind of invitation and that kind of flexibility, rather than demanding, for example, 'two new initiatives from each parish during the next year'. I'd go for a high trust/high support approach every time. Give trust, and give support. And God and his people will do the rest (on a good day with a following wind).
A further conviction I have is that we bear a primary responsibility both for the well-being of the clergy and for the well-being of the organisation. As our priests become ever more pressurised and in danger of burn-out, or as they simply cease leaping out of bed at the joy of it all (if they ever did – my fantasy), as the pressures increase we need to have a major goal of helping our priests to flourish spiritually, emotionally and physically. Their well-being is crucial. Of course we've always known that, but the situation is more urgent now, and clergy terms of service legislation is going to raise the stakes still further. The warning signs are all there. There was another letter in the church press last week relating how many priests are saying 'lucky so-and-so' when a colleague retires early on health grounds. When I meet a priest I'm always thinking at the back of my mind, 'How can I help you to flourish?' You came into this ministry with high hopes and ideals; how can those be sustained or restored?'
But the organisation of the church needs that well-being too. I've been interested in work being done in parts of the health service on organisational well-being, which has included questions about physical space, emotional spaces, means of communication, core values, and what's called 'the organisation's core meaning.' Is our organisation healthy, I wonder - not just the individuals but the system they work in. That's one of our tasks.
A fifth conviction I have about senior church leadership is that we're needed ever more robustly to give an intelligent articulation of faith in the public arena. Part of the need for that is the newly resurgent atheism of the last decade. Public figures aren't afraid to say they don't believe in God – and sometimes they say it in pretty dismissive terms. The social wallpaper we live with is increasingly that of non-belief. Moreover, religious illiteracy is at record levels. When you meet educated, well-motivated young people in the civil service or in local government you often meet puzzlement, ignorance, or doctrinaire political correctness. We can take nothing for granted. We hardly ever start far enough back. 
So what I think we need from senior leaders with access to the media and to public debate is unapologetic apologetics. The presenting situations will often be when we're called on to speak about personal and social ethics, but we need to root that back into our fundamental beliefs about God and the world. If we're to get shot down in flames, let it be for speaking the truth as we believe it. 
However, my sixth conviction grows out of that and puts a slightly different spin on the ball. Alongside bold apologetics goes a more subtle engagement with our culture, and that's the approach of the creative imagination. Emily Dickinson said, 'Tell all the truth, but tell it slant.' When it was announced that Rowan Williams was to be the next Archbishop of Canterbury he said he wanted to help Christian faith 'recapture the imagination of our culture', realising that the faith and the Church have slipped from the imaginative heart of society and its thinking. After the Second World War Archbishop Fisher set about what he must have seen as the key task of the Church for that time – reforming canon law. It could hardly be said that that's the key task now. We need to set the world wondering again.
Imagination and creativity – that's what leaders need to foster, I think. And that doesn't just mean whacky experiments in being church. It means imagination and creativity in theology, in evangelism, in handling conflict, in church order, in church structures, in communication and presenting the faith, and so on. And key to this 'recapturing of the imagination of our culture' must be the arts, I believe. Here in drama, film, poetry, music, art, are resources of immense emotional and intellectual power. They 'tell it slant' but they tell it freshly and profoundly. Many people come as close as they can to belief, through the arts. We need to befriend the arts afresh and promote them from our privileged position of leadership.
So these six convictions guide me: the need to sustain the sacred centre, both in me and in the diocese; the need to shape and rearticulate vision and then align resources and structures to serve that vision; the need to liberate the local rather than have a heavy-duty set of expectations for hard-pressed parishes – 'strategic priorities' rather than a diocesan strategy; fourthly the need to support the well-being of both the clergy and the whole organisation; fifth to relish the public role of unapologetic apologetics; and lastly to engage the creative imagination to re-enchant our culture.
Underlying all this is the conviction that what matters most isn't our competence but our character. There's a kind of parallel in contemporary thinking about ethics. At one time ethics was thought of in terms of rules and divine demands. Others then conceived ethics in terms of consequences, what would bring the greatest good to the greatest number. Then others in a secular, pluralist context saw ethics in terms of rights. But the emerging field sees ethics embodied in virtues. What matters isn't so much good rules or good outcomes as good people. So, I think, in leadership.
Character, integrity, passion, curiosity, daring – these are the qualities, the virtues, our Church needs in its senior leadership. God grant that we aren't too far behind the game (not as far as England rugby anyway!). 

It's a fascinating time to be Bishop of Oxford, but I think I'll watch what I say when I'm standing in the loo at Diocesan Church House!
