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My brothers and sisters in Christ,

Welcome to this service marking the opening of our Annual Synod of 2011. 

We thank Almighty God for all the blessings he has bestowed upon us as individuals and as a diocese since our last Annual Synod.  We pray for his guidance over the next few days as we seek out ways of strengthening the mission and ministry of our diocese.

Let me thank all those who have contributed to the ministry in the diocese since our last Annual Synod. Special thanks to members of the clergy who continue to labour in God’s vineyard, even if it can be sometimes a labour of love. 

We deeply appreciate your ministry in the parishes and in other areas. May God continue to bless and guide you as you labour for him in his Church and in his world.

We thank all the members of the various committees and commissions, the members of the Diocesan Trustees and the members of the various diocesan organizations that keep the fire of mission and ministry burning brightly.

A special word of thanks goes out to the staff at Mandeville House. They work tirelessly to ensure that the diocesan secretariat functions in a smooth and efficient manner. They go into top gear for the preparation of Synod.

It is impossible to measure their contribution to the functioning of the diocesan administration.  We thank God for them.  May he continue to bless them.

A special word of thanks is especially extended to our former Diocesan Secretary, Mr. Owen Estwick.  Mr Estwick served in this capacity for the past seven years with April of this year being his last month.  We wish him God’s richest blessings at this time.  We are sure he will continue to contribute to the work of the diocese in other capacities.

We extend a warm welcome to our nineteen new members of Synod that include our new Registrar, Ms Mary Haynes and our new Diocesan Secretary, Miss Cynthia Dash. 

You have all been drafted into an area of the diocesan structure that is central to the policy making process of the diocese.  We hope that you will have a great Synod experience seeing any challenges that may arise as opportunities to make your special contribution to the development of the diocese.

We place on record our sincere thanks to those who have served us well in Synod during the past years and have been replaced by their parishes.  Your contributions are deeply appreciated.

As members of Synod, we should see ourselves as the ones in whom this diocese has invested the authority to strengthen and to guide its ministry at this time.  We are the ones who in a special way embody the hope for a stronger and more effective ministry in the diocese.  It is hope for a better tomorrow.

We should therefore come to Synod each year with a deep sense of responsibility as the bearers of hope.  We are the ones who have the great task to examine the ministry in the diocese today and make some plans for the future.  We do all this guided and strengthened by God’s Holy Spirit.

We must work over the next few days and indeed far beyond, with a deep sense of responsibility if together we are going to do all that we can to strengthen the mission and ministry in the diocese.

Let us therefore take a look at ourselves as we prepare for our work on Monday and Tuesday and ask the following question:

How can I as a member of Synod and so a leader in this 

diocese, reflect this sense of responsibility and a sense of

 hope during the two working days of Synod and beyond?
Whether clerical or lay member of Synod, we must see ourselves as having a special contribution to make, a contribution that will take the diocese forward.

This leads us to one of the area of ministry to which we have committed ourselves for this year.  We have committed ourselves to stewardship with a focus on the family. 

This can be understood as placing our concerns for the family under the broad banner of stewardship.  But what do we understand by this term stewardship?  If we are going to be serious about this commitment, then we need to have a clear understanding of the term.

The word ‘Stewardship’ has probably been overworked and over interpreted, but we cannot move away from it because it is central and indeed critical to our understanding of mission and ministry.

We continue to seek new insights and understandings that can assist us in strengthening this critical area of ministry.  There are many of these insights that are available to us from the Bible.  So let us go there.

We pay a visit St. Paul caught up in one of his many struggles to provide for his congregations a better understanding of their mission and ministry.  In any quest of ours to clarify any area of ministry, St. Paul is always a good help.
We find him in I Cor. 3 and 4 caught up in a discussion that is aimed at sorting out some tensions in the Corinthian congregation, tensions that are derailing a sensible and wholesome understanding of mission and ministry. 

The members of the congregation are into power politics and personality cults, and St. Paul knew well that this could not work towards the strengthening of their ministry and their mission at Corinth. 

He leads them to an understanding of ministry in 3:5-7 that should work to put them back on tract and help them to re-focus.  He places the ministry of Apollos and his ministry at Corinth in the correct perspective, on the correct side of the equation:

What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom

 you came to believe, as the Lord assigned to each.  I planted, 

Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.  So neither the one

 who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God

 who gives the growth.

And then he develops an understanding of his ministry and that of Apollos and produces a gem in 4:1

Think of us in this way, as servants of Christ 

and stewards of God's mysteries

It is an understanding that should be embraced by all who are called to leadership at any level in the Church.  It is one that each member of Synod should readily embrace.

The word ‘steward’ used here by St. Paul that is a translation of the Greek word Oikonomos (oikonomos) is one that was used to describe the responsibility that comes with being a senior member of a household, or a senior manager.

One English translation (Contemporary English Version) renders the verse as:

Think of us as servants of Christ who have been

given the work of explaining God’s mysterious ways

This translation moves the verse from a description of who we are to identify what we are called to do.  So the word steward is not so much about a title we can claim as it is about a programme and indeed a way of life that we should embrace.  It is about the type of work that strengthens the mission and ministry of the Church.

There is a question arising here and it is this:

Can we think of our ministry, of our contribution

 to our parish to our diocese, to Synod, to the 

Church, in this way?
The verse captures the level of responsibility that goes with stewardship.  But responsibility speaks about accountability.  So if we see ourselves as stewards, then we are to be responsible and we need to be conscious of the fact that we are accountable.

As bishop of this diocese, I am first of all accountable to God, to this Synod to the clergy and to every Anglican in this diocese and in a sense to the wider society that I serve in different capacities.

As priests in this diocese we are accountable to God, to the Bishop, to Synod and to every member of the congregations we serve.  And there are of course other levels of accountability that will come with our ministry.

So at each level it is not what I want to do when and for how long. Rather it is what I am called to do by virtue of my ordination and office and the great measure of responsibility and accountability that these place upon me. 

Accountability is not an option in ministry no more than it is one in life.  It cannot apply here and not there.  It must be present in our ministry at all levels if we are not to reduce everything to personal feelings, to personal relationships and personal choices. 

As much as we do not want to drown our convictions, weaken our personal relationships or dull initiative, we cannot ignore the call to accountability that is directed at us at all levels of ministry.  It is a call that reminds us that we are members of a Christian community called a diocese and must behave at all times as if we understand this.

Our responsibility and accountability as member of the community, as member of the diocese should lead us to be very cautious about what we may see as personal options whether in terms of what we say or what we do.  As a member of the diocese we are answerable to other members of the Anglican community whether it is the diocese or the parish we serve.
So we gather in Synod as members of this community, our diocese, fully conscious of our responsibility and our accountability.  We gather not so much out of choice but as those who are bound by election as lay persons or by ordination and appointment as priests, to represent the parishes we serve. 

As leaders in ministry in this diocese this sense of responsibility and accountability that are packed into the word stewardship takes us to the famous parable of the talents in St. Mat. 25:14-30 and St. Luke 19:12-27. 

It reminds us, this parable that stewardship is not simply something that we do but a way we live.  It is about the way we understand our relationship with God, our relationship with Jesus Our Lord, with others and with the world around us.

The dominant theme of the parable is one that tells of the need to act in a responsible manner if we are to strengthen and improve what has been entrusted to us by God. 

The theme is captured in the words of Mat 25:19 (Lk. 19:25):

Now after a long time the master of those servants

 came and settled accounts with them.

There is a time of reckoning when we are called to give an account of our stewardship.  

The parable suggests that being conscious of this time should engender in us a deep sense of responsibility.  We are accountable and we must be prepared to give an account of our stewardship.

This reading of the parable must however be grounded in our daily experiences less it evaporates into some idea that cannot be connected to real life.  We must connect it to our ministry in this diocese.

For the preparation for this Synod I have asked the Rural Deans to provide an assessment of each parish in their deanery.  They are prepared to share it with Synod.

This information helps us to keep our focus on the parish and so to see our work in Synod as connected to the ministry in the parish.  It helps us to get a grasp of the nature of ministry in each parish and consequently, the ministry in the diocese.

The assessment the Rural Deans is linked to stewardship and consequently to responsibility and accountability.  It provides for us some indicators of our strengths and our weaknesses.  It identifies some of the challenges we face as well as the base upon which we can build as we move forward in the diocese.

During my ten years as Bishop of this diocese, I have grown to appreciate the diversity in the diocese.  Each parish is like a sibling with different expectations, different capabilities, different resources and different interests in ministry and different styles of leadership

Together, however, these differences merge into a healthy dynamic mosaic called ministry.  We thank God for the difference that represents a variety of gifts, and we pray that we may use them creatively.  We seek his grace to work towards shaping them into assets and not liabilities in ministry. 

We work ever conscious that as stewards we can use what we have to take us where we ought to go in the diocese.

We move forward fully aware that we have been given much in this diocese.  We have been blessed over the years with strong clerical and lay leadership.  We have inherited a considerable amount of property whose potential is still to be realized. 

We have a solid and sound theological based that is unmatched.  We have been able to offer guidance and support to this society in a manner and at a level as few others Churches have. 

We will rank very high as an organization in this country in terms of resources we have at our disposal.  The challenge has always been to harness them in a way that will greatly assist with the development of the diocese at all levels.

As we prepare for our elections in Synod this year, let us see it as an exercise of harnessing our special gifts in order to put them to work for the development of the diocese.  And so it is a good time to think of the skills we need in the various groups that will strengthen the group and so help it to fulfill its ministry in the diocese. 

The question that we will need to ask at the given time is this:

What skill sets do we need in this group at this stage 

of our development in the diocese?

If we are able to respond to this question as we should then we will be able to equip our groups to deal with the challenges that we face at this time.

Let us use the opportunities provided for us in Synod to make the type of decisions the type of choices that will take us forward.  It is all about being the best stewards of God’s many gifts.

In many ways our strength as a diocese is in our structure.  We are a Synodical Church, we speak and we decide on policy as a gathered community in Synod.  So any one variant understanding and interpretation of an issue whether it be human sexuality, politics or the family does not and indeed cannot represent what this Church stands for. 

We stay clear of hypes and irresponsible attention grabbing gimmicks and statements.  The authority of saying what this diocese represents rests with the Bishop and with Synod and not with any individual whether clerical or lay. 

When we speak we do so standing on a solid and tried theological base that cannot be reduced to what anyone thinks at any one time. And let me say here that we cannot and indeed will not try to speak on every issue in this society, neither will we be dragged into the morass and the controversies created by irresponsible statements. 

We stand by the teachings of the Church that are grounded in the teachings of our Lord.  We uphold the virtues of Christian family life. Morality as understood by the Christian faith and by this Church can never be built on prevalence or popularity.  We cannot confuse what is with what ought to be. 

We appreciate the tension between the two but as a Church, as priests in God’s Church, as Christians our primary mission is to point along the Christian way where we ought to be travelling and to offer pastoral care, support and guidance to those who may be finding it difficult to follow this way.

We do this ever grateful for the many blessings God has bestowed upon us in this diocese.  We have much for which we should be thankful.  We can easily identify with the words of the Psalmist in Ps.16:6

The boundary lines have fallen for me in 

pleasant places.  I have a goodly heritage.

We do have a goodly heritage that should generate in us a deep sense of stewardship with its twin themes of responsibility and accountability. 

We need to keep building on what we have inherited.  Laid upon our shoulders is the great responsibility to be faithful and good stewards of what we have inherited.

We need also to be accountable for what we have received.  It is not ours.  It has been entrusted to us for a while.  One of the strengths of our Church is the refusal to so infuse our personality into any particular area of ministry that the lines between the minister and the Church become blurred and we and others become confused.

We keep the lines clear.  Our duty is to keep what we have inherited, whether our buildings, our music, our theology, or our traditions, in a good shape so that we may pass them on to the next generation.  

Yes there will always be the need for the creative spirit that leads us to improve as we respond to the challenges of our time.  So for example we have produced a prayer book and now a hymnal in our Province, and we thank God for these achievements and marks of progress.

But at the end of it all we are only stewards, called to be responsible and to be ever conscious that we are accountable.  We have received much.  Let us be good stewards; for one day we will have to pass it on.

Our sense of stewardship with its central elements of responsibility and accountability should be directed at this time to the effort to restore our beloved Cathedral that is surely one of the gems we have inherited.

We are being called upon to be part of the effort to restore its fabric. Here is a project that is the responsibility of each Anglican in this country.  The members of Synod can lead the way. 

We have placed in your synod package an envelope in which we have asked you to place a special donation towards the Cathedral restoration.  We thank you for your support.  It is a good way of embracing this project as Synod.

We must see this effort of restoration as a special response to a very special bit of our heritage.  We must ensure that now during our time we do all we can to restore it to a state that affirms it as a symbol of the glory of God.

For its restoration is about far more than the fabric.  It is about what this Cathedral has represented to this society during the centuries.  It is about restoring and preserving the central symbol that links us to the millions of Anglicans around the world.

Its restoration is about stewardship.  It speaks in a special way about responsibility and accountability.  It is not simply the responsibility and accountability of the Cathedral congregation and the Diocesan Trustees, but of Synod as well.

We are being called at this time to make the extra effort to restore our beloved Cathedral.  I am convinced that we will do so.  But we need the support of every parish, of every Anglican in the diocese.

As we during the course of this year, in our diocese, affirm our Christian responsibility as good stewards, we are doing so in relation to our families.  One of the wonderful things about this link of stewardship and family is the close complimentary relationship of the two.  Indeed it can be argued that the family should be a model of stewardship. 

The institution of family holds together a number of critical human development elements: fellowship, support, finance, education and many more that are all critical elements of stewardship. These highlight the various levels of responsibility that are central to Christian living.

If we hold stewardship as an over arching theme for the year, then a number of important areas of diocesan ministry, like the ministry to and of the family, will fall easily under the stewardship theme. 

Through resolution in our last Synod we committed the diocese to address the issue of Stewardship with a focus on the family.  We have organized many programmes around this theme. 

These programmes are aimed at drawing members of our congregations into the type of activity, the type of experiences that will help them to better understand their responsibility as stewards.

During the months of May and June the focus is on the stewardship of creation.  We are being challenged to reflect on our responsibility for our environment, for the good land God has lent to us.

I say ‘lent’ instead of ‘given’. The latter understanding of our relationship to this planet has led humanity down a path of exploitation and destruction that threatens the delicate links between the various types of life on this planet. 

If, as Christians we see ourselves as stewards of God’s earth, then we will understand that our duty is to tend and care for it as best as we can for we will have to pass it on to the next generation.  It is not ours to keep, but to tend and to pass on.

Each parish is asked to engage in a project that reflects our conviction that we are stewards of God’s creation.  It should be a project that highlights the need to take good care of our environment and provide some help on how we can do so. 

During the months of July to September we will focus on health and we will focus on our heritage during October to December.

Stewardship however, is a way of understanding life and ministry.  The focus this year is therefore about far more than the organized programmes.  It is about the way we understand ministry and the way we do ministry.

If we see ministry here as being our response to the world guided by the Gospel of Jesus Our Lord, then ministry takes us outside of our families and our parishes and focuses our attention on our relationship to the world and the responsibility that comes with the relationship.

Ministry therefore, whether ordained or lay, should be guided by a sense of stewardship.  Indeed, we should see all that we do in this Synod as providing a commentary on the way we understand stewardship. S o each report is indeed giving an account of the stewardship of the particular group during the past year.

Just as we have attempted to place the family under the overarching theme of Stewardship, and this helps to sharpen our understanding of the great responsibility we have to this precious gift of God, we can also place there, Evangelism, that primary Christian endeavour.  By so doing, we are given a fresh understanding of this critical area of ministry.

On Tuesday, we will enter into a discussion on Evangelism as one of the offshoots of stewardship.  Our guiding theme will be ‘New wine, new life’. It is one that is quite apt and allows us to link the theme of Evangelism to Stewardship. 

Evangelism as pointed out in a paper by the Canon Missioner, is another understanding of our responsibility and accountability that leads us:

1. To share God’s redeeming love with all Barbadians

2. To present to the nation an Anglican understanding of Evangelism

3. To help our Church in its response to some of the political, economic and social problems facing our nation

4. To strengthen and encourage our members in their faith so that they can give a defence of the Christian faith.

5. To strengthen the ministries that are present in our parishes and to find avenues for new areas of ministry.
Like those persons in the parable of the talents we have to understand that good stewardship is not about burying what we have inherited but sharing it with others.  And Evangelism is about sharing.

One of the fundamentals that we have to share is our understanding of the faith.  It is an understanding that allows us to wrestle with the complex issues of life while avoiding the temptation to find a quick and easy ready-made answer to every question.

Yes, we hold on dearly to our Christian convictions. But we treat these not as a collection of answers to every question but as the insights, as the guides that set us on a road of faith.

Evangelism never provides for us a book of answers, but instead drives us to engage others with our understanding of the faith. It moves on the conviction that we have a precious understanding of the faith too good, too important to be hidden.

As stewards we are fully aware of its value and we work to preserve it.  As those engage in evangelism we are driven to share it with others.  We help them to understand God’s embracing love that works to embrace and not to exclude. 

As stewards who are engaged in evangelism we fully embrace the message of our Lord as preserved for us by St. Luke.  We like him, reach out to the lost sheep, we stop like the Good Samaritan to assist the wounded and broken, we hear the cry of the desperate and as our Lord assured the thief on the cross, we assure them of God’s abiding love.

We hold on dearly to the message of Our Lord in St. Luke as we proclaim that for God there is never a point of no return when it comes to his saving grace.  As stewards we engage in evangelism with this conviction knowing that the last word is not ours, it belongs to God and God alone.  Our duty is to proclaim it fully aware that we can never determine the final results.

And so we should see Evangelism as being more about influence, about the assurance of God’s love than about numbers.  It is being the type of person, being the type of Christian who can easily be the sources of experiences that can be associated with God’s love.  It is being the type of person that someone will want to emulate.  For we lead along the Christian way by example.

We are led back to that interesting translation of I Cor. 4:1 by the CEV that reads:

Think of us as servants of Christ who have been

given the work of explaining God’s mysterious ways

This evangelistic thrust to the understanding of stewardship points us beyond what we are doing as a diocese to what we are called to do for others, for the wider society.

It takes us beyond the hectic efforts to strengthen parish structures to ensure that all that we do in the parish is done to create an inviting and challenging evangelism dimension that reflects that we are indeed:

..... servants of Christ who have been given

 the work of explaining God’s mysterious ways

We explain, we demonstrate these mysterious ways by accepting first of all one of the challenging things in life.  This is the fact that we can go only so far, we can do only so much, but in the end it is God and God alone.

For the theme of God’s mysterious ways so well articulated by the writer of Job is about how he works for us to hold it together, when we are convinced that it is all falling to pieces and collapsing around us. 

For Job had to learn the hard way that God can never be confined by our limited understanding of his power.  He can never be the sum total of our experiences. 

He embraces us all, even the bits and pieces that do not seem to fit in and no one has the power to exclude any of us from his saving grace. This is the corner stone of Evangelism.

Here is one of the basic understandings of the faith that tells us we must leave an abundance of space for God and his mysterious ways. Evangelism is the proclamation of this space.  It is also the assurance that there will always be enough saving space for each and everyone of us.

Let us therefore put this conviction to work in our lives and in our ministry and in our parishes.  Work hard to make you congregation the most welcoming group for miles around. 

Make it into the kind of place where God and his saving grace are more than pious words but experiences that will lead to a better understanding of God and his saving grace in Jesus Our Lord.  For surely this is one of the primary steps of Evangelism.

Message to the Nation

It is this understanding of Evangelism as an element of stewardship, that leads to the acceptance of the great task of explaining God’s mysterious ways.  It provides for us a framework through which we take a look at the wider society.  

We look not like the Pharisee in that famous parable seeing only the publicans whom we think are not worthy to be in our company, nor that of God, but we look fully conscious of the fact that the responsibility for the creation and the maintaining of a society where love and compassion, justice and peace are flourishing is the responsibility of each of us.

For the very idea of Evangelism leads us beyond ourselves, beyond our concerns to the wider community.  We are led to reflect on what is happening around us, fully aware that as Christians we have the responsibility of influencing for the better.

We thank God for this good land of ours where Christian virtues can be experienced.  We thank him fully aware that there are many areas of our society with many challenges.  There are many areas that are calling out for transformation and change. 

In this month of May designated Child Month, we are reminded of the special attention that we need to pay to the children of the nation.  We are called to be aware of the great responsibility we the adults have towards the children.

We commend all the efforts being made by the various institutions, both government and private, to assist with the care and development of our children.  We thank our teachers in our schools and colleges for their hard work in preparing our youth to take their place in the world.

We continue to call upon parents and guardians to live up to the great responsibility that is attached to the care of children.  You child cannot be placed second to anything else in your life.

In spite of the many good things that we have going for our youth, there are still far too many negative things that affect them.  Many are still subjected to abuse, whether physical or psychological. We call upon such persons to treat our children with the care and love that are theirs by right as precious children of God.

We the adults must keep asking ourselves questions about the type of society that we are preparing for them.  For what we do today, or neglect to do can determine not only what type of society we will have today, and in the future but also what type of person. 

We encourage all our young people to make the best use of the opportunities that are available to you.  Work hard to achieve.  Stay clear of the mentality that life is an easy walk.  It is not.  It calls for dedication and hard work if we are going to achieve our goals.

There are certain habits that we may acquire in life that cannot work to bring the best out of us and so help us to offer the best to our society. Habits like not living up to our responsibilities, not making the best of our time at school, not offering respect to our elders whether our parents and guardians and our teachers or our supervisors at work.

If by any chance you engage in any of this at present, move away from it. This approach to life cannot assist you in making the very best of all the many gifts given to you by God.   You are precious in the eyes of God but he wants you to behave as if you understand this and so make the best of the opportunities he provides for you. 

No matter how fast and how far we push ahead as a society, there are some basics that we dare not leave behind us.  Many of these are embedded in religion.  Contrary to some beliefs, religion is not something that we cast off with what we may term prosperity, but it is an understanding of life that can help us both to understand and to deal with the challenges and changes of life. 

However we wish to interpret the basic message of religion, it is above all else, a call to acknowledge the presence of a power greater than ourselves and to be aware of our responsibility to others. 

This world has seen far too many persons, too many leaders at all levels in society who forget that only God can be eternal and so use the power entrusted to them to intimidate and abuse their fellows as if they will be around forever. 

This message carries serious implications for the way we organize our lives and our society as we push forward with our development.  As we do so let us not treat the basic message of religion - the acknowledgment of a power greater than ourselves and our duty to be supportive of each other as irrelevant.
History and human experience teach us that in spite of all our success if the core basics of religion: love, compassion, forgiveness and support are not present then we, and the wider society will be the poorer.

As we push forward as a society, let us work and work hard to ensure that we remain the type of society that pay greater attention to these qualities.  There are no substitutes for them.  

Let us thank Almighty God for his support and guidance in these challenging times.  With his grace let us continue to manage the affairs of our country in a manner that keeps the welfare of each citizen, especially the vulnerable, to the fore. 

For we are responsible for each other and accountable to God for whatever we are called to do in his world.  We are all stewards, called to be Evangelist, called to share by word and by deed the wonderful experiences of God’s love.

The Most Rev & Dr The Hon John W.D. Holder

Bishop of Barbados and Archbishop of the West Indies
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