A few weeks ago I had the privilege of attending this year’s National Conference of Priests. Fr. Tony Slingo enabled me to attend the full Conference as an independent observer. Paul is the Vice-Chair. 

The theme of this year’s Meeting was on ‘Holiness in the Home’. I was made extremely welcome and met some old friends, especially Bishop John Rawsthorne with whom I worked in the Archdiocese some years ago on various committees. This was when I was Head of Theology at Liverpool Hope. Bishop John is now Bishop of Hallam. Priest friends in Sheffield tell me that he is thought very highly of there. The Conference was held over five days at Trinity and All Saints in Horsforth on the outskirts of Leeds.

I was extremely interested in the Theme. I was invited to contribute at every full session and also in the seminar groups. The reason for my particular interest lay in the fact that God has graced me with two vocations in the course of my life. Both of which have brought me intense fulfilment and satisfaction. The first was to the priesthood and the second to marriage and family life.  Unfortunately it was not possible to combine them both together simultaneously, at least at that time. Although it does appear to be possible today. Anglican priests, who come into full communion with the church, bring their wives and children with them into their priestly ministry and work in parishes in many dioceses, Westminster in particular where Cardinal Hume was particularly welcoming to them. From my own limited experience in my brother’s parish in Leeds, it is a very fruitful ministry too and very much welcomed by the parishioners. My years as a husband and father in my second vocation, over almost forty years have led to a large clutch of children and more recently nine grandchildren! Over all those years I was blessed by engaging in the teaching of Theology in Higher Education, which I have always regarded as part of my initial ministry
Anyway back to the Conference. Throughout I was made extremely welcome and made some interesting new friends.  One close friend over many years has been Fr. Donal (Tablet readers will know him as Daniel) O’Leary. Donal was one of the keynote speakers. Those familiar with his inspirational articles in the Tablet will need no introduction to the insights he is able to uncover in ordinary life experience. This occasion was no exception. His focus was on the abiding presence of the incarnate God revealed to us in the human life and death and risen life of Jesus. All of our loving relationships are sacramental encounters with the One who is mediated in them, whether in nature or in personal self-reflection. Every human experience is an experience of God. We need to develop our ‘sacramental imagination’ in order to recognise that holiness is already present within the home. He challenged us with the question: ‘what is it like being you?’  He called upon the priests present to acknowledge their need for a ‘conversion’ to enable them to recognise the holiness already present within the home. This conversion he described as a profound transformation of our awareness, a broadening of our horizons in order to expand our minds and our imaginations. This ‘conversion’, this new consciousness needs much time for it to become second nature to us. We are searching for a glimpse of mystery here - the mystery of God, of humanity and of their becoming one in Jesus. This had resonances in my own experience of marriage and family life. I recalled an occasion when Marie, my wife, told me in the early days of our coming together, that she was worried. “What is worrying you?” I asked. She simply said: “I think I love you more than I love God!” When I replied: “But it’s the same thing, love.” She began to laugh. But I actually meant it.  After spending many years in religious life herself, she was ‘theologically minded’. There was no area of our married life, even the most intimate, from which the presence of the mystery of God could be excluded. Donal went on to ask his audience to confront the all-pervading corrosive dualism in the Church and in her liturgy and life. He called on us to break down the division between the sacred and the secular. He asked us to consider the implications for our liturgies and ways in which they might gather up, celebrate and purify all that happens in the home. In our group conversations we were asked to consider a number of issues:
What does the word ’home’ mean to you?

What’s holy for you at home?

List some of the ways in which your family expresses love.

Describe some of the challenges in your family relationships.

When are you most aware of God in your family experiences?

These were inevitably, difficult questions for many of the priests who nowadays found themselves living isolated lives in large presbyteries. I personally, as a husband and father found these pointers to be very fruitful sources for reflections.
An approved draft of a document ‘Home is a Holy Place’ produced by the Marriage and Family Life Project Office of Catholic Bishops Conference of England and Wales was given to everyone. It is an extremely impressive document. It had been produced by a large group of very experienced people. Bishop John Hine, who had chaired the group, and Mrs. Elizabeth Davies, the project Officer, introduced us to the document and to the work of the Committee. I hope it will be widely distributed.

Three central principles inform its vision. 

Home is a holy place because God as love is present.

Home is a holy place because family relationships mirror God-in-relationship.

Home is a holy place because God’s presence graces all creation.

All of us start off believing in the myth of the ‘perfect family’, the document says. If we are blessed with it, it is more probably due to luck not effort. It’s not holiness. In the families who are hurting: in situations of deep heartbreak or grief, in situations of conflict, injustice and dissolution. Even there, God can be sought and found. He has been there. He is there. “I came to call sinners not the righteous”.
 This made me recall an incident from my schooldays. In order to get to the Station in Leeds I had to pass the rear entrance of the Town Hall which in those days contained the Courts of Law where men and women were tried and sentenced. As I was approaching, the Black Maria (prison van) was pulling away. I saw a woman running behind it beating on the doors. She was weeping and shouting “But he’s my son!”

 It has remained with me as an image of the totally unconditional love a parent has for her child, as God has for the weak and sinful. As Mrs. Davies said “you don’t need to have all the answers to married people’s problems. It is sufficient to stop and listen.” Perhaps to simply suffer with. The real meaning of com-passion.
The third of the keynote speakers was Mr. David Wells, the Director of Religious Education in the Plymouth Diocese.  He delivered an extremely challenging and entertaining address, based largely on his own life experience as both a parent and a teacher. It was a direct attempt to perk up his audience who had become in many ways a little demoralised by recent events, but more about that later. Many were being expected to shoulder new burdens at the parochial level due to reorganisation and shortage of clergy. Apart from the isolation and lack of support at the diocesan level, there was also the depressing pressure of appraisals and quality control mechanisms. Gone were the days of a close intimacy of the old days, with support from the lay people through home visits, etc. Struggling bravely to meet the expectations of those they had been ordained to serve, they might often feel at the end of their tether! Gone were the days when their self-image was secure and confident and enforced by the clear respect they could confidently anticipate from the laity. Chaos, he said, is often just below the surface and that should not dismay us too much. He graphically described his memory of a head teacher who at the end of a very successful day’s encounter with staff, parents and local administrators, who had been praised to the hilt for his competent handling of his role, sinking into his chair, loosening his tie, and almost with a cry of desperation exclaiming “Thank God that’s over. Now they can’t get me!” It is rarely recognised just how close to the surface unbearable stress can be.
He suggested that we recognise that much of our lives is just a mess and we should not be too disturbed by that. Everything today appears to demand measurement and assessment to justify it. (A note of my own here: I love the description in the Gospel of Jesus just going about doing good). Even our leisure has become a ‘business’. We never even give ourselves permission to cry. We need to acknowledge the wide variety of interpretations that different situations, different people have at their disposal. We need to abandon the assumption that only our way doing things is acceptable. We must stop being so ‘busy’. We must learn the difficult skill of empathy.
He asked us to consider the ways in which we could consider and recognise the divorce between faith and the ordinary elements of life in the home. In what ways do we encounter contrasting mental maps? What are the sources of our misinterpretations? How can we encourage empathy both in ourselves and in others?
His final question elicited a widespread grunt from his audience. What image of home is represented by the presbytery?

A number of issues were offered to us as starting points for our subsequent conversations. 

The final focus of the Conference’s considerations was directed to the recently completed document ‘The Cumberlege Report 2007’. This was a proposal dealing with the system and procedures to be adopted subsequent to an accusation regarding abuse by priests or Church workers. Some satisfaction was expressed that the submission of the National Conference had been listened to sympathetically by the Commission and incorporated into the final submission. There had been widespread dismay that previously natural justice had not been evident and that those accused had often been denied their natural human rights. Human rights demanded that a presumption of innocence should precede evidence to the contrary. Practical steps to be taken by those falsely accused were recommended by a legal advisor. I of course took no part in these deliberations except to feel enormous sympathy for the grief and even anger felt, often due to the perceived lack of support provided by senior clergy. One priest shared with me the enormous pain and anguish he had undergone after being falsely accused. The accusation was found subsequently to be malicious and without foundation. 
In general, I compared my impression with that of an occasion some years ago when I had attended the conference as a representative. The atmosphere seemed this time much less cheerful and hopeful. Confidence seemed to be lacking. I could not help but wonder to what extent many of them would be happy to recommend the priesthood to young men in their parishes. This was reinforced by comments made by priest visitors from Ireland and the United States. Morale, they testified, was largely low due to recent scandals, and priests were reluctant to appear openly as such.  Indeed I read a few days ago in the Times, that Anglican priests in England were advised by a security source, not to wear clerical dress in public for fear of attack! Another source of surprise for me was that many of those entitled to send representatives to the Conference had failed to do so. There were none from Westminster or East Anglia, nor were there any from the religious orders. 
The formal proceedings closed with a resolution that the future of the Conference should be considered by an independent group to determine the way forward.

The highlights for me were the warmth and friendship I found at meals and in the Bar in the evening. The daily lunchtime Masses were also a fount of great inspiration and reverence.

