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Once when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing before him with a
drawn sword in his hand. Joshua went to him and said to him, ‘Are you one of us, or one of our
adversaries?’ He replied, ‘Neither; but as commander of the army of the LORD | have now
come.’ (Joshua 5, 13-14)

Whose side are you on? That questions seems to be one that confronts all of us right now.

We meet against a backdrop of serious threats to national unity and to social cohesion. One of
our priests described to me a few days ago how his community has become a ‘town of two
flags’ with one half festooned with the flag of St George, the other with the flag of Palestine.

We have seen huge marches for Palestine or against immigration. We are seeing growing anger
with politicians and the political establishment and the accelerated rise of populism. So
many people seemed to be locked into a mood anger.

Then just ten days ago two people were killed in a terrorist-inspired attack on a synagogue in
Manchester and in my correspondence with the rabbi who serves in St Anne’s he has
described to me the terror that is now a daily reality in the lives of so many of our Jewish
friends.

Against such a backdrop, a world that understands only binaries demands that we take sides.
Are you pro-Israel or pro-Gaza? Are you pro-immigration or anti-immigration? But of course,
for us as Anglicans such binary choices are incredibly difficult to take. We are on the ground in
every community so we hear and try to understand every voice.

We understand the desperate fear of asylum seekers driven from home, often for professing
Jesus as Lord, and we want to offer a safe place. But we also understand the frustration of
white working class communities who have seen change imposed on neighbourhoods they no
longer recognise and who have endured years of an austerity economy which means work no
longer pays.

We understand the fear of the Jewish community and want to stand with them in solidarity.
But we also weep at the plight of Gaza and can hear the pain of Muslim neighbours who see
the destruction of Gaza as a potent symbol of the global oppression of their faith.

The binaries don’t work for those who have the cure of souls for every single person in their
community. And that failure to take sides can make us sound and feel weak. ‘Where is the
voice of the Church of England?’ people are asking. And it’s a good question. The refusal to
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take one side can lead to us being misunderstood or vilified on the assumption we stand for
the other. Such a countercultural stance can be an uncomfortable place, a confusing and
complex place, sometimes an isolating place.

Joshua was a binary thinker. In the passage with which | began this address, he met a strange
warrior near to the city of Jericho and he asked, ‘Are you one of us or one of our adversaries?’
Or in other words, whose side are you on? But this man was not playing that game. ‘Neither;
but as commander of the army of the LORD | have now come.” I’m not on your side. I’m not on
your adversaries’ side. I’'m on the Lord’s side.

Itis intriguingly unclear who this warrior is. Jewish tradition has seen in him the Archangel
Michael. Christian authors have identified him as the pre-incarnate Christ. Whatever the
answer, today his words should be our words. Are you one of us or one of our adversaries?
Neither. We are on the Lord’s side. That’s not weak. That’s distinctive Christian living.

We are on the Lord’s side. So we pray. It’s always tempting to leap straight into words or
actions, but we must never forget that by far the most important contribution we make to the
communities we serve is to pray for them. Pray for everyone, including those who are putting
up flags or going on marches. Pray for everyone, especially those with whom you don’t
personally agree. And in your prayers, don’t forget to ask. Ask for the Lord to intervene to bring
healing and reconciliation and peace. Ask for the Lord to turn hatred into love and anger into

joy.

We are on the Lord’s side. So we reconcile. In a binary world, Jesus mixed with everyone: with
Jew and Samaritan, with Pharisee and Sadducee, with Israelite and Roman. One of the great
gifts we can offer is to listen to all sides and so help one side to understand another. Bishop
Arun Arorais doing just that in Leeds by meeting up with the local leader of the far right. And |
have heard of some of you chatting to those protesting outside asylum seeker hotels or
meeting up with the leaders of different faith groups. In these encounters, the fruit of the
conversation is the fact of conversation. Don’t expect big results. What matters is the talking.

We are on the Lord’s side. So we condemn hatred and violence. Jesus showed a different way
of being alive, not the way of vengeance and hatred but the path of self-giving love. In his name
we must stand firm in condemning racism, hatred and violence. For we know that every single
person made by the Lord is beautiful and beloved. If we cannot make a stand for the dignity of
the human person: Christian, Muslim, Jew, Asylum Seeker, flag painter and so on, then we
really do have nothing to say.

We are on the Lord’s side. So we declare Jesus. The evidence is increasingly clear thatin a
time of fracture in the world, people are looking to the Church for answers to their questions.
And what they want is clear, definite and distinctive answers. The cross being carried in
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procession at far right rallies is a clear warning that if we do not step in to fill the vacuum,
others with other agendas will.

And that makes today significant as we continue with the process of framing a new diocesan
vision. That vision statement must be a challenging one, even uncomfortable. It must motivate
us to ever greater courage and entrepreneurship in our proclamation of the Gospel. The
tension and unsettledness of the current times are symptoms of people struggling for
security, for safety, for lives which have purpose. It is only in relationship with the Lord and
through encounter with his cross that those deepest human needs can be met. The signs of
the times are clear. Our local churches must be ready for the renewal for which we pray.
Ready to welcome, ready to teach, ready to call to repentance and conversion, ready to
change lives with the Gospel.

And that is also why our Centenary year must be a year not of nostalgia or backward-looking
reminiscence, but of confident proclamation. Our title, ‘All for Jesus, will make it a year when
we can each discover anew the joy of personal relationship with the Lord Jesus. And as we
discover that afresh in our own lives, we can invite others to know him too.

It was bold of Bishop Sarah Mullally to address exactly these complex issues of social
cohesion and the response of the Church when it was announced that she is to be the next
Archbishop of Canterbury. She brings with her a strong track record as a reconciler and a
pastor and our prayer for her must be that she can inspire the Church into a new age of
confident evangelism.

For we don’t need to make binary choices. We have another way. The Lord’s way. We are on
his side. We are his joyful followers.

+Philip Blackburn
11.09.25













































Diocesan Synod on 11 October 2025

Questions Received

From To Question Response
Simon Cox (HoC, | Bishop | What progress has been made with the | There is now capacity within the Diocesan Team to advance this piece of
Blackpool Philip implementation of the agreed actions | work and itis in hand.
Deanery) following the report on deployment and
development of PTOs in the Diocese since | As of September, this is being overseen by Bishop Jill and led by Canon
| last asked this question and who is the | Anne Beverley and held within the Growing Leaders Team.
lead person assigned to the
implementation?
Simon Cox (HoC, | Bishop | Following the change in the Bishop’'s | The Revd Sam Cheesman, who brings a great passion for the global
Blackpool Philip Chaplain, what will be the arrangements for | church, will continue to chair the links Committee. He has overseen an
Deanery) the Diocesan Link Committee going | increase in its size and a refreshing of its membership. As members of

forward, and how can the work of the
Committee and the links it fosters be made
more visible and effective in the Diocese?

Synod will be aware from recent communications, our overseas links are
in a healthier place than for many years.

o Rather than a small number of ‘link dioceses’ we are moving towards
a family of dioceses from across the globe who share a mutual
commitment to prayer and mission.

¢ We have established a new link with the Diocese of Multan in Pakistan
and with its Diocesan Bishop, Leo. This brings the experience of a
church that lives with persecution. The Revd Munawar Din along with
Lubna Din and our Director of Education, lain Parks visited Multan last
year to experience the work of the Diocese. They also experienced




some of the harder aspects of being a Christian in that area of
Pakistan.

e We have established a new link with the Diocese of Liwolo and its
Bishop, Joseph and many were deeply moved by his visit to the UK in
2023. Liwolo is a Diocese still in part in exile following the 2017 conflict
and they live with the constant reality of armed struggle.

e Our Braunschweig link (an ecumenical link) was renewed by my own
visit in August 2023, accompanied by lain Parks. Bishop Christoph has
since retired and we await news of the election of a new Bishop.

e Joy Rushton led a group to the Diocese of the Free State last year
which has again renewed many friendships. This link has been more
complex in recent years because of issues within the Diocese but now
feels in a stronger place.

o Our Harvest Appeal now supports a link Diocese every year. In 2023
it went to Liwolo, in 2024 we supported projects and schools in Multan
and this year we are supporting projects to support vocations and to
combat gender-based violence in the Free State. Synod members can
donate here.

¢ In January 2025, all five bishops will meet together for a retreat in
Nairobi and we will also be joined by local Bishops including Bishop
Julius, the Bishop of Theke, with whose diocese many of our parishes
have an association. Christian Aid are supporting the event and we will
visit some of their projects. The heart of the retreat will be to build
relationships, pray and study the scriptures together. But we will also
spend some time planning how we can grow our friendship into the
future.

I am immensely grateful to Sam Cheesman for the energy and vision he
continues to bring to this work.



https://www.parishgiving.org.uk/donors/find-your-parish/bburn-diocesan-harvest-appeal-blackburn/
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