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Presidential Address - Diocesan Synod 14 March 2026
I appreciate that it may be a minority position, but I would like to speak up today for Pharisees. I know they get a bad press in the Gospels; cold, judgemental, arrogant, self-righteous so-and-sos. But I put it to you that there may be a better side to be considered. In Jesus’s day, Phariseeism was a reform movement within Judaism. Pharisees wanted to get back to the basics of their faith, to live lives of purity, honesty and decency, fully embracing the ways to live that God had given to the people through God’s law. They fell out with Jesus in his day, and unfortunately, by the time evangelists were turning the oral histories of Jesus into the written accounts of the Gospel, Pharisees were in major conflict with Jesus’ early followers. Hence in stories like today’s, the Pharisee gets put in the frame as the pantomime baddy who merits his just deserts. 
If Pharisees weren’t wholly as they have been depicted, then I also have to put it to you that the tax collector in the Gospel story we heard wasn’t some loveable wide boy – a first century Only Fools and Horses character fessing up to having been at times a bit of a naughty lad. Tax collectors were seriously nasty pieces of work. They were principal collaborators with the hated Roman invaders of Palestine. They enabled the Empire to rip off ordinary working people and made sure to take a hefty cut on the side of what they collected in order to feather their own nests too. Tax collectors were violent, extortionate, treacherous, amoral, thugs. 
So consider. Which of the two characters in today’s reading would you like to share a seat with on the train? With which one would you comfortably leave your toddler for day care? Which would you choose as your accountant, MP or possibly even your church treasurer?
What makes Jesus’s story fascinating is what happens to these two very different men when they pray. How does prayer shape them, form them as human beings? How does it orientate them towards God?
For all that he assiduously obeys the rules, the Pharisee’s prayer shows that he is heading in the wrong direction – away from God and towards only himself. It’s all about him. In the two sentences that the Pharisee speaks, he uses the word ‘I’ four times. 
In contrast, the tax collector, for all that he is an A grade louse of the first order, is on much better ground. He won’t even look up to heaven as he asks God for mercy. He knows who he is. He’s a sinner in urgent need of help.
This story confronts us with the question ‘What is prayer for?’ And which way is its fundamental direction of travel? Is it about our addressing ourselves to God? Or is it about opening ourselves to God’s presence at work within us? Changing us from the inside out? Transforming us? 
Both the characters in our story get what they prayed for. Jesus says that the tax collector went home justified – through the exercise of mercy lifted up to be right with God. The Pharisee, poor so and so, just gets himself. 
As we pray during this year of especial focus on prayer, what are we hoping for? Looking for? What do we think our prayer is all about? My hope is that our prayer will change us from the inside out. That it will transform us, and our parishes, schools and chaplaincies to be open to God’s presence at work within us. I trust that we will see God act among us in ways we could neither deserve or expect. I pray that we will become agents of God’s kingdom, pursuing peace, justice and kindness throughout the world. That through our prayer we will become champions for the weak, the vulnerable, the oppressed. I hope that our prayer will make us into people who enable our children and young people to be active and vibrant in the faith. That it will cause us to value and cherish our church members and our local communities. That prayer will see our numbers of ordinands increase and the leadership of our churches grown and shared. Because of our prayer I hope that we will grow new worshipping communities that will connect with those who wouldn’t ever come to our traditional services. That prayer will deepen our faith and help us find solutions to the challenges we face around our buildings and our finances. 
In all these things I pray that through the exercise of God’s mercy, God will change us so that can join with God in being the answer to our prayers. Above all, I pray that our prayer will being us into right relationship with the Trinity who is relationship, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. So let us pray. Amen.  
Bishop Michael
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Living and telling the story of Jesus





