There was an unusual service in the Cathedral last weekend. Not unusual in its format, for it was a great celebration of the Eucharist, though for many of us, perhaps seven o’clock on a Saturday evening was a strange time to be going to church. Strange too, I’m guessing for the crowds of people milling around, heading for a night out at the theatre or sampling the delights of the bars and clubs just coming to life, to hear the Cathedral bells ringing out triumphantly over the city.
How many of them, I wonder, paused even for a moment to speculate what was going on. The service was one of many taking place in almost every diocese around the country marking twenty years of women being ordained priest in the Church of England. There were many clergy there, rows of women and men, sitting side-by-side, clad in simple white robes; among them Bishops David, Chris and Mark, and a handful of what has become known as the class of ’94, those women who came twenty years ago to kneel before their Bishops and heard the words previously only spoken to men;
Send down your holy spirit upon your servant for the office and work of a priest in your church.

In those twenty years we’ve become used to seeing women in dog collars, gender being just another characteristic which contributes to the wide diversity which makes each of us unique and special. It felt perfectly natural that the celebrant at the service last Saturday was Cherry Vann, Archdeacon of Rochdale, a familiar figure at diocesan events and herself one of that select band.
The preacher was very less familiar. Pat Storey was consecrated Bishop of Meath and Kildare only six months ago. She admitted a sense of amazement, saying “I still cannot quite get my head around being the first female bishop in the UK and Ireland; or even to be frank, being a bishop at all.” But then, I and many of my colleagues, male and female, haven’t yet lost our own amazement at being called to priesthood, however long ago we heard it.
Pat told us she had often been asked what particularly women brought to ministry. It’s a question I too have often heard, and I much treasured her response. “Women bring what men bring… compassion, leadership, wisdom, laughter, character… the strengths and weaknesses that make up who we are as people.”

For we do all have an array of strengths and weaknesses, things we have a passion for and things we detest, jobs we throw ourselves into and jobs we avoid at all cost, whoever we are and whatever our station in life.

This week I’ve been watching some of the coverage of the Chelsea Flower Show. Over the years, at each of our houses I’ve taken a great delight in discovering what’s in the garden. Inevitably that means first tackling the mass of weeds which burst forth with gay abandon when householders are pre-occupied with moving home. 
But it also often means uncovering hidden surprises – a clump of violets, wild garlic, a rose in bud, or last-year’s desiccated geranium leaves. And then waiting and watching for a while to see what emerges; working out what’s already established, what needs digging out and either re-planting somewhere else, or throwing in the compost bin, what needs supporting or cutting back, where there are gaps to be filled and what might beneficially fill them.

And that’s where watching the wonderful array of the RHS show comes in; seeing and hearing and sharing the experience and creativity of those who do and those who view. Soon I shall have another garden to discover and to make my mark on, and in time someone else will walk around the Rectory garden and do the same where I have worked.

I am genuinely thinking horticulturally; but it strikes me that I’m also talking metaphorically about the part we play in God’s plan; about my own ministry, for that has been just as much a voyage of discovery in each place, and about your journeys too with successive Rectors and Priests-in-charge. About getting to know people and situations and relationships, for that has close parallels to gardening; taking pleasure and credit when things grow well, with or without our assistance; nurturing unpromising, spindly shoots and helping them grow tall and strong and productive, trampling clumsily on tiny, unseen or unrecognised shoots emerging from the earth, accepting the need to cut back or cut out or cut down, standing back to see what will happen.
Unlike, or perhaps just like some of the stars of the Chelsea Flower Show, I’m no expert gardener. All that I know I’ve learned, been taught by what I’ve found around me. The name of any plant I know is because I’ve had one growing in a garden somewhere; the type of conditions they favour I know because I’ve succeeded (or more often failed) in getting them to thrive.
We learn by experience, and by “having a go.”

As Jesus prepared to ascend back to His Father, leaving the disciples to continue the work He had started, He promised that He would not leave them ‘as orphans.’ I don’t have anything half as spectacular as the Holy Spirit to bequeath to you, although you and I already have the Spirit within us, for we have all been baptised in water and the Spirit. 

The Spirit of truth whom the world cannot receive… You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you. (John 14)
But as I get ready to leave Stretford I’m doing my best to ensure that I’m not leaving you ‘as orphans.’ I can’t absolutely promise that you won’t find one day something hasn’t happened or arrived or whatever because I’ve done it in the past and haven’t this time, but I’m trying to make a note every time I do something which doesn’t have to be done by “The Vicar.”
Little jobs I do which could actually be done by any of you. And I’m passing all that on to the wardens; not expecting one of them to do everything, just to share responsibility among you, so that you may each take a share in ensuring the body of Christ continues to thrive in this place.
On Thursday evening Diocesan Synod was convened to debate, as has every other diocese, our response to the proposed legislation  before General Synod so that at last women can be consecrated Bishop in the Church of England, as in the Churches of Ireland and elsewhere.
The mood was very different from the last time we debated the issue, though still there were speakers who declared that they would not be voting in favour. But the motion was comfortably won, and now we wait and see what happens in General Synod.

Last Sunday young Thomas was baptised. My hands poured the water over his head, my voice spoke the words. At Baptism, Confirmation, Ordination and Consecration similar actions are used. Priest’s hands pouring the water for Baptism, Bishop’s hands laid on heads to confirm, ordain or consecrate. But these are spiritual occasions; it is not what priest or Bishop or even Archbishop does or says that changes that person, but God the Spirit that transforms.
This is the Spirit of Truth; you know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.
May this always be true, wherever and why-ever God takes us.
