Visit to Derbyshire by Bishops and their wives from the Church of North India, 10th – 16th July 2008, prior to the Lambeth Conference
This visit was a wonderful opportunity for the Derbyshire churches to gain a glimpse of the Church of North India, to develop existing partnerships, and to build new ones.  It gave us the chance to learn more about current issues in our churches, to pray and worship together, and to deepen a friendship between which goes back more than thirty years.  
Unfortunately visa problems meant that a few of those who had intended to come to Derbyshire could not do so, which made us realise that the tightening of UK border controls makes it important that visas even for official visits such as this should now be applied for well in advance.  Nevertheless, the group was still almost forty in number, including the bishop of Baltimore in the Diocese of Maryland, USA, who had also been allocated to Derbyshire by the Lambeth Conference organisers.  Their hosts were from churches spread over a wide area of Derbyshire, and included some who had not previously been involved in the Derbyshire-CNI partnership.
At a service of welcome on Friday 10th July at St. Peter’s church, Belper, led by Canon Robert Parsons, prayers were said giving thanks for the safe arrival of the group, and an introduction to Derbyshire and its churches was given, using a DVD prepared by Tony Wilmore.  A sightseeing tour of Derbyshire followed, beginning with a visit to Masson Mill, one of the first factories built during the Industrial Revolution.  Lunch was provided by members of the Derbyshire Mothers’ Union at Wingerworth church, and then we headed north via Chatsworth to Bakewell, where tea was provided at All Saints’ church, again by members of the Mothers’ Union.  
After spending Saturday morning with hosts, in the afternoon the bishops and their wives gathered in Duffield for tea at Bishop’s House, during which gifts were presented and all were treated to a series of unaccompanied songs sung by a choir specially gathered for the occasion.  Earlier that day, the Bishop of Cuttack and his wife had been guests at a service for the licensing of readers which was held in Derby Cathedral.
On Sunday morning, the bishops and their wives joined in local church services, with the bishops in many cases preaching and/or presiding at the eucharist.  Most then gathered with their hosts for a lunch at Hulland Ward, prepared by members of the Ashbourne-Patna partnership, after which an open-air Songs of Praise service took place at nearby Carsington Water.  Over 600 people joined together in a celebration of thanksgiving for the worldwide fellowship of the Church, and in particular for the ecumenical partnership between the churches in Derbyshire and North India.  The service was featured in the Ashbourne News Telegraph.  
The highlight of Monday was a service in Derby Cathedral which celebrated the developing links between schools in Derbyshire and in North India.  The brass band of St. Werburgh’s school, Spondon, accompanied some of the hymns, and several schools presented dance and musical items. The Bishop of Patna was interviewed by children from FitzHerbert School, Fenny Bentley, and Mrs Snelata Cutting, of the Diocese of Agra, gave a vivid description of the school in which she was a teacher.  After lunch some of the bishops and their wives visited south Derby, and were welcomed by members of the Derby Asian Christian Ministry Group.  Hosts, bishops and spouses then gathered for tea with the Mayor of Derby at Derby Council House.
On Tuesday morning, the bishops attended a conference at St. Mary’s Church, Wirksworth, on current issues facing the Churches in North India and Derbyshire.  After an introduction by the Bishop of Derby, the Bishop of Amritsar gave a keynote address whose main points can be read here.  Conference participants then took part in workshops on the following themes:
· Gender issues:  the role of women in society and the Church

· Christian Mission today:  opportunities and threats

· The Church and social engagement

· Slavery and human trafficking

Presentations were made to each workshop by members of the CNI group and from the Derbyshire churches, but with input to the fourth workshop being given by Colin Darling of Churches Alert to Sex Trafficking Across Europe (CHASTE).  Particular thanks are due to Mrs Rashmi Senapati, wife of the bishop of Cuttack, who gave a presentation to the gender issues workshop after only 48 hours’ notice.

While the conference was taking place, most of the bishops’ wives attended a Mothers’ Union Overseas Day at Chesterfield.  
After lunch, a debriefing session took place, at which many of those present said that it was important to develop the Derbyshire-CNI partnership further, with links being set up which involved as many CNI dioceses as possible.  Members of the Derbyshire churches were invited to India, and were assured of a warm welcome.
On Wednesday morning, all gathered at St. Peter’s church hall, Littleover, for the departure to Canterbury for the Lambeth Conference. It was not easy to say goodbye, after six most rewarding days.  Many people from the Derbyshire churches – too many to list by name - had made tremendous contributions to the success of the visit, and the warmth and friendship of our guests had made a deep impression upon us. 

Many of the photos in the accompanying gallery were taken by Hilton White of Wingerworth, who contributed many hours of time and skill to making a photographic record of the visit.  Tony Wilmore also gave unstintingly in so many ways in order to make a 60 minute DVD of the visit, which will be a splendid way of enabling us to keep our memories of the visit fresh.
Christopher Harrison

Chair of Derbyshire Churches CNI Partnership Council
10th August 2008






