The Murray Formation


From the Murray to The Murray
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DIOCESE
A condensed version of the events leading up to the formation of the Diocese of The Murray 
by Rev’d Bill Goodes
THE BEGINNINGS
Perhaps 1910 is the closest thing we will find to a beginning of the Diocese of The Murray, for in that year Bishop Nutter Thomas presided over a Synod which unanimously resolved to move towards the formation of an ecclesiastical Province of South Australia in which there might be four Dioceses based respectively in Adelaide, Mount Gambier, Petersburg (Peterborough) and Port Lincoln.  The immediate strategy, which came into effect in 1915, was to begin with the northern Bishopric, to which the western area was loosely coupled for the time being.  The Rural Deanery of Eyre Peninsula was placed “temporarily” under the Episcopal oversight of the Bishop of Willochra for the next 40 years.
For those ordained at the beginning of the 1960s, life in the Diocese of Adelaide seemed preoccupied with questions of size.  In the first half of the sixties, what occupied our attention was sharing territory with Willochra, and in the second half it was The Murray’s turn.  Along with this went a running battle between those who saw assistant Bishops as the best solution for the needs of the Church, and those who set their faces implacably against such beings.
A PROVINCE

The Diocese of Adelaide had, after a long delay, adopted the Constitution of the Australian Church in 1960, and one of the benefits was that the rules for the formation of a province were relaxed to the extent that General Synod could consider the formation of a province with less than four Dioceses. 

In May 1964 the Standing Committee reported to a special Synod that the formation of the third Diocese would be premature, largely because of the cost of setting up a new Diocese.  This report was received but not adopted, and a motion that the Deaneries of Eyre Peninsula, Clare, Yorke Peninsula and Gawler be ceded to Willochra was defeated, as was an amendment that the southern suburbs be included in the area.  Synod asked for assistant Bishops to be appointed but this was not acted upon.  At the annual session that year, a petition was presented from the South-Eastern Deanery “that the Synod take due notice of the needs of this isolated minority Rural Deanery in any scheme for revising the boundaries of the Diocese of Adelaide”.  At that session, the offer of the three Deaneries to Willochra was made, and in 1966 General Synod passed the Canon to make this alteration.
ADDITIONAL EPISCOPAL PASTORAL OVERSIGHT
Towards the end of 1966, the Rural Deaneries and Archdeaconries in the remaining Diocese of Adelaide were reorganised, and a new Deanery called “The Murray” was created, consisting of the Parishes or Districts of Waikerie, Berri - Barmera, Loxton, Renmark, and Pinnaroo.  The Strathalbyn Deanery lost the Crafers and Norton Summit Parishes, and the three Deaneries of Strathalbyn, Mount Gambier and the Murray became the Archdeaconry of the South-East, under the oversight of Archdeacon John Bleby.  
CANON X
In the Synod of October 1968, Canon X “Of the Diocese of The Murray” was introduced, and after considerable debate, the second reading was passed by the Clergy 66 to 32, and the Laity 132 to 47.  After committee debate it was passed by the three orders by “substantial majorities”. From the time of the passing of the Canon, people started to think about the qualities we wanted in our first Bishop. 
On the 20th May 1969 a Special Call of Synod was convened to confirm the Canon and a two thirds majority was required in each house.  Synod as a whole voted Clergy 58 to 42 in favour, Laity 104 to 49.  This failed to pass by the necessary majority in the house of clergy.  Later in the day it was alleged that a lay representative had voted with the clergy, and the vote was nullified.  However, when this was put again at the end of the session, the Clergy voted 35 to 32, and the Laity 27 to 25!  Much of this seemed due to a gloomy forecast of the financial viability of the Diocese presented by Archdeacon John Bleby, and not really countered by much of the youthful enthusiasm which had brought the matter to Synod in September. However, if there had been any one thing which could galvanise the support of the new Diocese, it was this setback. 
The Synod met again in September. At the beginning of the Session the Bishop gave a clear summary of the possible actions, and stated that he was still convinced the Canon should be confirmed at the Synod, but wanted the Synod to decide whether it would attempt to bring it to General Synod this year (under the urgency provisions, which required a three quarters vote of General Synod to allow it) or to defer General Synod’s consideration of the matter until the next session three or four years later. 
Before this session, there was considerable lobbying within the proposed Diocese, and when the matter came to the vote The President gave a clear direction to the Synod that an affirmative vote should be given, and the vote was taken. The Clergy voted 70 to 23, the Laity 170 to 15, and the Bishop voted in favour. The Synod then “urged” (but not directed) its General Synod representatives to “use their best endeavours to secure” ratification of the Canon in General Synod, under the urgency provisions.  This was again voted for by orders, and the Clergy voted 41 to 37, while the Laity voted 73 to 29.
A DIOCESE IS FORMED
On 25 September, the Primate declared the Canon to have passed, and the Diocese of The Murray came into existence.  The success of the Canon in General Synod prompted more activity within the Diocese (and presumably elsewhere!).  This had a twin focus - first on who and what manner of man would be our first Bishop, and second on how the enthusiasts visions of the Diocese might be enshrined in its early life.
WHAT SORT OF BISHOP?
Whilst ideas existed about what a Bishop of the Murray might be, or even who, October was “what sort of a Bishop month.”  The top qualities needed were (in order): a pastor, a man of God, good administrator, humility, leadership, young and energetic, able to communicate, well educated.  Comments collected under each heading showed the direction of some of these qualities:  shepherd of souls, available, accessible, loves people, close contact with people and Parishes, dedicated, faithful, a man of prayer, spiritual, good organiser, coordinator, willing to listen and learn, understanding, patient with the slow.  The task of the Church was clearly seen in terms of the unity of the Church in the Diocese, mission of the Church in its own area and the strengthening of Parish life.  The job of a Bishop is “a Father-in-God who administers the affairs of his Diocese as a father administers the affairs of his household with love, discipline, and understanding”.
CHOOSING A BISHOP
On 18th November the Election Committee for the Diocese met at Mount Gambier, the only town according to the Bishop which could easily accommodate the influx of representatives for such an occasion.  The Committee consisted of the Bishop of Adelaide as Chairman, the clergy and lay Synodsmen for the Parishes in the new Diocese, and some clerical and lay representatives from the Adelaide Synod.  When the clergy met to put forward nominations, nine were received, with a good mixture of locals and those from outside the Diocese of Adelaide.  Each was introduced by his champion, and the clergy heard the information before the ballots.  There was first a vote, in which those present could vote for as many candidates as they could support.  Those with the least support were dropped from the list.  As successive ballots were held, the list was narrowed to three put forward by the clergy, and in the final ballot Bishop Porter received the votes of 29 of the 30 Clergy, and 46 of the 50 Laity.  
PREPARING FOR THE ENTHRONEMENT
A blistering letter from Bishop Reed to the Rural Dean of Mount Gambier showed some of the tensions that arranging the enthronement caused.  Bishop Reed’s reply said (in part) “May I say in conclusion that though the Enthronement of the first Bishop of The Murray is a significant event in the history of the Diocese, it has not the exaggerated significance that some of the clergy endow it with.  However impressive or otherwise the event of the Enthronement may be, it will in a few years be but a dim memory, as is now the Enthronement of the first Bishop of Adelaide, and the first Bishop of Willochra.  A little more thought in this matter on the part of those who passed the resolution (of the Rural Deanery of Mount Gambier) could have saved me the time of writing this letter and saved them feelings of unjustified disappointment”.
The Bishop appointed Fr Ross Lenthall as Acting Archdeacon of The Murray, and put him in charge of the arrangements for any such occasion. It was decided to hold a barbecue picnic in Diamond Park after the service, with the Institute as a back-up if the weather turned inclement.  The Murray Deanery wrote to all Parishes in the Diocese suggesting that they bring with them a gift of local produce for the Bishop’s pantry and cellar.  Angove’s, Hardy’s and an unnamed Coonawarra winery provided bulk wine for consumption on the day.
THE GREAT DAY
As it turned out, the Bishop of Adelaide did his part of the arranging of the Enthronement with exemplary precision: the running sheets of arrangements and the letters required to put them into effect were clear and complete.  Chaplains were allocated to all the visiting Bishops.  The Verger from Saint Peter’s Cathedral was pressed into service and famous anti-clericalist Keith Hutton presided at the harmonium. Closed circuit television (black and white of course) was found for the hall and the marquee.  The 147 seats in the Church were allocated and filled, and the three processions left their vesting places at 10:50, 10:55 and 10:56 respectively, and made their way into the Church.  The Primate, the Most Reverend Philip Strong, preached a missionary sermon, the Bishop of Adelaide took the Oath and witnessed the Declarations of the new Bishop, and then proceeded to place him in his Episcopal throne, put the pastoral staff in his hands, and bless him:
Receive this Blessing to defend thee this day and all the days to come.  May the people honour thee.  May God help thee and keep thee.  The Lord grant thee all thy petitions, and endue thee with honour, with chastity, with knowledge, with bountifulness, with charity and humility.  Be thou worthy, just, patient, sincere, as an Angel and Messenger of Christ.  May God be thy Father and the Angels of God protect thee.  Be the Church thy Mother, and the Apostles thy examples.  The Lord confirm and strengthen thee in righteousness and holiness.  Peace ever be with thee, through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  The Blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son, and The Holy Ghost, come down upon thee from above, and remain with thee always. Amen.
The Holy Communion was then celebrated by the new Bishop. The welcome in the Park was a fitting occasion, and speeches of welcome were given by Fr Ernest Philpott, locum tenens of the Meadows-Mylor Mission District, and the senior priest on the active list, Mr Ivan Wardle, local member of Parliament, Father Honner, on behalf of the local Churches, Ernest Lawson, on behalf of the lay people of the Diocese, and the Mayoress of Murray Bridge on behalf of the town.  Some of these speeches showed an uncertainty about just what the Church of England people were up to in bringing this Bishop to their midst, particularly because there was by this time no Rector of the Parish, however, they were warm and sincere, and seemed to be what the occasion required.
The real story of the creation of the Diocese is of a people who had an enthusiasm for the Church that they felt was being hampered by a Diocesan administration which was conservative, bureaucratic, distant, and unapproachable; out of touch with the real needs of people, especially in the country areas.  
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