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The Anglican Communion: a Church in Crisis?

What isthe current tension in the Anglican Communion actually about? Plenty of people are confident that
they know theanswer. It sabout gay bishops, or possi bly women bishops. The American Churchisinfavour
and others are against — and the Church of England is not sure (as usual). It’s true that the election of a
practising gay person as a bishop in the US in 2003 was the trigger for much of the present conflict. It is
doubtlessalso truethat alot of extraheat isgenerated in the conflict by ingrained and ignorant prejudicein
some quarters; and that for many others, in and out of the Church, the issue seemsto be a clear one about
human rightsand dignity. But thedebatein the Anglican Communion isnot essentially a debate about
the human rights of homosexual people. It is possible — indeed, it is imperative — to give the strongest
support to the defence of homosexual people against violence, bigotry and legal disadvantage, to appreciate
the role played in the life of the church by people of homosexual orientation, and still to believe that this
doesn’'t settle the question of whether the Christian Church has the freedom, on the basis of the Bible, and
itshistoric teachings, to bless homosexual partnershipsasaclear expression of God’ swill. That isdisputed
among Christians, and, as a bare matter of fact, only a small minority would answer yes to the question.
Unlessyou think that social and legal considerationsshould beallowed to resol vereligious disputes—which
isahighly risky assumptionif you also believein real freedom of opinion in adiverse society —there hasto
bearecognitionthat religiousbodieshavetodeal with thequestionintheir ownterms. Argumentshave
to bedrawn up on the common basis of Bibleand historic teaching. And, to make clear something that
can get very much obscured in the rhetoric about ‘inclusion’, thisis not and should never be a question
about the contribution of gay and lesbian people assuch tothe Chur ch of God and itsministry, about
thedignity and valueof gay and lesbian people. I nstead it isa question, agonisingly difficult for many,
asto what kinds of behaviour a Church that seeksto beloyal to the Bible can bless, and what kinds
of behaviour it must warn against —and so it isa question about how we make decisions cor por ately
with other Christians, lookingtogether for themind of Christ aswe sharethestudy of the Scriptures.

Anglican Decision-M aking

And thisiswhere the real issue for Anglicans arises. How do we as Anglicans deal with thisissue ‘in our
ownterms ? And what most Anglicansworldwide have saidisthat it doesn’t help to behave asif the matter
had been resolved when in fact it hasn't. Itistruethat, in spite of resolutions and declarations of intent, the
process of ‘listening to the experience’ of homosexual people hasn’t advanced very far in most of our
churches, andthat discussionremainsat avery basiclevel for many. But thedecision of theEpiscopa Church
to elect apractising gay man asabishop wastaken without even the American church itself having formally



decided asalocal Church what it thinks about blessing same-sex partnerships ... The recent resol utions of
the General Convention have not produced acompl eteresponseto the challengesof the Windsor Report, but
on this specific question there is a the very least an acknowledgement of the gravity of the situation ...
Very many inthe Anglican Communion would want the debate on the substantive ethical questionto go on
aspart of ageneral processof theological discernment; but they believethat the pre-emptive actiontakenin
2003 in the US has made such a debate harder not easier, that it has reinforced the lines of division and led
to enormous amounts of energy going into ‘political’ struggle with and between churchesin different parts
of theworld ... If other churches have said, in the wake of the events of 2003 that they cannot remain fully
incommunionwiththe American Church, thisshould not beautomatically seen assomekind of blind bigotry
against gay people. Where such bigotry does show itself it needsto be made clear that it isunacceptable; and
if thisisnot clear, itisnot at all surprising if thewhole questionisreduced in the eyes of many to astruggle
between justice and violent prejudice. It is saying that, whatever the presenting issue, no member Church
can make significant decisions unilaterally and still expect this to make no difference to how it is
regar ded inthefellowship; thiswould beuncomfortably likesayingthat every member could redefine
thetermsof belonging asand when it suited them. Some actions—and sacramental actionsin particular
- just do have the effect of putting a Church outside or even across the central stream of the life they have
shared with other Churches. Itisn’t aquestion of throwing peopleinto outer darkness, but of recognising that
actionshaveconsequences—and that actionsbelieved in good faithtobe*prophetic’ intheir radicalism
arelikely to have costly consequences.

Truth and Unity

Itistruethat witnessto what is passionately believed to be the truth sometimes appears ahigher value than
unity, and therearemoving andinspiring examplesinthetwentieth century. If someonegenuinely thinksthat
amove like the ordination of a practising gay bishop isthat sort of thing, it is understandable that they are
prepared to risk the breakage of aunity they can only see asfalse or corrupt. But therisk isarea one; and
itisnever easy to recognise when the moment of inevitable separation has arrived - to recognise that thisis
theissue on which you stand or fall and that thisisthe great issue of faithfulnessto the gospel. The nature
of prophetic action isthat you do not have a cast-iron guarantee that you' re right.

But let’ s suppose that thereisn’t that level of clarity about the significance of somedivisiveissue. If wedo
still believethat unity isgenerally away of coming closer to revealed truth (‘ only the whole Church knows
thewhole Truth’ as someone put it), we now face some choices about what kind of Church weasAnglicans
areor want to be ...

The Anglican | dentity

Thereason Anglicanism isworth bothering with isbecause it hastried to find away of being a Church
that isneither tightly centralised nor just aloosefederation of essentially independent bodies—aChurch that
is seeking to be a coherent family of communities meeting to hear the Bible read, to break bread and share
wine as guests of Jesus Christ, and to celebrate a unity in worldwide mission and ministry. That iswhat the

word ‘ Communion’ means for Anglicans ...
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Future Directions

Theideaof a‘covenant’ betweenlocal Churchesisone method that has been suggested, and it seemsto me
the best way forward ... Those Churches that were prepared to take this on as an expression of their
responsibility to each other would limit their local freedomsfor the sake of awider witness; and some might
not bewilling to do this. We could arrive at asituation where therewere ‘ constituent’” Churchesin covenant
in the Anglican Communion and other ‘ churches in association’, which were still bound by historic and
perhaps personal links, fed from many of the same sources, but not bound in a single and unrestricted
sacramental communion, and not sharing the same constitutional structures... It could mean the need for
local Churchesto work at ordered and mutually respectful separation between ‘constituent’ and
‘associated’ elements; but it could also mean a positive challengefor Churchestowork out what they
believed to beinvolved in belonging in aglobal sacramental fellowship, achance to rediscover apositive
common obedience to the mystery of God’ s gift ... Thereisnoway in which the Anglican Communion
can remain unchanged by what ishappening at themoment. Neither theliberal nor the conservative can
simply appeal to ahistoricidentity that doesn’t correspond withwherewenow are. Wedohaveadistinctive
historictradition—areformed commitment totheabsolutepriority of theBiblefor decidingdoctrine,
acatholicloyalty to the sacramentsand thethreefold ministry of bishops, priestsand deacons, and a
habit of cultural sensitivity and intellectual flexibility that does not seek to close down unexpected
questionstoo quickly. But for thisto survivewith all itsaspectsintact, weneed closer and morevisible
formal commitmentstoeach other. Anditisnot going tolook exactly likeanything we haveknown sofar.
Some may find this unfamiliar future conscientiously unacceptable, and that view deserves respect. But if
wear etocontinuetobeany sort of ‘ Catholic’ church,if webelievethat wear eanswer abletosomething
mor ethan our immediateenvironment and itsprioritiesand areheld in unity by somethingmor ethan
just the consensus of the moment, we have some very hard work to do to embody thismoreclearly.
The next Lambeth Conference [in 2008] ought to addressthis matter directly and fully as part of itsagenda.
The different componentsin our heritage can, up to a point, flourish in isolation from each other. But any
one of them pursued on its own would lead in a direction ultimately outside historic Anglicanism ...

Conclusion

Theonly reason for being an Anglicanisthat thisbal ance seemsto you to be healthy for the Church Catholic
overall, and that it hel ps people grow in discernment and holiness ... No-one can impose the canonical and
structural changesthat will be necessary. All that | have said above should make it clear that theidea of an
Archbishop of Canterbury resolving any of this by decree is misplaced, however tempting for many. The
Archbishop of Canterbury presides and convenes in the Communion, and may do what this document
attemptsto do, which isto outline the theol ogical framework in which a problem should be addressed; but
hemust alwaysact collegially, with the bishops of hisown local Church and with the primates and the other
instruments of communion ... It is nonethel ess possible for the Churches of the Communion to decide that
thisisindeed theidentity, the living tradition —and by God’ s grace, the gift - we want to share with the rest
of the Christian world in the coming generation; more importantly still, that thisisavalid and vital way of
presenting the Good Newsof Jesus Christtotheworld. My hopeisthat the period ahead - of detail ed response
to the work of General Convention, exploration of new structures, and further refinement of the covenant
model - will renew our positive appreciation of the possibilities of our heritage so that we can pursue our

mission with deeper confidence and harmony. ;
Canterbury, June 2006, page 3 %



