Women Bishops and the New Donatism
These notes were the basis of the lecture given on 4 March 2001 
to the Bournemouth William Temple Association 
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and are reproduced with her kind permission
(I) The 1992 Measure and the 1993 Act compared
a. The 1992 Measure - content
1. The ordination of women as priests but not on the same basis of male candidates.
2. Exemption of women clergy from any protection in law provided by the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act.
3. Parochial Church Councils may ban a woman priest from celebrating the Eucharist or pronouncing the absolution in a parish boundaries. PCCs are also given the right to prohibit the appointment of a duly ordained priest of the Church of England from even applying for the post of incumbent, curate or non-stipendiary minister, on the basis of her sex. These are known as Resolutions A and B. It is worth noting that PCCs were not given the right positively to request a woman over a man; there is no positive discrimination here only 'negative discrimination'. Also one PCC in a united benefice can stop the appointment of a woman priest to minister anywhere else in the benefice, even if all the other parishes support her appointment. Further, there is no provision for the protection of the consciences of those in favour of women priests in a parish if Resolutions A and B are passed.
4. Financial provision was made for clergy who left as a consequence of the vote. No provision was made for the repayment of the sum of up to £30,000 if any, as a few have, return. 5. The Measure explicitly excludes the ordination of women as bishops. The ordination of women to the episcopate will require an entirely distinct synodical measure and act of Parliament. 6. The Measure provides protection for bishops opposed to the ordination of women as priests by ensuring that no bishop could be 'forced' to ordain a woman to the priesthood. 1
b. The 1993 Act - content
1. The Act provides even greater 'protection' for those opposed to the ordination of women than the already extensive provision in the 1992 Measure outlined above.
2. The Act makes provision for neighbouring bishops of differing views on the ordination of women as priests to 'assist' each other. A bishop opposed is encouraged by the Act to call in a suffragan or neighbouring bishop to conduct the ordinations of women priests in his diocese. A bishop who supports women priests is encouraged to call for the assistance of an opposed neighbour to ordain men opposed and even to minister to congregations who feel they cannot accept their own bishop because of his support for the ordination of women.
3. The most significant aspect of the Act, however, is the creation of PEVs (Provincial Episcopal Visitors), or Flying Bishops as they were quickly dubbed by the press. PEVs appear to have largely, but not entirely, replaced the more co-operative model originally favoured in the Act as outlined in no.2. This is 'Resolution C'.
c. The 1992 Measure - process
1. The 1992 Measure began its synodical life in 1975.
2. It underwent a process of years of revision and testing both at the national level and at the local level of diocesan and deanery synods (and many PCCs).
3. In 1990, 38 out of 44 diocesan synods passed the ordination of women.
4. In November 1992, the Measure passed by a two-thirds majority in all three houses of General Synod.
5. November 1993, the voting in Parliament was: the Lords 7:1 and in the Commons 10:1.
6. From March into the summer months of 1994, nearly 1500 women deacons were ordained to the priesthood, many of whom had been in ordained or accredited ministry, in the Church for decades.
d. The 1993 Act - process
1.In January. 1993, the bishops issued their Manchester Statement, the Bonds of Peace2 and in April the Ecclesiastical Committee of Parliament started to meet to decide whether it was 'expedient' to send the Measure to Parliament. In June of the same year, the Bishops produced the Act of Synod which was not debated at the July meeting of Synod. The Act was aired for debate on the first day of the 1993 November Synod, sent back for revision, and voted on the last day of the same November meeting of Synod where it passed (one has to admit) by a very large majority.
2. The Act of Synod is an exclusive product of the House of Bishops, not a synodical body with clergy and lay representation. That means of course, that it was produced by an entirely male and clerical body - not an insignificant factor.
3. The Act, in breath-taking contrast to the 1992 Measure, was never referred to diocesan and deanery synods for debate, reflection and testing. This accounts for the alarming ignorance among many usually well informed laity and clergy about the content of the Act, because the more grassroots levels of our synodical system were not involved in the process of its passage.
(II) 'Reception' and 'Provisionality'
Eames
a. 'Reception, as it emerges in ecumenical conversation, is a continuous process. The faith is always m need of reinterpretation, so that the living Christ can be made real in the lives of contemporary men and women.... The process of reception in the Church can be difficult and time-consuming. There is no predetermined result.... To talk of a continuous process of reception in the life of the Church is not to deny that there are some things which remain constant in its life. The truth of the Gospel is grounded in the canon of Scripture, the teaching set forth in the Catholic creeds, the Apostolic Ministry and the sacramental life of the Church… During the process of reception, we need to make space for each other and to listen to each other in charity and patience while remaining in the highest possible degree of communion in spite of difference, as we strive to be open to the insights of the wider Christian community.3
b. 'Whenever a matter is tested by the Church there is necessarily an openness about the question. The continuing communion of Christians with one another in faith and worship maintains the underlying unity of the Church while the reception process is at work. The openness needs to be recognized and accepted by those on both sides of the debate. There needs to be openness to the possibility of new thing being accepted in the Church or rejected by the Church. It also entails a willingness to live with diversity throughout the 'reception' process.4

c. 'Open' Reception and 1998 Lambeth Resolution III.2
The unity of the Anglican Communion
This Conference, committed to maintaining the overall unity of the Anglican Communion, including the unity of each diocese under the jurisdiction of the diocesan bishop.
(a) believes such unity is essential to the overall effectiveness of the Church's mission to bring the Gospel of Christ to all people;
(b) for the purpose of maintaining this unity, calls upon the provinces of the Communion to uphold the principle of 'Open Reception' as it relates to the ordination of women to the priesthood as indicated by the Eames Commission; noting that "reception is a long and spiritual process" (Grindrod Report);
(c) in particular calls upon the provinces of the Communion to affirm that those who dissent from, as well as those who assent to, the ordination of women to the priesthood and episcopate are both loyal Anglicans;
(d) therefore calls upon the Provinces of the Communion to make such provision, including appropriate episcopal ministry, as will enable them to live in the highest degree of Communion possible, recognising that there is and should be no compulsion on any bishop in matters concerning ordination or licensing;
(e) also affirms that "although some of the means by which the communion is expressed may be strained or broken, there is a need for courtesy, tolerance, mutual respect, and prayer for one another, and we confirm that our desire to know or be with one another, remains binding on us as Christians" (Eames, p. 119). 5

d. 'Finally, in answer to another question, Dr Carey admitted that the progress of reception within the Anglican Communion of the ordination of women need not necessarily lead to its acceptance, but could lead to the Church's realizing it had made a mistake. "We have always believed that any step of this kind may be of the Holy Spirit, but [it] may not be of the Holy Spirit", he said, "Time will tell ... That degree of humility is terribly important."'6
Functional and Ontological understanding of ordination
e. 'When women are made priests in the Church of God by prayer and the laying on of hands, what will be done will be what the Church has always done since the days of the apostles.'7
f. 'However, I was not in favour of lay presidency when I spoke in the debate in General Synod in July 1994, and I have not changed my mind. I am firmly committed to the priesthood of all believers but do not feel that this negates the firm ontological basis of the ordained ministry. which has been central to our understanding of the Church.'8
g. The Archbishop of Canterbury's response to Dominus Jesus.: 'The Church of England, and the worldwide Anglican Communion, does not for one moment accept that its orders of ministry and eucharist are deficient in any way'.9
The 'Provisionality' of the whole Church
h. 'The Church is sent into the world as sign, instrument and first-fruits of a reality which comes from beyond history, the Kingdom, or reign of God.... Life in Christ is the end for which all things were made, not a means to an end beyond it .... The Church is thus a provisional embodiment of God's final purpose for all human beings and for all creation. It is an embodiment because it is a body of actual men and women chosen by God to share through the Spirit in the life of Christ and so in his ministry in the world. [The church] is provisional... [because] only part of the human family has been brought into its life, and those who have been so brought are only partly conformed to God's purposes.'10
(III) What does any of this have to do with PEVs? - a theology of taint and the new Donatism
a. 'To enable us to coexist when Holy Orders were being altered has required that there should be places where traditionalists could be sure of the valid orders of the celebrant [my italics]. So that this could happen, there had to be bishops to minister to these parishes and individuals.'11
b. Such an attempt at diversity in doctrine is no innovation. We have made comprehensiveness a virtue ever since the Elizabethan Settlement, for instance, managing to hold in one Church some who consider the Eucharist in a receptionist light, and so differ little from Zwingli, and others who believe in the real presence in a way indistinguishable from the Council of Trent. What is new, however, is the determination of the supporters of women's ordination to press ahead despite the very large minority in our Church opposed to this novelty.12
c. 'Briefly, the Donatists thought of themselves as a group which existed to present and protect an alternative to the society around them. They felt their identity to be constantly threatened: first by persecution, later, by compromise. Innocence, ritual purity, meritorious suffering, predominate in their image of themselves. They were unique, "pure": "the Church of the righteous who are persecuted but do not persecute."'13
d. 'Although in the visible Church the evil be ever mingled with the good, and sometimes the evil have chief authority in the Ministration of the Word and Sacraments, yet forasmuch as they do not the same in their own name, but in Christ's and do minister by his commission and authority, we may use their Ministry, both in hearing the Word of God, and in the receiving of the Sacraments. Neither is the effect of Christ's ordinance taken away by their wickedness, nor the grace of God's gifts diminished from such as by faith and rightly do receive the Sacraments ministered unto them; which be effectual, because of Christ's institution and promise, although they be ministered by evil men. 14

(IV) Relations with our ecumenical partners
a. 'Some of those who submitted evidence to us suggested that other churches found the ecclesiology behind the Act of synod difficult to comprehend, whilst others felt it offered a fine example of how a church should behave when there is division on an important ecclesiological matter' 15
b. That the chief pastor of the local Church (the bishop) would be morally constrained to abandon the pastoral and sacramental care of a portion of his flock to another from elsewhere, while retaining juridical authority over them, cannot be squared with any theology of the canons worthy of the name .... That communicant members of a Church can reject, corporately or individually, the ministrations of one canonically inducted by that Church into the order of presbyter, defeats the very purpose of the ordained ministry - the gathering of the people of God in obedience to the apostolic preaching and the celebration of the sacraments of Christ, in communion with the successors of the apostles.... It is no kind tribute to Anglican comprehensiveness that it can treat the women in question as true presbyters and maltreat them as wolves in ewes' clothing, obstacles to the communication of sacramental grace.16
c. [1998 Methodist Conference] ... has affirmed 'its commitment to the position of accepting women's ministry at every level in the Church'.17
d. The Methodist Church would be unable to receive the sign of episcopal succession in a context which would involve a repudiation of what the Methodist Church believed itself to have received from God. An obvious and important example of what is meant by this Guideline is the ministry of women. Since women were ordained to the presbyterate in the Methodist Church, every office for which male ministers are eligible has been open also to women.18
e. 'However, many Free Churches find it difficult to comprehend how in the Church of England two different theological positions can be held with integrity. The Free Churches also find it difficult to understand "the open process of reception" and "extended episcopal oversight"19
f The Anglican-Methodist Formal Conversations.20 "'The Methodist Church unhesitatingly affirms its conviction that both the presbyteral and diaconal ministries are open to men and women" (Called to Love and Praise, p.47) … All posts and positions within the Methodist Church that are open to men are also open to women .... The report to Conference 2000 on Episkopé and Episcopacy ... made it clear that an episcopate in the Methodist Church would be open to women as well as to men. This principal is regarded as something the Methodist Church has received from God and wishes to share with the wider Church. For many Methodists, to whom the issue is one of theological principle it would constitute a serious obstacle to full visible unity if the ministry,' of women were not fully recognized [#181]'.

The Church of England is currently engaged in a process of discernment (or 'reception'), within an ecumenical context, of the rightness of the decision to open the presbyterate to women. It is collectively seeking to determine, in dialogue with ecumenical partners, whether the step it has taken is indeed the will of God for the Church The Communion provided by these two sets of relationships [Porvoo and the Anglican Communion] is impaired by the fact that it is not possible at present for women bishops to exercise an Episcopal ministry, in the Church of England. Clergy ordained by women bishops elsewhere are no eligible to officiate as clergy in the Church of England [#182].'
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