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A Battle Won 

By Dr Colin Podmore 

 

That England and America are “divided by a common language” is as true of the churches as 

of their nations. The differences go beyond words with different meanings (e.g. “parish”, 

“primate”, “province”). Church cultures and those of the societies they inhabit differ 

markedly. Great caution is therefore needed when viewing developments in one church from 

the perspective of another.  

 

The ease of internet communication ought, by increasing the availability of information, to 

make this more apparent. All too often, however, inhabitants of the blogosphere seem 

imprisoned by their own context, unable to make the mental journey to the other. Indeed, they 

commonly appear to use such information as they glean to bolster their own positions, as 

ammunition in their own battles, rather than to foster greater understanding. 

 

The situation regarding women’s ordination, and that of Anglo-Catholics, in the Church of 

England and The Episcopal Church could hardly differ more. The common prediction that 

what has happened in the USA will eventually happen in England is (like all predictions) 

impossible to disprove, but the differences in history, context and situation suggest that it is 

very unlikely to prove correct. In the Church of England the story of the twenty years since 

the first women priests were ordained in 1994 has differed greatly from that in the USA over 

the previous twenty years. There is no reason to believe these differences will not persist. 

 

The English decision of November 1992 concerned only the priesthood: ordaining women to 

the episcopate remained illegal for another 22 years. Provision for those unable to accept 

priestly ministry from women was contained in legislation that had the force of an Act of 

Parliament and in an Act of Synod that had been approved not just by the House of Bishops 

but by overwhelming majorities in the Synod. The latter was the ‘quid pro quo’ for a decision 

by the catholic diocesan bishops who were in office when the legislation came into force not 

to prevent the ordination of women as priests in their dioceses. 

 

Forward in Faith recognized long ago that ordaining women as priests made women bishops 

inevitable. Throughout the 14-year process leading to the July 2014 decision Forward in Faith 

and the Catholic Group in General Synod have consistently explained why ordaining women 

as priests and, a fortiori, as bishops is wrong. But we have not been trying to prevent or even 

delay the inevitable. Forward in Faith’s most substantial contribution to the theological 

debate (a debate in which the rest of the Church of England was almost completely 

uninterested), the book Consecrated Women? (2004), exemplifies this: it also contained a 

lengthy report proposing draft legislation to introduce women bishops and make provision for 

those who would be unable to receive their ministry. 

 

In November 2012 the Catholic Group was able to defeat legislation, the terms of which were 

unacceptable. This was achieved in alliance with conservative evangelicals and thanks to the 

crucial support of ‘swing voters’ who, while not opposed to women bishops, were unwilling 

to vote for legislation that did not make proper provision for those who could not receive 

their ministry. 

 

But it was never going to be possible to defeat legislation that was accompanied by 

acceptable provision – the votes were simply not there. Nor was it in anyone’s interest to 
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prolong wrangling over an issue that has been a distraction from mission for more than a 

decade. 

 

It is against this background that the strategy of Catholic Group and Forward in Faith in the 

last two years must be understood. Two members of the Group (a diocesan bishop and a 

priest) served on the committee that drafted the new legislation and associated documents, 

and the resulting package was judged good enough for us not to seek to defeat it. 

 

(I have explained both the 2012 vote and the genesis of the new legislation in an article in 

The Living Church: http://livingchurch.org/women-bishops-2014-10-29) 

 

It was understood and accepted that the Catholic Group would, as a matter of principle and 

conscience, vote at the revision stage against those clauses that provided for women to be 

priests and bishops, and against final approval of the legislation as a whole – as all but a 

handful of its members did.  

 

That 23% of the House of Laity voted against, twenty years after the first women priests were 

ordained, is significant. So are other facts. The latest statistics show 742 parishes in which, by 

Parochial Church Council resolution, it was hitherto against the law for a woman to minister 

as a priest – 368 of these receiving episcopal ministry under the Act of Synod. Moreover, in 

July there were still ten catholic diocesan and suffragan bishops who did not ordain women 

as priests (all of them members of Forward in Faith) – four consecrated during the period 

when the previous legislation was under consideration and two in 2013. After the vote, one of 

the suffragans retired and Fr Philip North (a Forward in Faith member aged 48) was 

appointed to succeed him – by a diocesan who ordains women, with the support of his 

bishops’ council (most of whom support women’s ordination). His consecration will probably 

be the first after enactment of the Women Bishops canon this November. 

 

The catholic bishops’ statement after the vote reflected the dual approach that Forward in 

Faith and the Catholic Group had been following throughout. They deeply regretted the 

further obstacle that the decision to ordain women as bishops had placed in the path to full, 

visible unity, but welcomed the provisions for those unable to receive their ministry. 

 

The House of Bishops’ Declaration which contains these provisions is not law (such a law 

would in any case now be difficult to get through Parliament), but will in practice be 

enforceable (which the Act of Synod was not) by means of a Resolution of Disputes 

Procedure involving an Independent Reviewer (Sir Philip Mawer, formerly Secretary General 

of the Synod, subsequently Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards). The procedure is 

established by Regulations made under canon. Failure to participate in the process will be a 

disciplinary offence – and so (legal opinion holds) will non-compliance with the Reviewer’s 

recommendations.  

 

Security is provided by the fact that the Declaration and the Regulations can only be amended 

or rescinded by the House of Bishops, and only if two-thirds majorities in each of the other 

Houses agree.  

 

A Forward in Faith commentary, with a link to the relevant texts, is available at 

www.forwardinfaith.com/resources/women-bishops.html 

 

http://livingchurch.org/women-bishops-2014-10-29
http://www.forwardinfaith.com/resources/women-bishops.html
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The Declaration fulfils the bishops’ “duty to ensure that the welfare of the whole Church of 

England is sustained in all its theological depth and breadth” (para. 4).  

 

Five “Guiding Principles” (para. 5) are fundamental. The Church of England locates “its own 

clear decision” within “a broader process of discernment” (i.e. reception) “within the 

Anglican Communion and the whole Church of God”. Because those “who, on grounds of 

theological conviction, are unable to receive the ministry of women bishops or priests” 

continue to be within the spectrum of Anglican teaching and tradition, “the Church of 

England remains committed to enabling them to flourish within its life and structures” and 

“pastoral and sacramental provision for the minority” is made “without specifying a limit of 

time and in a way that maintains the highest possible degree of communion and contributes to 

mutual flourishing across the whole Church of England”.  

 

The Declaration promises ‘equal treatment’ regarding resource issues (para. 15). Diocesan 

senior leadership roles will be “filled by people from across the range of traditions” (para. 

13). In discerning vocations “bishops will continue not to discriminate on the grounds of a 

candidate’s theological conviction on this issue”. Ordination services must comply with the 

Guiding Principles – respecting both the diocesan’s jurisdiction and the ordinand’s 

conscience (para. 15). 

 

PCCs can pass, by a simple majority, a resolution requesting priestly and episcopal ministry 

that accords with their theological conviction on women’s ordination (paras 19-20). All 

concerned will be obliged to do “everything possible” to avoid conflict with this theological 

conviction (para. 23). Bishops must veto conflicting appointments in order to protect lay 

representatives from having to do so (para. 24). 

 

Alternative bishops, who cannot be retired (para. 26), will “provide oversight” (para. 22), 

having responsibilities like those of suffragan bishops (para. 29). The Archbishops will be 

obliged to secure a sufficient supply of suitable bishops, the suffragan sees held by the three 

Provincial Episcopal Visitors being the starting point (para. 30). 

 

The promises in the Act of Synod were mostly kept, but if they were not, there was no 

redress. If these new promises are reneged upon, we can appeal to the Independent Reviewer. 

 

With the support of Forward in Faith, the catholic bishops are gradually building up The 

Society (www.sswsh.com) as an ecclesial structure within the Church of England in which 

we can enjoy full communion. 

 

We give thanks to God that the struggle for provision has been won, and that the House of 

Bishops’ Declaration offers us a basis for flourishing. The challenge now is to seize the 

opportunities that we have been given, for the sake of the Gospel and the Kingdom. 

 

Dr Colin Podmore, a former Clerk to the General Synod of the Church of England, has been 

the Director of Forward in Faith (UK) since 2013. 

http://www.sswsh.com/

