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WOMEN BISHOPS: MY HOPES AND FEARS 

Study Day at Ridley Hall 

24 April 2013 

 

Reasons for Opposition 

 

I need to begin by explaining why I cannot accept that ordaining women to the priesthood 

and episcopate is the will of God for his Church. I hope that in doing so I won’t cause 

offence. Our problems can only be resolved or reduced if we speak the truth (as we see it) in 

love – and endure being spoken to with similar candour. For Anglo-Catholics there are, 

broadly, three types of reason: ecumenical, ecclesiological, and opposition in principle. 

 

The Anglican Communion already has women bishops, but as it is defined by communion 

with See of Canterbury, only when Canterbury ordains women to the episcopate will it 

become definitive. Cardinal Kasper, as President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting 

Christian Unity, told the English House of Bishops back in 2006 that the presupposition that 

ecumenical dialogue between our churches has as its goal the restoration of full church 

communion ‘would realistically no longer exist following the introduction of the ordination 

of women to episcopal office’. Does that matter? To me it does. Our Lord prayed in his high 

priestly prayer for the visible unity of his Church. Doing something that militates against the 

fulfilment of that prayer is sinful. To me this means that even when the damage is already 

done I cannot receive the ministry of women priests and bishops, because if I did I would 

implicitly be endorsing something that I believe contradicts the will of God for his Church. 

 

But because the ecumenical damage is already done, the ecclesiological argument is of 

greater concern. Ordaining women to the priesthood and episcopate is wrong because it 

conflicts with our Church’s understanding of itself. As the Preface to the Declaration of 

Assent puts it, ‘The Church of England is part of the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic 

Church’. If we thought the whole Church subsisted in the Church of England, we could 

decide all questions in its life for ourselves. But we are only a fragment of the Church 

Catholic, and a fragment does not have the right to act as if it were the whole.  

 

Not everything has to be decided by the whole Church. Subsidiarity means that decisions are 

properly taken at the lowest appropriate level. For a parish to decide what time its Sunday 

service will start is absolutely fine. At the other end of the scale, while the Church of England 

could legally change the Nicene Creed, say by removing a line, without reference to the 

wider Church, most agree that it would be wrong to do so. The Nicene Creed is something 

that we share with the whole Church and can only properly be changed by the whole Church. 

The question is: where does ordaining women to the priesthood and episcopate fit on that 

scale? We claim that our bishops ordain people as bishops or priests not just of the Church of 

England but in the Church of God. We claim to ordain to a ministry that we believe to be 

universally valid. If that is so, then the ancient canonical maxim applies: ‘quod 

omnes…tangit, ab omnibus comprobetur’ – that which affects all must be approved by all. 

 

The most frequent response is that we needn’t worry about changing the orders we claim to 

share with Rome, because Rome doesn’t recognize that claim. But a moment’s thought will 

show that response to be misconceived. The Church of England’s self-understanding is that, 

as part of the catholic Church, it ordains to a threefold ministry which it shares with the 

whole Church. Its identity is undermined when it acts in a way that conflicts with its self-

understanding, regardless of whether that understanding is shared by other churches. 



 2 

 

Then, thirdly, there is opposition in principle. Not every Anglo-Catholic is opposed in 

principle. Some are agnostic, and some have, in the past at least, been in favour in principle 

but opposed on ecumenical and ecclesiological grounds. However, my belief is that most 

Anglo-Catholics are now opposed primarily for reasons of principle concerning the nature of 

priesthood and the roles of men and women. That may be especially true of younger people 

whose opinions have been formed in the 1990s and in the first decade of the present century.  

 

Opposition in principle has grown because the process of reflection did not cease in 1992. 

The Episcopal Ministry Act of Synod 1993 envisaged an open process of discernment or 

reception of the proposition that women can be ordained to the priesthood, and it specifically 

envisaged that as a process within the universal Church. The justification for unilaterally 

ordaining women to the priesthood of the universal Church, despite the quod omnes tangit 

maxim, was that that development (I would call it a change) would remain provisional until 

such time as it was affirmed or indeed rejected (that’s the force of the word ‘open’) not just 

by the Church of England as a whole but by the Church Catholic. Resolution III.2 of the 1998 

Lambeth Conference ‘call[ed] upon the provinces of the Communion to uphold the principle 

of “Open Reception” as it relates to the ordination of women to the priesthood… noting that 

“reception is a long and spiritual process” ’. Calls to declare that process of reception at an 

end not only flout a Lambeth Conference resolution: they also completely misunderstand 

what is meant by the process of reception. We cannot declare the universal Church to have 

accepted the ordination of women to the priesthood and episcopate when it patently hasn’t. 

 

A significant instance of non-reception came on 22 May 1994 (that this was just ten weeks 

after the first ordination of women to the priesthood in the Church of England can hardly be a 

coincidence), when Pope John Paul II made a definitive statement on the subject in his 

Apostolic Letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (‘On Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone’): 

‘… in order that all doubt may be removed regarding a matter of great importance, a 

matter which pertains to the Church’s divine constitution itself, …I declare that the 

Church has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and that 

this judgment is to be definitively held by all the Church’s faithful.’1 

Such a statement was bound to have some influence on Anglo-Catholics. And since then we 

have engaged in a process of reflection – notably in preparing and reflecting on Consecrated 

Women? (the 2004 report of a working party established by Forward in Faith at the 

suggestion of the then Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, to shadow the official 

working party that produced the Rochester report on Women Bishops). That process of 

reflection has led many who in 1992 had an open mind on the principle, and many who have 

only begun since then to consider the question at all, to conclude that the ministerial 

priesthood is an intrinsically masculine role and that consequently women cannot be ordained 

to it. 

 

I can’t offer you now a detailed summary of Consecrated Women or indeed of the section of 

the Rochester Report which sets out the Anglo-Catholic arguments. I commend them to you 

for study. Some of the key points are as follows: 

 First, the ordination of women to the priesthood and episcopate is unproven in 

Scripture and absent from orthodox tradition.  

                                                 
1 http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_letters/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_22051994_ordinatio-

sacerdotalis_en.html 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_letters/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_22051994_ordinatio-sacerdotalis_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_letters/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_22051994_ordinatio-sacerdotalis_en.html
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 Second, the Christian priest represents Christ at the altar. The maleness of Christ is 

not accidental but theologically significant, and representing Christ in the Eucharist is 

therefore a male role.  

 The arguments relating to the episcopate are even stronger. Enshrined in the Church 

of England’s canons is the statement that every diocesan bishop is a father in God. 

And the fatherhood of the bishop is related to the fatherhood of God, ‘the Father from 

whom every fatherhood in heaven and on earth is named’ (Ephesians 3.14-15).2 

According to Ignatius of Antioch, writing at the very beginning of the second century, 

the Bishop should ‘preside in the place of God’; he is ‘a type of the Father’.3 In the 

1662 Ordinal the Church of England teaches that a bishop is the successor of the 

Apostles – an office for which, despite the prominence of some women among his 

followers, Jesus chose only men.  

Much more could be said, but that will have to suffice. 

 

This conviction, that ordaining women as priests and bishops is not just wrong but actually 

impossible from a sacramental point of view, has grown in strength at precisely the same time 

as social and political thinking has come to be dominated by an ‘Equalities Agenda’ which 

considers women and men to be not only equal but also in all respects interchangeable. 

According to this view, there is no role whatsoever that cannot be undertaken by either sex; 

‘motherhood’ and ‘fatherhood’ are collapsed into ‘parenting’ and the roles of ‘wife’ and 

‘husband’ into ‘partnership’ – with the corollary that marriage must be opened to partners of 

the same sex. Equality is confused not only with interchangeability but also with identity 

(sameness), so ‘discrimination’ (drawing distinctions), and not just ‘unfair discrimination’, is 

believed always to be wrong. I have to say that I find it impossible to understand how one can 

oppose the suggestion that women and men are interchangeable as far as marriage is 

concerned while supporting that same notion where ordination is concerned. If women cannot 

be husbands, how can they be fathers in God? 

 

I must recognize that legally and canonically women are priests and will be bishops, and 

accord them not only courtesy but also the respect to which their office entitles them. But 

because I believe priesthood and episcopacy to be intrinsically masculine roles, I cannot 

believe that they are or will be, sacramentally speaking, priests and bishops. Those who are 

agnostic on the arguments of principle, as I was myself back in 1992, would say that they are 

doubtful as to their priesthood and episcopate from a sacramental point of view. This is where 

the principle of ‘sacramental assurance’ comes in. We need sacraments in which we can have 

confidence. Just as we could not receive the sacrament if a layperson presides, because we 

can only be confident that it is the sacrament if the Eucharistic Prayer is said by someone 

ordained by a bishop in the historic succession that stretches back to the Apostles’ time, so 

we cannot receive the sacrament if the president is a woman priest or ordained by a woman 

bishop, because we are not confident that a woman can be a priest or a bishop at all. If that 

belief, once the majority view in our church, causes offence, I can only apologise. But much 

of what I am going to say will be unintelligible unless those basic points are grasped.  

 

                                                 
2 The Vulgate translation of ‘patria’ here is ‘paternitas’ not ‘familia’, and this makes more sense of the verse 

than the English translations that use ‘family’: cf. J. Hunwicke, ‘The Gender and Number of Bishops’ in J. 

Baker (ed.), Consecrated Women? A Contribution to the Women Bishops Debate (Norwich, 2004), pp. 164-9, at 

p. 166. 
3 Ignatius of Antioch, To the Magnesians, 6; To the Trallians, 3: M. Staniforth (tr.), Early Christian Writings: 

The Apostolic Fathers (Harmondsworth, 1968), pp. 88, 96. 
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The 1993 Settlement 

 

I turn now, secondly, to the elements of the 1993 settlement under which we have lived 

together for almost twenty years.  

 

The Measure (which of course is the law of the land) allows the laity of a parish to prevent 

women from undertaking the priestly functions of presiding at the Eucharist or giving the 

absolution (Resolution A) or, for evangelical parishes who accept women as priests but not as 

the senior priest of a parish, from being incumbent or priest in charge (Resolution B). 

Originally, those provisions were to have expired after 20 years, but the Synod decided that 

they should remain as they were needed and took that time limit out. The resolutions were 

entrenched by a requirement of two-thirds majorities to amend or repeal the Measure. 

 

The Measure allowed the diocesan bishops who were in office when it was passed to prevent 

women from being ordained or ministering in their dioceses. As many as six dioceses 

(including London) could have had no women priests at all – in some cases for many years. 

In the event, those bishops all agreed to permit the ordination of women. In return, the House 

of Bishops agreed to propose the Episcopal Ministry Act of Synod. It is important to 

remember that the Act of Synod was one side of a compromise deal.  

 

As I have already mentioned, the Act of Synod offered an ecclesiological rationale for the 

Church of England’s decision. It also stipulated that ‘the integrity of differing beliefs and 

positions concerning the ordination of women to the priesthood should be mutually 

recognised and respected’. Thus Anglo-Catholic views are entitled to receive equal respect 

with views that support women’s ordination. Furthermore, there was to be no discrimination 

against candidates for ordination or senior appointment on the grounds of their views about 

this issue. Finally, recognizing that the pastoral relationship and indeed the relationship of 

communion between clergy who cannot accept the ministry of women priests and bishops 

who ordain them was likely to be bound to be impaired, the Act of Synod made provision for 

appropriate episcopal ministry for those opposed – either by existing diocesan or suffragan 

bishops or through Provincial Episcopal Visitors whose role would also include acting as 

ombudsman and spokesman for those opposed. 

 

Such was  the 1993 settlement, and overall it worked. Women priests were introduced in 

every diocese from the outset: no postcode lottery, no no-go dioceses. Catholic parishes have 

been able to continue their life and witness with integrity. I am not aware of anyone being 

denied ordination for opposing women’s ordination. Twenty years on, God is still calling 

young men of traditional catholic views to the priesthood in significant numbers. The 

ministry of the PEVs has seen downs as well as ups, but the best of them have modelled a 

style of episcopacy that has been widely welcomed.  

 

Only the promise of non-discrimination in senior appointments has not been honoured. When 

Bishop Geoffrey Rowell retires in November there will be just one traditional catholic 

diocesan bishop, three suffragans apart from the PEVs and the Bishop of Fulham, no deans, 

four archdeacons and two residentiary canons. Archbishops Habgood and Sentamu and 

Bishop Nigel McCulloch are the only bishops who have ordained women and continued to do 

so who have ever appointed a traditional catholic suffragan. There are now far, far more 

female archdeacons than catholic archdeacons. Some of them are excellent, but others could 

not conceivably have been appointed had they been men.  
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The Failed Measure 

 

Thirdly, I turn to the draft Measure that failed in November. When the voting was announced 

my immediate feeling was of sadness: so much time, effort and money wasted over so many 

years! This train crash had been entirely predictable for months if not years, but no one could 

take any pleasure in it. To have failed to find a way forward based on consensus and 

compromise was a matter of shame and damaged us in the eyes of the world. In a very high-

risk strategy, the Steering Committee had driven the train towards the buffers at high speed, 

ignoring all the warning lights along the way (including the fact that not one single person for 

whom the Measure was intended to make provision could be found to say that it was 

remotely adequate). Presumably they expected that in the end all those who in principle 

support women bishops would vote for the legislation regardless of its content. But fifteen 

honourable members didn’t – and have subsequently been pilloried for exercising their 

responsibility to scrutinize the legislation before them and decide whether it was fit for 

purpose. 

 

And that it most certainly wasn’t. One of the key reasons for its failure was that it sought to 

achieve two aims that the vote demonstrated to be incompatible in this Synod at least: 

 to allow women to become bishops (and to make – or give the appearance of making 

– sufficient provision for opponents to persuade the Synod to vote for it), and 

 to undo the 1992-3 settlement by repealing the 1992 Measure and the Act of Synod. 

 

I believe that it was the second aim that proved fatal. There were enough Synod members 

determined to resist abrogation of the 1992-3 promises to bring the Measure down. It would 

have repealed Resolution A without replacement. The incumbent of a formerly A and B 

parish could then introduce women priests simply on the basis of his own views, and there 

would have been nothing the parish could do. There is no way that any traditional catholic, or 

anyone who sympathized with us, could ever even abstain from voting on such a Measure. 

Suggestions that they might do so demonstrated a startling lack of understanding.  

 

A second key reason for the failure of the legislation was that proceeding by a code of 

practice combined with separate schemes in each diocese necessarily involved huge 

complexity. The Illustrative Draft Code was 35 pages long, but once that had been finalized 

each diocese would have needed to invest time and effort in drafting a diocesan scheme of its 

own. Provision would differ from diocese to diocese, according to episcopal whims and the 

vagaries of diocesan synod votes. It would have been a bureaucratic and legalistic nightmare. 

 

Thirdly, in a church in which even the most minor details of procedure are regulated by 

legally enforceable Measures, Regulations and Instruments, people questioned why there was 

such unwillingness to enshrine the new provisions in any unambiguously enforceable 

legislation. A natural conclusion was that the proponents did not want to follow the Church of 

England’s normal legislative path because they didn’t intend to abide by the provisions. 

Furthermore, the ways in which the requirements of certain other Codes of Practice have 

been ignored meant that anything with ‘Code of Practice’ on the label would not enjoy trust. 

In successive debates there were appeals, particularly from bishops, to ‘trust us’. The trouble 

was that those appeals were issued in the context of resiling from all the promises made in 

1992-3. The complete repeal of the 1992 Measure and the Act of Synod (which the bishops’ 

predecessors had promised would remain as long as they were needed) rendered the 

suggestion that opponents should trust the promises now being made simply incredible.  
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A further difficulty with appealing for trust is that there are too many stories of bishops and 

archdeacons pressurizing parishes to rescind resolutions, or securing the appointment of 

clergy who would do so. Bishops sometimes appear to suggest that lack of trust in them 

collectively says nothing about the actions of any of their number but should instead be 

interpreted as indicating a spiritual deficit on the part of those who ought to trust them 

because of who they are. That really won’t do. 

 

A fourth reason why the legislation failed was that the whole of the package was not on the 

table. There was no guarantee that the final text of the Code of Practice would look any more 

like the Illustrative Draft than the final text of the Measure looked like the draft that received 

First Consideration (with the agreement of the Steering Committee that was supposed to 

defend the Measure, the Revision Committee had rewritten it completely to water it down). 

 

Perhaps the most important reason why the legislation was defeated was that it was bad law. 

Its consequences – not just for Anglo-Catholics but, most importantly, for the Church of 

England as a whole, would have been dire. The legal uncertainty involved in a code of 

practice with which people were not unequivocally bound to comply would have led to 

endless trench warfare, which would have been profoundly corrosive not just of the Church 

of England’s unity but also of its spirituality. When the history is written, people will gape 

with amazement at how close a Christian church came to making litigation in the secular 

courts its preferred means of resolving disputes in one of the most controverted areas of its 

life (with all the expense and loss of autonomy that would entail, and in direct contradiction 

of the plain words of Scripture). How that could have been made the basis for the legislation, 

and how anyone could have voted for it, I cannot understand. As the person whose job it 

would have been to raise money and obtain pro bono legal advice to enable catholic parishes 

to mount such legal challenges, I am hugely relieved that that terrible Measure bit the dust. 

 

My Hopes 

 

So now at last I come to my hopes. First let me say that I am not hoping for a church without 

women bishops. I am quite clear that there will be women bishops and indeed that there must 

be, because it is clearly the majority’s will. I am not campaigning against women bishops – 

though I shall continue to explain why I believe their introduction to be so profoundly wrong. 

 

My hope is for legislation which does not undo the whole basis on which we have lived 

together these last twenty years, but rather builds on that legislation (possibly removing 

parts that are genuinely redundant – such as the vetos for diocesan bishops who were in post 

in 1992 and for cathedral chapters). Such legislation will need to be much simpler than the 

failed Measure. It will also need to be much more transparent. Our respective rights and 

mutual obligations must be stated clearly and placed beyond argument. We simply cannot 

afford the legal costs that unclear legislation would inevitably cause. 

 

The legislation needs to offer not only simplicity but also security. If I feel secure in my 

position, I will have the confidence to be outgoing and engage with you. If I feel under threat, 

if I know that at any time you could pull the rug from under my feet and remove the 

provisions and structures that are the basis of my life, because they are there simply as a 

matter of grace and favour not of law, then you are likely to find me defensive, combative, 

and keeping my distance from you. That is just human nature. Security is the key to what has 
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been called ‘mutual flourishing’, to a situation in which there is engagement, dialogue and 

fellowship across the trench lines that the battle over the failed Measure has so sadly created. 

 

The legislative package should enshrine (I would suggest in the Canons) two key principles 

that were embodied in the opening section of the Illustrative Draft Code of Practice. It should 

place the Church of England’s decision in the context of a broader process of discernment 

within the whole Church. And it should make clear that the theological convictions that 

prevent some of us from receiving priestly and episcopal ministry from women remain within 

the spectrum of Anglican teaching and practice and are deserving of respect. It also needs to 

include a further point to which the House of Bishops committed itself, as reported in the 

Archbishops’ Foreword to the Illustrative Draft Code: a guarantee that bishops will continue 

not discriminate against ordination candidates because of their views on this matter. 

 

Furthermore, it will not suffice to enable parishes to require that their priest be male. If we 

receive the ministry of a priest ordained by a woman bishop, we have received her episcopal 

ministry, of which ordination is one of the most important elements. If a priest is ordained by 

a woman bishop that priest is not tied in to a historic succession that we can recognize. That 

has been referred to, quite offensively, as relating to ‘pedigree’, as if we were talking about 

dogs. To decline to allow someone ordained by a woman to preside at the Eucharist is no 

different than declining to allow a Methodist minister to do so. In both cases the point is that 

the minister has not been ordained by someone we are able to recognize, sacramentally 

speaking, as a bishop. Inability to receive sacramental ministry from a Methodist minister 

does not imply that he or she is not legally ordained according to the law of his or her own 

church, or that his or her ministry may not be spiritually fruitful. But it does say that the 

circumstances of the ordination are not such as to offer us sufficient sacramental assurance. 

 

Perhaps the most difficult area concerns episcopal ministry. In the earlier stages of the failed 

legislative process that was at the centre of attention, so it may surprise you that I have not 

mentioned it before. The reason is that I believe that far too little attention was paid last time 

round to the fact that the failed Measure would have completely torn up the 1993 settlement, 

so I have majored on that. But of course the changed circumstances that women bishops will 

bring will make additional provisions regarding episcopal ministry essential. Women bishops 

will need to be fully bishops, but so will the bishops who minister to those who cannot 

receive their ministry. They need to be able to sponsor candidates for ordination, to ordain, to 

celebrate the sacraments, to exercise discipline and to make appointments. Personally, I am 

more interested in what they are able to do than in the precise legal basis for their doing it. 

 

A second practical principle endorsed by the House of Bishops and mentioned by the 

Archbishops in the Illustrative Draft Code is that there will need to be a guaranteed supply of 

bishops able to provide the assured episcopal ministry that traditional catholic parishes 

require – which means retaining the Provincial Episcopal Visitors (and, I would add, the 

Bishop of Fulham, who performs that role in the Dioceses of London, Southwark and 

Rochester). The continued attrition of traditional catholic bishops in the mainstream sees (by 

the end of the year there will only be four left out of 107 or so) makes that essential. 

 

What remains to be worked out is what powers these bishops should have and what their 

relationship should be to the diocesan bishops. Forward in Faith and the Catholic Group 

have consistently argued for a solution consistent with the Church of England’s catholic 

ecclesiology. The idea of a free or third province was canvassed, and then that of new 

dioceses, which would delegate most of the work of a diocese back to the geographical 
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dioceses but leave our clergy owing canonical obedience to someone whom they could 

recognize, not just legally but also sacramentally, as being a bishop. Archbishop Williams 

recognized that this solution would do the least violence to our ecclesiology, but was 

powerless to enact it. The final compromise of co-ordinate jurisdiction was rejected by a 

hardline majority in the House of Clergy, even though the majority of the Synod overall 

backed it. Perhaps that and the later watering down of the famous clause 5(1)(c) were actually 

blessings in disguise, as they left the Measure without anything that could mislead anyone 

into thinking that it could remotely offer the provision that was needed (or was even intended 

by its authors to do so). 

 

Where we shall go on this issue of the powers and relationships of the PEVs and other such 

bishops, I don’t know. Just as catholic Anglicans argued for a solution in tune with traditional 

ecclesiology, so did the other side – though their purist solution was, in reality, to make no 

provision for us at all. Perhaps both sides will need to compromise. The irony, of course, is 

that the Roman Catholic Church (supposedly an inflexible and uncaring monolith) was able 

to engage in some creative ecclesiological and legal drafting to produce a pastoral solution 

for ex-Anglicans which regulated the relationship between the Ordinary and the local 

diocesan bishop in ways that did not do violence to Roman Catholic ecclesiology. How sad 

that our own church has been able to show so little pastoral concern, flexibility and 

inventiveness by comparison. It is here that further discussion, realism and – dare I say it – 

compromise will be needed on both sides. But episcopal ministry will need to be established 

on a simple, secure and transparent basis if it and the parishes it serves are to flourish. 

 

My Fears 

 

And what, finally, of my fears? (You’ll be relieved to learn that I have fewer fears than I have  

hopes, because as Christians our attitude should always be one of faith and hope, combined 

with the perfect love that casts out fear.) For the most part my fears are simply the obverse of 

my hopes. If there is insufficient provision, a new Measure will not receive Final Approval in 

this Synod. To plough on with a Measure that could not gain approval in this synod and 

gamble that the next House of Laity might prove less conservative, when there is no reliable 

evidence that it will, would be more than foolhardy. That was the strategy adopted last time, 

but the 2010 elections failed to deliver the hoped-for House of Laity and the inevitable train 

crash resulted. A second defeat really would be disastrous for the Church of England’s image. 

 

My fear is that those supporters who realize that women bishops and mutual flourishing will 

only be achieved if there is compromise will prove unable or unwilling to stand up to those 

whose purism brooks no compromise. In the end, the problem is a spiritual one. All of us 

must endeavour to become more Christ-like than some on either side have been in the past 

and to manifest once again the charity, tolerance and pragmatic ability to compromise that 

formerly characterized the Anglican tradition at its best. 


