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FORWARD IN FAITH 2014 NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 
 

THE FUTURE ROLE OF FORWARD IN FAITH 
 

Presentation by Dr Colin Podmore 
 
Introduction 
 
For many years, Forward in Faith has been campaigning for provision that would enable us to 
remain in the Church of England with integrity, and seeking ‘an ecclesial structure which will 
continue the orders of bishop and priest as the Church has received them and which can 
guarantee a true sacramental life’. We have achieved provision. It may fall short of our ideal, 
but the important point is that it is good enough. And we have established The Society as an 
ecclesial structure. So does that mean that Forward in Faith’s role is finished? Can we wind it 
up and put our feet up? 
 
No. Forward in Faith’s role is going to be more important than before. It comes under three 
headings: supporting The Society, supporting the parishes, and what I will call campaigning 
and teaching. 
 
Supporting The Society 
 
The Society is our ecclesial structure. Up to now, our role has been to seek it, but from now 
on our task is to support it. A fundamental point about The Society is that it is not a 
membership organization. I’m tempted to say that that is this year’s response to the psalm: 
‘The Society is not a membership organization.’ Why not? Because when the bishops 
established The Society they were clear that it would be an ecclesial body: it would be like a 
church, not like a pressure group or a club. Admission to the Church is by baptism and 
communion, not by signing a form or paying a subscription. The same is true of The Society. 
If you are a baptized Christian, and you receive communion in a church that is under the 
oversight of a bishop of The Society, or from a Priest of The Society, you are a member of 
The Society – without signing anything or paying anything. The Society is not a membership 
organization. 
 
But just as with a church, a diocese or a parish, the problem is that people think that, because 
you don’t have to pay a subscription to belong, it’s all free and doesn’t cost anything. But it 
does. So we have to persuade people to contribute towards the cost of running The Society. 
We don’t need to establish a new registered charity, a new membership organization, to 
support, finance and administer The Society. We’ve got one already: Forward in Faith. 
Forward in Faith, if you like, is the diocesan board of finance, the diocesan office, for The 
Society. Forward in Faith is already doing quite a lot to support The Society, as it gradually 
takes shape and becomes more visible. 
 
People sometimes ask me when something is going to start happening with The Society. To 
that there are two answers: first, even Rome wasn’t built in a day; and second, quite a bit has 
been happening already. So what are the key milestones so far? 
 

• The first step, back in February last year, was to begin regular meetings of the 
Council of Bishops. The bishops meet overnight three times a year, and the decisions 
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taken at those meetings are gradually being put into effect. It’s my job to service those 
meetings. Who pays me to do that? Forward in Faith. 

 
• Second, the Society website needed a complete overhaul, so now we have a new 

website, together with a new logo and branding for The Society by Brian Beddowes. 
Who paid for the design? Who pays for the website? Forward in Faith. 
 

• Third, some of our bishops are looking after parishes in ten or more different 
dioceses. They cannot be everywhere at once, and they do not have archdeacons, rural 
deans and diocesan advisers to help them. So the third thing the Council of Bishops 
needed to do, this summer, was to establish the network of Bishops’ Representatives. 
Most dioceses have just one, but in two dioceses we have so many parishes and clergy 
that two are needed. As the name suggests, the Bishops’ Representative represent the 
bishop, but they are also there to advise and support the clergy and parishes and, when 
necessary, represent them to the bishop. 

 
• Fourth, one of the most important purposes of The Society is to guarantee a ministry 

in the historic apostolic succession in which our people can have confidence – in other 
words, to offer ‘sacramental assurance’. Registering priests as Priests of The Society 
is the mechanism for doing that, and it got underway this autumn. Priests make their 
Declaration to a member of the Council of Bishops and in return the bishop sends the 
priest a Welcome Letter. Who paid for the design work and the stationery? Who paid 
for the database in which the Priests are registered? Who will pay for the staff time at 
Gordon Square entering their details? Forward in Faith. 

 
• The next stage, from January (we shall have better things to do in Advent!) will be 

affiliating parishes to The Society. There will be a mailing to all the existing Forward 
in Faith parishes in January, so please look out for that. But we are hoping that many 
parishes that are not currently affiliated to Forward in Faith will want to become 
Society parishes under the oversight of one of our bishops. Again, there is drafting 
and design work involved in preparing the necessary leaflets and the laminated porch 
card which Society parishes will be able to display. Who is paying for the staff work 
and the design work, the printing and laminating, and who will pay for the postage? 
Forward in Faith. 
 

As I said, Rome wasn’t built in a day and neither will The Society be, but it is gradually 
taking shape. We now have a functioning Council of Bishops, an up-to-date website, and a 
Bishop’s Representative in every diocese. We have begun to register priests, and we are 
about to affiliate parishes. It simply isn’t true that nothing has been happening. 
 
All of the developments that I’ve mentioned – except the affiliation of parishes, which still 
lies in the future – are documented on the Society website (www.sswsh.com).  
 
Supporting the Parishes 
 
Forward in Faith’s second role in future will be that of supporting our parishes in passing and 
maintaining Resolutions under the House of Bishops’ Declaration. 
 
The January mailing will include advice from Forward in Faith on how to pass a Resolution, 
with a leaflet for PCC members and a leaflet and a card for members of the congregation.  
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Parishes will be able to get in touch with the Forward in Faith office if they need help, but if 
all the resolution parishes in the country ring Gordon Square we won’t be able to cope. The 
first line of advice and support is the Bishop’s Representatives. I shall be in the office to 
resource and support them, and Forward in Faith will be holding a training day for them at St 
Alban’s, Holborn, in January. 
 
One of the ways in which the new arrangements are better than before is that we will now 
have the possibility of taking problems to the Independent Reviewer, Sir Philip Mawer. I 
shall be keeping a file at Gordon Square documenting situations where the House of Bishops’ 
Declaration is not honoured, and Forward in Faith will be making regular reports to Sir 
Philip. So please make sure that any bad behaviour is reported to me. 
 
Campaigning and Teaching 
 
Forward in Faith’s third role is campaigning and teaching. 
 
Forward in Faith supports the Catholic Group in General Synod both financially and with 
advice and support. Anne Gray has been employed by Forward in Faith as our Elections 
Officer, to help to ensure that we continue to have a strong Catholic Group representing us in 
the General Synod. Forward in Faith has underwritten the cost of the operation, but I want to 
express our thanks to the Number One Trust for a generous grant which will cover Anne’s 
actual salary, and to the Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament for a grant which will make a 
very significant contribution towards the other costs, such as National Insurance, travel and 
meetings. 
 
But campaigning is not enough. We also need to carry on reminding our own people and the 
rest of the Church of England – gently but clearly – why the ordination of women as bishops 
and priests is problematic. If we do not continue to teach about that, we will have failed in 
our task of promoting and maintaining catholic teaching and practice in the Church of 
England. Resolutions under the House of Bishops’ Declaration can only be justified on the 
basis of theological conviction. It is not necessary for everyone who votes for a Resolution to 
hold that theological conviction personally, but if there are not significant numbers of people 
in the parishes who do have theological objections, there won’t be any provision because 
there won’t be anyone who needs it. So we do need to continue teaching our people about 
catholic faith and order, and explaining our position to the wider Church of England.  
 
Forward in Faith will be publishing a summary leaflet on this subject for congregations –  
that will be in the January mailing. We also plan a new edition of the theological section of 
Consecrated Women, for those who want to go into things in more depth. Already this year I 
have published Roger Greenacre’s work on the ecclesiological issues in a volume entitled 
Part of the One Church?  
 
A new Forward in Faith website is in preparation, and that will be a place to which people 
can go for information about the House of Bishops’ Declaration, advice about Resolutions, 
and teaching material about the theological and ecclesiological issues. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This then, is the future role of Forward in Faith:  
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• supporting The Society,  
• supporting our parishes,  
• supporting the Catholic Group in General Synod, and  
• providing teaching material about catholic faith and order, and in particular about the 

theological reasons why, as catholic Christians, we cannot receive the ministry of 
women as bishops and priests. 

 
 


