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FORWARD IN FAITH 

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 2019 

ITEM 2: REPORT FROM THE CATHOLIC GROUP IN GENERAL SYNOD 

Fr Paul Benfield SSC (Chairman of the Catholic Group) 

Since the last National Assembly General Synod has met twice : in February in London and 

in July in York. 

It is one hundred years since the passing of what is often called the Enabling Act but whose 

correct title is the Church of England Assembly (Powers) Act 1919. This Act of Parliament 

gave the power to the Church Assembly (now the General Synod) to pass Measures which, 

once approved by Parliament, have the force of acts of Parliament. No other body in England 

has such powers to pass primary legislation. 

It is, therefore, Synod’s legislative role which remains its primary purpose. Parliament does 

not have the time or the inclination to deal with the minutiae of Church of England 

governance and it falls to the members of General Synod to fulfil this role. Most take it 

seriously, though in a recent survey one member complained that we spend all this time on 

boring legislation. I was told at a recent conference of Registrars (though I don’t know 

whether it is true) that in the last year Synod has approved more legislation than Parliament. 

Of course, Parliament has had other things on its mind this year, but it is true that Synod has 

been very busy with legislation.  

In February we gave final approval to the snappily titled Church Representation and 

Ministers Measure. Amongst other things this completely re-drafts the Church Representation 

Rules which govern electoral rolls, PCCs, deanery synods, diocesan synods and the House of 

Laity of the General Synod. The new rules come into force on 1 January. They are not 

significantly different from the existing rules, but they have been re-cast and will hopefully 

be more user friendly. I suggest that PCC secretaries, priests and others ought to get a copy of 

them, so that they are using the up-to-date rules. They are available form Church House 

Publishing with a helpful introduction by the Revd Alexander McGregor and his team in the 

Legal Office, which sets out where there are some changes. 

Synod has approved new Faculty Rules. We passed an order making the time limits 

concerned with patronage and the appointment of incumbents more realistic and workable, 

though it is important to note that the rights and duties of patrons, bishops and parishes 

remain unaltered.  

In July we gave first consideration to two important measures. The first was a new Diocesan 

Boards of Education Measure, which aims to update existing legislation to take account of 

the changes in the educational world – most notably the creation of academies and academy 

trusts. The second is a Draft Cathedrals Measure. After difficulties at Lincoln Cathedral and 

Ripon Cathedral in the 1980s, the Cathedrals Measure 1991 was passed. After more recent 

difficulties at Peterborough and Exeter there was the inevitable report and now a new draft 

Measure – as though legislation will solve all difficulties. Both the Diocesan Boards of 

Education Measure and the Cathedrals Measure are now being revised in Revision 

Committees and will return to Synod in February. I imagine that some aspects will be quite 

controversial and there will be contested votes on the floor of Synod. 
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Members of the Catholic Group in General Synod play a full part in the legislative 

proceedings and other agenda items. We are not only interested in items with a particular 

‘catholic’ relevance. For example Bishop Philip North, the Bishop of Burnley, led a good 

debate on estates evangelism, and Andrew Gray, a lay member of the Group, successfully 

introduced a motion on housing and homelessness. The latter is bearing fruit with a working 

party in which government agencies are involved.  

There are many hours of rather pointless debate on more general issues of the day. One of 

these was that introduced as an emergency debate by the Archbishops in February on the 

state of the nation. I was not present for the debate as I had collapsed at lunchtime and been 

taken by ambulance to St Thomas’ Hospital, but I do wonder what the point of such debates 

is. Who listens from within the Church and, even more importantly, who listens in the wider 

nation? 

The Catholic Group, of course, has a special concern for matters of catholic faith and order.  

One matter which is bubbling along under the surface is the seal of the confessional. This is 

part of pre-Reformation law and is part of the law of the land. The Catholic Group is 

committed to its retention. It is thought that IICSA (the Independent Inquiry into Child 

Sexual Abuse) may have something to say on this, but in the meantime we monitor all 

developments. Bishop Tony has already mentioned the statement on the Canterbury diocesan 

website that was incorrect. A member of the Catholic Group put a question down, so that it 

could be stated on the public record that that statement did not accord with the law. [The 

statement remained even after that answer, but following the retirement of the Bishop of 

Dover it has been removed.] 

Another matter for which we have a concern is sacramental order. It was on this basis that 

Catholics opposed women priests and women bishops – there is doubt whether canonically 

ordained women are, in fact, priests in the Church of God.  

Since 1662 it has been a requirement in the Church of England that a priest or presbyter who 

presides at the Eucharist shall have been episcopally ordained. But there are proposals in 

connection with the Methodist Covenant that non-episcopally ordained Methodist ministers 

should be allowed to preside at Church of England services in Church of England parishes. 

They would be deemed to have been episcopally ordained, when they plainly had not been. In 

July there was a motion before Synod calling on the Archbishops’ Council to bring forward 

in February next year legislation to give effect to this proposal. After the opening speech by 

the Bishop of Coventry, the Bishop of Guildford set the tone of much of the debate. He 

asked, was this a bearable temporary anomaly in church order? For him it probably was, but 

he was gracious enough to say that he doubted whether it would be for his Catholic friends. 

But he went on to oppose the idea on the basis that the Methodist Conference had just voted 

in favour of same-sex marriage. This meant that both Catholics and Evangelicals had grave 

reservations. Now in ecumenical matters it is very difficult simply to vote down an 

ecumenical proposal because one is accused of voting against Our Lord’s command ‘May 

they all be one’. One had to come up with a suitable amendment which does not attack the 

whole motion but removes dangerous parts. I had such an amendment which simply removed 

the requirement to bring forward legislation. This did quite well, but was lost, but the Ven. 

Jane Steen had a similar one, which effectively put the proposal into the long grass, asking 

for more work to be done. And so, for the moment, that matter is off the Synod’s agenda. 

The Catholic group is in good heart. Some of us are going to Walsingham in the week after 

next in the dates which are set aside each November in case Synod needs to meet. We have 

will have fun and prayer together – and perhaps some gin! 
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Since the 2015 election we have lost some members through death or through people moving 

dioceses. But we have also gained new members through by-elections or through the all-

important rule that within two years of an election the same voting papers are used again, 

which often means that people who are not initially elected take their seat later. 

But this quinqennium ends in July next year, and in the autumn there will be fresh elections. 

It important that Catholics are well represented, not just to preserve a secure place for us in 

the Church of England, but also to remind the Church of England of its catholic roots and 

identity.   

To achieve that, we must have candidates standing. It’s no use everyone sitting back and 

thinking that someone else will stand. To assist us in that, we have three Elections Officers. 

In 2015 Anne Gray oversaw the whole country, which was a massive task. This time she will 

just cover the Richborough episcopal area (together with Chichester, London and 

Southwark). She is joined this year by two other people. Clare Lees will look after the 

Ebbsfleet Episcopal Area, and Vicky Cole, who will look after the Northern Province – that 

is those dioceses looked after by the Bishop of Beverley, plus Leeds and Blackburn. Please 

introduce yourselves to them if you are going to be involved with the elections in any way. 

Finally, please keep all the members of the General Synod in your prayers and especially the 

members of the Catholic Group, as we seek to serve God in that place. 


