General Synod February 2011

Report from Tim Allen for the Clare, Saxmundham and Woodbridge

 Deanery Synods

This was a short Synod (2½ days). Wisely, since the cost of a 4-day London Synod is about £400,000, the powers that be are economising by way of shorter meetings and papers reduced in length and glossiness.

A point to be emphasised is that, as always, the Synod is permeated with worship and prayer. High points for me were an evening Eucharist at which the excellent new Bishop of Chelmsford preached in the King Henry VII chapel of Westminster Abbey (surely one of the most beautiful interiors in the world) and a lunchtime Eucharist in the Church House Chapel celebrated by Andrew Dotchin assisted by Tony Redman.

The Secretary of State for International Development emphasised the coalition government’s commitment to 0.7% of GDP for aid from 2013. Peter Smith questioned him on the so-called Lord’s Resistance Army destabilising parts of Uganda  and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Also looking out to the wider world was a presentation on the worthwhile work of the Ethical Investment Advisory Group. 

Otherwise, most of the business was inward-looking. In a vision document for the work of the next five years, three interdependent themes were identified:

· Contributing as the national Church to the common good

· Facilitating the growth of the Church

· Reimagining the Church’s ministry.

During this debate, Margaret Condick powerfully emphasised the importance of all the churches working together – as they do in Felixstowe.

On the proposed Anglican Covenant, a move to require a two-thirds majority for final approval by the General Synod was rejected.

There was approval for the first stage of fairly minor amendments to the Clergy Discipline Measure, including a ban on clergy membership of racist political parties. The related Code of Practice was amended and approved.

On the issue of bishops and divorce, the Synod endorsed a decision of the House of Bishops to adopt arrangements under which a priest who has re-married after divorce from a still-living previous wife (or whose wife is divorced from a still-living previous husband) can be considered for Episcopal appointment if the relevant Archbishop gives his approval following enquiries into the case by the relevant diocesan bishop. These enquiries would be similar to those now made when a divorced person is a candidate for ordination training – but would not involve the formal faculty procedure which applies to such cases. There is to be no legislation for this change in practice – which is a liberalisation of the present unwritten rule which informally rules out the divorced. An amendment to require legislation was rejected.

Perhaps more edifying were an up-beat presentation on the Wedding Project – which Andrew Dotchin welcomed as ‘a wonderful result of joined-up thinking’ – and a successful plea from Liverpool Diocese for some additional, easier to understand texts for the Baptism service.

There was a long-delayed debate on the 2005 Anglican-Roman Catholic report on Mary: Grace and hope in Christ. Because the Anglican participants in the discussions had gone rather further than some Church of England people find comfortable in seeing the merits of the relatively recent Roman dogmas on the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, this report is something of a hot potato. The official motion, calling for further joint study, was passed, after amendments on the one hand to ‘welcome’ the report and on the other to leave out reference to ‘the Blessed Virgin Mary’ and to substitute ‘Mary, the mother of Jesus’ were both defeated.

In Question Time, Tony Redman asked about the Church Buildings Council’s policy on lead theft and bats, both of which are of great concern to some Suffolk parishes, to which, substituting for the absent Bishop of London, I was pleased to be able to give positive and helpful answers. There was also a cautiously positive answer on solar energy.

The proposed major reform of fees for weddings and funerals etc moved further towards implementation in a debate on the principles that should be applied in preparing a revised table of fees for approval by the General Synod in July. The intention is to have standard national fees which would include all costs save bells, music and flowers. I urged that actual heating costs (which are very significant for cold, draughty country churches in the winter) should remain an allowed ‘extra’. I also made the case for fees high enough to cover parishes’ costs, particularly for the maintenance of church buildings and churchyards. (Parishes will be able to waive fees in cases of hardship.)

Looking ahead, the July 2011 Synod is expected also to have a light agenda. But in 2012 the heavy work on women bishops and the Anglican Covenant will return after consideration by the Diocesan Synods. Bishop Nigel, who has the important job of chairing the House of Bishops’ working group which is preparing the Code of Practice for the women bishops legislation, reported that a draft could come to the General Synod in February 2012. It is not yet clear how the present General Synod, with many new members, will respond to these issues. There may be clues in that the clergy from the southern province have elected as their leader (Prolocutor) a woman archdeacon who is described as a “liberal catholic”, while the laity have elected a “liberal” as their deputy leader though retaining Philip Giddings (who was prominent in opposing Jeffrey John’s appointment as a bishop) as leader. It is also notable that some General Synod members are strongly resistant to authority, as shown by the rejection of the Archbishops’ nominee Priscilla Chadwick as a co-opted lay member, thus leaving the important Dioceses Commission chairless, and of the Bishop of Dover as chair of the Business Committee on the grounds that a bishop would be insufficiently independent.

Please contact me if you have any questions or comments.

Tim Allen

Email tim@bellhouseorford.com
Telephone 01394 450789

