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Preface


This book has had a long gestation which began in 1996 when the first of the National Anglican Theology Seminars was held in Perth on Australian Anglican Identity. Subsequent seminars have been held on:




• A Theology of the Laity: Australian Anglican Perspectives (1997)


• Reconciliation in Church and Society: Perspectives from Australian Anglicans (1998)


• Spirituality and Society: Tasks and Challenges for Australian Anglicans (1999)


• A Question of Authority: Anglican Responses to the ARCIC Report, ‘Gift of Authority’ (2000)


• Australian Responses to ‘Radical Orthodoxy’ (1999) by John Milbank and others (2001)


• Violence and Theology: A Study of the Work of Rene Girard and Phyllis Trible (2002)


• Towards an Australian Anglican Ecclesiology (2002).





This book stands in the tradition of these annual seminars and follows on directly from the 2002 seminar. The authors have in the main been drawn from the members of these seminars. The book, like the seminars, is aimed at encouraging the development of a theological contribution to the life of the Anglican Church in Australia. The book, like the seminars, could not prosper without the voluntary support of all those concerned.


This book in particular could not have happened without the unstinting work of the two Associate Editors Sarah Macneil and Heather Thomson. They have carried a large burden on editorial and detailed work. We salute the authors who have turned their minds to this important topic. We acknowledge the financial support of the Australian Research Theological Foundation for a grant to support the preparation and publication of the book and have been grateful for institutional support from St Paul’s College in the University of Sydney and St Mark’s National Theological Centre in Canberra. The ATF Press, particularly in the person of the indefatigable Hilary Regan, has been encouraging and supporting.


Bruce Kaye
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Part One: Setting The Scene


Introduction


Introduction


This book attempts to do something which is at once controversial and daring. It is controversial because it attempts to deal with some of the ‘undiscussable’ issues of ecclesiology in Australian Anglicanism. Such is the nature of the diversity, to use a generously euphemistic term, in Australian Anglicanism, that the underlying issues of ecclesiology are often kept in the background of the political arguments that are the bread and butter of ecclesiastical life. We seek here to bring some of those ecclesiological issues into the foreground. The project is daring in that it has brought together people who write out of very different contexts within the Anglican Church of Australia, and who are naturally influenced by those contexts. Having done that, it has sought to encourage a conversation on vital issues to do with ecclesiology for Australian Anglicans.


The project is also daring in the sense that it seeks to engage with the divine origins of the Christian community. In an age when the political dynamics and public disputes within the church appear to many to be little different from the power politics of government or of business corporations, it is reasonably daring to suggest that this community has something to do with a God of Grace, with a suffering and serving Christ. Yet that is the claim of the essays in this book. The Christian church has long been described as a pilgrim community made up of people whose citizenship is in heaven; a community of resident aliens. It is not surprising that this vocation appeared to the ancient writer Diognetus to be ‘wonderful and confessedly strange’. We have taken this phrase for our title in order to draw attention to the divine character of the vocation of the church.


The difference between this project and those of the General Synod Doctrine Commissions in recent years has been that this project has not been set within the politics of a Commission and it has encompassed general issues of ecclesiology, rather than specific matters which were the subject of intense political debate in the church. The project involved several meetings of the authors and continuing contact between them, though mostly through the editors. The diversity in attitude and style is very marked and this in itself reflects something of the character of Australian Anglicanism. It points to the significant challenge of listening to others, especially as they seek to pursue their Christian vocation within a context of significant diversity. It also points to the peculiar and pressing difficulty of understanding and engagement with difference that Australian Anglican theologians have to struggle with. This book thus does not present a coherent unified ecclesiology. Rather it points to the mixture, one might even say the fruit cake, that is the result of two centuries of cooking; not to strain too many images!


These kinds of considerations have influenced the shape of the book. It begins with a ‘Setting of the Scene’, which seeks to introduce issues of methodology in ecclesiology conducted in this Australian context and also the historical context in which the Anglican tradition has existed. The subsequent sections reflect different ways into the subject. Part II looks at aspects of the inheritance with which the present generation must work. Part III looks at aspects of the life of the church which cross boundaries of time or framework. Part IV looks at various contexts within which ecclesiology is shaped and created.


This book is an ‘essay’, what German theologians might call an Untersuchung, an attempt. The chapters are also essays in this sense. They are attempts, trials, testings of where the church is, that is to say, where God is bringing into existence and life a people who will be witnesses to Christ the crucified king.





1


Foundations And Methods In Ecclesiology


Bruce Kaye


From the very earliest times Christians believed that Jesus of Nazareth was also and at the same time the Son of God incarnate. Their belonging to this Jesus Christ committed them to live according to a heavenly vocation in the earthly circumstances in which they believed God had placed them. The early Christians’ struggle to understand how Jesus was both human and divine was also at the same time a struggle reflected in their own lives as a group of people. Paul encouraged the Philippians, who lived in a Roman garrison town, to think of their circumstances in terms of a heavenly citizenship. Jesus told his disciples that they were to set their hearts on a treasure in heaven.


The point is well made in the second century letter of Diognetus. He was concerned to show that the Christian faith appealed to all throughout the known world and therefore it underlined a continuity across cultural and social differences. The continuity was provided between believers through a common heavenly citizenship:




For the distinction between Christians and other men is neither in country nor language nor customs. For they do not dwell in cities in some place of their own, nor do they use any strange variety of dialect, nor practice an extraordinary kind of life . . . while living in Greek and barbarian cities, according as each obtained his lot, and following local customs, both in clothing and food and in the rest of life, they show forth the wonderful and confessedly strange character of the constitution of their own citizenship. (V,1)1





This shared vocation constitutes them as Christians and together with the character of their lives marks out the heavenly kingdom to which they belong.


Just as Christians have sought to understand the nature of their faith so also that search has been a quest to understand the nature of the group or community which together they are becoming. As a consequence ecclesiology has been an implicit part of the Christian conversation from the beginning. This has been so especially at times of significant social and cultural change and at times when Christians have found themselves in contact with each other across different cultural divides.


Not surprisingly the engagement of the early church writers in the key theological questions of Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity was accompanied by attempts to make sense of the nature and foundations of the community which increasingly came to be called church. Institutional arrangements developed such as a canon of scripture, sacraments, an ordered ministry, and also patterns of authority and power began to be visible amongst the Christians. Groups such as Gnostics and Montanists emerged and sharpened the perceptions of other Christians on issues of authority, scripture and community order. This early period in Christianity also highlighted the question of how a Christian conversation on these issues might properly be conducted: according to what criteria and in the light of what authority? How could it be a conversation which encountered the changing social circumstances of Christians and at the same time was faithful to the word of God in Jesus Christ and the reality of the Holy Spirit in the Christian gospel?2


These questions did not go away with Constantine’s deal with the bishops and the recognition of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire, indeed they only multiplied and became more intense and more difficult. Undoubtedly Constantine’s was a political act born of a recognition that the widely spread and astonishingly numerous Christians offered the best hope of providing the unity which his empire required and that the bishops appeared to be the significant leaders in this religion.3 Nonetheless his decision introduced into the life of the Christian community new and alien versions of authority, power and institutionality which sharply challenged the heavenly vision of the Christians’ vocation.


These changes have echoed down through the history of the Christian church. The revolutionary creation of Christian Europe in the time of Gregory the Great and its division and dispersion in the seventh century were moments of similar magnitude.4 The shattering of the world of Gregory the Great by the reforms of Gregory VII, which created a separate and overarching identity for a clerical vision of the church, laid the groundwork for the political divisions in Western Europe which in turn formed the social and political shape of the sixteenth century Reformation.5 All of this meant that Western Christianity was driven into a different image of its coherence than had prevailed under the Constantinian model or the later Carolingian version of a universal Christian Empire.


The early modern emergence of nation states and the attempt by Christians to live out their heavenly vocation in such differentiated social and political contexts meant again the Christians had to adjust their image of how they were as a group to testify to their true identity as people of God. The pluralism of the modem period in Western Christianity has provided the base challenge for Christians. The ecumenical movement and the consolidation of the centralised concept of the Roman papacy are but two of the more prominent responses to this challenge.6 The Anglican form of this story has had some characteristic markers of its own; an early experience of nationalism and encounters with domestic and exported imperialisms. The current crisis in worldwide Anglicanism is but the consequence of the desiderata of this story and its exportation as part of the colonial phase of the English and American imperial experiences. All these moments have to do with Christians in their interrelations dealing with complexity and coherence, change and faithfulness.


But this story only raises more questions. The history of Christianity has clearly shown that this particular form of faith with its heavenly dimension and earthly engagement has produced a number of clear discrete traditions of faith. These traditions are exemplified in groupings or communities of Christians who align themselves with the tradition which provides the overarching framework for their practice of the faith. Not only so, it is also clear that these traditions change over time in terms of their precise form and structure. Each encompasses the challenges of continuity and change which can be seen on the broader canvas in Christianity generally. Some change more obviously than others. Some have change more prominent in their self-understanding; others give prominence to continuity. Thus Lutherans speak of the church as always reforming while being constant and Roman Catholics use the rhetoric of consistency while changing. Discrete traditions and change inevitably raise both the coherent vision of the heavenly character of the Christian vocation and also of the contingency of the life of the Christian and the pilgrimage of the Christian groups. That in turn draws attention to the contingent character not just of the Christian life but of the institutional arrangements by which the different traditions sustain their life of faith and witness to their vocation.7


It is in this context that we should understand the preoccupation of writings on ecclesiology with both the empirical reality of the church and the so-called theological ideal of the church. Michael Ramsey’s influential Anglican treatment of this subject illustrates the interdependence of the empirical and the ideational. ‘Michael Ramsey wished to recall both Evangelicals dismissive of church order, and legalistic Catholics to a truly catholic awareness of the continuity and interdependence of the Gospel and church order’.8 Ramsey sought to sustain an argument that catholic order, by which he meant episcopacy in an apostolic succession, arose from the character of the gospel which he found to be focussed in the death and resurrection of Christ. This is a different argument from that of Charles Gore who wished to argue that the same catholic order was a consequence of the institution by Jesus of an organic community, the church, and this particular order. Despite the confidence of Gore, Ramsey’s argument is less vulnerable to the criticisms of historical investigation about such an institution and the emergence of this order of ministry and at the same time is a more substantial theological account of the issue. The Gore position relies for its force on a notion of legitimacy that arises from institutional pedigree.9 In nineteenth century England the rhetorical power deriving from the status of the position of the bishop in the social structure of the day gave weight to Gore’s point of view. No doubt there is some sense in such an argument, but it carries significantly less cultural valency now than it did in Gore’s time. Where Anglicanism was located in a different cultural context the dynamics of this argument changed. Gore’s position has also been seen to be quite fatally open to historical investigation. Ramsey makes a more substantial argument precisely because he addresses the question in terms of the nature of the gospel.


There is a significant issue here about the nature of theology which can be illustrated by a comparison of the way in which Schleiermacher in the nineteenth century and Barth in the twentieth century dealt with the relation between the church and the task of theology. Schleiermacher opened his account of The Christian Faith by declaring that since ‘dogmatics is a theological discipline, and thus pertains solely to the Christian Church, we can only explain what it is when we have become clear as to the conception of the Christian Church’.10 He then goes on to a discussion of the general nature of church as a communion of people constituted by certain qualities, principal amongst which is piety. In the Christian church this piety is the feeling of absolute dependence. Religious self consciousness on his analysis leads inevitably to communion and thus to the formation of a church marked out by the Christian monotheistic beliefs. As the argument unfolds it is clear that Schleiermacher understands the church as the present community of people who share this piety and whose theology arises out an understanding of the self consciousness which goes with that piety. It is in this sense that he thinks that theology grows out of church. This Christian theology is the theology of this Christian church.


Barth, in the twentieth century, also thought that theology and church were intimately connected. He opened Church Dogmatics (1.1) with startling words for a Reformed theologian: ‘as a theological discipline dogmatics is the scientific self-examination of the Christian Church with respect to the content of its distinctive talk about God’.11 At first blush this might look like the point Schleiermacher was making in the previous century. And it is true that in a certain sense they are making the same point, a point that is relevant to our concerns here, namely that the actual experience of church is intimately connected with the kind of theology we espouse.


However for Schleiermacher this is because theology is the adumbration of the nature of this pre-existent community which he calls church. This could hardly be more different from the point of view Barth takes up. For him church is the consequence of an ongoing creative work of God. When therefore he says that dogmatics is the scientific self-examination of the church with respect to its talk about God, he means that this is an examination of an event which is brought into existence by the gracious act of God. There is no sense in which that theology is born out of that pre-existent community. Theology is about the creative grace of God in the witness of the church, and that witness is faithful when it testifies to this grace.


Barth comes to the empirical life of the church when he argues that just as Jesus was for the world so the church must be for the world. It lives out the mission character of the grace of God and in doing so it is an empirical phenomenon. Barth’s insistence on the church as a community for the world brings him to the very point with which Ramsey struggled, though from a significantly different point of reference. How are we to make sense of the empirical reality which is the Christian church in the light of the Christian gospel? Ramsey honed an argument which led through the sacraments to a specific conception of ministerial order which he regarded as normative. Barth developed an argument which caught up the significance of the sacraments but which did not envisage any kind of continuing ministerial order and underlined the occasional character of a church which was, in its particular instances, a creation by God.


The general project of Christian theology, the systematic attempt to understand and imagine the meaning of Christian faith in the circumstances in which we find ourselves, is a part of and thus shapes and is shaped by the Christian community. This has significant implications for any endeavour in ecclesiology and especially so in one which is appropriate to a particular tradition of faith. That issue is magnified when we are concerned with an ecclesiology, for example, of such a tradition considered in a specific cultural, social context such as Australia. No particular circumstance or tradition can, nor should it want to, avoid the wider generality of the Christian faith and the wider Christian community in its endeavour to live out the gospel faithfully. In that sense an attempt at an ecclesiology for Australian Anglicanism for the present time cannot be conducted in isolation. Generality and particularity must be held together in such an enterprise. These polarities provide a context for the key issues in ecclesiology, namely an understanding and imagination of the character of the Christian gospel and some account of the empirical realities of the Christian church. Clearly different authors and different traditions represent different emphases in their consideration of these two issues, but these are the keys.


The empirical realities of the Christian group often come to bear in the unconscious assumptions of the theologian. Someone in a Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox or Anglican tradition would find it hard to avoid a consideration of ministerial order if for no other reason than the power of the practices of these traditions. Many theologians consciously address this element, as did Michael Ramsey. In recent Australian writing Kevin Giles addresses it under the general heading of ‘denomination’12 and it is quite determinative in some recent essays by Peter Carnley.13 The role of social and political assumptions in shaping the practical understanding of the church is evident in every chapter of church history: the political structure of the Roman administration in the church in late antiquity, the communal legal traditions in conciliarism and nation state assumptions in the sixteenth century Reformation. Notions of empire in the nineteenth century shaped some English conceptions of church and practices of episcopacy. Different conceptions of nation and empire played a role in the formation of a national church ideal in the Episcopal Church of the USA in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.14 The formation of synods in Australia in the nineteenth century reveals democratic political assumptions, even perhaps Chartist notions of social structure and power. The dynamic is at work in other authors and in the actions of individuals and groups within the church. This aspect of the shaping of ecclesiology is not so often remarked upon in theological literature on ecclesiology, but it is nonetheless an important and significant issue for any serious ecclesiological analysis.15


There is a good deal more in the standard ecclesiology literature on the nature of the Christian gospel, and the place of the church in the kingdom of God. However, the way in which that vision of the Kingdom of God is approached is very varied indeed in ecclesiology generally, and even within the smaller body of Australian Anglican writing.


Appeal to the notes of the church as drawn from the third clause of the creed features in many if not most discussions of the church. It is a touchstone issue in Hans Küng for whom the political issues are very clear.16 Schillebeeckx uses the notes of the church while trying to underline the human aspect of the question.17 It plays a confirmatory and interpretative role in Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics. As we have already seen, Michael Ramsey takes what he regards as the core of the gospel, namely faith in the death and resurrection of Christ, as the key point of entry and also the principal interpretative issue for ecclesiology. Though that core is differently construed, that is essentially the way in which Barth comes to this question also. In Church Dogmatics it is the creative act of God to form the church and it is done by the preaching of the word of God. Similar attempts to give priority to the action of God are to be found in Leonardo Boff18 and Edward Farley.19


In the 1960s a very notable attempt to draw together the empirical, entered through an historical investigation of the early history of Christianity and the essential marks of the Christian church, was given by Emil Brunner. He argued that the ekklesia as gathering or group emerged into institutional patterns. This ‘church’ he proposed should be thought of as the instrument and shell of the ekklesia.20 A strictly biblical linguistic approach to the issue has marked a tradition on ecclesiology amongst some Anglicans in Australia. That approach was given early expression in an influential small booklet by Donald Robinson entitled The Church of God: Its Form and Unity.21 The booklet was written in the context of disputes amongst Australian Anglicans about the World Council of Churches and the Delhi Assembly of the WCC. However the general approach of the booklet has been of more enduring significance in the Sydney context, even though Robinson may have moved in his views somewhat. The material provided by Robinson was taken up by Broughton Knox to develop an ecclesiology and has been taken by a number of commentators as the ‘Knox–Robinson’ view of the church.22 Whether there is such a thing as the ‘Knox–Robinson’ view is open to doubt in any strict sense that Knox and Robinson put together a view. It does appear to be the case though that Knox took up some of the points made by Robinson in his strictly biblical approach to the issue and used them to develop his own views on ecclesiology, views which have been much debated and proved to be very influential in the local scene.


Robinson uses the New Testament to argue that ekklesia is best understood as the gathering of Christians. It is a meeting and thus is intermittent and occasional. It is not the continuing group and it is certainly not the institutional structure that has developed in relation to the ekkelsia. Church, seen as ekklesia, is a meeting of Christians under the headship of Christ.23 The book is notable for its determination to stay with what the bible says about church. Throughout the appeal which finishes the argument is that the New Testament, or the Bible, say such and such, even if it means disagreeing with a quotation from the Anglican bidding prayer about the church as the whole people of God scattered throughout the world. It is in this respect an extraordinary piece of theological method. There is no attempt at a theological explanation of the empirical reality of the Christian groups while at times there are social assumptions hidden in the text which are quite unexamined. Yet in a curious way the broad outlines of what he says has a number of important points of contact with the introductory section of Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics, not least of course in the emphasis on the preached word of God, though the semantic fields of that phrase are not quite the same for the two authors.


A primarily biblical approach is taken in Australia by Kevin Giles in a number of publications. However, he is clearly not content with the local meeting conclusions and seeks to develop an interpretation of the institutionality of Christianity and also seeks to show a more nuanced approach to the New Testament texts and a different conclusion, namely that church in the New Testament means the community of Christian people.


A quite different approach can be found in Scott Cowdell’s book God’s Next Big Thing.24 Cowdell begins with an analysis of the current cultural condition in which the nature of the church is being sought. He looks at what he calls the ‘signs of the times’ and the challenges that the present form of the church faces. He contrasts what he sees as the old church with the new church which is emerging. He considers, and puts aside, deductive (fundamentalist withdrawal) and reductive (secularising adaptation of the gospel) options as dead end desperate measures. We need, he says, to go beyond these and confront the theological and institutional failure of the present church. There is a new church emerging, he claims, and it will be mature, mystical and militant. With this in mind he outlines the way forward in terms of liturgy, laity and a better character of organised religion.25


At first blush this looks like an attempt to give theological legitimacy to a sociological analysis. But it is clear from the beginning that the analysis is theologically shaped and motivated. Throughout it is clear that he has in mind some idea of what the church might look like in general terms. At the conclusion this underlying theologically informed framework is manifest.


The emerging church will be One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic, as ever. It will be a Church of prophets and apostles, saints and martyrs, as ever. It will be a Church of Eucharistic celebration, of changed lives, of public witness and of world-transforming holiness. It will be a Church where much from the past will be lost. And it will be a joyful Church. Where Jesus is present, how can we tolerate it being otherwise? The question is simple. Will we put our money on the emerging church or not?26


This book represents a very particular approach to the question of ecclesiology. It highlights the issues of the relation between the empirical reality of the church and the theological ‘ideal’, though the ideal is cast in terms of fairly traditional markers. In this respect he has similar ambitions to Michael Ramsey. He casts the matter in such a way that it is difficult not to see the two aspects of the question as necessarily held together. In this respect the impulses of his earlier book, A God for this World,27 seem to me to be apparent. There is not the same distance between nature and grace as in some other authors, but there is still a sense of the determining criteria of grace, of the gospel, in shaping what a church might more appropriately look like.


Behind this method however lurks a further question, namely how has the theology which has informed these shaping considerations been developed, and how has it been developed in relation to the actual experience of ecclesial reality to which the conclusions point? That that question is there yet again illustrates how far ecclesiology is at the heart of any question of theological method and the shape and character of any theological endeavour. A great virtue of Cowdell’s book is that it displays this fundamental question with the utmost clarity.


In recent ecumenical writings it has become common to approach ecclesiology through a variety of theological motifs. The church as communion, or koinonia, became an important theme in Vatican II and has come to have a central role in the ARCIC documents.28 The Inter Anglican Theological and Doctrinal Commission used the kingdom of God and the people of God as the entry point in an early report,29 though the 1998 Virginia Report turned to koinonia for its key.30 The doctrine of the Trinity has become widely used and used to justify a variety of different models of church and even of hierarchy.31


It is apparent from even these most sketchy remarks that ecclesiology has been a current topic of considerable interest in the last century and especially in the last fifty years, no doubt encouraged by the documents of Vatican II. Within Australian Anglicanism there has been some limited discussion of ecclesiology. It was an underlying issue in debates on the national constitution for the church,32 and, in particular areas of ministry and power, it was an issue in the debates over the ordination of women. In general theological debate, much has centred on ecumenical issues or the local conceptions referred to above.


An ecclesiology for Australian Anglicanism is simply an example of the general ecclesiological project set with a particular context. The elements in that context are the Anglican tradition of Christianity, insofar as that is consciously available to Australian Anglican writers, and the Australian tradition of rationality and life. The last twenty years has seen a remarkable renaissance of Anglican history and this has placed at the disposal of theologians a wealth of information and analysis not previously available.33


This particular project on ecclesiology is thus addressed to and speaks out of the present circumstances in which Australian Anglicans are called to be disciples of Christ. These elements are not solipsistically unique. Australian Anglicans share a faith tradition and story with Anglicans elsewhere, just as they share a social and cultural history with their fellow Australians. The demand on the theologian in the particular is to be faithful to apostolic Christianity in the light of the tradition to which they belong in the particular contexts in which they are called to fulfil their vocation as theologians. That is what this project is about. It is part of a long conversation amongst Anglicans and in the present it involves a number of connecting and competing elements. It is for these reasons that this work of ecclesiology contains chapters which deal with all aspects of the life of the church community, including such things as education and welfare. These are activities of the church and they properly come within the compass of any work on ecclesiology.


From time to time voices can be heard amongst Australian Anglicans which suggest that a theological opinion or formulation can be simply read off some aspect of the tradition, the canon of scripture, the constitution, the current practice of ministerial order, a view about the practice of the sacraments or what is going on the wider society, to name but a few of the leading examples. The fundamental work of theology cannot be so selective of the tradition and the experience of faith both in the church community and in the wider Australian society. In ecclesiological matters the nature/grace, human/divine dimensions, so clearly at the forefront in Christology, are crucial to the way we approach the question of ecclesiology and how we formulate any proposals for an ecclesiology for Australian Anglicanism.


There are some serious inherited difficulties facing the theologian in this task. Australian Anglicanism has historically been divided on ecclesiastical and theological dispositional grounds in ways which create very serious obstacles for fundamental theological endeavour. Other national entities of Anglicans have the same kinds of dispositional differences, but in Australia these differences have been embedded in the institutional structures of the dioceses in a way which is very distinctive if not unique in world wide Anglicanism. For the theologian the most serious problem this creates is the failure of a habit to listen to those who differ. There is no real necessity in the organisational arrangements for theologians to listen to those who hold significantly different views. Moreover the nature of church life means that theology is colonised into inter-diocesan politics and real differences amongst theologians are overlaid with institutional political considerations and feelings, which inevitably diminish the possibility of genuine theological encounter and thus creativity.


In principle this is a common problem in every national expression of Anglicanism. The difference in Australia is the institutional level at which the diversity and commonality is set. In Australia it is set predominantly at the diocesan level. The challenge in each case for the theologian is similar. Furthermore, because power, and its first cousin property, are held at the diocesan level, the diocese can easily tend in the Australian environment to become a self referencing totality and thus to constitute an empirical reality which is often overwhelming and seriously corrosive of open conversation both within its own arena and in relation to the wider church. How to engage with this empirical reality of ecclesial and social life and how to listen to other theologians in the common task of attending to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ thus becomes one of the most pressing issues for Australian Anglican theologians.


Given this kind of framework in which Australian theologians work, theological method, especially in regard to ecclesiology, assumes a significance and priority which is quite distinctive. The conversation is often so difficult, and often so overlaid with the noise of solemn assemblies, that the necessity to return to basic issues of methodology is a recurring one. Even in this collection of essays, the preparation of which involved significant meetings and encounters, that challenge to engage at the level of assumptions and method is quite manifest. That it is so manifest shows that any movement towards an Anglican theological endeavour which is truly Australian is still in the early stages of what is increasingly a difficult and challenging journey. However, more optimistically, the project shows that the journey is at least being enterprised.
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Historical And Global Contexts


Keith Rayner


The emergence of the Anglican Communion was not driven by a predetermined ecclesiology. It paralleled, and was intimately associated with, the evolution of the nation state of England into the British Empire and Commonwealth; and as often happens, theological reflection followed, rather than determined, changes that occurred. The articulation of an ecclesiology for the Anglican Communion is in fact a work in progress. Behind it lies the conviction that the emergence of the Anglican Communion of autonomous churches represents not merely an accident of history but the providential unfolding of something of theological significance for the church universal.


The word Anglican has a long history: the English church was known as Ecclesia Anglicana for centuries before the Reformation. But the word Anglicanism to describe a particular theological tradition is found only from the 1830s;1 and the term Anglican Communion was first used in public discourse in the middle of the nineteenth century.2 Initially Anglican simply meant English, so it was not considered an appropriate appellation for churches in Scotland or the newly independent United States, which both chose the term Episcopal. In Ireland, too, the English connotations of Anglican led the Bishop of Meath in 1878 to plead for a more appropriate term than one which for many Irishmen was linked with ‘the church of the Anglo-Saxon invaders’.3 The fact that Anglican has survived as the name of this communion of churches, despite similar understandable sensitivities in newly decolonised countries, indicates that it has come to signify much more than English.


Robert Bosher has argued, with some justification, that the formal organisation of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States in 1789 really marked the birth of the Anglican Communion, though of course this was not recognised at the time.4 The American church continued to be recognisably Anglican in doctrine and liturgy, but unlike the Church of England it had no relationship with the English Crown. It was therefore seen in England as ‘a dubious offspring’ (to use Bosher’s words); and because it was not legally possible for the Archbishop of Canterbury to consecrate the first American bishop, Samuel Seabury obtained consecration instead at the hands of the Scottish bishops. It also explains why clergy ordained by American bishops were not permitted to exercise their office in British territories. In fact for some decades there was virtually no contact between the American and English churches.


At the time of his consecration, Seabury made a concordat with the Scottish bishops listing seven points of agreement, one of which was independence of the lay power of the state.5 Herein lay the essential difference in polity from the mother church, for the principle of royal supremacy over the church, promulgated by Henry VIII in 1534, was integral to the self-understanding of the Church of England.6


In the English Reformation there had been no sense of a new church being founded: it was still the Ecclesia Anglicana, the church of the English nation. Papal jurisdiction was rejected and the authority of the Bible was affirmed; but this was seen as restoring a purer catholicity, expressed in formularies which maintained the creeds, ministry and sacraments of the catholic church. The Elizabethan Settlement succeeded because these formularies allowed a diversity of interpretation—catholic and protestant—but within the limits of the common liturgy prescribed by successive Acts of Uniformity. The concept of a church of the nation accorded with the spirit of the age in which the nation state was coming into its own; and freedom from the centralised control of the papacy gave the church liberty to express itself in the culture and ethos of the English nation. Church and nation were bound together in a symbiotic union signified by the joint supremacy of the Crown.


The royal supremacy was a key element in these arrangements. Later theologians were to see the significance of this as a restoration of the authority of the laity in the life of the church. This was hardly uppermost in the mind of Henry VIII: his emphasis was on the authority of the king, not of the layman; yet latent within it was the possibility of restoring to the laity a real place in the governance of the church.


Richard Hooker in particular developed this theme. He argued, and this was one of his strongest objections to papalism, that authority resided in the whole church and not the bishops and clergy alone. Taking the royal supremacy out of the context of Tudor despotism he interpreted it to mean that no ecclesiastical law should be made without the consent of the laity (in Parliament) and the clergy (in Convocation), though always with the consent of the monarch.7 With the development of the power of Parliament and the emergence of constitutional monarchy during the seventeenth century, Hooker’s ideal seemed possible of realisation. But it was not to be. The English Convocations virtually fell into desuetude from 1717 to the middle of the nineteenth century; while the opening of Parliament to non-Anglicans following the reform legislation of the 1820s made it progressively less representative of the laity of the Church of England. So even in England by the middle of the nineteenth century the royal supremacy, while providing a pragmatic basis for the exercise of ecclesiastical authority through Parliament and the courts, was problematic as a basis for a satisfactory ecclesiology.


The situation in Australia by this time was even more problematic. The church in Australia had begun its life simply as an extension of the established Church of England. The earliest clergy were chaplains in the penal settlement and were part of the military and administrative structure of the colony, subject to the governor. Even when New South Wales became part of the new diocese of Calcutta in 1814 distance prevented the bishop from exercising any effective control. When it became an archdeaconry of Calcutta in 1824, the archdeacon was ranked next to the governor, thus recognising the church’s official status. This was underlined by the proposal to set aside one seventh of the land in the colony for the endowment of the church and its schools. The fact that the proposal was never carried into effect indicated that by the early 1830s the principle of an Anglican establishment was already coming into question.


In 1836 the diocese of Australia was created, with William Grant Broughton as bishop. Broughton was a high churchman for whom the Church of England represented and upheld the spiritual side of the English nation. He was a man of determination who saw it as his responsibility to maintain the privileges and responsibilities of the established church in the colony. For him the royal supremacy placed upon the Crown the responsibility of ensuring that the church had the authority and the means to fulfil its spiritual role.


Another event of 1836, however, implicitly called into question Broughton’s understanding of the place of the Church of England in the colony. Governor Sir Richard Bourke’s Church Act provided financial assistance from colonial funds not only to the Church of England, but also to the Roman Catholic and Presbyterian Churches (and subsequently to others too). For the first time other denominations were placed on an equal footing with the Church of England.


Bishop Broughton reluctantly acquiesced in the Act (which in any case improved the financial position of his church), but he worried about its long term implications. Those implications became even clearer for Broughton in 1842 when, for the first time in the British Empire, a Roman Catholic hierarchy was formally inaugurated in Australia without protest from the representatives of the Crown. The governors and the Colonial Office were in fact more realistic than the bishop in recognising the realities of the situation. New South Wales was not simply English in ethnic composition. The Irish and Scots were well represented in the population, and it was their predominant churches that were recognised in the Church Act. Besides, the position was changing in England itself, where the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts and Catholic Emancipation had in effect recognised the plurality of English religious life. In the colony the anachronism of the Church of England being understood as the spiritual side of the state under the common authority of the Crown was now exposed more sharply than in the mother country.


As New South Wales, and in due course the other Australian colonies, were granted an increasing measure of responsible self-government, the relationship of the Crown with the church became more complex. The authority of the Crown was now exercised partly through the Colonial Office and partly through the colonial legislature. Even though that legislature was largely Anglican in membership, it was unwilling to act in such a way as to imply a privileged status to the Church of England. In effect the Anglican Church became one voluntary religious body among others in the colony. The fact of ethnic and religious plurality, the influence of liberalism and the inapplicability in many respects of English ecclesiastical law in the life of the colony combined to create dysfunction between the legal status of the church in Australia and its real situation.


For Bishop Broughton this was a cause of real tension. As a conservative high churchman he respected the royal supremacy; yet in the colony the Crown was unable to protect the church and provide an authority structure to enable it to fulfil its proper ministry. Indeed, the opposite was true. The church was tied to a legal system which was not working but from which it could not escape. As a bishop he was particularly faced with difficulties of clergy discipline. In England bishops operated within an enforceable framework of law, but that framework was not operative in the colony. If he tried to act on the basis of authority inherent in the office of bishop, the law was unlikely to back him up; and the local legislature was unwilling to empower what they regarded as a voluntary body with legal sanctions.


The creation of a diocesan structure in New South Wales was paralleled in other British colonies around the world. By 1841 the Church of England had ten overseas dioceses. The establishment of the Colonial Bishoprics Fund in that year—an underrated event in the history of the Anglican Communion—gave great stimulus to that development. ‘We must plant the Church . . . in all its integrity’, declared CJ Blomfield, bishop of London and chief architect of the fund; and he added that the church must ‘proceed on her own principle of Apostolical order and discipline’.8 The language is significant. Blomfield was no Tractarian, yet his words reflected Tractarian principles of the church’s divinely given authority independent of the state. This added a further dimension to disquiet about the royal supremacy as the fount of church governance.


This diocesan expansion was reflected in the creation of the dioceses of New Zealand in 1841 and Tasmania in 1842 and in the subdivision of the diocese of Australia to form the dioceses of Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Newcastle in 1847. By letters patent Bishop Broughton was appointed metropolitan of Australasia, with the other five bishops as his suffragans. The new structure was not however termed a province in the letters patent, and though the suffragan bishops were required to take the oath of canonical obedience to the bishop of Sydney, the metropolitan himself was to be subject ‘to the general superintendence and revision of the Archbishop of Canterbury for the time being, and subordinate to the archiepiscopal see of the province of Canterbury’.9


By the time the new dioceses and the quasi-provincial structure were in place, the cracks in the system of governance for the colonial church were apparent, so Broughton summoned his suffragans to meet in conference in Sydney in 1850. But they had a problem: were they inhibited by Henry VIII’s legislation from assembling as a formal body empowered to make decisions about the life of the church? The minutes reflected their uncertainty:




We, the undersigned Metropolitan and Bishops of the Province of Australasia, in consequence of doubts existing how far we are inhibited by the Queen’s Supremacy from exercising the powers of an Ecclesiastical Synod, resolve not to exercise such powers on the present occasion.10





While ensuring that they kept within the bounds of the law, the bishops’ statement nevertheless presaged change. That they were meeting at all was significant, for it was the first time that colonial bishops had met in this way. They spoke of being a province, thus implicitly paralleling the church in Australasia with the English provinces of Canterbury and York. They also pointedly declined the powers of a synod on this occasion. First among the objects of the conference was:




to consult together upon the various difficulties in which we are at present placed by the doubtful application to the Church in this Province of the Ecclesiastical Laws, which are now in force in England; and to suggest such measures as may seem to be most suitable for removing our present embarrassments.11





The chief measure which the bishops proposed was the formation of synods composed of the bishops and representative clergy which would determine ‘Rules of Practice and Ecclesiastical Order’. Alongside the synods would be conventions of representative laity who, together with the clergy, would decide upon ‘all questions affecting the temporalities of the Church’.12 It was made clear, however, that the synods should have no power to alter the Thirty-Nine Articles, the Book of Common Prayer, or the Authorised Version of the Bible.13 In this way the identity of the Church of England would be maintained in matters of doctrine and liturgy while there would be freedom locally to decide on issues of discipline and practical administration.


This was a turning point for the colonial church. The vexed issue of the royal supremacy was tackled, not by denying it (for it still existed legally and there was sentimental attachment to it) but by tacitly recognising that it could no longer be fully operative in the conditions of a distant colony moving to self-government. The hiatus left by the breakdown of the royal supremacy would be met by constituting synods empowered to exercise authority formerly residing in the Crown and the English ecclesiastical law. The place of the laity in church government was restored, albeit in a limited fashion.


The role to be accorded to the laity was a vexed issue. Broughton believed strongly in the place of the laity in the church. Following Hooker, he held the view that the essential principle of the royal supremacy was that the monarch was invested with ‘this supreme authority on behalf of the laity of the Church and as its representative’.14 The Crown was no longer able to exercise this role in the colony, so some other form of lay representation must be devised. Broughton’s problem was that in the rudimentary circumstances of early colonial life the laity were not sufficiently educated in church affairs to fit them for decision-making in spiritual matters though they had a proper role of restraint on the clergy. Charles Perry, the evangelical bishop of Melbourne, was less pessimistic. He wanted a full role for the laity, with clergy and laity meeting in one body,15 and when synods were established in Australia it was this view that prevailed.


This conference marked a turning point for the Anglican Church. Though the break with the royal supremacy and the introduction of synodical government had been accomplished in a more thorough-going way in the American Episcopal Church—a precedent of which the Australasian bishops were well aware—that church was no longer part of the Church of England after the Revolution. The changes proposed by the Australasian bishops were to be effected within the Church of England, of which the colonial churches were still part.


Already at the 1850 conference there were theological differences among the bishops, which were to be magnified in subsequent years. Evangelicals like Charles Perry in Melbourne (1847–76) and Broughton’s successor Frederic Barker in Sydney (1854–82) wanted to maintain the royal supremacy as far as was practicable and in particular wanted the protection of the English courts and ecclesiastical law against what they perceived to be the doctrinal and ritual threat associated with the growing Tractarian movement. This sense of dependence on the state inclined them to the view that new constitutional arrangements embodying synods should be instituted by parliamentary enactment. If Westminster was unwilling to act, then enabling legislation must be obtained from the colonial legislatures. The evangelicals were also wary about any proposals for provincial synods (or a General Synod) to which diocesan synods would be subordinate. From the early years regionalism was a characteristic of Australian Anglicanism, and as churchmanship differences tended to harden along diocesan boundaries, evangelical dioceses were concerned to maintain their independence against potential high church or anglo-catholic majorities in a superior synod.


High churchmen, increasingly influenced by the principles of the Oxford Movement, had a different stance. For them the church was a divine society in which bishops in apostolic succession had the responsibility to teach and guard the faith. They were happy to approve the involvement of the laity in church governance, but only in temporal matters. They strongly opposed erastian attitudes which regarded the church as subservient to the authority of the state, so they tended to be lukewarm about the royal supremacy and decidedly cool about the authority of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council to determine matters of law involving doctrinal issues. As the church should possess spiritual authority within itself, dioceses should accept constitutions and establish synods not by permission of the legislature but by voluntary agreement of members of the church in what was known as consensual compact. They also favoured a graduated system of synods in which diocesan synods would be subordinate to those above them.16


As diocesan synods were established in Australia, beginning with Adelaide in 1855, they tied themselves firmly to the Church of England so far as faith, order and worship were concerned. In making no provision for any alteration of the basic formularies of the Church of England, however, they sowed the seeds of future problems. An unalterable Declaration in the Constitution of the Diocese of Adelaide was typical:




The Diocese of Adelaide in South Australia is part of the United Church of England and Ireland, and doth maintain the Doctrine and Sacraments of Christ, as the Lord hath commanded, and as the said United Church of England and Ireland doth receive the same; together with the Book of Common Prayer, and of ordering of Bishops, Priests and Deacons.17





By this kind of constitutional provision each of the Australian dioceses remained attached to the Church of England. In fact, constitutionally, their ties were to the mother church rather than to each other. Clearly the mechanism was effective because, half a century later in 1911, eminent English and Australian counsel gave their considered opinion that ‘the Anglican Churches in Australia and Tasmania are all organised upon the basis that they are not merely Churches “in communion with” or “in connection with” the Church of England, but are actual parts of that church’.18 It was only in 1962 that this legal nexus was broken.


By the middle of the nineteenth century there were signs of the emerging awareness of an Anglican Communion and of the need for consultation on matters of common concern. A significant factor was improved communication, particularly with the advent of the steamship. Bishops and others from the American and colonial churches were visiting England more frequently and formerly abstract issues became more personal.19 Meanwhile in the American church there was a sense of spiritual isolation stemming from the absence of visible bonds of communion with other Anglicans with whom they shared a common history, faith and order. In 1851 John H Hopkins, bishop of Vermont, took up a phrase in a letter from JB Sumner, Archbishop of Canterbury, about the ‘close communion’ binding the two churches. Hopkins looked to the time ‘when we shall prove the reality of that communion in the primitive style by meeting in the good old fashion of Synodical action’, and he hoped for ‘a Council of all the Bishops in Communion with your Grace’. It was significant that Hopkins assumed that being in communion with the Archbishop of Canterbury would be the test for participation in this common action. This would be a natural assumption for the colonial churches which looked to Canterbury’s metropolitical status; coming from the bishop of an autonomous church it was an important pointer to the pivotal role of the see of Canterbury in the Anglican Communion.20


By the 1860s the constitutional difficulties of the colonial churches became increasingly pressing. Up to this time colonial dioceses had been created, bishops appointed, and the powers to be exercised by them specified in letters patent of the Crown. In points of detail these were sometimes deficient;21 but the difficulties were even more deep-rooted. In the judgment of the New South Wales Supreme Court in the case of Long v the bishop of Sydney, in 1861, the Chief Justice opined that ‘the King’s Ecclesiastical Law of England has no applicability to the circumstances of this colony’ and that the letters patent on which the bishop relied purported to convey more powers than they legally could.22 Then judgments of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in the case of Long v the bishop of Cape Town, in 1863, and the Colenso case, in 1865 and 1866, made it clear that in colonies with an independent legislature letters patent of the Crown could have no legal effect or operation.


The disarray in which this left the colonial churches was a major reason for the calling of the first Lambeth Conference by the archbishop of Canterbury, Charles Longley, in 1867. But there were other considerations too: doctrinal concerns, particularly associated with the publication of Essays and Reviews in 1860; a fear that the revival of the English convocations might lead to the promulgation of new canons for the Church of England which would put it out of kilter with other Anglican churches; and a desire to counterbalance the influence of the Roman Catholic Church, particularly following the promulgation of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary in 1854. More positively there was the sense that the family relationship among Anglicans resulting from their common origin and common faith, which was both catholic and reformed, should find tangible expression in mutual consultation to maintain and enhance the communion between them.


It was not immediately obvious what should be the nature and authority of such a meeting and who should be invited to it. The first formal request came in 1865 from the Canadian provincial synod which proposed ‘a National Synod of the Bishops of the Anglican Church at home and abroad’.23 The term ‘National Synod’ reflected the continuing understanding that the colonial dioceses were part of the one Church of England; it also implied an assembly with power to make and carry out decisions. This would have excluded the American and Scottish Episcopal Churches. In the end those churches were included but not, as someone had suggested, the Presbyterian Church of Scotland (being established under the Crown) nor the Church of Sweden.24 The term ‘synod’ was controversial because it implied decision-making powers which could not accord with the royal supremacy and was anathema to English broad churchmen and evangelicals. Archbishop Longley recognised this and insisted that it would be a conference, not a synod, with a consultative, not juridical, character. So from the start, a pattern was set not only for the composition and authority of the Lambeth Conference but for the Anglican Communion itself.


Only one of the eight Australian bishops, Mathew Hale of Perth, attended the first Lambeth Conference. The absence of the others did not signify either apathy or hostility. Distance from England was great, notice of the conference was short, and pressing commitments could not readily be shelved.25 A good picture of the outlook in the Australian dioceses is given, however, in their responses to a preconference questionnaire circulated by AC Tait, bishop of London, in 1866. They revealed a wide diversity of opinion. From the evangelical bishops and their dioceses, notably Sydney, Melbourne and Goulburn, there was a high degree of consensus. It was summed up by Dean W M Cowper of Sydney: the bonds needed to maintain Anglican unity were ‘the Royal Supremacy, the relation we hold to the See of Canterbury, and the right of appeal in all causes of grave moment to Her Majesty in Council’.26 Bishop Perry of Melbourne only differed in arguing that bishops should take their oath of obedience to their own metropolitan, not to the archbishop of Canterbury.27 Nevertheless he was clear that colonial church independence would be dangerous: it would promote sacerdotalism and alienate the laity.28


At the other end of the scale the high churchman, William Tyrrell, bishop of Newcastle, argued for the independence of the colonial church, with its bishops receiving their mission not from Canterbury but from the local provincial synod which should also be the final court of appeal. The royal supremacy was now inoperative, and rightly so. The unity of the Anglican Communion would be preserved by the voluntary adoption by the daughter churches of the classical formularies of the Church of England, namely the Book of Common Prayer, the Articles and the Ordinal.29 Adelaide agreed about the formularies but revealed mixed views on the value of personal allegiance to the archbishop of Canterbury. Its synod even implied that Archbishop Longley had dangerously sanctioned the Colenso schism in South Africa.30


These varied responses already foreshadowed what would be continuing differences among the Australian dioceses as to the nature of the bonds that should hold the Anglican Communion together. No one questioned that unity of doctrine and liturgy was necessary, and no one wanted to diminish the reality of communion. But those who feared high church innovations put their reliance on remaining an integral part of the Church of England under such degree of royal supremacy as was still possible. High churchmen were more inclined towards autonomy of government within the doctrinal and liturgical limits required by the classical formularies and with the breadth of interpretation which they permitted.


Constitutional anomalies and differences of opinion about them made little impact on ordinary Australian Anglicans. Most of them were British by birth or descent, and imperial sentiment was strong at least until the second World War. In the parishes the same varieties in the expression of faith and worship developed as in the home church. While little concerned about royal supremacy as a theory, Australian Anglicans were proud to belong to the church of the monarch, for whom there was affection and loyalty. It was still the Church of England, and if not ‘established’ in any legal sense, it was both the largest denomination and the one generally called upon to provide the spiritual input into national and civic occasions.


This was one reason the church in Australia was slower than in other self-governing dominions to break the legal nexus with the mother church. The other major factor was the regionalism which was strongly entrenched in its history. In part this reflected the size of the nation-continent and the separate history of its six colonies before Federation in 1901; but also the way in which differing ecclesiastical traditions had developed along diocesan lines.


Even when a General Synod was inaugurated in 1872 (significantly almost thirty years before the colonies federated) its unifying effect was minimal. Its constitution provided that its Determinations would only become operative in a diocese when that diocese accepted them. Real power remained with the dioceses, for which the General Synod provided a loose federal structure. The primate was simply the first among equals without jurisdiction over the other bishops. Until 1900 the mother diocese of Sydney was the fixed primatial see, but the unwillingness of that diocese to give any say in the appointment of its bishop to the rest of the Australian church caused it to lose that status. As internal provinces were formed, roughly coinciding with state boundaries, it was only the province of Queensland, with its fairly uniform anglo-catholic tradition, which followed the principle proposed by the 1867 Lambeth Conference that synods should be subordinate to the higher authority of a synod above them.31 In consequence, the Australian church continued to be essentially a diocesan, rather than a national, church.


In the latter part of the nineteenth century, and increasingly in the twentieth, the traditional formularies of the Church of England came under pressure. The Bible was being subject to a variety of interpretations; doctrinal and ritual controversy accompanied the growing influence of the catholic movement; and changes in society meant that liturgical rigidity and seventeenth century language were inadequate to meet all the needs of worshippers.32 This last was particularly true in Australia, where conditions were so different from England. One outcome of these pressures was the movement for revision of the Prayer Book. In Australia, particularly among anglo-catholics, there was restiveness at the legal inability of the Australian church to modify the existing formularies and at its bondage to the judgments of English courts. Yet imperial sentiment was still strong, and for those who feared anglo-catholic encroachment, the ties with the Reformation formularies and the English legal system were seen to be more necessary than ever.


It was in this climate of divided opinion that the long struggle for the constitutional autonomy of the Australian church took place in the decades after the first World War. The laity more than the clergy were influenced by the pro-Empire argument against ‘cutting the painter’.33 Though the need for autonomy was increasingly obvious, evangelicals (particularly in Sydney) argued for caution lest Reformation principles be lost. They initially insisted on the rigid, unalterable entrenchment of the classical formularies in any constitution and on an appellate tribunal which would have a majority of lay rather than episcopal members.


From the end of the nineteenth century Australian Anglicans played a significant part in the wave of missionary enterprise which led to the spread of Anglicanism around the world. As early as 1825 the Reverend Samuel Marsden had formed a New South Wales Auxiliary of the Church Missionary Society and he personally engaged in the evangelisation of Maoris in New Zealand. The church’s missionary responsibilities were officially recognised by the bishops at their 1850 conference when they established an Australasian Board of Missions. But it was the beginning of the New Guinea mission in 1891 and the formation of Church Missionary Associations in New South Wales and Victoria in 1892 (which became branches of CMS Australia in 1916) that gave impetus to the Anglican overseas missionary enterprise. While ABM concentrated on the southern and western Pacific (particularly New Guinea), CMS majored on East Africa (particularly Tanganyika) and parts of Asia. The numbers who served as missionaries were considerable, reaching their peak in the years after the second World War.34 It meant that Australian Anglicans played a critical role in the development of what would become autonomous churches in the Anglican Communion, notably Papua New Guinea and Tanzania, and others to a lesser degree.35 It was part of the process of decentralisation by which the once dominant role of the Church of England in the Anglican Communion was diminishing.36


Meanwhile the struggle to achieve an Australian church constitution, which had begun in the 1920s, was still unresolved by 1950. The heart of opposition lay in the predominantly evangelical diocese of Sydney, which feared that autonomy would permit anglo-catholic encroachment by permitting alteration of the seventeenth century formularies and removing the protective jurisdiction of the English courts. One factor which led to the reconsideration of Sydney’s opposition was the outcome of the ‘Red Book’ case. Leading Sydney churchmen supported a court case against Arnold Wylde, bishop of Bathurst, for authorising rites which were not provided in the Book of Common Prayer. Although Wylde lost his case both in the lower court and on appeal to the High Court of Australia in 1948 (in a 2–2 judgment), the nature of the judgment made it clear that evangelicals could not in future rely on the civil courts for protection.37 The other factor was the work being done in England on a proposed new code of canon law which, among other things, would legalise eucharistic vestments. These were in widespread use both in England and Australia; but for Sydney evangelicals they symbolised anglo-catholic doctrine and practice, and their use was banned by the Sydney synod. So the legal nexus with the Church of England became a potential threat rather than a protection.38


The intervention of Geoffrey Fisher, Archbishop of Canterbury, facilitated a breakthrough. Fisher was the major architect of the decolonisation of Anglican churches around the world in response to the political decolonisation which occurred after the second World War. His vision of pan-Anglicanism led to a great increase in the number of autonomous provinces and shaped the modern Anglican Communion. The achievement of a constitution for the Australian church was an important part of his vision.39 After a complicated legal process involving both federal and state parliaments the constitution came into effect in 1962 and the Church of England in Australia (as it was still called until it became the Anglican Church of Australia in 1981) became an autonomous church in the Anglican Communion.


The constitution makes clear that the Anglican Church of Australia understands itself to be ‘a part of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church of Christ’. It binds itself to the faith as set forth in the creeds, the canonical scriptures as ‘the ultimate rule and standard of faith’, the gospel sacraments and the ministry of bishops, priests and deacons. Its ruling principles—now alterable, but only within strict limits—tie it firmly to its Anglican heritage in the principles of doctrine and worship in the Book of Common Prayer, the Thirty-Nine Articles and the Ordinal. It remains in communion with the Church of England and with churches in communion therewith. The diocese is specified as the basic unit of organisation, and on major matters of order and good government canons of General Synod only have effect in a diocese when accepted by the diocesan synod. In contrast to most churches of the Anglican Communion this gives the Australian church a federal and diocesan character. The General Synod consists of the houses of bishops, clergy and laity, who meet together in one assembly; but the opportunity to vote by orders gives each house the possibility of veto on significant matters. Though the bishops meet informally in annual conference, the house of bishops does not (except in one or two minor areas) fulfil constitutional functions apart from the whole synod. This potentially increases the lay influence in church governance, as does the composition of the appellate tribunal which consists of four lay lawyers and only three bishops.


In the constitution the catholicity of the church, derived through the mother Church of England from the Church Universal, is foundational. So is its reformed, scriptural character. At the same time it is an Australian church, autonomous and able to be inculturated in Australian life. This national character assumed greater importance in the latter part of the twentieth century as Australia diverged further from its English roots. Yet membership of the Anglican Communion is seen to be important. It gives expression to the sense of ‘family’ which, if less obvious than in the days of Empire, is still real;40 it enables participation in global mission in an increasingly globalised world; it helps guard against narrow bondage to local culture; it allows for the possibility of outside fraternal critique if deviant doctrinal trends should emerge; and it expresses the gospel imperative for Christian unity, initially with fellow Anglicans, and through that global fellowship with other world communions.


In the last quarter of the twentieth century the ready availability of rapid travel and the revolution in electronic communications enhanced the visibility of communion among Anglican churches worldwide. Anglicans at every level from primates to ordinary worshippers travelled to one anothers’ churches. Every Archbishop of Canterbury after Geoffrey Fisher visited Australia, and Australian church leaders were playing significant roles in inter-Anglican activities. The Lambeth Conference of bishops continued to meet every ten years. From 1971 the Anglican Consultative Council met at three yearly intervals, bringing together representative clergy and laity as well as bishops. After 1978 there were regular meetings of primates, initially biennially but by the late 90s annually. There was now talk of four ‘instruments of unity’ binding the Anglican Communion together—the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Lambeth Conference, the Anglican Consultative Council and the Primates’ Meeting.41


In one sense the emphasis on these ‘instruments of unity’ was a response to perceived threats to the unity of the Communion. In the western world increasing secularisation was diminishing the church’s influence and confidence. Changing gender relationships and sexual mores in society raised questions for the church about its traditional understanding of an all-male priesthood and sexual morality. At the same time the growth in numbers and confidence of the church in the ‘two-thirds world’ was changing the balance of power in worldwide Anglicanism. Controversies over the ordination of women, homosexuality and biblical interpretation were often exacerbated by cultural differences; and reactions in some parts of the world to the sole superpower status and encroaching culture of the United States contributed to a sense of unease at innovations in the American church. Also, instant communication across the world which enhanced the possibilities of communion at the same time magnified the possibilities of disunity by immediately transferring local controversy to the global stage.


In this environment adherence to the classical formularies, which had been seen as a safeguard of unity among Anglican churches, was no longer adequate for that purpose. These were subject to diverse interpretations. The Bible itself was being read differently; the Book of Common Prayer was falling out of use, even though the new liturgies owed much to it; the Articles did not satisfactorily address many of the theological questions of the twenty-first century; and there were strong differences on matters like the ordination of women and sexual morality. Even the bonds of a common English heritage were losing their force as the numerical weight of the Communion moved.


In Australia the tensions resulting from these new circumstances took a distinctive form. The federal character of the church meant that differences were catered for by dioceses adopting different policies. There had in fact been a long tradition of diocesan diversity, for example in biblical interpretation, in permitted variations in worship, and in provision for remarriage after divorce. When new issues arose—notably, the ordination of women, homosexuality and proposals in Sydney for lay presidency at the Eucharist—they posed real threats to unity, but they tended to be contained within the Australian tradition of diocesan diversity. Most dioceses, for example, opted to endorse the General Synod’s approval of the ordination of women but some did not.


Underlying other differences lay the emergence of a distinctive ecclesiology associated with Sydney’s Moore College, which interpreted ‘church’ to mean only the local congregation or else the assembly of the saints in heaven.42 On this view it was a misnomer to apply ‘church’ to a national church or a diocese. This built upon earlier evangelical emphasis on the church as the invisible body of true believers known only to God rather than on the structured visible church. Previously this tendency had been tempered for Anglican evangelicals by their commitment to Anglican order and liturgy. For the new breed of radical evangelicals this was less important. For them pan-evangelicalism took priority over pan-Anglicanism, and organised ecumenism (to which Anglicanism had traditionally been a significant contributor) was given short shrift.43 They saw ‘biblical orthodoxy’ as the only basis for Christian fellowship. The problem is that many fellow Anglicans who stand firm to biblical faith see this ‘orthodoxy’ as partial and sectarian in character, representing an ecclesiology that fails to do justice to the Anglican tradition and to the founding fathers of the Australian church constitution.


In the face of significant diversity in belief and practice the question of the nature and exercise of authority has become critical in Anglican ecclesiology. It is not that diversity is evil in itself: it is evident in the New Testament and throughout church history. Anglicans are suspicious of over-centralisation and the desire for rigid uniformity which often accompanies it, and the principle of subsidiarity has received recent emphasis.44 But what if particular differences are seen by some members of the church to be so fundamental as to breach communion? Who is to adjudicate, and how?


The Tudor royal supremacy had been one answer. It depended however on an understanding of church and nation as twin sides of one entity of which the sovereign was the head; and it allowed, at least in theory, for the exercise of authority by the whole church—clergy and laity together under the headship of the Crown. That principle could no longer exist in post-Revolution America, where the relationship of clergy and laity had to be rethought. Less dramatically, it gradually ceased to exist in workable form in the colonial dioceses of the Church of England in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as the colonies achieved self-government and the jurisdiction of the Crown and English law diminished. In Australia, for example, a system of synodical government was developed involving bishops, other clergy and laity, with internal disciplinary tribunals and an appellate tribunal empowered to interpret church law. There is still recourse to the civil courts in matters such as breach of trust, but it is apparent that those courts have become increasingly unwilling to adjudicate on matters of doctrine. Even in England, though the trappings of royal supremacy and establishment have continued into the twenty-first century, the trend is inexorably in the direction already taken elsewhere in the Communion.
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