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Introduction

 

WELCOME READER, WHETHER YOU be “one of our own”—a member of the Independent Sacramental Movement (ISM)—or whether you be a member of another Christian family, or indeed a curious non-Christian. This little book is a gift from the heart of the “Indie” movement to you and we hope that in some way, you will find it edifying. If you wish to become better informed about our movement, you should find this collection enlightening and if you currently seek a spiritual family, you may well find here what you seek.

This book is one of a series of books published in recent years by members of the Independent Sacramental Movement ourselves, with a twofold purpose. Firstly, we hope to edify and encourage each other in these uniquely creative ways of being church and secondly, we hope to make our movement better known and understood amongst the general public and particularly our brothers and sisters in Christ in the mainstream denominations.

We recognise that for some readers this book might be a first introduction to our movement, and that there are inevitable questions that will therefore come to mind. The reader may ask: What distinguishes the independent movement? What is its theological stance? Who are its clergy, and where do they worship? This book provides a series of individual answers to these questions. There are yet more answers that would come forth from the diversity of the ISM, and precious little in the way of useful or precise generalisation. Yet some common patterns are certainly observable.

Within my own tradition of Catholic liberalism, we are inevitably perceived by the public as standing in the shadow of Rome. The first preconception to overcome is that we are, in fact, independent of Papal jurisdiction although still very much a part of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. Not only this, but we are far from a new movement, instead tracing our differences with the Holy See to the First Vatican Council of 1870, and in some cases to even earlier developments. With freedom from the dogma imposed by Rome comes the freedom to rediscover the gifts of the early Church as well as to be directed by the Spirit in our own times; to understand Catholicism as an inherently liberal movement and our God as a God of love and not of judgement.

The origins of Independent Catholicism are varied and diverse, deriving either from the Papal line or from the Orthodox churches. The most visible of the historic Independent Catholic figures at the turn of the twentieth-century, Arnold Harris Mathew and Joseph René Vilatte, received the Catholic episcopate in the successions of the Old Catholics of Utrecht and the Jacobite Patriarchate of Antioch respectively. More generally, the Ultrajectine developments that characterise the emergent ISM at this period should be seen in the context of the triumph of the Ultramontanists at the First Vatican Council and the resulting tensions concerning Papal infallibility.

Yet this is not the full story. ISM bishops in some cases trace their ancestry to much more recent differences with Rome, such as those whose orders come from the Brazilian Catholic Apostolic Church, formed by Roman Catholic bishop Carlos Duarte Costa in protest against the Vatican’s alliance with the Nazi regime during World War II. Others are of Protestant origin, or derive from unification movements such as the Catholicate of the West led by Mar Georgius. Some are strongly traditionalist, and see their primary theological purpose as to continue the true Church of Rome in the face of the perceived heresy of Vatican II or sometimes much earlier theological developments. Others are esotericists, seeking a Christianity open to the insights of other faiths and philosophies, and drawing upon the widest possible range of influences both from existing theology and from society at large. The greater number of bishops who have contributed to this book fall into this latter category.

Theological positions, even within the more liberal sector of the ISM, tend to diverge based on episcopal polity; the bishop who leads an independent community has arguably a greater direct influence on its interpretation of the deposit of faith than any pope in history. There tends to be variance between communities on the issues of the ordination of women, married clergy and the ordination of sexually active gay and lesbian people, and these administrative matters are then further complicated by a range of theological positions that stretches from those who actively seek reunion with a Holy Mother Church freed from what are seen as its present errors, to those who hold that unity is a lesser priority than the expression of individual or collective conscience in creating a community in which the voice of God may be heard. There is truly something for everyone.

While many clergy and lay folk familiar with the established denominations identify “church” with those buildings purpose-built for worship, the ISM remains harder to find. Certainly there are churches in existence, ranging from at least one magnificent cathedral to more modest churches and chapels, and increasingly, rented communal spaces within buildings not primarily intended as religious centres. Yet people will need to make an effort to seek them out and to join communities that, while often tight-knit to the outside world’s perception, are in fact friendly and welcoming once they have established that the visitor is there for the same purposes as themselves. There is a good deal of worship through home oratories, converted outbuildings and unadvertised Mass centres where the faithful congregate, knowing that “where two or three are gathered, there am I in the midst of them.” And this flexibility of location also creates a flexibility of outlook; a means to explore the changing nature of what “being church” means, and how that concept can evolve to meet the needs of Christ in our world today.

Bishops John Plummer and John Mabry in their excellent introductory booklet “Who are the Independent Catholics?” describe four main groupings or “families”, within the Independent Sacramental Movement which they helpfully label; Traditionalist, Liberal, Esoteric and Syncretistic. It might be as well for the reader to keep these categories in mind and notice into which group or groups each of the contributors to this book might fit—and most of us will defy easy classification!

On the matter of syncretism, many of the contributors have disclosed their “own particular mix” for the reader, for example, our publisher Bishop John Mabry helpfully summarised, “…if pinned to the wall, I will admit that my cosmology is Whiteheadian, my theology, Unitarian; my Christology, Arian; my soteriology, Abelardian and universalist. But my worship tradition is Catholic, specifically, Anglo-Catholic.” Though the content of each of our individually-evolved theologies might be very various the obvious syncretism of Bishop Mabry’s summary is fairly typical of ISM clergy, and could well be fairly typical of most non-fundamentalist clergy, even in mainline denominations, if they were in a position to freely admit it.

However, some of our contributing Bishops are less syncretistic than others, for example Bishop Tim Cravens prioritises “Sound Doctrine” in his list of six necessary elements for a healthy Independent Catholic life and he also acknowledges that his “vision as a Bishop has always been to adhere to Christian orthodoxy.” For moderate traditionalists such as Bishop Tim the liberal tendency is seen more in the area of ethics than theology. However, for many of us who might feel part of the “esoteric” family, the traditionalist impulse manifests in our high regard for the traditional rites of Christendom which we would regard as greater vehicles of sacramental power than rites such as, for example, the Novus Ordo of Roman Catholicism. Perhaps uniquely, in our movement this liturgical traditionalism is often combined with the greatest theological freedom. This is particularly the case within “Liberal Catholic” jurisdictions, represented in this book by Bishops Stuart, Mugleston, Havlicek and Van Alphen, as well as the Church of Antioch (represented by Archbishop Gundrey), the Liberal Catholic Apostolic Church (represented by Mar Joannes III and myself) and the Ecclesia Gnostica Mysteriorum of Bishop Rosamonde Miller.

Lest the reader think that ISM Bishops are totally preoccupied with worship and theology, let me also reassure you that among the Bishops here represented you will read about exciting and innovative ministries which make a huge practical difference in people’s lives. Such, for example is Bishop River Sim’s “Catholic Worker” inspired ministry in San Francisco. But whether, for example, through +River’s street-level needle exchange, or the hospitality charism followed by Bishop Liz Stuart in imitation of St. Brigid of Kildare, or the Franciscan charism as lived by Archbishop Ron Langham, all of us in our several ways try to meet Christ in others, and be Christ to others, as best we can. Such, after all, is the essence of the Gospel. St. James said “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world” (James 1:27).

This is a book of vocational stories. Even in our great diversity, one of the things we ISM Bishops have in common is the belief that we have been called by God to our various ministries. I hope and pray that within these pages the discerning reader may be able to trace God’s hand at work. What we may ask does God hope to achieve by calling such a colourful group of people to the grace of the fullness of Holy Orders? Well, we may be certain that it is not solely for the benefit of ourselves and the people we currently reach through our various ministries. Could it be that the Church as the Mystical Body of Christ in the future will be a body which values and affirms diversity and values and affirms each individual member regardless of his or her gender, sexuality or even creed? If so, then the Independent Sacramental Movement will have a huge part to play!

Thank you, reader, for buying this book. A large proportion of the royalties will be sent to the children’s charity, Plan International. We hope you enjoy our stories and we pray that you will find some enlightenment and inspiration and may also feel called to make further exploration of the Independent Sacramental Movement.

Blessings on your journey,

 

+Alistair Bate CCP,

Mar Alexei,

Titular Bishop of Hebron,

Liberal Catholic Apostolic Church

 

“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.”

—2nd Corinthians 3: 17
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The Rt. Rev. Markus van Alphen

The Young Rite

 

“Towards a New Priesthood”

 

I WAS BORN IN 1960 IN PRETORIA, South Africa, into a theosophical family. Since my father was a priest in the Liberal Catholic Church, I was born into the church, in a manner of speaking. As a young toddler, I would laze around on the floor whilst my father or some visiting priest or bishop celebrated the Eucharist. I can vaguely remember the sun beams shining through the windows, creating coloured shafts of light in the incense still hanging in the air. The “zing” of a well-celebrated Eucharist, that very particular atmosphere that was built up, was quite normal for me. Being the third of four boys, it was natural that as I grew up I would follow my elder brothers in becoming an altar boy, which I did. Religion and the church to me were not a matter of choice, but a matter of practice. Little boys become big boys and as a healthy teenager does, I went in search of my own identity, leaving church, theosophy, and everything to do with spirituality behind me. A family and my career as an electrical engineer became priorities. Several years later my interest in religious matters gradually returned. In the mean time I had settled in the Netherlands, where I returned to the Liberal Catholic Church, was ordained to the priesthood, joined the Theosophical Society, its Esoteric School, the Order of the Round Table, Freemasonry, Martinism, and other ritual or theosophically-minded bodies. I became a sponge and wanted to know everything. Avidly, I read anything I could get my hands on. Both the Dutch and the International magazines of the Liberal Catholic Church were in need of an editor, a gap I filled with enthusiasm.

As an adult, the choice I had made this time was a conscious one. The theosophical tenets were—as they still are—as natural to me as breathing. Recognizing the many religions as different ways to the same state of enlightenment, adding the theosophical teachings to Christianity gave me the key to understanding the power of ritual. God was no longer the bearded man on a cloud of which my religious instruction teacher had tried to convince me. On the contrary, in God we live and move and have our being—the transcendent Trinity. In every human being the Christ Light shines—God immanent. From this sprouts a far greater duality to me than the duality in the flesh between masculine and feminine.

God is transcendent as well as immanent and especially this second aspect intrigued me. Religion became to me what its Latin root means—binding back—or connecting to that inner source. The reconnection is the dissolving of the Great Duality, the AtOneMent, or initiation. Ritual is symbol and symbol represents a dynamic truth that cannot effectively be captured in words. Being a part of, or better still taking an active role in a ritual gives me the feeling of connection with that symbol and its underlying truth. In short, the symbolism of the Christian tradition and its representation in the church year, the Eucharist and the sacraments evoke an experience within me. Searching within that experience is for me the true initiation.

Ritual is a form of magic. I can still remember the shiver going up and down my spine during the three verses of the Litany sung by the bishop during the ordinations to sub-deacon, deacon, and priest. The same shiver goes up and down my spine today when, as a bishop, I ordain candidates to these same orders. Today still, consecrating bread and wine leaves my knees a little weak. My hands have been burning, as if I am carrying burning coals in my palms for so many years now that I cannot imagine it ever being otherwise (it started around the same time that I began to follow the path of ordination). The energy I feel flowing through me during a healing service is impressive and probably has an equally large effect on me, as I hope it does on the person requesting healing.

 

New Wine in Old Wine-Sacks

What then went wrong? Or was it right? I suppose the first important point is that truly undergoing the process of Seeking the Light changes the way you think, the way you feel and the way you live. Not that I have now found “the” Light, as I soon came to realise that the Light is not a destination, but a journey. The emphasis lies on seeking it and seeking it is an on-going process. The ramifications of changing my attitude towards life, the universe, etc., spilled over into all aspects of my life. I divorced, remarried, divorced again, and remarried again. Some time between all that I became ill and had to give up my work. A work project that was my livelihood and on which I had spent many years was relegated to the rubbish bin. I went back to University to study clinical psychology, specialising in relationship and family therapy.

In the various spiritual organisations I was involved in I started noticing the discrepancy between what was preached and how the individuals within those organisations dealt with one another. That definitely started getting to me. The first thing one does in such a situation is to try to bring about change. But soon I came to realise that the inertia of an organisation is a pervasive thing—the tendency to avoid change is in-built in all nature, and so it is in people and the organisations in which they serve. One by one I left the organisations—sometimes disillusioned, sometimes the “zing” simply wasn’t there anymore.

Then one day it happened. My wife Brigitte and I were sitting in the congregation during a service in Haarlem, the Netherlands, and during the Eucharist I had one of those lucid moments when everything seems to fall into place. Fleeting, but salient and lucid. How this moment would work itself out into nuts and bolts, I did not yet know, but the direction was clear. I should stop trying to change organisations and their functionaries and get down to starting something new. No new wine in old sacks. With very little concrete, I discussed matters with my father, already by then some years retired after his term as Presiding Bishop of the Liberal Catholic Church. The result was my resignation as a priest of the Liberal Catholic Church and my consecration as an independent bishop by the equally independent bishops Johannes van Alphen, Mario Herrera, and Benito Rodriguez on the 4th of June, 2006. This was the beginning of a new phase of my life, a phase in which I ceased to be a follower and gradually started to take responsibility for the insights I had the good fortune to receive.

That is the historical part of my story—no more trying to change what is existing, but setting up something new. I suppose you could say that I changed as well. But what is that something new I am bringing about? What is so different from that which is already being done, to warrant the energy to set up a new thing? In keeping with the principle of Head, Heart, and Hands, I will start by explaining the philosophical aspects of my new approach before telling you about how this translates in practical terms. The philosophical approach in brief has to do with relevancy, authority, responsibility, and unity.

 

What is Relevant?

An organisation, in my view, exists in order to facilitate a particular goal. However, the available energy is often usurped by the process of keeping the organisation alive, leaving little for the goal for which the organisation was originally constituted. People become self-important, and power struggles and political gaming take the place of the work itself. The system becomes rigid and replicates itself in such a way that only those willing to tow the line become its new leaders. Many a free-thinking spirit walks away disillusioned, but the system trudges on. In terms of relevancy, to me this means that as it is not possible to do away with the organisation entirely, the energy spent on running the organisation should be pared down to an absolute minimum.

The result is that more energy is freed up for the work itself. This implies, of course, that the work can be properly defined. The adage “if you don’t know where you are going, any road will get you there” is certainly applicable. The question I continually ask myself is: Why I am (still) doing what I am doing? To what purpose? Does it give me energy or does it cost me energy? Is the investment worthwhile? I soon came to realise that relevancy in this respect has little to do with what I do on Sunday morning. It has more to do with translating the Sunday morning experience into how I function during every single moment of this earthly existence. Seen from this vantage point the passage in our liturgy “here do we offer unto thee our selves, our souls and bodies as a holy and continual sacrifice unto thee” takes on a very profound meaning: We are the oblations being consecrated during the Eucharist.

 

What About Authority?

Perhaps the boldest thing an individual can do is limit his or her authority to matters that concern his or her own experience. It is a well-known principle in clinical practice that you cannot change someone else. People can only change themselves, and will only do that if they want to change. A spiritual teacher claiming authority and attempting to impose his or her way on others will sooner or later be disappointed with his or her followers. Followers. If your goal is to enlighten people, how in God’s name can you enlighten them if they are followers? The idea is paradoxical to the extent that it is unworkable!

Working this idea out a little further: A brain scan of a person looking at an object is almost identical to the brain scan of the same person imagining seeing that same object—to the brain there is no difference between what you actually see and what you imagine you see. So, objects do not give rise to experience, awareness does. Therefore the only surety I have in this life, is that I am aware that I experience. I cannot prove that you, the reader of these words, actually exist. Even if you tell me that you exist and that you too are aware that you experience, how do I know—how can I prove—that this is so and I am not just creating an experience of you telling me this in my own mind? So, if I know that my experience is my reality and I know that what I am experiencing is exactly that—my experience—who am I to tell you what you should be experiencing? Each individual is an authority on his or her own experience. This does not mean we cannot talk about it and share our experiences with one another. Yet the ultimate authority on experience lies with the individual himor herself.

This means rethinking the role of the spiritual teacher. The priest is not there to play intermediary between the individual and God, or be the authority on matters spiritual, but to help people make their own connection, to empower them. The priest’s first and foremost task is to make themselves redundant!

 

Whose Responsibility is It?

Interpreting this view on authority as laissez faire is complex. It is true that one should let individuals decide for themselves what they are going to do and how they are going to do it. Funnily enough, despite all one’s efforts, this is what actually happens anyway. It is false in that it does not mean that the individual is like an isolated island. Others do have a role to play by their influence, due to their interaction. When it comes to responsibility, it is a matter of taking it for your own part in whatever it is that you are busy with—in this case your influence and your part in the interaction. To others we should give the freedom of choice, even if we are of the opinion that by their choice they are making a mistake. By all means give information, but there is a very fine line between giving information and making a judgement.

Placing authority on the individual does not mean that there are no boundaries. Conditions or preconditions to interaction may be imposed, and as long as they are clearly stated up front, they need not be a problem. What it does mean is that having stated realistic conditions and preconditions, no one other that the individual himor herself is in a position to judge whether or not to make use of the offer that is made. Whether the individual chooses or another imposes, either way the consequences are for the individual, so why not empower the individual by giving them both the choice and the responsibility for that choice?

 

What, Then, is the Uniting Factor?

In a nutshell: Diversity. The emphasis shifts from large organisations determining exactly how each “i” should be dotted and every “t” crossed—uniformity—to several small organisations, each working on a project that suits its temperament, culture—whatever.

More importantly, an entirely different definition of the priestly role becomes evident. Doing service at the altar is now the task of a celebrant—an individual who has been ordained to the priesthood and who has been trained to such a degree in ritual functioning that he or she may take the lead in the public celebrations of a particular circle.

Why then, would someone want to become a priest in the Young Rite? The function of the ritual is the symbolic condensation of primordial processes or archetypes into our manifest world. To put it more simply, by enacting a ritual the participants are able to experience the archetypal processes operating in both the universe and the human being. The result is an ever-unfolding insight. By taking an active role and being involved in this symbolic enactment, the experience goes deeper. The gap between the insight and practice in daily life becomes smaller. Which leads to the next subject: Priesthood and the spiritual process is not only about what happens on Sunday. The ritual is a tool with two major objectives—the development of the individual as a result of experiencing the ritual and the outpouring of positive influence upon the world. The second objective is greatly aided by the first: when participants go about their daily activities they also spread the beneficent influence amongst those with whom they interact.

The role of the priest is no longer limited to the performance of ritual and acting as an intermediary. It now becomes that of a spiritual teacher. The lessons learned in the ritual affect the way the individual lives his or her life. It leads to the recognition that awareness of your own inner experience is the best vehicle towards knowledge—or development, even enlightenment, etc. This means that the priest no longer tells people how to lead their lives, but follows Christ’s example and lives his or her life according to Christ’s pattern. Teaching by example is far more effective than teaching by giving instructions and laying down prohibitions.

So, the path towards the priesthood is open to all. By becoming a priest you deepen your experience of the ritual and become a beacon of beneficent energy. Being a priest in daily life means pouring the Love of Christ out over the world, and living your life so as to best approximate His example. It is expected of candidates for the priesthood that they live a life of integrity that breathes respect for life. A certain lifestyle is recommended. The ordination to the priesthood is an inclusive, developmental path. It does not confer the right, nor impose the duty to publicly celebrate the services of the Young Rite.

Public celebration is no longer the task of a priest, but of a celebrant. For those who wish to become celebrants, the “clean” lifestyle is no longer a recommendation, but a requirement, as is a thorough ritual training. All may become priests in the Young Rite, irrespective of race, colour, creed, sex, sexual orientation or even their membership of, or function in, any other religious or spiritual organisation. Therefore the possibility of being ordained to the priesthood lies within reach of every individual. More importantly, the individual not only has choice, but responsibility. This is empowerment and a substantial step towards a free, universal priesthood—the priesthood of the people.

The ideal to which every circle works is the celebration of the Eucharist where everyone is a priest. Each celebration is like a con-celebration. This does not mean that only those who have received the ordination to the priesthood are welcome in the circle. The ordination process is an awakening of something that is innate. Everyone can potentially access this innate functioning. The ordination process is meant to facilitate the opening of the channel so that this functioning becomes operational. The time to start using this functionality is not dependent on a time scale or progress along the ordination process. It is dependent on the individual’s capacity to recognise and access it. Does this raise questions about the Apostolic Succession? Most certainly it does. Hence the decision to insist that at least the one person leading the ceremony be validly ordained within this succession. All participants fulfil their priestly role to the extent that they are willing and able. This is both realistic and makes everyone’s efforts valuable.

Another appropriate question is, are the ordinations being “given away?” What if someone only joins a circle to obtain ordination and then leaves to go his or her own way? Is this a form of misuse? Perhaps it is, perhaps it isn’t. Near the end of the ordination liturgy, the new priest is commended: Freely hast thou received, give freely. If I give you a gift and you choose to use this gift in a particular way, am I to be judged for the way you choose to use it? If I give you a gift and this gift includes the responsibility to use it according to your best judgement, then I am giving freely. Without this implicit trust the gift would not be a gift, but the mere delegation of a task. Irrespective of the structure of the organisation, there simply is no guarantee that individuals will tow the line—so why require it? By coercing people into submission you implicitly invite devious or defiant behaviour. Those who are just coming to get an ordination will comply as long as it is necessary and subsequently leave anyway. To put it in terms of empowerment, the example set by giving this trust is worth far more than the efforts necessary to control such so-called misuse. Then there is the subject of experimentation. Large organisations generally seek uniformity and this is necessary in order to maintain the “corporate identity.” A tradition provides a framework. The content may be filled in by those working according to that tradition. The choice in the Young Rite is for the various circles to each discern their own direction in choosing this content. Experimentation is encouraged. Only by trying various alternatives can one truly distinguish the value of any particular element. As a point of reference and in order to vouchsafe the Apostolic Succession, the traditional form of the Holy Eucharist is maintained and always used for the major ordinations. This traditional form is by-and-large the same as the shorter form of the Holy Eucharist used in the Liberal Catholic Church. Of course, experimenting in several ways only becomes truly interesting if there is a forum for sharing ideas. One of the platforms used by the Young Rite for sharing is the Sophia Circle. The Sophia Circle is a platform open to all bishops who subscribe to an esoteric point of view. All of the bishops of the Young Rite are also members of the Sophia Circle. New ideas therefore spread and are inspired from further away than just the circles working in the Young Rite tradition. This is yet another expression of inclusivity: neither the influx nor the outflux of ideas is limited by proprietary considerations. Practically this means that a lot of material is placed in the public domain—via the internet—for general use.

As to the esoteric orientation of the Young Rite, this is a natural consequence of the philosophical tenets regarding relevancy, authority, responsibility, and unity. A literal interpretation of the scriptures or the Catholic tradition would make this manner of working untenable. Not the letter, but the spirit of the Word is my guideline. Without wishing to devalue the entirety of the scriptures by a single iota, the radical message of Christianity to me can surely be summarised in: “Love thy neighbour as thyself.” This is a command in a positive sense. In like spirit the Young Rite attempts to offer possibilities, not organisational rules and regulations.

How do people or groups join the Young Rite? Although no barriers for entry are erected, resources are a limiting factor. Any group, wherever in the world, may adopt the Young Rite way of working. The limiting factors are generally related to finding suitable episcopal support. Often the aid of another independent bishop—for example one of the members of the Sophia Circle—is called in to help get things going.

One of the insights the esoteric tradition has given me is that of cyclicity. A day is born with the rising of the sun, this same sun rises to the meridian and sets in the occident bringing a period of darkness. So also the pattern of manifestation of every thing: A human life, a culture, a tradition, an organisation. Everything is born, grows up, grows old and dies. The old makes way for the new. The Young Rite is not for everyone, not for ever, nor is it complete. It is a work-in-progress and for the time being. There are many paths up the mountain and this is but one. I believe that the summit is the birthright of every individual and the path by which it is reached is unique and valid for each and every one of us.
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