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ECUMENICAL RELATIONS AND
ORDINATION OF WOMEN
TO THE PRIESTHOOD IN
THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH

| WiLeiam A. NORGREN

d Debate about the ordination of women has sometimes appeared
to be a *‘dialogue of the deaf.’* Speakers on both sides explain their
position, but their voices pass one another by. The debate will
continue for a long time and has become exceedingly complex.
Positions of churches and also positions within chutrches have bcen
clarified, however, and matters seem to have come to the point
where understanding between divergent positions can grow. Future

and light up new areas.
These reflections are written just nine months after the

! Episcopal Church’'s General Convention decided (o remove
canonical obstacles to the ordination of women to the priesthood
and episcopate, and must therefore be somewhat tentative and
| exploratory. Episcopalians owe to Christians of other communions

an explanation of the present position in the Episcopal Church
i before they can ask for their understanding. We shall not focus here

on the issue itself, but rather on ecumenical relations after the

decision.

.I The Decision

I We must be accurate. What actually happened in September,

1976 at the General Convention in Minneapolis? Action on the issue
was initiated in the House of Bishops with the introduction of the
following resolution calling for a canonical (not constitutional)

change:

Resolved, the House of Deputies concuiring, that a new section
11 of Title 11, Canon 9, be adopted, with renumbering of the
present Section 1 and following, the said Section | to read as
follows:

Section 1. The provisions of these Canons for the admission of
Candidates, and for the Ordination to the three Orders;
Bishops, Priests, and Deacons shall be equally applicable to
men and women.

Church.
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discussion and even the tensions may help to clarify other questions
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This brief account of what happened in Minneapolis clearly
shows that the Episcopal Church has deci dedthrough its canonical
legislature ihat women can be ordained to the priesthood and
episcopate and that they may be so ordained. At the same time, it
clearly shows that a consensus on such ordination has not emerged
among leaders of the Episcopal Church. So far, up to 100 women
have been ordained (o the priesthood out of a total of 11,900 priests.

Background of the Decision

The question of women in ministry was first discussed in
General Convention in 1871, and in 1889 it was decided to admit
women to the order of deaconess. Deaconesses often served in places
where there were no priests and began to preside over the assembly
for Morning and Evening Prayer. Gradually the canon on
deaconesses was made less restrictive, male diaconate was restored
as a permanent order and not merely 8 step to the priesthood, and
the General Convention of 1970 decided that deaconesses were true
deacons.

The Lambeth Conference of Anglican Bishops took up in 1920
the broad question of women in ministry in the encyclical letter
which included the following important statement of principle on
the customs (not dogmas) of the Church: *We feel bound to respect
the customs of the Church, not as an iron law, but as results and
records of the Spirit's guidance. In such customs, there is much

which obviously was dictated by reasonabie regard to contemporary
social conventions. As these differ from age to age and country to
country, the use which the Church makes of the service of women
will aiso differ."”

in the Episcopal Church, articles in theoiogical journals,
statements by theological faculties, and books on the theological
issues and on human sexuality, have indicated that a sizable
majority of the theological community befieves that the ordination
of women to the priesthood and episcopate is now theologically
acceptable, though a significant minority is not so persuaded.

The Lambeth Conference in 1968 expressed the opinion that
Biblical and theological considerations were not decisive either for or
against ordination of women to the priesthood and episcopate. All
paris of the Anglican Communion were asked 1o study the matter
and report back to the Anglican Consuliative Council. The Council

then discussed the question at Iwo successive meetings, when various

churches reporicd their findings and were supported by the Council
in further action.

The House of Bishops of the Episcopal Church in 1972 voted an
expression of opinion by a narrow majority in favor of the eligibility
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women for these orders, When the question came before the
(!)1fouse of Bishops again in 1974, the same subject was approved by
elming majority.
. oj\er:a':eful rgevie\:r ofylhc question was undertaken by Roman
Catholic and Anglican scholars in the U.S.. leading to a flalcmen(
by the Anglican-Roman Catholic Consultation in lf)75. Its con-
clusion was that each church must decide the issue for |($c.lf.

The Anglican-Orthodox Theological Consultation in the U.S.
met in 1973 and in 1976 to consider the effect of a decision to ordain
women. Its 1976 statement was in two parls..' The Orthodox held
that the question involves not only church d!sglpl!ne but also the
Christian faith as expressed in the Chu'rcl.l's ministries. God crea(.ed
mankind as male and female, establishing a diversity of function
and gifts which are complementary but not all are lnlerqhangcab:‘e.
Approval would have a decisively negative effect on the issue of t c;
recognition of Anglican orders and would call for a reassessment o
the goals of the dialogue. The Anglicans held that dealing Wl‘lh this
question required both a willingness to be led into a new perception
of the truth and fidelity to the basic lradilior! of l!lc fmlh. Orthodox
and Anglicans agreed that there can be no .lnfen()ply of women in
the eyes of God. The question is whether withholding from women
the sacrament of ordination violates the common status of .all
Chrisitans imparied in Baptism. Orthodox say no to this question
and some Anglicans agree with them; others sec a con_lradlclion. .

The international  Anglican-Orthodox Joint Dnclnqal
Discussions issued in 1976 a communique noting the many dif-
ficulties which remain to be overcome, among which ordination of
women will figure prominently. The Orthodox delegates stated it
would create '‘a very scrious obstacle to the development of our

i n the future.”’ .
Mauf\msc:msullalion in 1976 with the Polish National Cathalic
Church, which shares with the Episcopal Church a c0ncon?al and
intercommunion, concluded that the PNC(; would conhnuc_ to
support the agreement of intercommunion with the um.icrs(.andlng
that if women were ordained they would not function in any
sacramental acts involving PNCC members or priests.*

1. “Christian Unity and Women's Ordination,”” Ecumenicul Bulletin (Episcopal
Church), No. 15, 1970, p. 25.

2. “Statemen! on the Ordination of Women,'' Ecumenicul Bulletin, No. 16,
1976, p. 26.

). “Anglican-Orthodox Joint Doctirinal Discussions: Communique,”
Ecumenical Bulletin, No. 19, 1976, p. 17,

4. "Polish National Catholic Policy,” ! wemcal Bulletin, No. 18, 1976, p. 26
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A consultation in 1976 with representatives of the Consultation
on Church Union discussed a growing sense of authenticity of
priestly experience among ordained men and women in Protestant
communities, the problems which women in ordained ministry meet
and raise in the churches and the wider society, and an af-
tirmation by COCU representatives and some of the Anglicans of a
priesthood which in its female and male membership symbolizes
wholeness for the Church and points toward a richer imaging of the
presence of God among his people.?

The Episcopal Church after the Decision

Reactions in the Episcopal Church to the Minneapolis decision
have been somewhat muted, but it is clear that the question of
women's ordination is far from settled. Most people TmId some
opinion, but it is important to be aware that, despite the publicity
given to polarization in the Episcopal Church, there are various
shades of opinion between out-and-out advocates and opponents.
Many people are neither deeply thrilled nor greatly scandalized by
the implementation of what has been discussed for so long.

Opposition to women's ordination comes from a sizable bloc of
leaders, though it is hazardous to assess the numbers involved. In
some dioceses opposition is a small minority while in others it is the
great majority among clergy and laity. In perhaps twenty-five per
cent of the dioceses no ordinations of women to the priesthood will
take place.

The grounds on which the opposition is based are being
carefully stated by leaders: Jesus commissioned only men; the priest,
representing Christ to the people, has always participated in His
“maleness;"’ the General Convention had no authority to change this
tule of catholic order by amending either the canons or the con-
stitution without an ecumenical consensus.

Advocates of the ordination of women argue that women and
nien are created together in the image and likeness of God; beingin
Christ is to be capable of representingJesus Christ in the world, and
why not in the Eucharist; classic statements of the reason for ex-
cluding women from the priesthood depend on their inferior status.

Dissent has taken certain institutional forms. The more
moderate approach, taken at a Chicage meeting sponsored by the
Coalition for the Apostolic Ministry, is to remain in and support the
Episcopal Church but to refuse to accept women priests in any way,
Fourteen bishops and more than two hundred clergy and lay leaders
signed there an Evangelical and Catholic Covenant stating that ''the

————

S. "Consultz*” non Church Unlon,” Ecumenical Bulletin, No. 18, §970, p. 29.
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ordination of women to the episcopate and priesthood provides no
assurance of apostolic authority, consecration. ordination, ab-
solution and biessing. Therefore we will not accept sacramental acts
of this new ministry.”” What is envisaged is a coalition, similar to a
missionary society, providing educational and theological guidance,
materials on liturgy and spirituality, and procedures and strategics
to make sure they are heard in dioceses. The aim is not simply to
oppose priesthood for women, but rather to give shape and
definition to a movement of positive witness to catholic truth as seen
in the coalition. .

It is illuminating to take note at this point of the meaning of
“dissent’* as understood in a Letter to the Apostolic Delega!e from
the facuity of the Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley, California,
opposing the Vatican declaration against the ordination of women

(see below):

The whole purpose of our writing will be vitiated beyond repair
if the nature of our dissent is misunderstood. Public
disagreement and frankness of response can often be taken in
other cultures or read by unfriendly eyes as schism or as insult
or as disobedience to lawful authority.

Precisely the opposite is the case. We dissent not because we
disassociale ourselves in any way from the Catholic Church or
from the Roman pontiff, but because we feei ourselves very
much united with both. Dissent in our culture is the protest of
those who belong. It is the loyal opposition of those who feel
that their very identification is leading them inio a situation in
which they seem to acquiesce in what is evil.* '

The American Church Union, long-time association of Anglo-
Catholics, also rejected the Minneapolis decision. A third
organization, Anglicans United, founded by Albert J. Du Bois,
former executive of the American Church Union, has been disowned
by the ACU council. Canion Du Bois is planning a “continuing
Anglican" diocese for North America, saying that he knows of at
least fifty parishes that would join. In words reminiscent of the (9th
century schism which resulted in the Reformed Episcopal Church,
though for opposite reasons, Canon Du Bois has said, “We are not
founding a new church; we are not leaving the Episcopal Church as
constitutionally established in the USA; we represent the loyal
remnant. The others have left us.”’” He has cxzpressed confidence

6. “Letter to the Apostolic Delegate,” Origins, NC Documentary Service, Vol.
6, p. 661.

7. Dlocesan Press Service, Executive Council of the Episcopal Church, January
6, 1977.
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that a parallel Episcopal jurisdiction could be establi
o'rganizaltion. lh:d Fellowship of Concerned Chlzll::'l‘len?e: f:/‘;:l:
vigorously opposed to the Min i i ’
ilself%:)m A?lzlicans Pl neapolis decision, also dissssoclated
¢ majority favoring priesthood for wome -
slandab.ly not formed new ins‘:itulions. but orsanizzi::: sl::;:c:s
the Episcopal Women's Caucus may move into the area of
deployment of women priests. A Task Force on Women set up
through the lay ministries office of the Episcopal Church is expected
to work in the broad field of ministries for women, lay and ordained.

As it touches the sacramental life of the Episcopal Church, we
sadly record the announcement of the Prime Bishop of the Polish
National Catholic Church that “the relationship of sacramental
intcrcommt_mion between our two churches is terminated until a
determination is made by our General Synod.” Intercommunion
between the iwo churches was in force for thirty years. The future is
unclc.:n because the International Old Catholic Bishops Conference,
to which the PNCC belongs, rejected the ordination of women (o the
pneslhood..b'ut deliberately refrained from precipitate action and
(c;illedhfor jo;nt idiscussion on the subject.® Thus the Episcopal

urch remains in communion with the O i
Burope, if not with the PNCC. S gl

Anger and hurt have been widely experienced in the Episcopal
Ch'urch over the last nine months and, of course, in the years before
an.eapolis'. The fact allows us to describe the Episcopal Church
as a “suffering church.’ When in the Body one suflers, all suffer.
Th.e Chuech cannot, of course, be built on anger and hutt, but the
pain of suﬂ';rmg may be part of the growth. We hope for an assisting
response within our Anglican communion and our sister churches
beyond in the one Body.

The Presiding Bishop, John M. Allin, has spoken to this
pastoral situation and to the need to strengthen the existing com-
munion and fellowship within the body of the Episcopal Church,
which now becomes more diverse. There is no better summary of our
present position.

The only pure and perfect expression of ministry and priest-
hood we can know is Jesus Christ our fLord. At best all other
expressions among us are ‘becoming.’ None is ‘perfect’ . . .

The diversity of this Church was again demonstrated in the
Minnesota General Convention. In the face of long tradition,

many held the conviction women shouid be ordained priests.

8. “A Disclasimer (rom the Bishop of Hasitem,"” Church Times, Janusry 14,
1977.
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Many maintained the conviction they should not. Arguments
produced no consensus. Nor did legislative resolution spread
any faith or rasult in any conversions. A resolution did receive
sufficient positive votes, however, to allow the Church op-
portunity to learn by experience.

Those favoring the ordination of women requested respect for
their convictions and permission to provide for the ordination
of qualified women. Those not believing in the ordination of
women likewise requested their convictions be respected and
recognition provided for their inability to accept women'’s
ordination to the priesthood. Some on both sides reacted in
fear. Many on both sides continued to respond in faith, wit-
nessing to the belief that the Holy Spirit, when obeyed, is the
unity (who produces community) amid our diversity.

The Episcopal Church is a ‘becoming’ community as the
members of this Church are ‘becoming’ Christians. Any
member is free to abandon this ‘becoming’ community. One
abandonment, however, causes all (o suffer some loss of
diversity and unity. Ecumenism suffers within and without
whenever we cease to scck truth together. Respecting one
another's faith and convictions, we can search for the truth of
God's will together . . .

The Presiding Bishop prays for the development of our whole
ministry and for greater understanding of the particular rule
for each of us. May each offer ministry in the Spirit of love,
remembering we cannot all demand the acceptance of our
offering. May the priesthood of Christ become increasingly the
central reality in our community by each learning to serve
Him.*

Ecumenical Relations after the Decision

Turning to the Episcopal Church’s relations with other com-
munions after the decisioh, we hope to show that relations within the
Episcopal Church inevitably have parallels with her relations
without.

We must acknowledge first that the ecumenical impact of the
decision was greater than many of us had perhaps anticipated.
Surely this is a sign of greatly increased awareness among Christians
that they belong to one another, despite everything. What the
Episcopal Church does has an effect beyond its borders, and

9. "On Becoming the Whaole Church,” Epsicopalian, May, 1977, p_§.
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Episcopalians need to be more sensitive to such effects. Christian
believers and their leaders discern the unity through the diversities.
Let us not pass over this gift lightly, but reflect about it, thank God
for it, and see what new burdens of love this gift lays upon us.

Second, we must discern beyond all the debate about
priesthood for women that an ecumenical consensus exists about the
equality of women and men in the Church. Orthodox, Roman
Cathelics, Protestants, and Anglicans alike are little by little
becoming aware of their lack of concern and imaginatioa for the
ministry which women can and should wield in the Church. Support
for the multiplication of ministries for men and women and their -
recognition by the Church is growing. We can hope that the energy
of the debate about ordination to the priesthood will be channeled
into a revised consciousness of lay ministry, There is alsoa revival of
interest in the diaconate for women and men. :

Third, the question of ordination of women not only divides
Christians within and between churches, but also produces new
coalitions within and between churches. It Is not a case simply of this
church being for and that being against priesthood for women. Let
us look at developments within Protestant, Roman Catholic, and
Osthodox Churches that need to be taken into account as this
question isdiscussed further.

l. Protestant Churches

The response to the Minneapolls decision from Protestant
Churches has been far less vocal than that from the Roman Catholic
and Orthodox Churches. We may speculate on reasons for this, that
many Protestant Churches (though by no means all) already ordain
women, and that discussions of priesthood do not engage churches
having other forms and concepts of ordained ministry.

It may be thought that the Minneapolis decision removed an
obstacle to unity between the Episcopal church and certain
Protestant Chueches, but the absence of consensus in the Episcopal
Church on the question makes rapprochement of the Episcopal
Church with any other group unlikely. On the Protestant side the
situation is complicated by the fact that churches which ordain
women experience difficulties in acceptance of women's ministry.
On the other hand, women ordained in ministries of Protestant
Churches may offer women priests insight into the difficulties and
opportunities ordained ministry holds for women.

2. Roman Catholic Church

The debate oo women's ordination is fairly recent in the Roman
Catholic Churc! The question will be studied, but priestly or-
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dination of women wili not be approved in the foreseeable fulure.
Present signs indicate that the Ronmian Catholic Church would seek
action only through the Holy Catholic Church as a whole, including
the Orthodox Church.

The position is summed up by the issuance and response to the
*“Declaration on the Question of the Admission of Women to the
Ministerial Priesthood” from' the Vatican Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, which concludes that '*The Church, in fidelity
to the example of the Lord, does not consider herself authorized to
admit women to priestly ordination.’’'® The declaration settles on
two controverted reasons adduced by opponents, the argument fram
tradition and the argument based on the symbolic role of the priest
as represeniative of Christ.

The declaration is authoritative but neither infallible nor
irrevocable. In effect, this means that the Vatican considers the
matter officiaily closed, while discussion of the issue continues in
the Church. An example of such discussion is g letter of dissent
addressed to the Apostolic Delegate from the faculty of the Jesuit
School of Theology in Berkeley, California, which says the con-
clusion of the declaration is "‘not sustained by the evidence and the
arguments alieged in its support.’’'! The letler does not question the
opportuneness of the negative decision, but says the declaration
erred in arguing the case on the basis of dogmatic impaossibility. ““To
say lhat we have never ordained women in the past and therefore,
cannot do so now, is to ignore the fact that the issue has never arisen
in precisely these contemporary terms and within the new realization
of women'’s place in the world."’

The declaration itself concedes that its conclusion is *‘not
theologically demonstrable,” though it also says ihat reasons for
changing the Church's long-standing practice are not persuasive. 1t
is difficult to seec how the question might be resotved in the long run
unless the Church issues a dogmatic statement on the sacrament of
order and its relationship to human sexuality, an unpopular course
of action in this day which would, in any case, involve extensive and
lengthy study and discussion. . -

The declaration appears in the midst of a widespread re-
examination of the role of women in the Roman Catholic (.fh.un:'h.
The need to identify, formally authenticate, and expand ministries
performed by women is widely recognized. Authority and its excreise
are the issue here, for they have traditionally been associated with

10. *‘Declaration on the Question of the Admission of Women to the Ministerial
Priesthood,” Origins, Vol. 6, p. S17.
J1. “Leites to the Apostolic Delegate,”” Origins, Vol. 6, p. 661.
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the sacrament of order. The conjunclion has meant the exclusion
of women from positions of responsibility and decision-making in
the hierarchical structure of the Church (though not in religious
orders). The declaration welcomes the possibilities of a fuller
participation by women in the life of the Church, presumably to
include leadership. The declaration may also clear the way for
women in the order of deacon. It is difficult to see how ordination
of women {o the priesthood can be -contemplated without prior
experience of women in the diaconate.

Nevertheless, the official attitudes of the Roman Catholic and
some Anglian Churches are at variance with each other on women'’s
ordination o the priesthood. In correspondence in 1975 and 1976,
Pope Paul VI made clear his opposition to such a change, and
warned the Archbishop of Canterbury that approvai by the Anglican
Church would introduce ““an element of grave difficulty’” into the
ecumenical dialogue between the two churches, but acknowledged
that “obstacles do not destroy mutual commitment to a search for
reconciliation.’”*?

In 1975, at informal talks of Anglican and Roman Catholic
delegates at the Secretariat for Christian Unity, participants ad-
dressed a nole to their respective authorities suggesting the
following:

Given that member Churches of the Anglican Communion are
almost certain to ordain women priests in the next few years, we
recommend & consultation between Anglicans and Roman
Catholics not to discuss whether or not it is right to ordain
women, but to try to find to what extent and in what ways
Churches with women priests and Churches without can be
reconciied in sacramental fellowship.

We are however aware of the difficully that this issue may pose
for the Orihodox Church, and we also recommend that the
ordination of women be considered by the Anglican/Orthodox
Commission. '’

The Agreed Statement on Authority in the Church, published
by the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission in
1977,'* is a new but mostly untested elementi in the situation, em-

12. "Leiters Exchanged by Pope and Anglican Leader."” Ecumenical Bulletin
No. 19, 1976, '

13. hyi:rmalian Service, Secretariat for I'romoting Christian Unity, Vatican,
No. 33, p. 20.

14. "An Agrecd Siatement on Autharity in the Church,”" Venice, 1976,

Publications Office. 1.5, Catholic Conleren 1312 Massac
Ay S e, assachusetts Avenue, N.W._,
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bodying a substantial agreement on how the Church maintains its
continuity with Christ and Ihe apostles. While the churches may
disagree on particular decisions, each can understand how the other
makes those decisions because they emerge from a similar process.

3. The Orthodox Church

The question of the call of women to the ordained ministry has
not yet occurred in the Orthodox Church. The issue has not been
discussed and some believe that it should not be. In a show of rare
unanimity, Orthodox leaders disapproved of the Minneapolis
decision. In th€ U.S. the reaction was one of dismay. No one ex-
pected the Orthodox to agree with ordaining women (o the
priesthood, but Anglicans were surprised by the strength of the
reaction, and by some extréme statements. '*

It soon appeared that misunderstanding played some part.
Assuming an Anglican stance within catholic tradition, Orthodox
saw Anglicans attempting to decide on behalf of the whole church.
Anglicans did not intend the Minneapolis decision to include any
implicit judgment on any other church or its ministry, still less to
claim universal authority, but did not say so. The effect of the
decision was to make it clear to Anglicans that the “‘special
relationship’’ with the Orthodox, which had existed for a very long
time, had life in it still. Those who had been special seemed more
distant. People are always disturbed by an alteration in traditional
practice which disrupts established group relationships, and a
strong response is likely to ensue. This was as true for Anglicans
interested in the Orthodox as it was for Orthodox interested in

Anglicans.
The deeper reason for this reaction is the Orthodox view of the

Church, which has been stated in this connection by the Roman
Catholic theologian Herve-Marie Legrand:

. . . the ancient understanding of what was reception: that is,
that in the Church of God the Faith and the formulations of
faith, tradition and ministries are the object of a reciprocal
reception among the local churches. No Church is believed lo
make decisions about it unilaterally without seeking the ap-
proval of the others.

The essence of reception is that it is based on relationship of
reciprocity among sister churches: even in the case where a
Church was not disposed (o receive a decision, and even more
when a Church had refused to receive a decision, nevertheless,

15. See Orthodox Observer, Oclober 13, 1976 \ The Orthodox Church,

November, 1976,

(
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it would always feel itself called into question by the decision of
a sister-Church. Such would be the challenge already made by
the Reformed Churches to the Catholic Church. Now that the
challenge has been made by the Anglican Communion, it

cannot be ignored . . .

Finally, however, 1 would think personally that it is not so much
the answer in its materiality (i.e. yes/no) which is important, as
the ecclesiological structure of how it Is arrived at. If a basic
discussion could be organized sometime in which questions agd
solutions could be shared, 1 believe that the question of the
ordination of women, far from being a cause of crisis, would be
rather an occasion of progress along the road toward unity. . .
this question is part of a concatenation of other theological
questions which the ecumenical movement has led us to
reconsider together. '

Qid interested (?r_lhodox feel themselves called into question by
the Mlnngapolis decision? This may well account for the ismay, for
cxample, in the reaction of Alexander Schmemann:

We are now tremendously unhappy about the whole thing. We
don’t want to be pushed into the corner of ‘against’ simply.

We are forced right now into the position of saying, ‘Are you
for? No, we are against.” And it is a horrible thing to define
oneself as ‘being against.’ . . . It was another example, for us at
least, of Western self-sufficiency.

I'he way the questions have been formulated, raised, debated
and theologically and canonically resolved are certainly not the
way the Orthodox Church would consider the normal way for
an issue of such tremendous importance and decisiveness. '’

Anglicans appear to owe the Orthodox an explanati “ee-
clesiological structute” of the decision, if w':: asakm:i';ro‘l.i::i: ue:-
derstanding,

Soun. after Minneapolis, the Anglican-Orthodox Theological
Consultation postponed its regular meeting and the delegations met
sepurately to assess the situation. The Anglicans sent a message (o
the Orlhu‘(lo.x urging that the Consultation look at the underlying
tssues, pointing out that the departure from traditional practice did

6. "vi inali 38
£ o tws of the Ordination of Women," Ecumenical Bulletin, No. 22, 1977,

7. The Orthodux Observer, November. 1976, p. 3.
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Kioe. ion of
{ create 8 new ground of division but was rather an expression 0

nmourtrfundamenlagl differences deriving from the long separation of
he two churches. ' _

Pl v'vl‘he Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church of America, pcrhars
the only synodical response to Minneapolis of an Orthodox Chprc h,
stated that the decision "is contrary to the true understanding of
Christianity as expressed in Orthodox tradition and cannot ever be

idered by the Orthodox Church.”"** )

cons[r‘e‘r: Arychbishop of Canterbury's visit to the Ecumenical
Patricarchate this year was the occasion of clal:lfylng statements.
The Agreed Statement issued after the meeting said:

The most specific difficulty during the meeting was the or-

i i i hate of-
dination of women, which the Ecumenical Patriarc
ﬁ::'i‘:II;) declared to be unacceptable to the Orthodox Church.

The answer of the Archbishop of Canterbury was that the
Anglican Church was not seeking the agreement of the
Orthodox Church on this subject, but was hoping for un-
derstanding of it.

caders agreed that the official dialogue belwecn'lhe
Itegl‘ivcv:n: and Ortghodox should continue, as being on_e'ot l::e
most promising ways of resolving the problems which divide the

two churches. . .™
The Archbishop of Canterbury emphasized, ‘“We do not seek to

impose this on any part of the Church of Christ; not do we ask your *

i his action as
h to accept it, but we hold lhgl those who.set.:l _
g«:li:rgcrig:l shmfld be free to do so. It is our duty within the f\ng'lsflan
Church to live in love and peace with those who take this action.

Is There a Way Ahead?

In the Church we do not all hold exactly the same beliefs and
agree completely with one another. We are always to strive for this
goal, recognizing that in any community of human beings, even-in
the body of Christ, it can never be fully achieved. There is a danger
that we will confuse what ought to be with what is.

{8. “Message (o the Orthodos Members of the Consullation,’

Bulletin, No. 21,1977, p. 22.
. 'l‘). The Orthodox Observer, December, 1976.p. 8.

20. ‘Agreed Statement Signed in Istanbul on May 1,
Patriarch and the A

2 21. Pilgrim for Unity, London: SPCK, 1977. Reply to the Welcome of the

Ecumenical Patdlarch, May 1, 1977.

* Ecumenical

1977 by the Ecumcnicsl
tchbishop of Cantecbury,”” Ecumemcal Bulletin, No. 24,1977, p.

|
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We are one body in Jesus Chrisi. He keeps us bound logether,
but our nature, which we cannot deny, gives rise to disagreement
and conflict. As in the book of Acts, the Church discovers again and
again that the Spirit brings, not only signs and wonders, but also
doctrinal headacﬁes and arguments, cultural impasses, personality
clashes, and the stunned realization that not everybody is going to
agree. Believers fearn that complexity, pain, and change are part of
life in the Spirit.

To believe that we are bound together in one Body makes an
important difference in the way we deal with varying positions. That
difference is seen in treating oplnons as potentially clarifying rather
than harmful, for God often speaks through small groups or even
individuals. It is also seen in the belief—stubbornly maintained by
the Church through the centuries—that no conflict is irreconcilable
in Jesus Christ. When disagreements can be approached from the
standpoint of the one Body, unity can be a reality. Even in the
context of extraordinary diversity, unity can be maintained and
established. David Jenkins has written about this:

What is the goal of the ecumenical movement and our vatious
aclivities within it in the years which lie immediatley ahead? Is
it the rapid production of a consensus in the various areas of
our work and the hope of a steady enjoyment of reconciliation?
Or is it the task rather to find, under God, ways of holding
together men and women who, in their particular situations
and experiences are bound to disagree, will sometimes quarrel
and will sometimes wonder why they bother (o stay together?
Can we discover the transcendentally uniting power of Jesus
Christ in the midst of the full mutual facing of our differences,
our enmities, our fears of one another? Can we allow one
another to be authentically human as we are now, in all our
variety, mutual strangeness and particular forms of sinfulness,
so thai God can move us to a human consensus and human
reconciliation which is alsodivine?

Neither Episcopalians nor the Christian world is obliged to
assume thal, because General Convention took a decision on or-
dination of women, it has the automatic ratilication of the Holy
Spirit. Even the Council of Nicea was not accorded the status of an
ecumenical council until many years later. General Convention has a
humbler role, ihat of doing the best it can as an assembly of human
beings in making decisions that atfect the life of the church.

22. The Humanum Studies 1969-1975, David lenkins, ed. Worid Councll of
Chutches, 1975, p. 39.
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There have been false starts and wrong turnings as well as
developments which have made headway in the Church and been
accepted. We are faced with a new question. History cannot help us
beyond a certain point. We may trust the Body, Decisions may prove
to be entirely right or entirely wrong, or more probably they will be
sifted through in the years to come. We are still seceking God's
guidance. What the General Convention did becomes part of the

- process by which the whole Church will eventually reach a decision.

Those who believe women's ordination is right intend to ordain
woriien to the ancient historic order of the priesthood and no other.
They have no intention of creating a new or different ministry. They
believe that by this action the life of the Church will be enriched and
that we will discover new dimensions of priesthood. Anyone knows
that such a venture involves a risk. Whether all Christians agree or
not that Convention should have done this, we are bound to
recognize that the intent of this venture is to enhance, not destroy
the priesthood. Those who hold these views need to be respected and
listened to as fellow Christians who have something to contribute to
the dialogue. By the same token, those who hold the opposite view
that priesthood for women is incompaltible with apostolic faith and
practice, should be respected and listened to as Christians who have

something to contribute. :
Is there an ecumenical impasse on women's ordination, within

and between churches, or is there a way ahead? The appeal to
Scripture is unavailing, the appeal to tradition is doubitful,
theologians disagree. The option is to appeal to a council. The
question has never been decided by the whole Church because it has
not been raised before in the way it is being raised today. No council
of the undivided Church and no Pope has made a pronouncement on
the maleness of priests as a matter of faith. It is past of the custom,
practice, and tradition of the Church until now, but it is not a
defined dogma.

Granted that the Episcopal Church is understanding tradition
in a new way; if Convention had excluded women this would also
have been a new understanding of tradition because the question has
never been raised before in the way it is being raised today. Any
decision, for or against the ordination of women, will in fact require
a church to explain or develop its tradition in an unprecedented way.

What, then, is the way ahead for the Episcopal Church
ecumenically on this debate? We offer five suggestions. First, the
Episcopal Church could recognize publicly that a decision to ordain
women to the priesthood has implications for the whole Church and
for the whole society, that it is not simply an “internaj affair’ of the
Episcopal Church or the Anglican Communion. Our priesthood is
the priesthood of the one Churgh of God in Christ Jesus and is
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therefore linked, however imperfect]
i y in practice, to
:)nfi:ill:er Churches. Our witness to the fapilh (hrough"llflgr(:::l:';lm
: stry implicates other churches, however imperfectly in practi
whether we (or they) like it or not. This Is the ocp i
significance of what has happened in the last nine months e

Second, the Episcopal Church could publicly state .that wedo
not seek to impose our decision on any patt of the Church of Christ
nor do we ask any other church to accept it, nor dowe wish to impl .
that churches whac!n disagree with our decision are wrong. At lh:
same time, the Episcopal Church could state its responsibility to
::::::zh::dir:oa s::t uf:(')‘n lh'eI question, while consulting with other

s ore than theoretic way. In the divided situati
!lllle churches, separate processes will be required In th:us::::a(l):
churches. They cannot share responsibility for decisions.

Befnfe the Minneapolis decision the Episcopal Church con
sulted with Roman Catholic, Orthodox, OIld Catholic nnti
Pr:;teslanl Churches. That process can continue after the det.:lsion
;p may‘hecome_p.an of the remote preparation for a council in the'

|slnnl. future. Third, the Episcopal Church could welcome other
chu.rcht.:s to obse!'ve and evaluate our experience with women's
ordination. We will learn if this change in ministry s of the Hol
Spln;:by the testing of experience. X
ourth, the Episcopal Church and the Anglican i
c,(?uld tnvite other churches, particularly the Ortghodox (l:(l)l:“;::::::
atholic, to a renewed examination with us of the issues which Hle

Our most urgent task is to unders
. tand each other as prof;
:‘sa;)oszlble. So th?ltl'i whatever our official or penso:EI al(l’:::g::y:
» We are willing to carry each other's burdens. a d
:f'c]on.lp(l;_sh lhe- will of Christ. By each of us explo.rin;l t:::
i er sh ifficulties, we open the way to a better understanding
_cach other, and be better ¢quipped to remove from the

risk of slowing down our progress towanrd unity; perhaps, on the

contrary, 5 $
road,"y at the end of this encounter we might widen the

——

23. “View inatic o8
Gt 3 on the Ordination of Women,"" Ecumenical Budlesin, No. 22, 1577,
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Filih, Episcopalians need to remind themselves that they joined
with the Orthodox, Old Catholic, and Protestant Churches in
condemning the Church of Rome for its unilateral aclions in 1870
and 1950. For similar reasons, the Orthodox.and Old Catholic
Churches might wish to condemn the Episcopal Church for its
u nilderal action in 1976. Does it make a difference that we are ina
dv terent epoch? The churches are in dialogue, seeking the truth as
it is in Jesus. Is the new movement of consultation and com-
munication between them not the fragile beginning of conciliar
fellowship?





