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‘Strains on Anglican

N

‘self-understanding’

By Clifford Longley
TReligions Affairs Correspondent

It is next to impossible to
define Anglicanism, and almost
equally so to define the Angli-
can Communion. [t has learnt
to live withoutr definirion : it
has, dnstead, u * selfl.under-
standing .

That self-understanding s
under strain at the Lambeth
Conference and will no doubt
shift plastically into a new
shape.

It is fFrustrating for other
churches te find something so
indefinite, but it also has i1ts ad-
vantages.

Taced with the fact chat some
churches in the Anglican Com-
munion do ordain women to the
priestly ministry and some do
not, the Anglican seif-under-
standing has te adapt to that
anomaly. Today rthe process of
adaptation will be in evidence
at Kent University, Canterbury,
when the Lambeth fachers dis-
cuss women priesls. Whatever
the Anglican Communion was
before the first wonmn  was
ordained with official sanction,
it is that no longer.

Cardinal Hume, in an inter-
view in rhe lurest edition of
the Clurch Times, expresses
this sense of frustration. He
says: “I am uneasy concern-
inz the comprehensiveness of
the Anglican Church, Compre-
hensiveness has been seen bv
| the Anglican Church as a
matier of pride. T wonder
whether it is nor its Achilles
heel—leaving the rest of us
asking : whar does the Anglican
Church, as a church, hold 1o be
essential 2

He said he hoped the Lam-
berh Conference could move to-
wards a greater sense of central
authority, the collegiality of
bishops as described by the
Second Vatican Council. At the
same  time he acknowledped
what-appears to be a tread in
the Anglican direction inside
his own church towards greater
Legmn_:}l and Jocal freedom
Lo l{i:me.

The need for a sense of iden-
rity, if not a definition, prob-
ably lics behind the desire of
the Anglican bishops of the so-
called 1hivrd world to continue
with the lLambeth Conference
svatem. [ris largely by member-
sliup of the Lambeth Conference
o that fardlung bishops in Alri-
can o Asian settings keep alive
the sense of belonging to some-
thing wider than their own geo-
graphical segment,

The Church of England has
{ue such need, being sceure in
its historical self-understanding
as the national chureh of the
English, Without that, and with-
uut v international Local polnr,
Anghicanism woulid have linle
o stop at ftrom gradually talhing
dfhdn |

The ordination of women in
some. places actually shifts
more weight on' to Lambeth
Conferences, for the Anglican
Communion can no longer
happily define itself in terma
of ihe complete interchange-
ability of ministers. There is no
longer, as there wasz,’one uni-
versally  recognized | Anglican
privsthood.

Faced with this new degree
of diversity and comprehensive-,
nessin-action, the Lambeth,
Conference  system  npeds!
strengrhening rather than weak-i
ening, <o that ir can bear the
load ir will have 10 carry. The
Angiican Consultative Council,’'
an  advisory  world  body,
designed to take the necessary
steps to coordinate world Anglist
canism in the 10-yearly gaps
between conferences, is' simi-
larly in need of reinforcement.’
At the moment, most of its
theological work concerns rela-
tions with other churches: it
could do more to act as a focus
for Anglican theology for rea-
sons of internal unity.

It needs the power o com-
mand attention, for example the
power to put motiens directly
on to the agendas of the synods
and governing bodies of local
churches, It needs a Jarger cen-
tral staff, and a larger budget.
It could even be given the
power to impose a vear or two's
delay on any lscal church
Initiative that it judges ques.
tionable.

Such measures would alse
meet qualms from the Orthodox
churches, whose special rela-
tionship with Anglicanism is
under considerable strain,

Behind the ordination of
women issue, therefore, there
are others that might broadly be
called  ecclesiological.  The
Archbishop of Canterbury, apen-
ing the conference with « call
for renewed faith in-the Spirit's
guidance for the church, was
touching on “siwGilas Jeaes. [
the Anglican "Communion is
open to such guidance as a body,
then, as a body it must have
a self-understanding that is theo-
logical as well as social awd
historical. Tt is the difference
berween the chunch as a club
and the church as a sacirament,

The international theolopical
consultation of Anglicans and
Roman Catholics, whose report
appeared last week, was surpris-
ingly quiet on this topic. “ Pro-
erossive ™ Roman  Cathohe
thenlopgy a necessary manifeosia-
tion of Raman Catholic compre-
hensiveness though it may be, 1s
ol necessurily o Anghcamsm’s
Lot mediatine ar the dhaneut, |
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