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Next Tuesday, after Eucharist in Westminster Abbey, the Queen will inaugurate the Eighth General Synod of the Church of England, at Church House, Westminster. A rare exercise of the Royal Supremacy? Behind the vestry curtains, however, the Anglican communion is more riven with division than ever. Schism is gathering force.


The legislative proposals for the consecration of women as bishops are one bone of contention on the agenda. Others concern legal ownership of church property, the closure of church buildings, and the Terrorism Bill.


Somewhat surprisingly, however, the most divisive issue within the whole Anglican communion – same-sex blessings and ordinations - does not appear on the Synod agenda. In the meantime, the schism over these issues is widening between the African and Asian Anglicans on the one hand, and the Episcopalians of the United States and Canada. Upon this conflict, the Synod decisions will have little influence.


The centre of gravity of Anglicanism is inexorably moving overseas – if anywhere, to Nigeria. Out of 77 million Anglicans worldwide, 18 million live in Nigeria, most of them practising,  unlike the 27 million British Anglicans of whom only 1 million practice. The Most Reverend Peter Akinola, primate of Nigeria, is de facto head of Africa’s 40 million Anglicans.


Two years ago the Nigerian Church severed communion with the Episcopalian church of the USA and Canada. This followed the consecration of the practising homosexual, Gene Robinson, as Bishop of New Hampshire, and the “same-sex marriage” rites used in some Canadian dioceses.


On 25-30th October 2005 the Global South group of Third World Anglican bishops from Africa, Asia and Latin America met in Alexandria, Egypt. Traditional and biblical in doctrine, they represent two-thirds of all Anglicans worldwide.


“Global South” are demanding that Bishop Robinson be removed from office, and that the Canadians cease their homosexual “blessings.” Otherwise, they insist, the Americans and Canadians must be expelled from the Anglican Communion.
According to the Windsor report in February the North Americans should draw back from their pro-gay stance and to conform to historic Christian teaching. So far they show little sign of repenting or making amends for their actions. They say they “regret” the distress that their actions have caused, but they are doing nothing to remove the causes of that distress.

The Global South declaration describes the vigorous missionary growth taking place in many countries. It stresses the living power of the Scriptures. However, 

“Apart from the world condition, our own Anglican Communion sadly continues to be weakened by unchecked revisionist teaching and practices which undermine the divine authority of the Holy Scripture. The Anglican Communion is severely wounded by the witness of errant principles of faith and practice which in many parts of our Communion have adversely affected our efforts to take the Gospel to those in need of God's redeeming and saving love.” 

The Global South countries intend to pull their ordinands out of American and European training colleges:

“We note from the All Africa Bishops Conference their concern that far too many Western theological education institutions have become compromised and are no longer suitable for training leaders for our provinces.”
They intend to establish more theological colleges of their own to ensure fidelity to the Scriptures.

Then in a section entitled: “The Current Crisis provoked by North American Intransigence” they comment:

“The unscriptural innovations of North American and some western provinces on issues of human sexuality undermine the basic message of redemption and the power of the Cross to transform lives. These departures are a symptom of a deeper problem, which is the diminution of the authority of Holy Scripture. The leaders of these provinces disregard the plain teaching of Scripture and reject the traditional interpretation of tenets in the historical Creeds.”

Another part of the Global South declaration concerns chastity – not condoms - as the best way to fight AIDS. 
"Many youths in the Global South are taking up the challenge of living in moral purity in the face of the rising influence of immoral values and practice, and the widening epidemic of HIV and AIDS. Young people will be ready to give their lives to the ministry of the Church if she gives them exemplary spiritual leadership and a purpose to live for. ….”

Further developments in Britain include the House of Bishops statement in July about the Civil Partnership Act, which comes into force next 5th December. This Act will permit same-sex couples to register a civil partnership with each other.

Their Lordships did indeed summarize the standard Christian teaching about marriage. Marriage is ordained by God “for the procreation of children, …for a remedy against sin [and]…. for the mutual society, help, and comfort that the one ought to have of the other.”  Therefore “sexual intercourse, as an expression of faithful intimacy, properly belongs within marriage exclusively.”

“Homosexual genital acts” fall short of the Christian ideal and are to be met “with a call to repentance and the exercise of compassion.” However, in pastoral ministry “the conscientious decision of those who enter into homophile relationships must be respected and that the Church must not reject those who sincerely believe it is God’s call to them.”  The clergy, however, because of ‘the distinctive nature of their calling, status and consecration ………..cannot claim the liberty to enter into sexually active homophile relationships.’

So gay sex is tolerable for the laity but not to be indulged in by the clergy!?
What is a vicar to do when same-sex couples who have registered a civil partnership come to her or him, requesting a blessing upon their “union”?

The C of E cannot authorise rites for blessing such unions, say the Bishops. However, they opine unrealistically, such same-sex relationships may be celibate friendships. “Where clergy are approached by people asking for prayer in relation to entering into a civil partnership they should respond pastorally and sensitively in the light of the circumstances of each case.”

As to vicars or ordinands who are in same-sex civil unions: “The House of Bishops does not regard entering into a civil partnership as intrinsically incompatible with holy orders, provided the person concerned is willing to give assurances to his or her bishop that the relationship is consistent with the standards for the clergy set out in Issues in Human Sexuality.”  So apparently clergy can be in a “gay marriage” provided [they say] they are celibate.

Finally, the bishops declare that “lay people who have registered civil partnerships ought not to be asked to give assurances about the nature of their relationship before being admitted to baptism, confirmation and communion.” There is thus no requirement that practicing homosexuals amend their way of life before receiving the Church’s most important sacraments.

This House of Bishops document, in traditional Anglican style, is one which tries to please everybody, and to mask doctrinal disagreements under an agreed form of words allowing of varied interpretations.

In response, in September the Nigerian Church altered its constitution in a highly significant manner. The old wording read: "the Church of Nigeria shall be in communion with the See of Canterbury and with all dioceses, provinces and regional churches which are in full communion with the see of Canterbury." 
The amended version deletes reference to Canterbury, and replaces the rest with "all Anglican Churches, Dioceses and Provinces that hold and maintain the historic Faith, Sacrament and Discipline of the one Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church".
This prepares the ground to break away from the Church of England, should it follow the pro-gay North American route. No longer is the Archbishop of Canterbury recognized as the pivot of unity. The Anglican communion is redefined in terms of those who agree with Nigeria’s interpretation of orthodoxy. “In the interpretation of the aforementioned formularies and in all questions of faith, doctrine and discipline, the decisions of the ecclesiastical tribunals of the Church of Nigeria shall be final.”


Archbishop Akinola denounces "liberal" Western ideas and those who favor an "anything goes" interpretation of the Bible. "They are the ones who are tearing apart the fabric of our Anglican family, not the Nigerians." If England adopts a new faith, alien to what has been handed to us together, they can walk apart."
Nigeria has already ordained bishops and priests for an independent Convocation of Anglican Nigerian Churches in the USA, as a "safe harbour" for those who feel unable to worship in the pro-homosexual ECUSA. 

In Surbiton, last week, an Evangelical Anglican parish hosted an African bishop to ordain three priests in defiance of the pro-gay Bishop of Southwark, Tom Butler.
"Some bishops in the Church of England think they can re-invent the Christian faith by tearing difficult pages out of the Bible in the name of political correctness and their latest statement on civil partnerships is the last straw," said Mr Coekin the vicar.

"Let there be no illusions. The Communion is broken and fragmented. The Communion will break." (Akinola)  
The mechanisms are moving into place.  The schism is underway. The next time Her Majesty opens a Synod, it may be the rump of a much smaller Church.
