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Eight hundred Anglican ministers converting to the Catholic Church? Several hundred becoming Catholic priests to fill our many priestless parishes? It is an intriguing prospect.

It was the Anglican Bishop of Ebbsfleet, Andrew Burnham, who suggested that the Church of England voted for women bishops, he and up to 800 of his fellow clergy might switch across to Roman Catholicism 
“A woman bishop wouldn’t be a bishop because a bishop is someone whose ministry is acceptable through the ages to all other bishops,” said Bp. Burnham. “A Church of England with women bishops would no longer have a united episcopate. Bishops would no longer be what they say they are. I would have to leave.” 

Despite such pleas, on Monday 11th July, the Anglican Synod voted to draft legislation to enable the ordination of women to its episcopate. The House of Bishops approved the motion by 41 to 6, the Clergy by 167 to 46, and the Laity 159 to 75 - a two-thirds majority in each house. Opposition was strongest among the lay delegates.

Similar majorities around 2008 in the final vote is taken will see the measure become law, once Parliament has ratified it.

Fourteen of the 38 national Anglican churches already have the facility to appoint female bishops, although only USA, Canada and New Zealand have so far done so. The Scottish Episcopalian Church may nominate the first lady bishop in Britain. Their vote went through in 2002: 
Canon Ruth Edwards, of the diocese of Aberdeen and Orkney, commented at the time: "We have had many years now of experience of women in all forms of ministry, a growing number of our candidates for ordination are women, a growing number of our clergy are women, and it seems very strange to fix on them a stained-glass ceiling."
The C.of.E. meanwhile set up a 15-person commission to mull over the issue. After three years’ work, the full Rochester report was published in October 2004. It contains several options:

1. maintaining the status quo, allowing women to become Anglican priests but not bishops.

2. allowing women to become bishops (without any limitation)

3. allowing women to become either suffragan bishops but not diocesan bishops, or diocesan bishops but not archbishops, or bishops only within a diocesan team containing male bishops. 

4. Alternative oversight for those who cannot in conscience accept women bishops – either “flying bishops” as at present, or a full Third Province.
Opposition to the notion of women in the episcopate comes from High Church Anglo-Catholic groups like Forward in Faith,  and from the evangelicals, represented by the Church Society, who uphold male headship on Scriptural grounds.

The latter believe that this Scriptural tradition is something permanent in the Church’s nature, not something temporary or culturally conditioned (like slavery) which can now to be set aside.

The New Testament clearly assumes that headship in the church is a male function:  
“For this reason I left you in Crete, that you should set in order the things that are lacking, and appoint elders in every city as I commanded you; if a man is blameless, the husband of one wife, having faithful children not accused of dissipation or insubordination…...”   (Titus 1:5-9 cf. 1 Tim. 3:1-7)

The Anglo-Catholics maintain the Catholic theology of a sacramental, sacrificing priesthood. Like Rome, they believe that the attempt to ordain women to the sacramental priesthood is against God’s will and invalid.
The existence of women bishops is even more problematic than women priests, since any ordinations they performed would be invalid, and all the sacraments administered by those they ordained would be invalid. 

For Catholics the debate is less significant since the Catholic Church does not recognise the validity of Anglican orders in the Catholic sense. That is not to say that God refuses to give grace through Anglican ministrations: He surely does to all who receive them in good faith. It is rather saying that the Anglican sacraments are not guaranteed in the Catholic sense. 

One ought to note that since Pope Leo XIII in Apostolicae Curae (1893) restated the invalidity of historical Anglican orders, some High Church Anglicans have taken great care to arrange Old Catholic participation in their ordinations – and the Old Catholics do have valid Catholic orders via the Jansenist schism. 

Whether modern Anglican ordination rites have adequate sacramental form to pass on valid Catholic orders  i.e. “sacrificing priesthood” - when an Old Catholic bishop participates, is a moot point.

The Anglo-Catholics are pressing for a Third Province, alongside Canterbury and York, with presumably their own Archbishop. This Third Province would have male clergy only. It would be effectively a “church within a church” – the traditional form of Anglicanism, while the main body has transmogrified into something else.

This “church within a church” is already taking shape. Forward in Faith publishes its own national directory of about 1200 “safe parishes”, to which the faithful can betake themselves for a traditional liturgy without danger of women priests. Many of their parishes have little relation to their local diocesan bishop, and instead seek the oversight of the two “flying bishops” (Ebbsfleet and Richborough).
The Third Province solution, however, has its critics. Bishop Stancliffe of Salisbury warned that it will be impossible to make special arrangements to cater for Anglicans opposed to women bishops. Traditionalists would have to decide whether to accept women bishops, and otherwise leave the church: 
“If this [ordaining women bishops] is the mind of the church, people will be faced with a choice whether to stay or leave. The present arrangements [of no-go areas for women priests] will no longer be able to hold.” 
If the C.of.E. follows the same road as the US Episcopalians and the Swedish Lutheran Church, the ordination of women priests and bishops will become an enforced dogma which all candidates for ordination must agree with. Dissident clergy will be sidelined and squeezed out.  

In general, women Anglican ministers take a less orthodox view of Christianity than male ministers – on matters like Incarnation, Atonement, bodily Resurrection, the Trinity, and various moral issues. Their presence in the episcopate will accelerate Anglicanism’s distancing herself from historic Christian orthodoxy.

Past experience suggests that the number of Anglican clergy refugees seeking a safe harbour with Rome may not reach the predicted 800! One wants people to seek full communion with the Catholic Church out of genuine conviction, not merely for negative reasons. Let us be generous enough to give a warm welcome to all who resolve to make the painful transition.

In the USA, Rome has allowed some Catholic dioceses to accept entire Episcopalian parishes into the Catholic Church as a type of Anglican Uniate rite, retaining much of their own liturgy and practices, while signing up to Catholic essentials in faith and morals. This possibility should be seriously considered here in Britain too.
Unfortunately there are modernist Catholics who fear Anglican convert clergy – for the same reason they fear immigrant Polish clergy – as too Catholic, too “traditional,” too unsympathetic to women’s ordination, or as a threat to vague indifferentism.
Catholic dioceses benefited greatly from Anglican clergy coming over after the women priest vote in 1992. Not without occasional hitches - the married clergy often settled in better than the celibate Anglican clergy, having perhaps less of a “High Church” agenda. But we are grateful to them all.

Finally, it is important to clarify Catholic teaching on women’s ordination. It is not that the Church does not want to ordain women. It is certainly not that the Church thinks women are somehow less worthy than men. Our Lady is the highest honour of our race, the only human being immaculately conceived. We have many female saints, martyrs and doctors of the Church like Catherine and Teresa of Avila.
The fact is simply that the Church is not authorised by Christ to ordain women to the sacramental priesthood. The Pope and Bishops simply have no authority to alter the dispensation which Jesus set up. The innovators, who believe they have that authority to overturn the Lord’s example and twenty centuries of tradition, ironically have a much more authoritarian view of Church than Paul VI,  John Paul II or Benedict XVI.
In his apostolic letter Ordination Sacerdotalis of 22 May 1994 Pope John Paul II defined this with his full Petrine authority: 

“Wherefore, in order that all doubt may be removed regarding a matter of great importance, a matter which pertains to the Church's divine constitution itself, in virtue of my ministry of confirming the brethren (cf. Lk 22:32) I declare that the Church has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and that this judgment is to be definitively held by all the Church's faithful.”

The priesthood is not a status symbol or a promotion, but a call to service. Women, like men, share the highest vocation in the church, the call to holiness: "The only better gift, which can and must be desired, is love. The greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven are not the ministers but the saints." (OS3)
