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Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


Rebels usurp Archbishop of Canterbury? So ran a press report of the Global Anglican Future Conference (GAFCON), symbolically in Jerusalem, which ended last Sunday. 1148 leading lay and clergy members of the Anglican communion took part, including 291 bishops. 


The ground beneath Anglicanism is shifting. Living in Britain, we take for granted the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury as the nominal head  - first among equals - of the bishops of the worldwide Anglican communion, scattered through the remains of the British Empire.


According to a press release published at the end of the seven-day conference,  Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, Southern Cone, Uganda, West Africa and Tanzania will now form a new Council of Primates purporting to provide new leadership. This is necessary because a "false gospel [has] paralysed the Anglican Communion".
Their Declaration sets up a new “Fellowship of Confessing Anglicans.” They do not wish to go into schism but to reform Anglicanism from within, by return to Christ and to Biblical principles. "We cherish our Anglican heritage and the Anglican Communion and have no intention of departing from it." Essentially, they will form a “church within a church.”  
GAFCON is a movement of biblically conservative Anglicans, mostly from Africa. Its leaders count for 35 million active worshippers. Growth in Anglicanism is currently concentrated in the "global south." Churches in Britain and North America are losing members, while African membership has reached 43 million, 55% of the 77 million-strong Communion. 

Canterbury’s “colonial structure” is seen as ineffective, even and no longer necessary. "We do not accept that Anglican identity is determined necessarily through recognition by the Archbishop of Canterbury." 

The GAFCON delegates maintain that Dr Williams has failed to stem the perversion of Anglicanism by a false Gospel of sexual immorality and same-sex unions. The Africans resent the left-wing superiority complex of the liberal westerners, who, whilst abandoning scriptural norms and even belief in the resurrection of Christ, look down with disdain upon Third World Anglicans, regarding them as primitive and fundamentalist.
Since the Lambeth Conference of 1998, the Third World churches have been infuriated by the actions of the Episcopal Church of the United States (TEC), and the Anglican Church of Canada (ACC).


Sixty-odd bishops of TEC took part in the 2003 ordination of Gene Robinson, a practising homosexual, as Bishop of New Hampshire. In June 2008, Bishop Robinson “married” his longstanding partner, Mark Andrew, in church. He said he had always wanted to be a “June bride.” The Canadians (and some English too) have been ritually blessing same-sex unions.

The pro-gay Katharine Jefferts Schori is now Presiding Bishop of TEC. She has just defrocked the orthodox Anglican Bishop Robert Duncan of Pittsburgh.


About 100 of the GAFCON bishops will boycott the Lambeth Conference this July, in protest at Rowan William’s weak leadership. They refuse to share Eucharist with such liberal, pro-gay bishops from North America, who esteem sodomy a blessing rather than a grave sin. 

In the USA some years ago, traditional Anglicans began to realign themselves. African and Asian Archbishops ordained missionary bishops for USA territory, creating a de facto schism within the American Episcopalian Church. Traditional parishes have disaffiliated from their local liberal bishops, and placed themselves under the authority of these conservative missionary bishops. 

The whole diocese of San Joaquin has already transferred out of TEC and placed itself under the Southern Cone (South America) Primate, Gregory Venables. Fort Worth and Pittsburgh dioceses are likely to follow this summer. 
The Jerusalem Declaration formalizes this phenomenon of missionary "flying bishops" to minister to conservative parishes, which are in opposition to the local theologically-liberal bishops. 

Traditional Anglicans maintain that they are holding fast to historic Anglican belief, whilst their opponents, the liberal revisionists who now control TEC, have altered doctrine and departed from Biblical faith. They have a point.

The liberal dioceses have retaliated by expelling priests and defrocking bishops who sought alternative jurisdiction. They have dragged traditional congregations through the lawcourts, trying to evict them from parish buildings and lay hold of parish bank accounts. So far without much success.

The GAFCON Jerusalem declaration robustly states that “[we] are out of communion with bishops and churches that promote this false gospel.” In other words, it declares open schism between the Global South and TEC/ACC. 

“We reject the authority of those churches and leaders who have denied the orthodox faith in word or deed. We pray for them and call on them to repent and return to the Lord.” 
Despite endless meetings and reports, they complain, “no effective action has been taken, and the bishops of these unrepentant churches are welcomed to Lambeth 2008.”  Promises of discipline have been broken, the authority of the Primates’ meeting has been undermined. The forthcoming Lambeth Conference has been structured “so as to avoid any hard decisions.” It will work only in small groups and will not pass any resolutions. 

“We can only come to the devastating conclusion that we are a global Communion with a colonial structure.” conclude GAFCON. The crisis has torn the fabric of the Communion in such a way that it cannot simply be patched back together. They continue:

“We, together with many other faithful Anglicans throughout the world, believe the doctrinal foundation of Anglicanism, which defines our core identity as Anglicans, is expressed in these words: The doctrine of the Church is grounded in the Holy Scriptures and in such teachings of the ancient Fathers and Councils of the Church as are agreeable to the said Scriptures. In particular, such doctrine is to be found in the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, the Book of Common Prayer (1662) and the Ordinal.”
This marks a return to a 16th century Reformation form of Anglicanism. It repudiates not only the liberal and homosexualist agendas, but also the Oxford Movement and Anglo-Catholicism.

They revert to a Protestant stance “We believe the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the Word of God written and to contain all things necessary for salvation.” 

Catholics part company with this Protestant sola Scriptura approach, since ironically it is not vindicated by the Bible. For Holy Scriptures witnesses that “The church is the pillar and ground of the truth (1 Timothy 3:15)  

“The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form [Scripture] or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone.” (Vatican II, DV 10) 

GAFCON also proclaimed: “We uphold the four Ecumenical Councils and the three historic Creeds [Apostles’ Nicene and Athanasian] as expressing the rule of faith of the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

Catholics might well ask: “Why only four Councils? Why cut off suddenly in 451 AD after Chalcedon?”  We count 21 Ecumenical Councils of the Church, eight before the schism between Greece and Rome. 

“We uphold the Thirty-nine Articles as containing the true doctrine of the Church agreeing with God’s Word and as authoritative for Anglicans today. “

For a long time, most Church of England clergy have considered the 39 Articles of 1562 as a historical statement, not something which is binding in conscience today. 

The 39 Articles contradict Catholic doctrine on the Mass, the priesthood, the Sacraments, the Real Presence, the papacy, the existence of purgatory, prayer for the dead, the intercession of Mary and the saints. GAFCON is consigning the work of ARCIC to the scrapheap.

However, on marriage they move closer to Catholic moral teaching: “We acknowledge God’s creation of humankind as male and female and the unchangeable standard of Christian marriage between one man and one woman as the proper place for sexual intimacy and the basis of the family. We repent of our failures to maintain this standard and call for a renewed commitment to lifelong fidelity in marriage and abstinence for those who are not married.”

Ironically, if they truly intend to revert to the Book of Common Prayer, it makes no provision for the ordination of women. Some GAFCON supporters come from dioceses which ordain women. Divorce and remarriage too is not infrequent amongst them. These questions were not addressed in Jerusalem, but like dangerous reefs, they lie just beneath the surface, waiting to shipwreck the boat.

Undoubtedly, the size of GAFCON and the influence of its leaders pose a serious threat to Dr Rowan Williams. He has been desperately trying to preserve the unity of Anglicanism’s 38 provinces. One speaker called on him to resign, another dismissed him as a colonial relic. GAFCON is determined to end the centuries-old dominance of England over Anglicanism, which many view as a remnant of the British Empire.

Back home, schism also threatens Dr Williams over the proposed legislation for women bishops within the Church of England. Unless special provision is made for conscientious objectors, hundreds of ministers may transfer to Rome or to Orthodoxy, or set up their own organisation, rather than serve under bishopesses.

It looks as if Pope Benedict will have to get a new telephone number with an international dialling code to Africa rather than to England, when he next wishes to consult the Anglican communion.
