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A Response to The Draft Anglican Covenant

by the Revds. Jonathan Clatworthy, Paul Bagshaw and the Rt. Revd. Dr. John Saxbee, Bishop of Lincoln, on behalf of the Modern Churchpeople’s Union.

MCU opposes the Draft Anglican Covenant.

Summary
The MCU opposes the Draft Covenant on the grounds of its origin, content, ambiguities and silences, its likely consequences, and the poverty of its justification.  

The MCU believes there are alternative and more fruitful ways by which to address the future of Anglicanism drawing on our rich Anglican tradition.

Origins

The Draft Covenant was one outcome of the Windsor report and is part of the Windsor process.  Our objection is first to the way this process has shifted in status.  Constitutionally it remains a process of admonition and counsel; in practice it is presented as being definitive and decisive though this has no standing and no authority in the present constitution of the Communion.
Second, despite attempts to minimise the change, the Covenant proposes a wholesale re-writing of the ecclesiology, polity and ethos of the Anglican Communion.  Such change demands the widest debate.  

The MCU believes that to restructure the Anglican Communion and to discard much of its heritage is too high a price to pay to satisfy those who dissent from the actions of The Episcopal Church.

Content 

The heart of the Draft Anglican Covenant is a proposal that the 38 Primates of the Anglican Communion take power over the whole Communion (§6).

To make this power effective the Draft Covenant would, over time, destroy the autonomy that Provinces currently enjoy and would turn the present Instruments of Communion into bodies whose role would be to advise the Primates’ meetings.  It would, in time, turn Anglicanism from an episcopal church into a church governed by a novel and untested collective pontificate.

The Primates themselves would interpret and enforce the Covenant and their own declarations.  This would constitute an unprecedented concentration of unaccountable power, an ecclesiastical coup d'état.  
Ambiguities and silences 

The Draft Covenant does not define key terms and says nothing of several central issues.  In particular:
· The term ‘a common mind’ is not defined.  Yet this is the key concept by which the Primates will guide and direct the Church.

· There is no discussion of the structures that will be necessary to support this proposed new polity.  There is no estimate of the cost of the proposals.

· Lay people are marginalised and almost inaudible in the Draft Covenant and in the proposed new polity of the Communion.

· There is almost no mention of ecumenism.  Yet the changes proposed may have significant consequences for ecumenical agreements and conversations.

· There is no reference to subsidiarity, to safeguards on the use of power, nor to whether and how past determinations could be revised, nor to ways future developments may come about, nor does the Draft Covenant contain the means by which it may be reviewed.

Until these issues are clarified, and a much fuller statement of the implications and implementation of the Covenant is made, it would be entirely inappropriate for any Provincial governing body, as trustees for their Province, to sign.  To sign without these clarifications would be to hand a blank cheque to the Primates (and thence to their advisors and lawyers) to determine the future of the Anglican Communion.

The Church of England

Before any Anglican Covenant could be signed it would be necessary to examine its implications.  The proposed transfer of power and authority from the Church of England, as a Province of the Anglican Communion, to the Primates’ Meeting will alter the relationship between the Church of England and the State.  Implications for the Establishment and legislative consequences, as well as implications for the internal government of the Church, will need to be evaluated and debated before a final decision is made.

Communal and theological consequences

The MCU anticipates that the centralisation and authoritarian character of the proposed polity will have a deleterious effect on the life of the Communion.  In particular it is likely, over time, to discard much of the richness of the Anglican inheritance, to narrow theological and spiritual life, and to reduce both the diversity of the Communion and the positive valuation of difference.  As power moves from synods to Primates it is also likely to diminish further the role of the laity.

We also anticipate that the desire for an ever more centralised and uniform Church is likely to result in greater structural inflexibility and thus to generate more division and schism.

Justification

No innovative change of this magnitude should be embarked upon unless it is clear that the proposals are both in accord with the inheritance of faith and will also (to the best of prayerful judgement) positively serve to build up all aspects of the body of the Church.  The Draft does not address how its proposed changes will lead to these wider benefits.
Alternatives

The MCU recognises that there are strong reasons for looking again at the future of Anglicanism.  

However we believe that there is much in the storehouse of classical Anglicanism with which to build hope for a new and vibrant future.  We value the existing polity of the Anglican Communion characterised by dispersed authority, responsibility and wisdom.  In the absence of adequate reasons for change we would wish to continue to work within and to build on this framework.  

We look towards a Communion characterised by diversity and mutual respect, accountability and hospitality.  We would value and include all members of the church in decision making.  We would refuse the use of power to limit the faithful life of the Church.

For all these reasons the MCU believes that the proposed Draft Anglican Covenant is not appropriate as a foundation for the future of the Anglican Church.  The MCU urges its rejection.
The Modern Churchpeople’s Union, 

Easter 2007.

The Modern Churchpeople's Union, 9 Westward View, Liverpool L17 7EE, UK

0845 345 1909 or (+44) 151 726 9730 office@modchurchunion.org www.modchurchunion.org
The Modern Churchpeople's Union, 9 Westward View, Liverpool L17 7EE, UK

0845 345 1909 or (+44) 151 726 9730 office@modchurchunion.org www.modchurchunion.org

