
What is happening to the Anglican Communion? 
by the Very Rev. Michael J. Pitts 

  

A potted history 

Emerging from the crucible of the European Reformation, The Church of England took its 
definitive shape in the second half of the seventeenth century. It was different from the sister 
churches of the Reformation in being less centred on doctrine than they. From the time of the first 
Queen Elizabeth, the church pursued an attempt to comprise clergy and lay people who held very 
different beliefs, so long as they conformed to a common practice. The spectrum of belief ran 
from those who wanted to see the maintenance of Catholic order and beauty of worship, to the 
puritans who, taking their cue from the teachings of Calvin, emphasized the Bible as the centre of 
the faith, and right conduct in daily life as its fruit. Each of these parties had revival movements. 
The Evangelical revival began with John and Charles Wesley in the early eighteenth century, and 
the Catholic revival a hundred years later. As these revival movements were happening, the 
English Church was gradually spreading west and east with the growth of the British Empire. At 
first controlled from England, these overseas churches slowly became independent, and gradually 
became known as the Anglican Communion. Much of the expansion of the church was 
undertaken by missionaries fired by one or other of the revival movements and this process has 
left its marks on the church right up to the present. Another factor which has left its mark is the 
anti-colonial nature of both secular and church polity in the United States of America. 

  

Faith and Science 

In the same 450 years another major change was taking place in the world in general. Scientific 
methods were producing a vast body of knowledge which became the bedrock of the modern 
world. This new knowledge challenged old authorities.  Knowledge was now based in the results 
of observation and experiment and, while scientific knowledge is always open to change as new 
discoveries are made, it provides a solid platform, universally accepted, on which the foundations 
of life, education and society can be laid. Scientific method was also applied to the Bible in many 
different ways, and this has resulted in a revolution in the way the nature and purpose of the Bible 
is understood. With what we now know about the Bible, it is frankly impossible to understand its 
texts as infallibly dictated by God. They have to be seen as a result of a process of the 
development of human religious sensibility.  In the wider world view it is impossible to believe 
that the world is flat or was created in seven days. It is impossible to believe that dinosaurs 
roamed the earth alongside human beings. 

  

Our problem today 

The problem we face is that not all Christian believers have been able to accept the new 
knowledge. We hear of quasi museums in the United States which try to show the truth of a seven 
day creation and all that it implies. But more serious and more widespread is the inability to 
accept the new knowledge about the Bible, and the fearfulness around it. While this situation cuts 



across the former divisions of Catholic and Evangelical, it is particularly prevalent among those 
whose faith is drawn from reformation theologies which emphasize the place of the Bible. For 
these believers, the Bible is not just the Word of God,  

witnessing to the Word made Flesh: it contains the very words of God. Not only that; those who 
hold this view seem to be very selective. They have often ignored prophetic passages which speak 
of corporate responsibility and social justice. They have chosen to pass over the Gospel message 
of compassion, love and the breaking down of barriers. Instead over the centuries, they have 
concentrated on texts which have justified slavery and the unequal treatment of black people, as 
well as the keeping of women in a place of subjugation. At the present time their obsession is 
with the sexuality of members of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transsexual population, and 
especially with questions relating to genital and other sexual activity. So the Anglican 
Communion is divided, predictably over the consecration of an openly gay Bishop living with a 
faithful partner, (as though there were no other gay priests and Bishops in our church!) and over 
the blessing of same sex committed relationships. Recently the discourse in regard to priests and 
Bishops has been not about living with a partner, but about being merely homosexual.  

Into this mix of issues around hermeneutics and knowledge has been stirred other matters: The 
struggle for power in reaction to a colonial and post-colonial situation, the maintenance of the 
church and society as patriarchal institutions and the difference in ethos between the post-colonial 
churches of England and the former British Empire and the anti-colonial Episcopal Church of the 
United States of America. In this respect, in spite of its different history, the Anglican Church of 
Canada seems to share more of the ethos of our southern neighbours. 

  

What of the future? 

Can the Anglican Communion survive the present crisis? Our history of inclusiveness and of 
surviving crises might seem to stand us in good stead, but I believe at least two things need to 
happen. All involved in this debate need to give up any claim to the possession of total truth and 
to allow the existence of different theological expressions and the different pastoral practices 
which result from them, as has always been the case in out church. Secondly, all involved need to 
give up childish power games. But even if the Communion survives the present difficulties, there 
is more to come. The basic stance of the more evangelical part of the Anglican spectrum is 
against change. In the case of the 21st century version of the liberal end of the spectrum, I believe 
we have only begun to scratch the surface of what the new knowledge really implies for our faith 
and our expression of it. The changes needed to commend our theology to thinking people around 
us have barely begun. 

 


