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29th December 2008 for immediate release

Women in the Episcopate
WATCH Statement on the Further Report of the Legislative Drafting Group (GS 1707)
WATCH welcomes the publication of the further report of the Legislative Drafting Group on Women in the Episcopate.

WATCH is pleased that the Report “gives the General Synod power to make provision by Canon allowing women to be consecrated as bishops”. (GS 1708 – 0X page 1) In 2005 General Synod passed a motion asking that the legal obstacles to having women as bishops be removed, and this report contains draft legislation making it possible for that at last to happen.

WATCH is particularly pleased that provisions in the draft legislation continue to recognise the authority of diocesan bishops, and that “the authority exercised by a complementary bishop would be conferred by delegation from the diocesan.” (GS 1707 page 5) This means that episcopal authority resides in and is retained by the diocesan bishop and is not given automatically to a ‘flying bishop’.

The report acknowledges, however, that some of its arrangements would restrict the rights of bishops who are women, and cites the Church of England’s continuing exemption from the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and the principle in English law that where there are conflicting rights, the “exercise of one right may sometimes need to be restricted in order to protect the exercise of another right”. (GS1707 page 3, paragraph 16) 

WATCH is dismayed that the rights of bishops who are women should be proscribed and that there is not equality of opportunity for women at this level in the Church. WATCH believes that that the 20 years of experience of women as bishops elsewhere in the Anglican Communion show that mutually acceptable arrangements work well on an informal basis.

Chair of WATCH, Christina Rees said today, “This report needs to be seen in the context of a General Synod which has for the past few years stated its desire to open the episcopate to women, and in the wider context of a Church which wonders why this is taking so long. WATCH will be making submissions to the Revision Committee about the contents of the Code of Practice, some of which is unacceptable to us, but for now, we take heart that at last we have the draft measure for having women as bishops.” 
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