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A B
R

IEF H
ISTO

R
Y 

of the Journey to W
om

en B
ishops in the Church of England

This paper outlines the Church of England’s m
ove to ordain w

om
en as priests and

explains the current situation as the Church prepares for having w
om

en as bishops

The W
om

en Priests M
easure

O
n 11th N

ovem
ber 1992, the G

eneral Synod of
the Church of England voted to open the priest-
hood to w

om
en. This historical vote cam

e after
70 years of form

al discussion and debate in the
Anglican Com

m
union, begun in 1920 w

hen the
Lam

beth Conference first considered the issue
of w

om
en’s ordination. The subject w

as placed
on the Lam

beth agenda largely in response to
one of London’s m

ost popular preachers of the
day, a w

om
an called M

aude Royden, being
denied perm

ission to preach from
 a pulpit the

year before. In preparation for the vote in 1992,
the G

eneral Synod had debated the m
atter for

over 25 years. As long ago as 1975, Synod had
agreed “that there are no fundam

ental objec-
tions to the ordination of w

om
en to the priest-

hood”. In 1987, w
om

en w
ere first ordained as

deacons, part of the historic threefold m
inistry

of deacons, priests and bishops. B
efore then

w
om

en had m
inistered as deaconesses and in

m
any form

s of lay m
inistry and also as m

em
bers

of religious com
m

unities. Just over a year after
the 1992 vote, the W

om
en Priests M

easure w
as

ratified by Parliam
ent, w

ith large m
ajorities in

both H
ouses, and in M

arch 1994 the first ordina-
tions took place in B

ristol cathedral. B
y the end

of the year, 1,500 w
om

en deacons had been
ordained to the priesthood. In all, 4,000 w

om
en

have been ordained as priests, w
ith 3,000 cur-

rently serving. N
early one in four priests in the

Church of England is fem
ale.

M
O

W
 and W

ATCH

From
 1979 the cam

paign to include w
om

en in
the priesthood w

as led by the M
ovem

ent for the
O

rdination of W
om

en (M
O

W
). A single issue

group, M
O

W
 w

orked w
ith other organisations

and m
any individuals to have the priesthood

opened to w
om

en. In 1994, its m
ission accom

-
plished, M

O
W

 closed dow
n. Tw

o years later a
national broad-based group w

as form
ed, includ-

ing both w
om

en and m
en, lay and ordained,

called W
om

en and the Church (W
ATCH

). W
ATCH

has been prom
oting w

om
en in m

inistry and, as
a priority, w

orking for the appointm
ent of

w
om

en as bishops. W
ATCH

 is also w
orking for

m
ore openness in appointm

ents and for an end
to all discrim

ination against w
om

en in the
Church of England.

Financial Provisions and Resolutions A and B

Various qualifying clauses w
ere included in the

W
om

en Priests M
easure, including financial pro-

visions for those priests w
ho felt unable to m

in-
ister in a Church that ordained w

om
en. In total,

the Church of England paid out £27.1 m
illion to

441 priests w
ho m

ade claim
s under the financial

provisions. O
f those priests w

ho resigned dur-
ing the ten year period, over 60 have since
returned, w

ith 31 going back into stipendiary
m

inistry and 20 into non-stipendiary m
inistry.

Fifteen retired priests have also returned to the
Church. O

f all those w
ho have returned, only

of B
ishops, w

here it w
as revised and then sent to

G
eneral Synod for debate in July 2008. The

am
ended m

otion w
ent back to the Legislative

D
rafting G

roup and the H
ouse of B

ishops for fur-
ther w

ork before being debated in G
eneral

Synod in February 2009. That debate determ
ined

to send the proposals to a Revision Com
m

ittee,
w

hich w
ill be considering hundreds of subm

is-
sions during its m

eetings this year. It is hoped
that the revised draft legislation w

ill be debated
in G

eneral Synod in February 2010. After that, it
w

ill go for further revision and com
e back to

G
eneral Synod in July 2010, w

hen it is intended to
send it out for debate in the dioceses.

Still W
atching

W
ATCH

 believes that there should be nothing in
law

 that differentiates betw
een bishops on the

basis of their gender and m
ade this and other

detailed points in its nearly 4,000 w
ord subm

is-

sion to the Revision Com
m

ittee. W
e are delight-

ed that w
e are no longer debating w

hether
w

om
en should be bishops, but rather the

arrangem
ents for those w

ho rem
ain unable to

receive the m
inistry of w

om
en priest and bish-

ops. U
nfortunately, som

e of the arrangem
ents in

the current draft legislation are deeply discrim
i-

natory, not only to fem
ale bishops, but also to

m
ale bishops w

ho support fem
ale bishops.

W
ATCH

 believes that part of Jesus’ saving, trans-
form

ing, liberating and reconciling w
ork on the

cross w
as to heal hurtful divisions betw

een
w

om
en and m

en and to help us live m
ore fully in

the 
unity 

to 
w

hich 
w

e 
are 

called. W
ATCH

believes that only w
hen w

om
en are included at

all levels in the ordained m
inistry w

ill the Church
of England be able to bring – and be – the G

ood
N

ew
s of Christ to a broken and divided w

orld.
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For further reading:

The Call for W
om

en B
ishops

Edited by H
arriet H

arris
and Jane Shaw

, SPCK 2004, ISB
N

 0 281-05621-8
W

om
en as B

ishops
Edited by Jam

es Rigney w
ith

M
ark Chapm

an, Affirm
ing Catholicism

 2008
W

om
en B

ishops in the Church of England?
The

Rochester report of the H
ouse of B

ishops’ W
orking

Party on W
om

en in the Episcopate - G
S 1557, Church

H
ouse Publishing 2004 ISB

N
 0-7151-4037-X

Voices of This Calling - Experiences of the First
G

eneration of W
om

en Priests
Edited by Christina

Rees, published by SCM
/Canterbury Press, 2002.

Act of Synod – Act of Folly?
Edited by M

onica
Furlong, published by SCM

 Press, 1998.
Copies of this book are available from

 the
Adm

inistrator at the W
ATCH

 O
ffice address (see

below
) price £2 plus postage and packing £1.50p

If you w
ould like speakers for deanery or diocesan

synods, or for any other m
eeting, please contact

Jenny Standage, Secretary, W
ATCH

, telephone: 020
8319 3372 or em

ail: jennystandage@
pobox.com

If you w
ould like to talk to som

eone about any of the
issues raised in this leaflet, please contact H

ilary
Cotton, telephone: 01483 856827 or em

ail:
hilary.cotton@

ntl.w
orld.com

For further inform
ation about N

ational W
ATCH

, w
rite

to the Adm
inistrator, W

ATCH
, St John’s Church,

W
aterloo Road, London SE1 8TY or visit the W

ATCH
w

ebsite: http://w
w

w
.w

om
enandthechurch.org



one is know
n to have offered to repay the

m
oney given to them

 w
hen they resigned their

positions.

In addition to the Financial Provisions clauses,
there are tw

o clauses in the W
om

en Priests
M

easure 
know

n 
as 

Resolutions 
A

 
and 

B
.

Resolution A states that a Parochial Church
Council (PCC) m

ay vote not to accept a w
om

an
priest to take services. Resolution B

 states that
a PCC m

ay vote not to accept a w
om

an as their
incum

bent, priest-in-charge or team
 vicar.

The Act of Synod

In N
ovem

ber 1993, alm
ost one year to the day

after the vote for w
om

en priests, G
eneral Synod

voted for an Act of Synod that w
ould provide an

additional set of arrangem
ents for those w

ho
opposed ordaining w

om
en. At the tim

e there
w

ere great m
isgivings about the proposed Act,

but Synod w
as urged to pass it as a practical w

ay
forw

ard and as a gesture of generosity. Even then,
it w

as w
idely acknow

ledged to be a theological
nonsense. U

nlike the W
om

en Priests M
easure,

the Act, know
n as the Episcopal M

inistries Act
1993, w

as not part of canon law
, and carries only

the m
oral w

eight of the Synod that passed it.

The Act created a separate class of bishops
called 

Provincial 
Episcopal 

Visitors 
(PEV

s),
w

hich quickly becam
e know

n as ‘flying bish-
ops’. There are currently three PEVs: one in the
Province of York and tw

o in the Province of
Canterbury. O

riginally, it w
as intended that the

PEVs offer the extended Episcopal oversight of
the diocesan bishops to those priests and peo-
ple w

ho requested it, but w
hat developed in fact

w
as virtually an alternative Episcopal m

inistry,
w

here in places, there w
as scant or no regard for

the diocesan bishop.

The Act of Synod has been the cause of a great
deal of pain, confusion and negative treatm

ent
for m

any w
om

en priests, som
e supportive m

ale

priests and bishops, and lay m
em

bers of the
Church. D

r H
elen Thorne, in her doctoral study

of the first w
om

en priests, concluded that the
Act w

as “deeply harm
ful to w

om
en on a practi-

cal, em
otional and spiritual level. The Act of

Synod, 
and 

the 
provision 

of 
alternative

Episcopal oversight, are offensive to w
om

en
because they legitim

ise w
om

en’s exclusion and
create a form

 of sexual apartheid by creating
areas in the Church w

here w
om

en’s m
inistry is

unacceptable...Spiritually, the Act fosters a the-
ology of ‘taint’ w

hereby a m
an’s m

inistry is m
ade

void through his association w
ith a w

om
an

priest.” (D
r H

elen Thorne, Journey to Priesthood,
CCSRG

 M
onograph Series 3, D

epartm
ent of

Theology and Religious Studies, U
niversity of

B
ristol, 2000)

In 2000, the H
ouse of B

ishops’ Review
 of the Act

of Synod w
as debated in Synod, w

ith a num
ber

of speakers questioning the ongoing and long-
term

 effects of the Act. Speakers also objected
to the tone of the Review

, and the fact that the
view

s and opinions of several hundred subm
is-

sions, including those from
 bishops, m

ale and
fem

ale clergy and lay m
em

bers, w
ere virtually

absent from
 the Review

. It has been pointed out
by m

any in the Church, m
ost notably the Church

historian, the Revd D
r Judith M

altby, that in its
entire history, the Church of England has never
reacted to diversity by creating an alternative
structure. A few

 years after the Act w
as passed,

she w
rote that “at no point in our history has the

endorsem
ent of com

prehensiveness ever result-
ed in the creation of an extended or alternative
Episcopal system

.”
(M

altby, J. in Act of Synod –
Act of Folly? edited by M

onica Furlong, SCM
Press 1998, p51)

M
altby also observed that the “Act is saying that

if a bishop lays hands on a w
om

an in ordination,
others have the right to seek the m

inistry of a
bishop w

hose hands have not been so exposed”,
(ibid, p55) and she w

ent on to question the theo-
logical rationale of such an arrangem

ent.

O
ver the years, bishops, clergy and laity have

increasingly spoken out about the dam
aging

effects of the Act of Synod, noting how
 it has

legitim
ised and norm

alised prejudice against
w

om
en priests and against w

om
en in general,

and how
 it has built barriers betw

een people
and created ghettos w

hich have rem
ained

closed to the priestly m
inistry of w

om
en. The Act

has also been detrim
ental to the Church’s ecu-

m
enical conversations, m

ost especially w
ith the

M
ethodist and Rom

an Catholic Churches. The
M

ethodist Church has m
ade it plain that it w

ill
not agree to form

al unity until and unless
w

om
en are allow

ed to m
inister on the sam

e
basis as m

en and there are som
e in the Rom

an
Catholic Church w

ho are even m
ore disturbed by

the im
plications of the Act than they are by the

prospect of w
om

en priests and bishops. In
O

ctober 2000, a few
 m

onths after the Review
 of

the Act w
as published, concern about the Act

prom
pted the launch of G

RA
S, the G

roup for
Rescinding the Act of Synod. For nearly a decade
G

RA
S has spoken out about the abuses com

m
it-

ted under the protection of the Act and has cam
-

paigned vigorously for the Act to be rescinded.

The H
ouse of B

ishops’ W
orking Party on the

Theology of W
om

en in the Episcopate

In July 2000, the then Archdeacon of Tonbridge,
the Venerable Judith Rose, presented a Private
M

em
ber’s M

otion to G
eneral Synod, w

hich w
as

debated and passed by large m
ajorities. The

M
otion asked the H

ouse of B
ishops to “initiate

further theological study on the episcopate,
focussing 

on 
the 

issues 
that 

need 
to 

be
addressed in preparation for the debate on
w

om
en in the episcopate in the Church of

England, and to m
ake a progress report on this

study to Synod w
ithin the next tw

o years.”

Accordingly, a H
ouse of Bishops’ W

orking Party
w

as set up under the chairm
anship of the Bishop

of Rochester, and in July 2002 it brought its interim
report to Synod. To m

any in the Church, it seem
ed

as if the W
orking Party had gone over ground

already covered by the m
uch earlier debates and

discussions about w
om

en and the priesthood.
H

ow
ever, the W

orking Party continued to m
eet for

another tw
o years, and then, in N

ovem
ber 2004, it

published its final report entitled, ‘W
om

en Bishops
in the Church of England?’ w

hich w
as debated at

the February Synod 2005. Synod voted over-
w

helm
ingly to take note of the Report, and also

voted to have tim
e m

ade available at the 2005 July
Synod to decide w

hether to em
bark on the legisla-

tive process that w
ould “rem

ove the barriers to
w

om
en in the episcopacy”.

G
uildford D

iocesan Synod M
otion and others

Frustrated by the slow
 progress of the W

orking
Party, and recognising that legislation for w

om
en

bishops w
ould have to be prepared sooner or

later, in June 2002 G
uildford D

iocesan Synod had
passed a m

otion asking that “G
eneral Synod

bring forw
ard legislation to perm

it the consecra-
tion of w

om
en to the Episcopate in the provinces

of Canterbury and York w
ithout delay”. Soon, a

num
ber of other dioceses had passed sim

ilar
m

otions, urging G
eneral Synod to begin prepar-

ing legislation for w
om

en bishops. All these
m

otions w
ere ‘parked’ until the W

orking Party’s
report had been debated. M

ost have lapsed, but
a m

otion from
 Southw

ark D
iocese calling for the

rescinding of the Act of Synod is still w
aiting to

be debated.

Further D
ebates

In July 2005, G
eneral Synod passed a m

otion
calling for the legal barriers to w

om
en bishops

to be rem
oved and in July 2006 a m

otion from
the 

H
ouse 

of 
B

ishops 
stating 

that 
having

w
om

en as bishops w
as “consonant w

ith the
faith of the Church” w

as passed. A follow
ing

m
otion w

as also passed providing for the set-
ting up of a Legislative D

rafting G
roup to pre-

pare draft legislation for w
om

en as bishops. Tw
o

years later the LD
G

 sent its report to the H
ouse
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