Sacramental Authority

Sermon preached by Anthony Freeman at the Choral Eucharist in Holy Cross, Crediton, 20th July 2008
Last month I reminded you that in this service “Christ is here by power divine” and that our own attitude to worship should acknowledge this. I did not tackle the question of how the divine presence relates to the pouring of wine and the breaking of bread, and to that I turn this morning.

Two things seem clear. (1) The combined witness of Jesus’ own words at the Last Supper and St Paul’s discussion of them leaves no doubt that in some real and specific way the Eucharistic bread and wine are to us the body and blood of Christ. And (2) At no point in this service do the bread and wine cease to be what they have always been: bread and wine, with all the properties and qualities of size, shape, colour, taste, etc. that we should expect of them.

So how can one thing — a piece of bread — simultaneously be a quite different thing — the body of Christ? The short answer is: Because we accept it as such on the authority of the Church. And if that sounds absurd, consider a close analogy. I have in my hand a ten pound note. It is and always has been paper-and-ink, and has no intrinsic value. Yet for every one of us here it simultaneously has the value of ten pounds worth of silver or gold. This is because it carries the promise, signed by the chief cashier of the Bank of England, “to pay the bearer on demand the sum of ten pounds”. So it is quite different from this other piece of paper, on which I have simply written the symbol “£10”, which carries no promise and so has no value.
In a similar way, the consecrated bread in the communion service — while remaining bread — becomes for us the body of Christ, just because it carries his own promise, spoken by a duly ordained priest, “This is my body, which is given for you”.

On another day I should at this point have developed the significance of God’s presence among us in this special way in the sacramental bread, but today the unfortunate divisions within the Church of England over women’s ministry force another aspect of this subject into the foreground.

I said just now that the consecrated bread at this service becomes for us the body of Christ, because it carries his own promise, “spoken by a duly ordained priest”. It is the teaching of the Church of England that without such priestly authority this would not be a celebration of Holy Communion carrying the sacramental guarantee that “Christ is here by power divine”. It might still be an uplifting act of worship; it might still be sign of God’s love in Jesus; but it would be a sign like the piece of paper, that merely indicates £10; it would not be an effective sign like the paper bank note, which actually puts the value of the money into my hands.
The matter of priestly authority in the Church of England has been a bone of contention ever since the break with Rome nearly 500 years ago, and is the chief stumbling block to ecumenical advance. On the one hand, the Roman Catholic Church claims that the Church of England has isolated itself from the historic faith and ministry of the apostles, and that therefore none of its priests is “duly ordained” and it has no valid sacraments. On the other hand, the Protestant churches deny the need for any ministerial priesthood at all: there is a priesthood of all believers.
But at least within the Church of England itself — despite a wide spectrum of beliefs about the priesthood and the eucharist — all the members have been able to receive communion from any priest of whatever tradition. I with my Anglo-Catholic background and my colleague from an Evangelical parish would differ in our understanding of the sacrament, but we would not question the validity of each other’s ministry.
All that changed with the ordination of women to the priesthood in the mid-1990s. I suspect that many faithful churchgoers still do not fully appreciate the enormity of the change brought about by the ordination of women priests, and the even greater significance of the Synod’s decision this month to press ahead with the ordination of women as bishops. That is why — with the agreement of both Nigel and (even more importantly) Caroline, I am tackling this most uncomfortable subject from the pulpit today.
I shall start with a specific practical situation, then work back from that to the theory that gave rise to it, and finally commend the whole infernal business to your prayers and — for those of you on the councils and synods of the Church — your votes.
Here is the practical situation. As our assistant curate, Caroline is licensed by the Bishop of Exeter to exercise a ministry of Word and Sacrament in the whole benefice of Crediton and its associated parishes. Yet in one of our parishes she is legally prevented from taking a communion service, or exercising any other function that needs a priest. And her predecessors Kathie and Anne were inhibited in just the same way. Why is this?
The short answer is that the legislation allowing women to be ordained priest included a clause that allowed any Parochial Church Council to pass a motion legally protecting them from having a woman priest in their church, and the PCC in one of our villages did pass such a resolution. Never mind for the moment why that PCC acted as it did. The crucial question is why did Synod and Parliament pass the law that allowed them to do it?
Be clear that it has nothing to do with comforting those natural conservatives who dislike the idea of women vicars in the same way as they dislike the idea of women judges, women prime ministers, or women chief constables. The law was designed to protect a quite different set of people. It was passed for those in the Church who claim that women cannot be ordained priest: not that they should not be but that they cannot be. On this view, when a man and a woman go through the ordination service together, with the same prayers said, the same bishop laying hands on them, at the end of the ceremony the man is a priest and the woman is not.
This is where it gets personal. For anyone who believes in that way, this service is a sham, because the presiding minister is a woman. When Caroline takes and blesses and breaks the bread, and says in Christ’s name “This is my body”, then she and I — and I hope everyone here — believes that Christ becomes present in exactly the same way as when I made those actions and said those words at this service last week. But for those who believe that just because she is a woman she cannot have been “duly ordained”, none of this will be true. So of course such a person could never receive communion at a service taken by Caroline (or any other woman), and it was to accommodate such people that the law was passed giving any PCC who asked for it legal protection against so-called women priests.

If you did not know all this before, I hope it shocks you. And if you did know it, I still hope is shocks you. I have known it and hated it for years and it still shocks me to hear myself spell it all out in this holy setting. Do, I beg you, remember that this is the reality that Caroline and every woman priest lives with every day. Never cease to pray for them.
Now, finally, to this month’s General Synod in York and the move to ordain women bishops. For those who believe that a woman’s ordination to the priesthood is a sham, her consecration as a bishop would be doubly so. And with this added twist. If by accident those who deny women’s ordination find themselves at a communion service taken by a woman, the fact will be obvious and they can simply leave. But if a woman becomes a bishop, and she goes through the ceremony of ordaining a man as a priest, then for these people whom I am describing his ordination will of course be invalid as well. But if he goes out into a parish and starts taking services, there will be no obvious way of knowing this male priest is — as they would see it — a fake. So in their eyes of every priest will become suspect and no Church of England eucharist will be guaranteed valid.

So the Synod has decided that if women are ordained as bishops, the existing legal safeguards will become unworkable and so will be repealed and — basically — those who cannot accept the situation will have to find spiritual comfort elsewhere.
There is much more to be said than this, and I am not happy about trying to deal with so large a subject in so short a compass. But I desperately felt this all had to be aired, albeit briefly, so that you can understand something of what is at stake in this matter and — above all — share the burden of the thousands of women whose priesthood is denied by many members of their own Church of England.
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