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Our Anglican/ Episcopal identity   
 

   
 

Tentative Series Agenda 
May 14 Hierarchy and governance of the Episcopal Church including the 

basics of the General Convention. 

May 21 History of the Controversies 

May 28 Break – Memorial Day Weekend 

June 4 The Nature of Communion 

June 11 Perspectives on the Issues 

June 18, 25 News from the Convention Floor 
 

Today: The Nature of Communion 
 

Agenda 
 

• The Catechism section on the Church  

• Preamble to the Constitution of the Episcopal Church 

• The Lambeth Quadrilateral 

• The Windsor Report Section B: Fundamental Principles 
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Purpose of the Course 
 

This class is one of a series that make up part of what Fr. Tom described in the May 2006 

Good News as our preparation for and response to the 2006 General Convention of the 

Episcopal Church.  Fr. Tom identified three things we need to do together:  

1) Education - What do we need to know about the background, biblical and 

ecclesiastical norms, processes, institutions and people involved?   

2) Discussion - What do people at St. Peter’s think and feel about these things and how 

can we make St. Peter’s a “safe” place to speak the truth in love in areas where we 

disagree?   

3) Consensus-building - Given our shared beliefs and our differences, how can we build 

a common understanding about what is true? And based on that, can we better 

clarify who we are, what is important to us, and where we are headed together?  

To answer these questions, Fr. Tom proposed that we engage the two issues behind the 

controversy:  

1) On Wednesday Evenings – Beginning May 10 at 7 pm, gather to study and discuss the 

issue of same-sex relations, with its focus in Lambeth 1.10, using a set of seven 

video interviews with Dr. Robert Gagnon of Pittsburg Seminary.  He’s the man who 

“wrote the book” on The Bible and Homosexual Practice.   

2) On Sunday Mornings – Beginning May 14, offer a 6 week course of study and 

discussion, during Sunday School, on our Anglican/ Episcopal identity and how it 

relates to the issues at hand.  

After General Convention we will continue our discussion and discernment to digest what 

takes place there, monitor subsequent events and respond in appropriate ways together.  

Fr. Tom also noted two other sources of information we should make use of in our 

preparation: 

1) Special Guests – We can benefit greatly by hearing from others who are learned and 

experienced in these matters. (See the May 2006 Good News.)   

2) Reading Materials – We will make available copies of the Windsor Report for those 

who do not yet have one  as well as copies of the two small books Fr. Tom has 

written, A Tract for Our Times and Lectures on the Church.  Each is newly revised 
and expanded.  

 

 

Links to additional sources of information related to today’s topic and to the 

rest of this series are available through the Resource section of St. Peter’s 

web site: http://www.stpetes.net/anglican.html 
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The bonds of affection binding St Peter’s and 
the wider Church 

 

• The most important thing in the world  

• Structures = Relationships  

o Concentric circles of relationships within the Communion 

 

Anglican Communion
Abp. Of Canterbury, Lambeth Conf.,

Primates Mtg., Anglican Consult. Council

Episcopal Church
General Convention

Diocese of Virginia
Council + Bishop

St Peter’s
Vestry + Rector

 
 

• Relationships = Commitments 

o These commitments are expressed in various “bonds of 

affection” that define the nature of communion.   

• The documents listed below offer several key descriptions of the 

relationships that govern the Church.   
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The Catechism  
The Church (BCP 854) 
 

Q.  What is the Church? 

A.  The Church is the community of the New Covenant. 
 
Q.  How is the Church described in the Bible? 

A.  The Church is described as the Body of which Jesus 

 Christ is the Head and of which all baptized persons are  

 members. It is called the People of God, the New Israel, 

 a holy nation, a royal priesthood, and the pillar and ground of truth. 

 

Q.  How is the Church described in the creeds? 

A.  The Church is described as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. 
 
Q.  Why is the Church described as one? 

A.  The Church is one, because it is one Body, under one  

 Head, our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Q.  Why is the Church described as holy? 

A.  The Church is holy, because the Holy Spirit dwells in it,  

 consecrates its members, and guides them to do God’s work. 
 
Q.  Why is the Church described as catholic? 

A.  The Church is catholic, because it proclaims the whole  

 Faith to all people, to the end of time. 
 
Q.  Why is the Church described as apostolic? 

A.  The Church is apostolic, because it continues in the  

 teaching and fellowship of the apostles and is sent 

 to carry out Christ’s mission to all people. 

 

Q.  What is the mission of the Church? 

A.  The mission of the Church is to restore all people to 

 unity with God and each other in Christ. 
 
Q.  How does the Church pursue its mission? 

A.  The Church pursues its mission as it prays and 

 worships, proclaims the Gospel, and promotes justice,  

 peace, and love. 
 
Q.  Through whom does the Church carry out its mission? 

A.  The Church carries out its mission through the ministry 

 of all its members. 
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Preamble to the Constitution of the 
Episcopal Church: 

 

The Episcopal Church is a constituent member of the Anglican Communion, a 

Fellowship within the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, of those 

duly constituted Dioceses, Provinces, and regional Churches in communion 

with the See of Canterbury, upholding and propagating the historic Faith and 

Order as set forth in the Book of Common Prayer.  This Constitution, 

adopted in General Convention in Philadelphia in October, 1789, as amended 

in subsequent General Conventions, sets forth the basic Articles for the 

government of this Church, and of its overseas missionary jurisdictions. 

 

The Lambeth Quadrilateral (BCP 877) 
 

That, in the opinion of this Conference, the following Articles supply a 

basis on which approach may be by God’s blessing made towards Home 

Reunion: 

 

a. The Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, as “containing 

all things necessary to salvation,” and as being the rule and ultimate 

standard of faith. 

 

b. The Apostles’ Creed, as the Baptismal Symbol; and the Nicene Creed, 

as the sufficient statement of the Christian faith. 

 

c. The two Sacraments ordained by Christ Himself—Baptism and the 

Supper of the Lord ministered with unfailing use of Christ’s words of 

Institution, and of the elements ordained by Him. 

 

d. The Historic Episcopate, locally adapted in the methods of its 

administration to the varying needs of the nations and peoples called 

of God into the Unity of His Church. 
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Windsor Report Section B: Fundamental Principles (43-96) 
• The communion we share (45-51) 

Communion is in fact all about mutual relationships.  It is expressed by community, 

equality, common life, sharing, interdependence, and mutual affection and respect.  It 

subsists in visible unity, common confession of the apostolic faith, common belief in 

scripture and the creeds, common baptism and shared Eucharist, and a mutually 

recognized common ministry.  Communion means that each church recognizes that the 

other belongs to the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ, and 

shares in the mission of the whole people of God.  It involves practicing a common 

liturgical tradition, and intending to listen, speak and act alongside one another in 

obedience to the gospel.   In communion, each church acknowledged and respects the 

interdependence and autonomy of the other, putting the needs of the global fellowship 

before its own.  Through such communion, each church is enabled to find completeness 

through its relations to the others, while fulfilling its own particular calling within its 

own cultural context…. (49) 

 

…the divine foundation of communion should oblige each church to avoid unilateral action 

on contentious issues which may result in broken communion.  It is an ancient canonical 

principle that what touches all should be decided by all… (51) 

 

• The bonds of communion (52-70) 

o The authority of Scripture, excerpt 53 and 56.   

Within Anglicanism, scripture has always been recognized as the Church’s supreme 

authority, and as such ought to be seen as a focus and means of unity.  The emphasis on 

Scripture grew not least from the insistence of the early Anglican reformers on the 

importance of the Bible and the Fathers over against what they saw as illegitimate 

mediaeval developments; it was port of their appeal to the ancient undivided Christian 

faith and life.  The seventeenth and eighteenth century divines hammered out their 

foundations of “scripture, tradition and reason”; in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries we have seen the ‘Chicago Lambeth Quadrilateral’ in which scripture takes 

first place.  The Bible has always been at the centre of Anglican belief and life…. (53) 

 

…It is within the context of apostolic witness, drawing its ‘authority’ from the victory of 

Jesus Christ and the power of the Spirit, that the writings we call the New Testament 

came to be written, precisely to be vehicles of the Spirit’s work in energizing the 

Church in its mission and shaping it in the holiness of the new creation.  Thus the 

writers of the canonical gospels…were conscious of telling the story of Jesus in such a 

way as to demonstrate its fulfillment of the story of Israel and its foundational 

character for the mission and life of the Church.  From the first, the New Testament 

was intended as, and perceived to be, not a repository of various suggestions for 

developing one’s private spirituality, but as the collection of books through which the 



 Our Anglican/ Episcopal identity  
 The Nature of Communion  

6/4/2006 7:41:00 AM St. Peter’s Episcopal Church page 7 of 8 

 Purcellville, VA 

Spirit, who was working so powerfully through the apostles, would develop and continue 

that work in the churches….(56)   

 

o Interpretation of Scripture.   

Questions of interpretation are rightly raised, not as an attempt to avoid or relativize 

scripture and its authority, but as a way of ensuring that it really is scripture that is 

being heard, not simply the echo of our own voices (though our own responsive hearing is 

necessary) or the memory of earlier Christian interpretations (though we must always 

take them into account: ‘tradition’ consists primarily of the recollection of what the 

scripture-reading Church has said).  Historical interpretation, from ongoing 

lexicographical work (to make sure the nuances of ancient words are properly and 

precisely heard) to large-scale historical reconstruction (to ensure we are not making 

anachronistic assumptions), remains vital.  It can be deeply challenging to entrenched 

views of what scripture is thought to be saying, not least where it has been read within 

an unchallenged philosophical or cultural matrix. (59) 

 

• Diversity within communion (71-96). 

o Autonomy  

The word ‘autonomy’ represents within Anglican discourse a far more limited form of 

independent government than is popularly understood by many today.”  It is “not the 

same thing as sovereignty or independence; it more closely resembles the orthodox 

polity of ‘autocephaly’, which denotes autonomy in communion…. (75)   

 

As the right to self-government, autonomy is a form of limited authority.  Ordinarily, an 

autonomous body (unlike a sovereign body) is capable only of making decisions for itself 

in relation to its own affairs at its own level…. (77) 

 

Autonomy includes the right of a church to make decisions…provided those internal 

decisions are fully compatible with the interests, standards, unity and good order of the 

wider communion of which the autonomous body forms a part… (79)   

 

Autonomy gives full scope for the development of authentic local living out of the 

Christian faith and mission, in what has come to be known as inculturation...The eternal 

truth of the gospel relates in different ways to the particulars of any society…This 

combination of faithfulness to the gospel and inculturation into different societies will 

inevitably produce a proper and welcome diversity within the life of the Church.  (85) 

 

There are, however, limits to diversity.  In the life of the Christian churches, these 

limits are defined by truth and charity.  The Lambeth Conference of 1920 put it this 

way: ‘The Churches represented in [the Communion] are indeed independent, but 

independent with the Christian freedom which recognizes the restraints of truth and 

love.  They are not free to deny the truth.  They are not free to ignore the fellowship.’  

That means that any development needs to be explored for its resonance with the 

truth, and with the utmost charity on the part of all – charity that grants that a new 
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thing can be offered with humility and integrity, and charity that might refrain from an 

action, which might harm a sister or brother. (86) 

 

 

o Adiaphora 
 

As the Church has explored the question of the limits to diversity, it has frequently 

made use of the notion of adiaphora: things which do not make a difference, matters 

regarded as inessential, issues about which one can disagree without dividing the 

Church.  This notion lies at the heart of many current disputes….(87) 

 

This does not mean, however, that either for Paul or in Anglican theology all things over 

which Christians in fact disagree are automatically to be placed into the category of 

‘adiaphora’.  It is never enough to say that we must celebrate or at least respect 

‘difference’ without further ado.  Not all ‘differences’ can be tolerated…This question is 

frequently begged in current discussions, as for instance when people suggest without 

further argument, in relation to a particular controversial issue, that it should not be 

allowed to impair the Church’s unity, in other words that the matter in question is not as 

serious as some suppose…There is no question of saying ‘some Christians think this, 

other Christians think that, and you must learn to live with the difference’.  On the 

contrary: Paul insists that some types of behavior are incompatible with inheriting God’s 

kingdom, and must not therefore be tolerated within the Church. (89) 

 

Whenever, therefore, a claim is made that a particular theological or ethical stance is 

something ‘indifferent’, and that people should be free to follow it without the Church 

thereby being split, there are two questions to be asked.  First, is this in fact the kind 

of matter which can count as ‘inessential’, or does it touch on something vital?  Second, 

if it is indeed ‘adiaphora’, is it something that, nevertheless, a sufficient number of 

other Christians will find scandalous and offensive, either in the sense that they will be 

led into acting against their own consciences or that they will be forced, for 

conscience’s sake, to break fellowship with those who go ahead?  If the answer to the 

latter question is ‘yes’, the biblical guidelines insist that those who have no scruples 

about the proposed action should nevertheless refrain from going ahead. (93) 

 

Not least because of the recurring questions about ‘who decides’ in these matters, the 

twin notions of ‘adiaphora’ and ‘subsidiarity’ need to be triangulated with the questions 

of authority, and particularly the authority of scripture on the one hand and of decision 

makers in the Church on the other.  This brings us back from consideration of the 

nature of diversity within the communion to the bonds of unity which hold that 

communion together, and so to complete the circle of this account of what our 

communion actually is and how it functions and flourishes as it seeks to serve the 

mission of God in the world. (95) 


