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DUNDONALD CHURCH




The Church Office, 577 Kingston Road, Raynes Park, London SW20 8YA   Tel: 020 8545 2734  

E-mail: info@dundonald.org

3 November 2005

The Right Revd Tom Butler

Bishop’s House

38 Tooting Bec Gardens

London  

SW16 1QZ

Dear Bishop Tom

I was sad to receive your letter threatening to revoke my licence. No doubt, by the time you receive this letter you will have been informed that the Ordination of our staff which I had previously indicated that we would be organising went ahead on Wednesday 2nd November though I was not personally involved, of course, in the Ordination itself. I realise that you are unlikely to approve of it having happened, but all those involved are of the opinion that this was an inevitable element of our now being in ‘temporarily impaired communion’ with you over the doctrine evident in the Bishops’ Statement on Civil Partnerships. However, I am not clear what I have done that gives you cause to revoke my licence. We are in impaired communion because of a doctrinal dispute. I am being informed that there seems no evident ground for you to revoke my licence under Canon law. As far as the Ordination goes, while I support it along with the more than 30 clergy who attended it, I did not do anything that I am aware is wrong under Canon law. Indeed, it has been suggested that since the Bishop performing the ordination was a CESA Bishop and therefore not in communion with Canterbury that his presence and ministry are not as direct a challenge to your own authority as would have been the presence of a Bishop who is in communion with Canterbury.

Moreover, as I understand it, under Canon C12.5 you have a power to revoke “summarily, and without further process” a minister’s licence in your diocese. But Canon C12.5 says that that power is limited by your having to have a cause that is “good and reasonable”. I submit that your action is canonically neither “good” nor “reasonable”:

1) It would appear that the provision in the Canon for a summary revocation is for an offence where other persons are in material danger with summary action being required, for example, for safety. But this is a doctrinal dispute. 

2) You are aware that my complaint is that you are acting contrary to Canon C18.1, where your primary duty is “to teach and to uphold sound and wholesome doctrine, and to banish and drive away all erroneous and strange opinions.” 

3) “Wholesome doctrine” is defined in the Church of England quite unambiguously by the Church of England (Worship and Doctrine) Measure 1974 §5 (1):

“the doctrine of the Church of England shall be construed in accordance with the statement concerning that doctrine contained in the Canons of the Church of England, which statement is in the following terms: ‘The doctrine of the Church of England is grounded in the holy Scriptures, and in such teachings of the ancient Fathers and Councils of the Church as are agreeable to the said Scriptures. In particular such doctrine is to be found in the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, the Book of Common Prayer, and the Ordinal.’”

4) The scriptural doctrine is clearly stated by the House of Bishops’ in their report Issues in Human Sexuality:

“There is … in Scripture an evolving convergence on the ideal of lifelong, monogamous, heterosexual union as the setting intended by God for the proper development of men and women as sexual beings. Sexual activity of any kind outside marriage comes to be seen as sinful, and homosexual practice as especially dishonourable” (§2.29).

5) The official position of the Church of England on homosexual acts has to be, and is, that Scriptural position. That was the position of the General Synod’s resolution in 1987 which called for “repentance” of homosexual acts. Subsequent to their publishing Issues in Human Sexuality, the House of Bishops agreed, in a “note to other General Synod Members” (released to the Press for 19 June 1997) that the 1987 resolution “is a clear affirmation of the Church’s traditional teaching on the subject.” The General Synod in July 1977 then followed the guidance of the Bishops who also advised against attempts 

“either to restate that [motion] passed by the Synod in 1987 or to alter the position it took. The former is, in our view, unnecessary, as the 1987 motion continues on the record. The latter would be both unjustified and premature.”

6) This scriptural understanding was then fully endorsed by the Lambeth Conference 1998. Resolution 1.10 spoke of “rejecting homosexual practice as incompatible with the Scripture.”

7) Due to your failure to “banish and drive away all erroneous and strange opinions”, clergy in your diocese are put in an impossible situation. From the reference in the Church of England (Worship and Doctrine) Measure 1974 §5 (1) to “the Ordinal”, every priest in the Church of England also has a duty, under the 1662 Ordering of Priests, “with all diligence, to banish and drive away all erroneous and strange doctrines contrary to God’s Word.” 

8) For any of your clergy seeking to do this when you yourself are responsible for some of these “erroneous and strange doctrines” has to mean a level of impairment of communion with some consequential irregularity in matters of order.

9) Statute law must prevail over the canons [Submission of the Clergy Act 1533, s 3. Synodical Government Measure 1969, s 1(3)]. So doctrine - the Church of England (Worship and Doctrine) Measure 1974 - must prevail over canons both of order and in this case over Canon C12.5.

10) It cannot be either “good” or “reasonable” to withdraw the licence of a minister who is trying to fulfil duties laid upon him by the 1974 Measure.

Finally, may I say that the true Anglican and Scriptural faith that I am, as duty requires, seeking to teach and uphold, is that of the majority of the world-wide Anglican communion. Nor am I alone in my deep concern over revisionism in the House of Bishops. The national Reform Conference has just voted almost unanimously in support of our actions. Can I also remind you of the response by Archbishop Peter Akinola, the Archbishop, Metropolitan and Primate of All Nigeria, to the statement on Civil Partnerships issued by the House of Bishops of the Church of England? He claimed that "for the Church of England to promote such a departure from historic teaching is outrageous"; he then called upon the Bishops to "renounce their statement and declare their unqualified commitment to the historic faith, teaching and practice of the Church".
I hope you can see and will believe that my convictions are not eccentric. They are the views of many not only inside the Church of England, but also of those of goodwill outside it, who are seeing bishops destroying the Church they once respected.

In conclusion, I continue to bear you no personal ill-will though I fear you will be angry with me. I have been driven to impaired communion with you and to supporting the valid but irregular ordination of my staff because of my convictions, shared by many, and I cannot submit to your direction to practise my ministry under the Bishops’ Statement on Civil Partnerships. You may well disagree with me but I do not understand why this gives you ground to remove my licence and would respectfully ask for you to indicate how you think it does.

I am indeed sad to have to write like this. Let us pray that God’s will is done.

Yours sincerely
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Richard Coekin
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