ANGLICAN POLITY
Members of the College of Bishops suggested that I might say something about Episcopal/Anglican polity or governance.   I want to share some things which are special to the SEC – and some which are more generally true across the Anglican world.
First I want to speak about the collegiality of our bishops in Scotland.  You will know that, while I am styled ‘Most Revd’, I am not an archbishop.  I am Primus, First among Equals, not the Primate.  When I or any other of our bishops is present in the Cathedral of another diocese, the local diocesan bishop presides.  My role as Primus, according to the Canons, is rather functional and limited – the election and consecration of new bishops, the convening of meetings of the College of Bishops.  I see a major part of my role as that of shaping the collegiality of our Bishops – we believe that, if we have an archbishop at all, he or she is only present in our collegiality.  It is not cabinet government.  We do not all agree.  But it is a spirit-shaped belonging together for the good of the whole church.
Then I think it is important to say something about the role of the bishop – episcopal coming from the Greek word which means ‘oversight’.  There are bishops and bishops and they are not all the same thing.  There are bishops in the Catholic Church – and we are not like them.  There are bishops in the imagination of members of the Church of Scotland – and we are not like them.  There are bishops in the Anglican Churches of sub-Saharan Africa – and we are not like them.  We are people who see our key roles as being – to provide leadership in mission, to pastor the clergy, to teach the faith.  We are elected by our dioceses and we are very much part of our dioceses.  We exercise authority – and if necessary discipline – but we do it within a context of accountability and within the life of our dioceses.
Anglican polity is unusual – it is a series of rather elegant checks and balances.  At congregational level, you will find in Canon 60 a description of the way in which Rector and Vestry share responsibility both for the administrative life and for the missional or spiritual life of the congregation.  It is a coming together of authority held by virtue of office with the democratic authority of a Vestry.
At provincial level, we see something very similar.  As bishops, we get on well together and we enjoy meeting together.  But it’s more than that – we believe that the quality of our collegiality is the measure of the quality of the leadership which we offer to the whole church.  If we have come to a common mind about a difficult issue, we don’t believe that that ends the argument but we hope that the church will take our view seriously.
Here in Synod, we are one of the three houses – laity, clergy and bishops.  We play our part and take our place.  Once again it is the interplay between authority held by virtue of office and authority which is democratically rooted.  It is not our role to take executive decisions.  You will know that, when our three houses vote separately, the bishops will always vote last so that we are not seen as having ended a debate before others have expressed a view.
I find in my daily life and ministry that these things are widely misunderstood.  Sometimes people expect a particular kind of response from me – and are disappointed when I say that it is not within my authority to respond.  Sometimes I act within my authority as defined by the Canons and am accused of being authoritarian.
I feel passionately about these things – because I feel that the checks and balances of the Anglican way of governing is actually the way everybody should be doing it.  It is a challenging way – it is a highly intelligent way.  But I am passionate Anglican and Episcopalian enough to feel that it may be the only way
