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I am delighted to have been appointed Second Church Estates Commissioner in succession to Sir Stuart Bell. 

From now on it will be my responsibility to try and steer through the House of Commons legislation that this Synod has approved. From time to time I may have views of my own to offer to you while legislation is still before Synod. But once you have made up your minds I shall do my best to commend your decisions to the Ecclesiastical Committee and the Commons.  .



Given the importance of the legislation you are considering today I thought I owed it to Synod to do two things very briefly. I want to say where as an ordinary church goer I come from on this subject. Then, and much more importantly I want to offer some thoughts on how Parliament is likely to approach it. 

As for me, I would not satisfy the examiners in any theology exam. What I do know is the overwhelming importance of the Resurrection.


St. Paul was unequivocal.   In a manifesto-style soundbite which can be understood by every politician he said:


“If Christ did not rise from the dead, then your faith is in vain and my faith is in vain.”


It has always struck me as being worthy of  note that the first people to whom the Risen Christ revealed himself were women in that touching and beautiful scene in the garden near the sepulchre.  It was first to Mary that Jesus instructed:


“….. go to my brethren and say unto them I ascend unto my Father and your Father and to my God and your God.”

And it was Mary Magdalene who


“came and told the disciples that she had seen the Lord and that he had spoken these things unto her.”


If the Risen Jesus decided that the first people who should be able to proclaim the good news of a Resurrected Christ should be women, I think it is very difficult to see any reason why we should presume that women should not be able to be Bishops in the Church.
So, like many other MPs, I want you to get on with the legislation as quickly as you possibly can. 
In my constituency The Vicar of Banbury, the Vicar of Bicester, the Vicar of the parish church in which I worship there, the Chief Executive of Oxfordshire County Council, the Chief Executive of Cherwell District Council, the Chief Executive of the NHS in Oxfordshire, the Chairman of the Oxford Radcliffe  Hospital Trust and the Chief Constable of Thames Valley are all women. They all demonstrate outstanding leadership ability. I can see no reason why, in due course when a vacancy arises, the Bishop of Dorchester or the Bishop of Oxford should not be a woman.
I don’t believe it will do the mission of the Church of England any good if it spends the next five or ten years arguing about all this. Let’s do it and let’s do it soon. 

That said I warmly support the desire to legislate in a way that will enable as many people as possible to remain in the Church of England. We are a broad church and we need to remain one. 
This brings me to my second point. Church legislation is considered in the Commons on a free vote, which means that the views of individual MPs matter.  The present House of Commons is a very different place from the House of Commons that agreed for the ordination of women Deacons in 1987 and women priests in 1993. The equality agenda has strong support across all main parties.


For 231 Members of the House of Commons this is their first Parliament.


136 Members of Parliament are now women.    The highest number in the history of Parliament.


I have to advise Synod that it will be a difficult enough task in this new context to explain why the Church has thought it necessary to make provision for those with theological difficulties about women’s ordination. I’m not saying it‘s a hopeless task. On the contrary, the arguments about being a broad church are strong ones. In addition, any legislation will first have had to have attracted a wide measure of support from around the church.

But be under no illusion about one thing. A difficult task could well become impossible if I had to steer through the House of Commons any measure which left a scintilla of a suggestion that woman bishops were in some way to be second class bishops. 
So, whatever further changes you do or do not make to the draft legislation it is, in my view, crucial that it confers the same legal authority and responsibilities on woman  diocesan bishops as on their male counterparts. 

For Members of Parliament in our constituencies every day we witness outstanding work and ministry by women priests and deacons. For my part I look forward to the prospect of helping in due course to steer through Parliament the legislation that will enable us as Members of Parliament to witness such work and ministry by women Bishops.
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