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There is a great deal in the life of the Church in Wales in 2016 which its Evangelical 

members would want to celebrate and a lot of good things are going on. 

The consequences of the Harries Report of 2012 have been more positive than the 

Report itself, weak as it was on mission and evangelism, might have led us to expect. In 

various parts of the Province the creation of Ministry Areas is being seen as a means of 

furthering mission – and even evangelism. Indeed, St Asaph has wanted to make that 

commitment to mission clear by calling them ‘Mission Areas’. 

The Church in Wales now has an episcopally-led Evangelism Group. One fruit of its 

work was the symposium on evangelism held in Cardiff in May this year. It was 

addressed by Bishop Stephen Cottrell and the Revd Mike Starkey, as well as by Bishop 

Andy John. It was significant that the Symposium was well-attended, and created a real 

sense of energy and enthusiasm. The Governing Body last week made some good 

strides in the right direction. This is all very encouraging. 

The renewed emphasis on every-member ministry is likewise something very welcome 

and long overdue. But – and there is a ‘but’ – Evangelicals are more cautious than some 

are about talk of ‘the ministry of all the baptised’. All the converted need to be 

baptised, but sadly not all the baptised are converted. Ministry has to grow from a 

converted life and be accompanied by a commitment to discipleship in the individual, 

or we will find we are trying to build our churches on the perishable foundation of 

‘wood, hay and straw’ of which St Paul writes (1 Cor 3.12). 

Further – Evangelicals have reason to be uneasy about some other aspects of our 

Province’s life, and highly apprehensive about others. Over the past couple of decades, 

it seems that our liturgies have been steadily catholicised, while our doctrine has been 

significantly liberalised. 

As for liturgies, prayers for the dead are a long-standing issue for Evangelicals, and 

happily, the forms of intercession included in the 2004 Communion rite maintain the 

acceptable balance hammered out in 1984. Less happily, our new Funeral services offer 

explicit prayers for the state of the deceased. And of course at the end of many services 

the prayer ‘May the souls of the faithful . . .’ has become ubiquitous. Quite a few 

people seem to join in these words without considering the implication that the souls of 
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the faithful departed might not rest in peace without our prayers on their behalf 

(something, as Article XXII implies, ‘repugnant to the Word of God’). 

Similar things might be said about the language of ‘offering’ in the Eucharistic Prayers 

of 2004, or the insertion of increasing amounts of devotional material in the 

Communion service between the prayer of institution and the reception of the 

sacrament. Equally questionable are prayers of invitation (e.g. ‘I am not worthy to 

receive you . . .’) which imply the physical location of Jesus in the elements of the 

Communion. Or, to take another example, an Evangelical would be concerned by the 

implication of the anointing of priestly hands at ordination. We have been told that this 

is optional – but ordinands never seem to have an option! 

It appears that every revision of our liturgies expunges some trace of the Reformation 

legacy of our church.  

But these are the kind of issues which have been a concern for many years, and are 

well-worn issues of debate between Evangelicals and Catholics. But in recent years 

Evangelicals and Catholics have discovered more common ground than we realised in 

the area of doctrine. The advance of a more liberal doctrine has posed a far-reaching, 

and indeed existential, threat to the Church in Wales’ claim to be part of the ‘one holy, 

catholic and apostolic church’. 

The ordination of women to the diaconate and then to the priesthood has been 

problematic for some (though far from all) Anglican Evangelicals. A scriptural case 

can be made for women to be eligible for priests’ orders: balanced against the argument 

based largely on Ephesians that the man is the head of the woman, is the counter-

argument that there clearly were women in positions of responsibility and some 

authority in the NT.  

More Evangelicals would find women in episcopal orders a greater difficulty. While 

women often featured in the ministry of NT churches, it is harder to find in the NT an 

analogy for a woman exercising the kind of individual leadership which characterises 

the role of a bishop. The scriptural case in that instance is far less clear. 

But the current threat, which certainly deserves to be called ‘existential’, comes in the 

form of the pressure to accept same-sex, sexually-active, partnerships as states of life 

which God authorises the church to bless. 

Certainly, some people from an Evangelical background have found their way to 

accepting that current social attitudes regarding same-sex relationships are ethically 

right, while concluding that scriptural writers, fatally limited in their knowledge and 

understanding, were wrong. Much is made in the Christian media about figures who 

identify as Evangelicals and who take this view – harbingers, no doubt some hope, of 

the imminent collapse of the traditional understanding. EFCW has not gone down that 
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route. If we may review the literature in a very brief way: it appears that the high point 

of efforts to square scripture with contemporary views on same-sex relationships 

passed about a decade ago. More recent studies are recognising that scripture cannot be 

adapted to justify a ‘yes’ to same-sex, sexually-active, partnerships (see, e.g. M.Davie, 

Studies in the Bible and same-sex relationships since 2003, 2015, and S.D.Fortson & 

R.G.Grams, Unchanging Witness, 2016). So, either the church must say scripture is 

simply wrong about this, or the church is committed on this matter to take its stand on 

the scriptures and challenge the social tide of our day. For an Evangelical that is not a 

difficult choice to make, though a hard one to live out. 

For these reasons our bishops’ recent pastoral letter on gay and lesbian Christians and 

the forms of prayer they have authorised are alarming. A basic principle has been 

conceded – and by the bishops, not by Governing Body. Our bishops evidently believe 

that God now wishes to bless the sexually-active relationships of men with men and of 

women with women. And underlying that belief, is the implicit claim that, in 

disagreement with Article XX, the church may indeed ordain something ‘contrary to 

God’s word written’. Tectonic plates are shifting beneath our feet, and that means 

earthquakes somewhere. 

This is no mere matter of pastoral accommodation, or even of ethics. It is about our 

faithfulness to God’s revelation. Canon Phil Ashey of the American Anglican Council 

has written recently of the temptation to offer an ‘amputated gospel’, in order to seem 

more generous to a changing society. But tragically, this amputated gospel cannot bring 

people into ‘the way that leads to life’ (Matt 7.14). An amputated gospel, he writes, 

‘offers grace without guilt, confession without conviction, response without repentance, 

imagination in place of revelation, and discipleship as a matter of imitation without 

imputation (receiving the fullness of Christ’s life and power to change us from the 

inside out)’. We are sure that the Church in Wales can, if it chooses, reject this 

ineffectual message, and can, if it will, resolve to teach and preach ‘the whole counsel 

of God’ (Ac 20.27). 

What, then, does the future look like? We continue to hope and to trust. But 

Evangelicals cannot help noticing the way in which Anglo-Catholics with conscientious 

scruples about the ordination of women are today regarded in the Province, and we hear 

very clearly the growing pressure to limit or rescind the assurances given twenty years 

ago. Women’s ordination was not necessarily our major issue, but now we have come 

to something which is an issue for us, and we are driven to reflect on the way in which 

a once-significant voice in our church, that of orthodox Catholics, has been effectively 

sidelined if not silenced. We are bound to ask: will it be our turn next? 


