Bread and Stones: a personal reflection on General Synod
On Monday last, towards the end of the debate in General Synod on the legislation to make women bishops, Fr David Houlding quoted the words used by Una Kroll in her famous outburst from the public gallery in 1978: ‘we asked for bread and you gave us a stone’. The parallelism was uncanny. On that occasion in 1978, the General Synod had voted by a majority in the Houses of Laity and Bishops to admit women to the order of deacon, priest and bishop, but the vote was lost in the House of Clergy  – and so the motion fell. On this occasion, the Synod had rejected the amendment proposed by the archbishops, which felt to the ‘traditionalists’ as if it were their last chance of finding legislation which met their felt needs. As you may have heard, the amendment passed in the Houses of Bishops and Laity, but was defeated by five votes in the House of Clergy – and hence it fell even though the majority of members of Synod had voted for it.
A lot of foolish things were said afterwards about the vote on the archbishops’ amendment being somehow invalid. It is part of the constitution of the Synod that decisions require the consent of all three Houses, which is why there is provision for any vote to be taken by Houses. Bishops, clergy and laity each have a distinctive voice and contribution, and it is completely appropriate that significant decisions need the consent of each House. In summary, the reason why Affirming Catholicism recommended voting against the amendment was this: while it avoided the legal mechanism of transfer of jurisdiction, in our view it would create the same effect, along with a huge amount of uncertainty and conflict over the sharing of episcopal roles.
In 1978 there was nothing for women. Speaking last week for those opposed to women’s ordination, Fr Houlding expressed the same view from the other side of the argument. Notwithstanding the provision that is in fact being offered, that is how he and many of his colleagues feel. 
Such a reaction is inevitable. Literally so – there is nothing that any of us can do to avoid it. Any solution which recognises women as bishops with an unencumbered ministry to the whole church is also going to leave traditionalists without what they feel they need. Their expressed need is for an episcopal succession which guarantees sacramental assurance: an assurance particularly that those whose orders they cannot accept are kept safely distant from any functions which entail recognition of those orders. However many provisions are made, the fact that they will come through delegation from a bishop they do not fully recognise will be unacceptable for some.
My hope, though, is that the provision that can be made through the Code of Practice will be a lot better than the traditionalists fear. We have been clear in Affirming Catholicism throughout this process that our desire is to achieve the maximum diversity consistent with a church which retains the Catholic sine qua non of a unified episcopate.  Our task now is three-fold: to encourage a decisive vote in diocesan synods in favour of the legislation; to encourage (and for the electorate, vote for) candidates for the next General Synod who will support the legislation at Final Approval; and to pray for the unity of our part of Christ’s Church.
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