
2 THE LEGACY OF THE REFORMATION

In these lectures, we are trying to look at the Anglican tradition in a slightly fresh 
way. Three-dimensional Anglicanism is our overall theme. The three dimensions that 
I suggest make up the distinctive character of Anglicanism are the claims of 
catholicity (which was the subject of my first lecture), the legacy of the Reformation 
(the subject of this, my second lecture) and the imperative of criticism (to which we 
will come in the third lecture).

I suggested that the claims of catholicity focus around the three themes of the unity, 
continuity and sacramentality of the Church. Similarly, I am going to suggest that the 
legacy of the Reformation clusters around three themes: the relation between the 
gospel and the Church, the authority of Scripture, and the royal priesthood of the 
baptised. But before we review those three Reformation themes, it would make sense 
to ask ourselves the question: To what extent does Anglicanism identify itself with 
the Protestant Reformation? 

Anglicanism and Protestantism

In the mid-sixteenth century the Church of England acquired all the hallmarks, both 
theological and pastoral, of the Protestant Reformation generally: justification by 
grace, received through faith; an open Bible, which held a central place in worship; a 
liturgy in the vernacular with the active participation of the laity in worship; an 
ordained ministry that was primarily pastoral and that was encouraged to marry; Holy 
Communion administered to the laity in both kinds (the wine as well as the bread); 
the involvement of lay people in church governance, nationally in the form of the 
Sovereign and Parliament, locally in the office of Churchwarden; and finally, though 
this is nothing to be proud of, the abolition of religious orders and foundations.
 
In the reigns of Queen Elizabeth I and King James I (that is the second half of the 
sixteenth and the first quarter of the seventeenth centuries) Calvinist theology was 
dominant in the Church of England. By Calvinist theology I mean Calvinist doctrines 
of grace (including predestination), not Calvinist Presbyterian polity, though that also 
had its advocates in the Church of England. After the Civil War and Commonwealth 
period in the mid-seventeenth century, Calvinism was tainted with revolt, regicide 
and republicanism; consequently Lutheranism became the most favoured overseas 
Protestant communion for the next 150 years, though Reformed theology retained its 
vigour until the end of the seventeenth century.

The Anglican tradition has clearly been shaped by the Reformation and still has much 
in common with the Lutheran and Reformed churches. But that does not mean that 
Anglicanism can be defined solely by reference to the Reformation. The Roman 
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Catholic Church, in its official statements, likes to label us as one of the 'ecclesial 
communities' (as they put it) of the Reformation, or that stem from the Reformation. 
But as Anglicans we can never accept that label and we should take every opportunity 
to try to correct that description. Shaped by the Reformation, yes; a church of the 
Reformation or born of the Reformation, no. There is much more to Anglicanism than 
the legacy of the Reformation, vital though that is.

Notwithstanding our strong affinities with the Continental Reformation churches, 
Lutheran and Reformed, we Anglicans have always insisted on the antiquity and 
catholicity of our church. The Anglican Reformers were clear that they were not 
starting a new church in England and Wales, but rather reforming the one Church that 
went back through the Celtic missionaries and the spread of Christianity across 
western Europe, to the Fathers, the early martyrs and ultimately to the Apostles. 
There was an apostolic succession of the gospel, of true doctrine, from the beginning 
to the church  to their own time. That is how the English Reformers understood 
apostolic succession – in terms of true doctrine. In the heat of anti-Roman polemic – 
not to say paranoia – the English Reformers were desperate to find an alternative 
origin for Christianity in England to the mission of St Augustine of Canterbury at the 
turn of the sixth century (AD 596-7), since Augustine had been sent by their great 
enemy, the pope, in the person of Gregory I (Gregory the Great). Augustine was 
sometimes abused for having imported Roman superstitions into a pure form of 
English Christianity. The Reformers looked to other origins for their church 
including, interestingly, Joseph of Arimathea, who was believed, according to the 
Glastonbury legend, to have been the first to bring the Christian faith to those shores.1 
The Reformers also knew that the British church had been represented at various 
early councils long before Augustine arrived. 

Actually, apart from visiting traders, it was probably Roman soldiers, or at least their 
camp-followers, who were the first Christians in Britain. No doubt they needed their 
faith to cheer them up as they patrolled Hadrian's Wall between England and 
Scotland, surrounded by bleak and barren hills and amid swirls of mist and rain! 

The British media always like to get in a jibe about the Church of England being 
founded in the sixteenth century by King Henry VIII to satisfy his lusts – or to put it 
more politely, to suit his matrimonial requirements – a cynical act of political 
expediency for dubious motives. Some Anglicans, taking their cue from the secular 
media, talk about their church as though it had come into being a mere 500 years ago. 
They don't seem to be aware of the ecclesia anglicana stretching back through the 
Reformation to the beginnings of organised Christianity in England. The Reformation 
was not an act de novo – how could a re-formation be entirely new? In fact, the 
English Reformation preserved much continuity. You only have to go into an ancient 
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parish church or cathedral to see that: apart from the architecture and furnishings 
such as the font, which is often extremely ancient, the lists of rectors often goes back 
to the Middle Ages and shows no break in continuity in the mid-sixteenth century. 
The ancient structures of catholicism survived the upheavals of the Reformation: the 
Church's Holy Orders of bishop, priest and deacon were maintained, with episcopal 
succession in the ancient sees and continuity of pastoral and sacramental ministry in 
the parishes; uniquely in Europe, cathedral foundations were not dissolved but 
continued to function; much medieval canon law continued in force; and traditional 
liturgical symbols, including some vestments, the sign of the cross at baptism and the 
giving of a ring in marriage were retained. 

The sense of catholic continuity was kept alive by the High Church tradition within 
the Church of England in the seventeenth century and beyond – though not, until the 
Oxford Movement, at the expense of affinity with the Reformation inheritance. For 
two centuries following the Reformation the Church of England saw itself as a sister 
church of the Lutheran and Reformed churches. Anglican divines, however High 
Church, recognised non-episcopal Protestant ministries on the Continent, though they 
condemned dissenters and separatists in England for schism. After 1662 the Church 
of England required episcopal ordination for all her clergy, but that did not mean that 
she unchurched the Protestant churches on the Continent. The influence of the 
Nonjurors (from 1688) and then of the Oxford Movement (from 1833) soured the 
Anglican view of non-episcopal churches until Anglican ecclesiology came back into 
balance in the late twentieth century when the Porvoo, Called to Common Mission 
and Waterloo Agreements brought about ecclesial communion between Anglican and 
Lutheran churches in Europe and North America.

Unlike Lutheranism, Anglicanism does not have a strong sense of confessional 
identity. The sense of historical continuity through the Reformation means that there 
is little consciousness of being a family of churches that were providentially raised up 
by God at a particular time to bear witness to vital truths. Anglicans (like some other 
Christians, I suspect) simply take their church for granted. For them it is just the 
ordinary way of being Christian – the right way, the best way (and who can say that 
they are wrong?). No one figure, not even Thomas Cranmer or Richard Hooker, has 
the place in Anglicanism that Martin Luther has in Lutheranism, John Calvin in the 
Reformed tradition or John Wesley in Methodism. Nevertheless, in recent decades 
Anglicans have become more aware of their inheritance and more appreciative of its 
riches. The challenges of ecumenical dialogue and of religious pluralism have 
prompted a modest revival of consciously Anglican theology, and a critical re-
appropriation of the tradition.

It is clear that Anglicans did not and do not see themselves as Protestant without 
remainder. They have tended to describe themselves over the centuries as 'catholic 
and reformed' (with a lower-case 'r') or as 'reformed catholics'. In the past Anglicans 
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were proud to call themselves Protestants (without in any way implying that they 
were not also catholics), but the term Protestant has gone out of fashion, except for 
some Anglican evangelicals, and I think understandably so. For example, The 
Episcopal Church dropped the word 'Protestant' some time ago. It would be tempting 
to say that the Reformation 'protest' was of its time and completed its work, while the 
need for reform is ongoing, of enduring validity.2 But that would be to make too 
simplistic a dichotomy between protest and reform. The day of protest is not yet over. 
The Lambeth Conference has has from time to time protested against certain aspects 
of the Roman Catholic Church. The Appeal to All Christian People of 1920 defined 
what it meant by 'the Catholic Church'. It was fundamentally 'a fellowship', created 
by God's action in and through Jesus Christ and given life by his Spirit. It was 'an 
outward, visible and united society, holding one faith, having its own recognised 
officers, using God-given means of grace, and inspiring all its members  to the world-
wide service of the Kingdom of God.' While acknowledging that the Churches of the 
Anglican Communion were 'bound by many ties of common faith and tradition' to 
'other ancient episcopal communions in East and West', the 1920 Lambeth 
Conference pointedly stated: 'This united fellowship is not visible in the world 
today.'3 
  
Anglicans are unable to accept the exclusive claims of the Roman Catholic Church – 
the claim, for example, in the teaching of Vatican II, to enjoy a fullness of the means 
of grace that other churches (or the so called 'ecclesial communities') lack; the claim, 
for the papacy, of universal ordinary and immediate jurisdiction over all Christians 
and churches, and the claim to make infallible, binding statements about Christian 
beliefs and morals, as exemplified in the Marian dogmas of the Immaculate 
Conception and the Assumption, that go beyond the ecumenical creeds, are held to be 
de fide and as such necessary for salvation. The Roman Catholic Church stands or 
falls to its own Master – and I mean Christ, not the pope! – but in so far as Rome 
passes judgement on Anglicans and other non-Roman Christians, which it regularly 
does and believes that it has the right to do so, our protest is still called for. 

The Lutheran and Reformed Churches of the sixteenth century indeed protested 
against the errors, corruptions and abuses of the late medieval Roman Church, but 
they did not see themselves as inventing a new brand of Christianity, labelled 
'Protestant'. The word 'Protestant' is little more than an accident of history. The 
Reformers and their followers saw themselves, not as a protest movement, but as the 
Church pure and simple, the Church purified, reformed and renewed in the light of 
the gospel, close to the Church as it was in the beginning and therefore as the true 
church, over against the false church which had perverted the gospel and its 
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ordinances. 'To renew the face of the Church' was how John Calvin expressed his 
mission. Although the elements of discontinuity were vividly apparent, the elements 
of continuity were stronger. The Reformers did not see themselves as creating a new 
church. Indeed, that would have been a meaningless idea to them.

I have deliberately used the expression in my title, 'the legacy of the Reformation'. To 
acknowledge a legacy or an inheritance is to own something significant that now 
belongs to you, while keeping it in some kind of wider perspective, holding on to a 
degree of objectivity. The major English Reformers drew extensively from the 
writings of their continental colleagues and the English Reformation would not have 
happened without that debt. But theirs was a critical, discriminating appropriation of 
Reformation theology. They were careful to distance themselves from Martin Luther's 
aberrations and excesses, both personal and theological; they did not see themselves 
as Luther's disciples. Richard Hooker put some clear blue water between the Church 
of England and the theology of John Calvin in the Preface to his Of the Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity, mocking those Puritans who slavishly emulated the French 
Reformer. Calvin was not infallible and was not always right.4

Anglicans have affirmed the legacy of the Protestant Reformation without embracing 
a Lutheran or Reformed identity. So what are the essentials of that legacy? What can 
we affirm, as Anglicans, of the Reformation concept of the Church; what 
ecclesiological insights of the Reformers have abiding validity?

The Reformation and the Church5

In essence, we may say, the Reformers rediscovered the reality of the living Christ 
within his Church. They concentrated single-mindedly on the christological centre of 
the Church – on what makes the Church the Church.6 They were comparatively 
unconcerned about who was in the Church and who was not, with patrolling the 
boundary. The churches of the 'magisterial' Reformation (magisterial because the 
reform was allied to and reinforced by the civil ruler) were folk churches, or 
community churches, churches for all, not gathered churches of elite Christians. The 
first generation Reformers were generally relaxed about church structures. They 
adopted a fairly pragmatic approach: the structures were given and were primarily the 
responsibility of the magistrate, whether prince or city council; they were the 
framework within which the gospel could get to work. It was the presbyterian 
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insistence on rule by elders that provoked higher claims and a more cogent rationale 
for episcopacy toward the end of the sixteenth century in England. But ecclesiastical 
polity, as we see in Hooker's great work, was there to serve and enable our 
participation in Christ through the means of grace in Christ's Church.

In the sixteenth century Christians in Europe agonised over the question, Where can I 
find the true church? – the assumption being that one church was true and another 
false; in one salvation was to be found, in another not. This was the burning 
existential question of personal salvation. Luther and Calvin found the marks of the 
true church in word and sacrament, truly taught and practised according to Christ’s 
institution (Luther sometimes included penance, sacramental confession, again as an 
embodiment of the gospel). Word and sacrament embodied and expressed the power 
of the gospel. But the second generation of Reformers tended to add the mark of 
discipline (effective oversight) to word and sacrament. Some on the radical wing of 
the Reformation took an obsessive interest in the doctrinal and moral purity of the 
congregation and revelled in the power of excommunication. But for the mainstream 
Reformers word and sacrament, served by an ordered ministry, are the heart of the 
Church because they make the living Christ present.

At the turn of the sixteenth century Richard Hooker and Richard Field placed more 
emphasis than the Reformers themselves did on the universal visible church and on 
the profession of baptismal faith taken at face value. It was a more inclusive approach 
to the identity of the Church. Hooker controversially affirmed that pre-Reformation 
Christians had been saved; medieval Christians were 'our fathers' in the faith, he said. 
Richard Field saw the Council of Trent as the watershed when the Roman Catholic 
Church, at least in its hierarchy, decisively rejected the reform and canonised false 
doctrine. 

The popular rhetoric of the Reformation condemned the Roman Catholic Church, in 
its unreformed state, as antichrist, but Luther, Melanchthon and Calvin were more 
ambivalent and cautious. The papacy was one thing – it persecuted the reform – but 
the community of the baptised but wrongly instructed faithful within the Roman fold 
was another. True Christians were to be found in every time and place. The Roman 
Church contained, as Calvin put it, vestiges (vestigia) of the Church. 

Certain reforms that were resisted by the Roman Catholic Church in the sixteenth 
century, such as the vernacular liturgy, communion in both kinds and the study of the 
Scriptures throughout the Church, were implemented four centuries later by the 
Second Vatican Council on the basis of the biblical and Reformation doctrine of the 
royal priesthood of the baptised. Other contentious Reformation issues have been 
partly resolved or at least clarified by ecumenical dialogue, notably the doctrine of 
justification and some aspects of universal primacy. In all these areas the witness of 
the Reformers, expressed unsparingly and often intemperately at the time, has been 
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vindicated.

Visible and invisible
  
But, you may  be thinking, 'Didn't I read that the sixteenth-century Reformers 
believed that the Church was essentially invisible, that the real church was not the 
church as we experience it, in institutional form, but the unseen company of the elect, 
of the predestined?' Actually, no: contrary to what is often assumed, the Reformers 
did not teach that the true Church was invisible. They needed to be able to affirm that 
the late medieval church with all its failings was not the whole story – it did not 
exhaust the Church of Christ. There was more to the Church than met the eye. True, 
Luther believed that the true Church was often hidden from human gaze, but he 
believed that it was manifested in the ministry of word and sacrament – and word and 
sacrament are necessarily visible events. For Luther the Church was a mystery that 
was hidden from profane view and could be glimpsed only by the eyes of faith. 
Calvin also stressed the mystical dimension of the Church and located it in the union 
of believers with Christ through the Holy Spirit, by means of the instrumentality of 
faith, baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Richard Hooker wisely avoided the term 
‘invisible church’. Hooker spoke instead of ‘the church visible’ and ‘the church 
mystical’. 

There are not – there cannot be – two churches, one visible and one invisible, but 
there are two interdependent aspects or dimensions of the one Church founded by 
Jesus Christ. The Church is, at one and the same time, Christ’s mystical body and an 
institution that endures through time and space. The Church is a spiritual society, but 
it is also a structured society and necessarily has an institutional form. That is the 
Church that we are obliged to relate to; the Church as we know it is our proper 
business. Vatican II's Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, put it 
like this: the institutional Church and the mystical body of Christ 'are not to be 
considered as two different realities, nor are the visible assembly and the spiritual 
community, nor the earthly Church and the Church enriched with heavenly things.' 
'Rather,' the Second Vatican Council continued, 'they form one interlocked reality 
which is comprised of a divine and a human element.'7

So is it ever right to speak of the 'invisible church? Is there an invisible church? No, 
there can be no 'invisible church', but there is a dimension of the Church that escapes 
visibility. There remains a depth in the Church, as the mystical body of Christ, that is 
not open to human scrutiny. The Church is a mystery hidden with God in Christ. All 
Christian traditions agree that the mystery of the Church as the Body of Christ 
transcends its visible earthly expression. The bounds of the Church are known to God 
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alone. ‘The Lord knows those who are his.’ But rather than use the misleading word 
'invisible', we may speak of a transcendent or mystical dimension of the Church.

Strength and weakness

The Protestant traditions of ecclesiology are marked by a critical principle that 
catholic Christians – Anglican catholics or Roman Catholics – need to take to heart: 
the gospel is more important than the institution, because where the gospel is 
proclaimed and lived Christ is present to save and that is what matters above all. 
Spirit is superior to structure, because the Holy Spirit vivifies the Church and 
structures must give way to the force of the Spirit of Christ.8 Sometimes structures 
may even need to be sacrificed in order to hold on to the gospel. What brings us into 
communion with the Holy Trinity and with our sisters and brothers in Christ is what 
matters. Luther's Ninety-five Theses put it like this: 'The true treasure of the Church 
is the holy gospel of the glory and grace of God.' I don't think any Anglican is going 
to disagree with Luther there! But it doesn't follow from that axiom that the gospel 
can be without structures.

Catholic ecclesiology, whether Anglican or Roman, stresses that an appropriate 
structure is necessary for the spirit to work and holds that the institution is the 
essential vehicle of the gospel. God has given ordered means of grace, embedded in 
ministerial and conciliar structures. In my view, this is not quite Protestant; at least, it 
is not where Luther stood, though Calvin took church structures more seriously. It is 
Protestant shorthand to say that the gospel – and only the gospel – constitutes the 
Church. What this slogan means is that Christ constitutes the Church as his mystical 
Body through the power of the gospel which is tangibly embodied in the word and 
the sacraments. These two concrete expressions of the gospel, word and sacrament, 
make Christ present in the community. Protestant ecclesiology has centred therefore 
around the twin foci of word and sacrament. In this sense, the gospel is the radical 
critical principle of Protestant ecclesiology and critiques and relativises every 
institutional structure of ministry and oversight. 

But the weakness of Protestant ecclesiology from time to time has been the tendency 
to equate the spiritual with the invisible and the worldly with the visible. In the early 
Reformation, Luther and Melanchthon had to defend themselves against the charge 
that they were postulating a purely Platonic church, one removed from concrete 
reality. In modern theology Friedrich Schleiermacher and Karl Barth played off, in a 
highly dualistic way, the unchanging inward essence of the Church against the 
changing outward form. This seems to me to be a rather dangerous gambit: 
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institutional structures of ministry and oversight are needed in every properly 
constituted church; it cannot fulfil its gospel mission without them. The Church does 
not come into being kerygmatically, so to speak, from moment to moment as the 
gospel is preached and the Eucharist is celebrated. The Church is not merely, as Barth 
put it in his commentary on Romans, the crater formed by the explosion of the 
gospel.9 It is the Church that preaches the gospel and the Church that celebrates the 
Eucharist. It is true that, as Henri de Lubac says, the Eucharist makes the Church – 
there cannot be a church without the celebration of the Eucharist. But the Eucharist 
doesn't make the Church from moment to moment; when the Eucharist makes the 
Church, it makes the Church sacramental in itself, giving it sacramental substance, so 
to speak. The Church is not an expendable launch platform for something else.10 

To use Paul Tillich's well-known formula, catholic substance and Protestant principle 
are both needed and are mutually dependent.11 The continuous tension between the 
authenticating power of the gospel and the structures that are the necessary channels 
for the operation of the gospel – that tension generates much of the creative energy of 
ecclesiology. In every generation we need to rediscover the gospel and let it speak to 
us afresh, but the gospel itself tells of the Church as the body of him who died and 
rose – and we in him.12

The authority of Scripture

We may recall, from the first lecture, that Charles Gore described the Anglican stance 
as 'scriptural catholicism', a catholic understanding of the Church in which the 
Scriptures were the paramount authority and the ultimate criterion of doctrine. 
Although Gore was not particularly sympathetic to the Reformers – they were 
unpalatable to him in many ways – he was compelled to attribute this central 
principle of Anglicanism to the Protestant Reformation, the rediscovery of the Bible 
in the Church.13 What does this mean in practice?
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This Reformation principle, embraced in Anglicanism, upholds the incomparable 
authority of Holy Scripture for the Church – not for everything that has to be done in 
the life of the Church, not as prescribing how Christians should worship or how the 
Church should be governed, but precisely as teaching the way of salvation and the 
path of sanctification. In dispute with Rome, the English Reformers, like their 
Continental counterparts, argued that nothing that was not expressly taught by 
Scripture or was not an evident inference from Scripture could be required as 
necessary for salvation. However, the historic Anglican formularies do not give the 
same authority to Scripture in deciding the outward form of the Church, its worship 
and structure. For this, the guidance of the early Church, of antiquity, is needed, 
provided nothing is enforced that is ‘repugnant’ to Scripture or oppressive to the 
Christian conscience. Both of these axioms – that nothing is to be required for 
salvation that is not explicit in Scripture and that the Church has a degree of freedom 
in ordering its life – are embodied in the Thirty-nine Articles. There is also 
recognition of the criterion of appropriateness to the circumstances, of what is fitting, 
discerned by reason, that was articulated by Richard Hooker. 

It is on the basis of early Church tradition that Anglicanism embraces the Canon of 
Scripture itself, the ecumenical creeds, the threefold ministry with the historic 
episcopate and the liturgical structure of the Eucharist. The Bible is the ultimate 
criterion, but the Bible does not stand alone. It tests and judges the Church, but it 
remains the Church's book. It needs our best resources of scholarship and spiritual 
insight to understand and apply it. The Reformers were the leading biblical scholars 
of their day, pioneering the use of the latest techniques and texts. They allowed the 
word of God to speak to them through rigorous scholarly attention to the text in the 
original languages. Part of the legacy of the Reformation is the vital role of 
hermeneutics in the service of the Church.

The royal priesthood of the baptised and the governance of the Church

The Reformers rediscovered the royal, prophetic priesthood of the people of God. 
Martin Luther broke down the barrier between the clerical and lay estates. 'We are all 
priests', he said; therefore all may speak gospel words of comfort and forgiveness to 
their neighbour. Each one may come before God in intercession for the needs of the 
other. That is essentially what it means to be a priest: to minister Christ, to be as 
Christ to another. But it was John Calvin who developed, on the basis of Scripture 
and earlier theologians, the concept of the triple messianic office of Jesus Christ, who 
was anointed by the Holy Spirit as prophet, priest and king, and of the sharing in 
these offices by those baptised into Christ and anointed with his Spirit. Calvin applied 
this concept to the individual Christian: each one may speak God's word as a prophet, 
take an active part in worship as priest and share in the governance of the Church 
through the regal office. But it was John Henry Newman, who had absorbed Calvinist 
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doctrine in his youth, who three hundred years later, saw that the triple messianic 
office applied to the Church as a body also. The Church had a prophetic, priestly and 
regal authority: it taught the faith, celebrated the mysteries and governed the faithful. 
The Second Vatican Council  recovered the doctrine of the royal, prophetic 
priesthood, the triple office of all the baptised. The Council encouraged Roman 
Catholics to study the Scriptures, to participate in worship – the community being the 
corporate celebrant – but remained reticent about the role of the laity in church 
governance – that is for the clergy alone in the Roman Catholic Church, though the 
clergy are encouraged to consult and discuss with their flock.14

Anglicanism upholds the threefold ministry of deacons, priests and bishops in 
historical continuity of ordinations. Many Churches of the Communion have women 
deacons and priests; a few (including, of course, the Episcopal Church) have women 
bishops. I believe that the doctrine of the royal priesthood of the baptised legitimates 
this development. It would be intolerably paradoxical to affirm the theology of the 
royal priesthood and, at the same time, to insist that women could not be ordained 
(except perhaps to delay temporarily for ecumenical reasons, for the sake of Christian 
unity). At every level of the church’s life, bishops, other clergy, and lay people work 
together in the government of the church. The episcopate, individually and 
collectively, has a special but not exclusive responsibility, by virtue of episcopal 
ordination, in matters of doctrine, liturgy and ministry. Bishops exercise oversight in 
their dioceses, but they do so in collegiality and consultation with clergy and lay 
people. As an episcopal college, the bishops of the Anglican Communion have 
corporate responsibility for leadership in the Church. The most visible expression of 
their communion and collegiality is the ten-yearly Lambeth Conference of Anglican 
bishops, convened and presided at by the Archbishop of Canterbury. The Conference, 
while lacking juridical power to enforce its recommendations, nevertheless has 
significant moral and pastoral authority by virtue of the fact that it is made up of the 
chief pastors of the Churches and they are called to lead and to guide the faithful.

What of the papacy; where does it sit in terms of the Reformation's legacy? Although 
Anglicans are familiar with various expressions of primacy or presidency in their 
churches (particularly that of the Primates), they do not accept the universal 
jurisdiction of the Bishop of Rome, the Pope. The repudiation of the Roman 
jurisdiction was a defining element in the English Reformation. The English 
Reformers tended to see the Church of Rome as one ‘particular’ or national church 
among others, moreover one that was singularly corrupt and in need of radical 
reform. General or Ecumenical Councils were appealed to as the highest authority in 
the Church (not the Pope). 

Like several of the Continental Reformers, however, many Anglicans have been open 
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to the idea of a reformed universal primacy, by human not divine right, without 
immediate jurisdiction over particular churches and without potential infallibility, but 
nevertheless presiding among the churches in the cause of unity and charity. 
Anglicans stand, therefore, with all the Protestant churches in rejecting papal primacy 
in its current form, but deviate from them in not espousing equality or parity of 
ministries. There is a certain ineradicable hierarchy in the Anglican understanding of 
Holy Order – a salutary hierarchy, I would say, because we are all 'under authority'.

It is good to remind ourselves that, in its understanding and practice of authority, 
Anglicanism has inherited several aspects of the pre-Reformation Conciliar 
Movement. Thinking about how the whole Church, gathered representatively in 
council, could tackle the problems of the Church was triggered by the fragmentation 
of the papacy in late fourteenth century and in the early fifteenth century the 
Conciliar Movement shaped several major western councils. It attempted (and 
ultimately failed) to reform and constrain the papacy. The English Reformers discuss 
the role of councils at length. Like Luther, Cranmer appealed to a free General 
Council. The key principles of the conciliar tradition are representation (all have a 
right to take part, albeit indirectly for most), constitutionality (the scope and limits of 
authority should be agreed and set down) and consent (laws cannot be imposed 
without the agreement of those they affect). These conciliar principles – 
representation, constitutionality and consent – are clearly embodied in modern 
Anglican synodical polity, without undermining the proper oversight of the 
episcopate.15 

Unlike the pre-Reformation conciliarists, however, the historic Anglican formularies 
do not ascribe infallibility to General Councils. They teach that General Councils can 
err and have in fact erred. What was decisive, with regard to the infallibility of 
General Councils, for Luther and the other Reformers was that a hundred years 
before them the Council of Constance had burned the proto-Reformer Jan Hus and 
done so on false charges and with a travesty of a trial. In tune with the Reformers, 
Anglicans also deny that it is the sole prerogative of the Pope to call, preside at and 
ratify the decisions of General Councils. Anglicans promote a conciliar way of 
working at various levels, from the very local to the provincial and beyond. They 
tend not to lose sleep over the hypothetical issue of a truly Ecumenical Council for 
today. Such a Council is currently unattainable because an ecumenical council 
presupposes a state of communion between the churches taking part and, sad to say, 
as we all know, that relationship of communion does not pertain between the Roman 
Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Lutheran, Methodist and Reformed churches. 
However, in my view, the Lambeth Conference is an estimable expression of 
conciliarity grounded in communion. When the bishops of the Anglican Communion 
come together in the Lambeth Conference they show themselves to be successors of 
the bishops of the early councils and of the pre-Reformation conciliarists. As they 
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gather in Conference, gathering around the Scriptures and united in the Eucharist, 
they as it were activate their continuity, collegiality and communion with their 
predecessor Anglican bishops in that ongoing Conference and so make full proof of 
their episcopal ministry. The dimension of conciliarity sets the Anglican Communion 
squarely in continuity with the pre-Reformation Church.

We began this lecture by thinking about the legacy of the Reformation and we have 
ended it by looking at an aspect of the pre-Reformation Church – conciliarity – that 
has much to teach us today. So are we, as Anglicans, children of the Reformation, or 
are we perhaps its stepchildren – at least one step removed though still in the same 
family?
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