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The status and Function of the thirty-nine irticlea in the
anglican Communion teday.

In A whimsical passage of the novel The Towers of Trebizond, Rose
sacaulay has her principal character engage in a little light apologeticy
for anglicaniwsm. rhe gstrength of the .nglican thurch, she claima aome-
what hdalf-heartedly, is its adaptability. Its prime asset is the calm and
cagual way it discards things it no longer needs, To her annoyance she has to
admit though that it has not been able to mislay any of its articles of
Religion - presumably because they have all beemn so carefully numbered}

otranger characterizations of anglicanism can be mustered of course, but
even then the position of the Yhirty-nine articles stands in need of some
explanation. Plainly the articles have not been mislaid but neither do they
h_gld any clear place in the consciousness of .nglicans today. indeed, in the
years since Hose .acaulay wrote, they seem even to have lost their
pover %o ammoy. So what exactly is the status of the Thirty-nine articles
in the life of the anglican Communion? and how do the articles function -
if at all - in the articulation of contemporary .mglican self-awareness?
Thia paper seeks to respond to these ~uestions, first by an examination
of some constitutional material of the anglican rrovinces, and then by a
brief reflection on the most recent debate on the place of the irticles
in the anglican vommunion.

« v he atatus of the .rticles in the srovincil Constitutions.

#or virtually three centuries after the Uhurch of =ngland's breach
with Rome there was no doubt in anyone's mind about the importance of
articles of .eligion. "hey provédided a domestic creed for ecclesia
inglicana, .hile there were recurring disputes about their correct
interpretation fhe fact that they set the authorised standard of doctrine
for the rnglish Uhurch was unauestioned. ‘he articles set the terms of
communion for the laity who were forbidden %o speak against them, 2and
offered a confession of faith for the clkrgy who were obliged to subscrite
4o them. Uonsequently, when .nglicanism found its btorders expanding
during the middle years of the ninefeenth century the .irticles were
generally perceived as an integral part of the identity of the emerging
thurches,

.n due time these bodies were forced to gather their credentials in the
formm of synodal compacts and the importance of the ..rticles at that time
can 8till be found reflected in the uonstitutions of the odder anglican
Srovinces which were formed, at least in part, as a result of colonial

expansion.

+hen defining their sources of doctrine these constitutions invariably
give the prior claim to the vatholic norms of scripture, ureeds and
the tradition of the early thurch, but they also acknowledge their more
particular inheritance. It is the .postolic faith that resideg at the
heart of the uhurches* identity, but those early constitutions make it
clear that it is a faith which was received from the lhurch of sngland
and expressed in kbat Church's cook of Uommon rrayer, urdinal and
articles of religion.

.hue, the Church in .orth imerica retained an amended form of the Thirty-
nine articles when it achieved its independence, and a vanon links the
articles with a standard Book of Common Frayer as the measure docirinal
and liturgical revision. ‘he irticles are included among '‘Historical
vocuments of the Church' in the current american Prayer took. 1The New sealand

Church - which possesses a model of nineteenth century constitutional
propriety - inc:iudee the articles in the first of its rundamental
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rrovisions defining doctrine., 'he decision of that rrovince to ordain
women priests wmas, incidentally, tested by appeel to that Provision.

an Australia, tha rrovincial Constitution was not finalised until 1998,
but a similar preservation is found there. .t is stated as a mling
-rinciple that the _ook of vommon Frayer, together with the Thirty-nine
articles, is the "authorised standard of worship and doctrine'. the
articles are appended to the new ..usiralian rrayer -ook and feature
prominently in the 1973 fomm of clerical assent - partly as a result of
a whole-hearted adherence to the articles in the regional province of
Tew south ‘ales, where they are used catechetically. rrobably as a result
of .ustralian missionary activity in wast ifrica, uganda specifies the
Articles among its standards of doctrine., ranzania and Kenya do not refer
to them in their Provincial constitutions, apart from indicating that
they may be used where appropriate in the life of member dicceses.
Nigeria is the other of the newer Provinces which refers explicitly to
the Articles in its declaration of faith, Canada reflects the more
traditional formulation., The Thirty-nine Articles are appended to the
rrayer book and a 3plemn Declaration coit'i-g the Church to uphold
the doctrine, sacraments and discipline of Christ the Lord as the Church
of England received and set forth the same in the Pook of Common Prayer,
the Ordinal and Articles.

In principle then, it seems that where the Thirty-nine icles feature
gspecifically in the foundation documsnts of an .nglican ¢rovince, it
suggests a direct or indirect depemdence upon the historical precepts
and theclogical example pf the Church of England.

This assertion i8 borne out by a comparison of the rrovinces which lie

in closest geopgraphical proximity to the inglish Church. he Provinces

of .ales and lreland which had independence thrust upon them by disestablishment,
found it necessary to stress the continuity they held with the Anglican
tradition in their constitutiéns, The Irish Church's historical declaration
&f 1870 'receives and approves' the afticles, while the /elsh constitution
raccepta' the formularies of the Church of kngland as "set forth in and
appended to the “ook of Common srayer'. Un the other hand Zpiscopdlianism

in scotland,which was effectively born independent has rot seen the agticles
as an integral part of its tradition. They were imposed on the Scottish
clergy in 1792 as a result of the non-jurors schism and only reluctantly
adopted thereafter. in 1980 references %o the articles were removed from
the scottish Canons, and the articles themselves annotated as "an

important statement of Doctrine in the development of the Church of

England at the time of thé Reformation.'

sor most Provinces however, independence was not something
either to be inierited or discovered tu¥iichieved by virtue of hard
work and serious theological effort. The newer 2rovinces mva.:!:iably give
the primary position to Scripture, Creeds and Councils as their doctrinal
standards y as do the srticles themselves of course. ror them questions of
the domestic relationship of a Province to the Church of shgland or the

anglican Communion remain important, but secondary.
888 reflected on this state of affaira and

"pe bound to accept in their entirety
icipate that they would be

The Lambeth Conference of 1
declared that new rrovinces need u:;t e
the Thirty-nine irticles", altho i an '
able to g?lrvo ngatisfactory evidence that they hold subata.ntlall'.y the same
doctrine as our own, and that their clergy subscribe Arti;les in accon'iance
with the express statements of our own standards of doctrine and worship“.

i had already
In that statement the Eidhops were effect legitimising what 3
seemed to be appropriate action the Church in imerica and Jouth
Africa. The South African constitution was the first to iadd just the
pPrayer Book and Ordipal to the traditpnal nomms of doctrine, and explicitly
to omit reference to the Articles, <2y this time the historical and



cultural limitations of the Articles as 3 teat of .nglican orthodoxy
had become apparent, and this was what the Lambeth decision recognised.
Furthemmore, the Church of _ngland's revision of the form of clerical
subscription, along with tie problems of internal discipline that it
faced throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, increasingly
marginalised the Articles as a statement of Anglican beliefs. The
polarization of opinion by ecclesiastical parties accentuated this
tendency. .here there was a seeint Tractarian influence, the
articles were discounted: if the spirit of the evangelical revivals
predominated, a more forthright commitment to their teaching resulted.
mither way, the articles could not provide a2 basis anglican identity
it seemed.

50 then, tke newer rrovgnces of the anglican Communion generally define
their doctrinal stance without reference to the articles of Religion.

In every case they appeal to the Catholic romms of belief, but indicate
their particular and hiatori&mckgmund in different ways. l'anzania,
sudan, Uganda and :igeriz (whi nclude the Thirty-nine .rticles in
their formulation, as has been noted), Kenyz, Central -fi#ica, and the
«est_indies all employ a statementsto the effect that their understanding
of the Catholic faithis the same as that "received and taught by the
Church of ZIngland in the Zook of Common Prayer and Ordinal". Cemtral
africa, Indian Ucean, .erusalem and wm.s., and senya focus upon the
‘principles', or 'spirit and teaching', or 'doctrine, sacraments and
discipline' of the -ook of Uommon rrayer, while a number of Provinces -
~urundi, indian vcean, Lelanesia, .. .G., and LaSi - lay emphasis on

the way they share common norms, sizndards of faith or tems of
fellowship within the anglican Communion. In two instances more immediate
historical conneciions are acknowledged. -he Church of -umma locates its
credentizals bty reference to the rrayer _ocok it originally inherited from
the .ndian Church, while japan which formally puts forward the Chicago-
lambeth uadrilateral as its standard of faith, historiecally identifies
iiself with LuuS...

rhis brief survey of the constitutional material possessed by members of
the unglican Communion reveals that the Thirty-nine articles, although
not completely mislaid, are treated quite differently ‘g{ﬁ.ﬁ‘famt
rrovinces of hhat Communion. some of the older Cburches, the articles
a formal authority in the interpretation of their doctrine & although it
is not 2t all clear how that authority would or should be exercisedp
Several others give the aArticles some prominence as an indicator of
their historical orizin and development; but more than half the
=rovinces identify their nglican heritage without reference to the

articles 2t all.

II. 'he ~unction of the irticles in anglican ‘heological uefinition.

™he varied not to say confusing picture presented so far gives rise
to a number of "uestions. .bat sort of attemntion, if any, should
ecumenical observers give to the Thirty-nine articles in their evaluation
of contemporary anglicanism? indeed, what attention should anglicans
give to them? o the articles have any function in the life of the
anglican Communion, or are they simply the vestigial remains, like
an appendix, of an earlier stage of its historic evelution?

Sach questions were focussed upon ty an english Vommission under the
Chairmanship of 1.T.Ramsey which published its findings, Subscription
968 Lambeth

and issent to the Thirty-nine irticles just before the 1
Conference, I'his report, after dealing I.tth. egal and historical




situatien, concentrnted on the essential question: how should a thurch
seek to define its faith, and how should such definitions be utilised
as a basis for ministerial discipline? 'he Commission was unable to
comnend the ..rticles for such purposes, sven if it were poasible to
revise them, they could never command ex animo assent. uite apart from
any historical or legal considerations they could mnever be regarded as
a definitive expression of ainglican beliefs “is long as the relation
between the Bible and the .ord of Cod is treated as problematical, it
is logically possible to question the nomative status of any biblical
categories". rhe irticles &IEELY bore testimony to part of the path
along which the Church of smngland had travelled. “ssent to the articles
indicated simply a willingness to continue that journey. Yhe irticles
provided one of the historical filters through which the inglican
tradition had %o ve understood.

the commission then was not so much concerned with the content of the
articles as it was with the queastion of what should - and ecuallly,

what should not - be done with them. _ishop ramsey summed up this
concern when he remarked on the publication of the report, “/e do not
want Yo sweep the Thirty-nine articles under the carpet but to send them
to a stately home in ingland where we can visit them from time to time,-

The stately homes of mngland are not just monuments to the past but
tangible reminders of a history, and markers on the course of cultural
development., On such an analogy the .rticles still have 2 positive
function, and certainly the commission's report did not seek simply to i
atolish all nomms of doctrine. a Significant purpose of the irticles )£y G
been originally to give a sense of cohesivenass to the anglican clerky.

the articles could not now fulfil that purpose and it was not a revised

set of Articles that were recuired, but a new and clearer form of

clerical assent. Such a formula should net attempt to tie down every

detail of belief or practice, and it should not threaten the comprehersive-
ness of present-day inglicanism. I% should be related to the historic
formmlaries, emphasise toth what was distinctive in the Anglican tradition
and what it held in common with other Churches, and it should leave open
the possibility of entering in_to fresh understandings of the faith, To
further this end, the commission suggested a simple statement of belief,
prefaced by a declaration outlinj% the different sources of doctrinal
authority acknowledzed by the Church of England.

The question of assent to the irticles only came up in the closaing
minutes of the 1968 lLamteth Uonference. The tone of the debate was
generally dismissive and only a final amendment proposed by Ramsey
himself ersured that the positive aspects of the commission's report
%as Yecognised.

30, Resolution 43 of the Conference reads:

“he tUonference accepts the main conclusion of the
Archbishops' Commission on Christian Doctrine...
and in furtherance of its recommendation

\a) suggests that each Church of our Communion
consider whether the articles need be bound up with
ita Prayer Zook;

(b) suggeats to the Churches of the anglican
Communion that assent to the Thirty-nine articles
be no longer recuired of ordinands;

(c) suggests that, when subscription is required
to the Articles or other elements in the Anglican
tradition, it should be reguired, and given only in
the context of a statement which gives the full range
of our inheritance of faith and sets the Articles in
their historical context,



-5-—

+hen the Conference report was published it included an .iddendum on the
articles and it is not difficult to idgtify Ramsey's hand in this teo.
Central to the statememnt is a paragraph outlining the "threefold
inheritance of faith" - Catholic, Reformed and contemporary - and a
concept of authority “which refuses to insulate itself agminst the
teating of nistory and the free action of reason”. among these multiple
sources of theclogy,tha Thirty-nine irticles hold a distinct place. For
this reason, so it is explained, the cnglish Uommission on subscription
and assent had not advocated the disposal of the .rticles but rather
had assigned them to their appropriate historical context in the
"eontimious, developing, inglican tradition”,

+hen the Church of Zngland suhsequently discussed the Commission's report
it ultimately adopted most of its recommendations in the form of a
2reface and Declaration of aissent (1975) amd expounded in the Altermative
cervice for the Consecration of a _ishop:

The Church of mngland is part of the one, holy, catholic

and apoatolic Church, worshipping the one true God, rather,
>on and Holy opirit. 1% professes the faith uniquely revealed
in the holy GSeriptures and set forth in the catholic creeds,
#hich faith the Church is called upon to proclaim afresh in
sach generation. Led by the Holy sSpirit, it has borne witness
to Christian truth in its historic formularies, the _hirty-
nine articles of :xeligion, the ook of vommon c¢rayer, and the
Ordering of ._ishops, rriests and Jeacons, .n the declaration
you are about to make, will you affirm your loyalty to this
inheritance of faith as your inspiration and guidance under
wod in bringing the grace and truth of Christ to this
generation and making him known to those in your care?

'o which the bishop-elect responds -

I, n, do so affirm, and accordingly declare my belief in
the faith which is revezled in the holy secriptures and set
forth in the catholic creeds and teo which the historic
formularies of the Church of angland bear witness,...

It is difficult to compare thefhurch of ingland's constitutional material
with that of other parts of the anglican vommunion, 1t®s unique position
as an established Church means for instance that the Articles, along with
much other legislatior aince the time of the Reformation retains the
force of law. That is not the only reason why the irticles
survive in the Church of :ngland's consciousness however. .hen Canona

A2 and 45 commend the Thirty-nine irticles to the conscience and
attemtion of Znglish (hurchmen as agreezble with Scripture and a source
of Anglican doctrine, they place the Uhurch of sngland, in this respect
at least, alongside an overwhelming majority of the other rrovinces of
the anglican Communion.

Conclusion,

£lainly the Thirty-nine articles are not the focus of attention
for many inglicans. Their actual status and function varies from place to
place, between one ecclesiastical pressure group or another, and among
different individuals in the anglican Communion. For the great majority
of anglican Christians they will not seem particularly accessible or
important. Mevertheless the Articles cannot be entirely lost from present
day consciousness. lo responsible account of the .nglican tradition can
ignore their existence., They are not intended to proyide answers '*from the
back of the book', but they do still hold an hono and significant place
in the varied texture of anglican theological debate. Anglicanism cannot be
defined by reference to the articles alone, but it cammot be understood
fully without them,

Philip H.E, Thomas,

Meighington. July 1985




Jote on sources used.

4study such as that presented, which depends upon the analysis of
constitutional documents in the .nglican Communion, is confronted with
two limitations. Firstly there is the fact t hat the actual life of a
Province 18 lived at some stage removed from its legal formularies. It
would be strange if it were not so. Ln the Christian Church at lesst,
people ate more important than organisational structures, and the wind
of the Jpirit should transcend the dicdates of history. sust because the
Thirty-nine Articles are mentioned among a Church's foundation documents
does not say much about their actual function in the life of that Church.
.one the less, constitutions do have a controlling function in the
development of human institutions, and they do provide the one accessible
measure of the formal role played by the articles in anglican Churches,
"he second difficulty presented to this study, is that of locating adequate
records of constitutions themselves., The documents undergo revision and
amendment at regular intervals, and there is no single source available
in this country for study of the process, a list of the most recent
reviaions of the Constitutions or vanons consulted is appended; where
geographical contractions have been used by way of referring to the
respective provinces, it is hoped that the meaning is clear and inoffensive
to those concerned,

uonstitutional material available for reference in the archives of the
anglican Consultative Council and in the library of Lamteth ralace:

Cherch of sngland in australia latest revision - 1978
Church of the Province of PEumma 1970 (draft)
Chureh of the rrovince of Zurundi, Hwanda

and Zaire 1979
anglican Church of Canada 1962
Church of the rrovince of Centaal ifrica 1977
Church of Zngland (1985,
Church of the crovince of the indian Ocean 1973
Church of Ireland 1978
vapan noly Latholic Church 1971
Zpiscopal Church in Jerusalem and tbe

iiddle East 1978
Church of the rrovince of Xenya 1970
Church of lielanesia 1973
Church of the Frovince of iew Zealand 1978
Church of the rrovince of [igeria 1977 (draft)
anglican Church of rapua ..ew Juinea 1977
Episcopal Church in ocotland 1979 (draft)
Church of the srovince of South africa 1970
anglican Council for ~outh imerica 1980 (draft)
srovince of the wmpiscopal Church of the Sudan 1976
Church of the rrovince of Tanzania 1970
Church of uganda \1972)
Episcopal (jurch in the United otates of america 1979
Church in .ales 1980
church of the rrovince of .eat africa 1970

Church of the rrovince of t.e .eat indies 1959




