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Several reports in the British press over
the past two weeks have suggested the pos-
sibility of a third non-geographical province
being introduced to the structure of the
Church of England in response to the possi-
ble ordination of women bishops in the
province.

The Rt. Rev. Michael Nazir-Ali, Bishop
of Rochester, England, has chaired the
working party on the Theology of Women
in the Episcopate since it was created in July
2000, and the culmination of its work has
resulted in a report being drafted for con-
sideration.

Head of Media Relations for the Church
of England, Steve Jenkins, said that the
House of Bishops had been asked by the
General Synod to produce a report on the
theological issues, considering all possibili-
ties, as a background document to any
future debate. 

“At the end of the report, there is a table
that represents all possible pastoral arrange-
ments,” he said. “At one extreme, there is
the option of no episcopal oversight, and at
the other extreme, there is the possibility of
a third non-geographical province.” The
likelihood of one of these extremes being
adopted is improbable.

Bishop Michael Nazir-Ali last reported
to General Synod in 2002 saying that, in
considering the place of women in the
Church, the working party has had to
reflect on women in society generally.
“Here we have tried to come to an under-
standing of women and men in creation
which respects both their difference and

their common creation in the image of
God, as well as their common mission in
God's World (Gen: 26-28),” he said. “Our
views are likely to be rooted in whether we
see the common mission of men and
women as more fundamental or the dis-
tinction in role which comes from differ-
ence in gender.”

Christina Rees, a member of General
Synod and Chair of WATCH (Women and
the Church) - an organization that works for
an inclusive Church and wants to see
women taking their place alongside men at
every level in the Church - met with some
of the bishops of the Church of England
after the House met. 

The working party, which includes peo-
ple with vastly differing views, has taken
four years to complete its work; a great deal
longer than originally anticipated. “When
people ask me – ‘is the Church of England
ready to move forward?’ - my answer is
unequivocally: absolutely!” she said.
“When we look at the figures, we find that
at least four out of five laity and three out of
four clergy are ready to accept women as
bishops.” She added that there are only a
small number of bishops who would be
averse to this. “The Church is more than
ready!”

The first female priest in the Anglican
Communion, the Rev. Florence Lei Tim Oi,
was ordained in Hong Kong in 1944.
During the 1960s and 70s, there was a
movement in many countries across the
world toward the ordination of women as
priests. In 1974 there was an irregular ordi-
nation of 11 women in the United States,
and the Episcopal Church in the United
States authorized women's priestly ordina-

tion two years later.
On Nov. 11, 1992, the General Synod of

the Church of England voted to open the
priesthood to women, five years after
women were first ordained to the diaconate.
This vote came after 70 years of formal dis-
cussion and debate in the Anglican
Communion, which began in 1920 when
the Lambeth Conference first considered
the issue. Currently, one in five Church of
England priests is female.

ERD aids earthquake victims
Emergency relief efforts continue in the

ancient city of Bam, Iran, after a deadly
earthquake struck on Dec. 26. Episcopal
Relief and Development is working to help
people caught in the disaster. CNN reports
at least 25,000 people are dead after being
buried under homes and buildings made
from mud bricks. Almost half of the city's
population of 80,000 may be dead, accord-
ing to the Associated Press. 

The situation is especially critical for
tens of thousands of people left homeless as
winter weather sets in and temperatures
drop below freezing. 

Episcopal Relief and Development's ini-
tial emergency funds will provide supplies
such as tents, blankets, water, and medicine.
ERD will continue to assess critical needs
on the ground through ecumenical partners. 

ERD is accepting donations for the Iran
Earthquake Fund. Make a contribution
using a credit card online at www.er-d.org
or by calling (800) 334-7626, ext. 5129.
Donations can be mailed to: Episcopal
Relief and Development, P.O. Box. 12043,
Newark, NJ 07101. ERD also asks for peo-
ple to pray for those involved in this tragedy.

Osama bin Ladin’s Al-Qaida (and
the Taliban in Afghanistan) subscribe
to a very strict, puritanical form of
Islam that goes back to Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-87). He was
a religious scholar who made an
alliance with the Arabian sheik
Muhammad ibn Saud whereby whatev-
er territory Ibn Saud conquered, he
would be the military leader, but Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab would be the religious
leader. After having great military suc-
cess, but then being crushed by the
Ottoman Empire in the 19th century,
the Saud family (still allied with
Wahhabi Islam) reestablished its rule
of Arabia in the early 20th century.
Hence today’s Saudi Arabia, where
Wahhabiya is still the government-sup-
ported form of Islam. People like

Osama bin Ladin, however, think the
Saudi royal family has betrayed true
Wahhabiya and become too moderate.
They want to topple the Saudi family
and restore what they consider real
Wahhabiya.

Perhaps the best short-hand way to
explain Wahhabiya is to compare it to
the Reformed (Calvinist) tradition in
Christianity. As the Calvinist Puritans
wanted to “purify” the Church of
England of everything unbiblical (that
there was no warrant for in Scripture)
and that had developed since New
Testament times, so the Wahhabis see
themselves as purifying Islam of all
innovation. Therefore all developments
in theology, law or practice are to be
rejected.

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s

main concern,
however, was to
root out idola-
try (Arabic
shirk, literally
“associating”
anything that is
not God with
God) and there-
by defend the
unity and
u n i q u e n e s s
(Tauheed) of
God. Much as
Calvinists and

other Protestants see the veneration
and invoking of saints as idolatry (the
worship of something beside God), Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab considered the wide-
spread veneration of Sufi holy men and
visiting their tombs (where prayers
were made to them and gifts left) to be
idolatry. Looking to any spiritual
source besides God (and therefore any
prayers to “saints” and all forms of
magic) was shirk (the one unforgivable
sin in Islam), and the person guilty of it
was not a true believer in God, not a

true Muslim, and was therefore deserv-
ing of death. This meant that all Sufi
Muslims and all Shi’a Muslims were
not really Muslims because they hon-
ored human beings (the Sufi saints and
the Shi’a Imams and religious schol-
ars) too much. (In 1803, Wahhabi
forces captured the city of Kerbala in
Iraq and massacred all of its inhabitants
for being Shi’a.). In effect, Wahhabis
believe that all Muslims who are not
Wahhabis are guilty of shirk and not
true Muslims.  

We have had such strict purists in
Christianity (the Puritans, for exam-
ple). But wherever “the quest for puri-
ty” arises, it is a “greedy ideology,” as
claimed by van Velzen and van Beek in
“Purity: A Greedy Ideology” in The
Quest for Purity: Dynamics of Puritan
Movements. 

The Rev. William G. Gartig will answer
your questions about the Bible,

Episcopal life and other religious sub-
jects. Send questions to 2146 Cameron
Ave. Apt. 5, Cincinnati, OH 45212-3631
or at gartigwg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.
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S C H O L A R ’ S  C O R N E R
I hear those who are attacking our troops and trying to

sabotage our efforts in Iraq called “Jihadis” and also
“Wahhabis.” Jihadis, I think I understand: people who see
themselves as conducting a jihad (holy war) against us. But
what does Wahhabi mean?


