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Group offers proposals for women bishops in England
ENS: A Church of England group is pro-

posing a way forward aimed at both permit-
ting women to become bishops - should
General Synod vote in favor of this - and of
preserving the maximum amount of unity
within the Church. 

The group, chaired by the Bishop of
Guildford, the Rt. Rev. Christopher Hill, was
set up by the House of Bishops to assess a
range of possible options first put forward in
“Women Bishops in the Church of England?”  

The publication of the Guildford Group's
report follows a vote in General Synod in
July 2005 to begin the process for removing
the legal obstacles to the ordination of
women bishops.

Having reviewed the options over the past
12 months, the Guildford Group is recom-
mending a way forward known as
Transferred Episcopal Arrangements.

Transferred Episcopal Arrangements
(TEA) are intended to meet the essential
needs of those who could not accept that
women should be bishops, while avoiding
the creation of any new jurisdiction, diocese
or province within the Church, according to
Women in the Episcopate: the Guildford
Group Report, which was debated by
General Synod in February.

"When we started," says Bishop Hill, "we
did not know whether we would be able to
produce an agreed assessment of the
options. But the process of working and
praying together has brought us closer to
each other. 

"It has also enabled us to identify a way
forward which, we believe, has the potential
both to permit the admission of women to

the episcopate and preserve the maximum
degree of communion across the Church of
England."

In the introduction to the report, Bishop
Hill continues: "We do not minimize the dif-
ficulty of the choices now facing the
Church. There is no course of action, includ-
ing the status quo, that is free of pain and
risk."

Under Transferred Episcopal Arrangements
as illustrated in the report, parishes opposed to
women priests and women bishops could opt,
by resolution of a Special Parochial Church
Meeting, for the diocesan bishop to request the
Archbishop of the province to arrange for
episcopal ministry to be provided by a
Provincial Regional Bishop (PRB).

The PRB would exercise jurisdiction over
such a parish in certain matters, while the
diocesan bishop continued to exercise juris-
diction in others. This is similar to the way
in which area bishops exercise functions on
behalf of their diocesan bishop. The PRB
would be authorized to act in relation to pas-
toral care (including ministerial review),
sacramental and disciplinary matters and to
act on behalf of the diocesan bishop in
respect of patronage, appointments and
ordinands. In other respects, the parish
would be subject to the normal diocesan
structures and procedures, including the fac-
ulty jurisdiction, and so remain for adminis-
trative purposes as part of the geographical
diocese.

Jurisdiction, says the report, would be
shared in a similar way to a priest sharing
the cure of souls with the bishop. At the
same time, TEA would incorporate the pres-

ent provisions for parishes opposed to the
ordination of women, allowing abolition of
those provisions in their present form. This
would remove, in all parishes except those
in TEA, all legislative discrimination that
potentially exists where a woman priest is
not now in post.

The question for now, the report acknowl-
edges, is whether the disadvantages of TEA
are outweighed by the potential the Group
believes it offers. They conclude that it
could be made to work and that it merits
serious consideration by the General Synod. 

A majority of the House of Bishops has
also agreed that the approach merits further
exploration.

"In essence," says the report, "TEA rec-
ognizes that communion in the Church
always falls short of that fullness which
will come only with the fullness of the
Kingdom. It is complicated and untidy.
But we believe this is how the Church
really is. TEA is an honest acknowledge-
ment of our frailty and division in this
hugely significant area of our life. We
believe TEA is the most inclusive and real-
istic way forward. It will allow a continu-
ing inter-relationship between those for
and against women bishops: at the same
time, in its attempt to hold together as
many as possible in the highest possible
degree of communion, it does not com-
pound the sin of schism."

“Women in the Episcopate: the Guildford
Group Report” can be read on the web at:

http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/gensyn-
od/agendas/gs1605.rtf

The reason for the differences in trans-
lation is that what is “at stake” is nothing
less than biblical inerrancy, the belief that
the Bible has been miraculously prevent-
ed from containing any statement that is
false or contrary to objective reality. This
is what conservative Protestants mean by
“biblical inerrancy.”

If the “firmament” in Gen. 1:6 refers
to what it seems to refer to, then you
only have to go six verses into the Bible
before it is proven wrong by science.

Until a few hundred years ago, as far as
we can tell, every civilization and culture
believed that the earth was the center of the
universe and that the stars visible at night
were affixed to a solid shell that rotates once
every night. That is certainly how things
look to the naked eye. That solid shell or
sphere containing the stars would seem to
be what the Bible refers to in Gen. 1:6 and
a few other verses as the “firmament.”

The problem is, we now know that the
earth is not the center of the universe, and
there is no solid sphere around it. Instead
there is “the vast expanse of interstellar
space.” The Bible would seem to reflect
the pre-modern (in this case, before

Nicolaus Copernicus, died 1543) view of
the structure of the universe.

To save the Bible from containing
even one false statement, conservative
Protestants have come up with a theory
that saves Gen. 1:6 from being wrong.

They say that although there is no fir-
mament around the earth now, there
once was one, and that is the “firma-
ment” Gen. 1:6 refers to. They say “fir-
mament” is a mistaken translation of the
underlying Hebrew word raqi'a, which
(they say) has nothing to do with the
quality of firmness or hardness but
rather indicates thinness. They say there
originally was a thin, non-hard layer of
charged ions around the earth. This ion-
osphere -- though not solid -- was able to
hold above it water in the form of clouds
(vapor), so that the earth was surrounded
by a “vapor canopy.” At the Flood, God
made the ion sphere lose its charge and
dissipate, allowing the water above it to
fall to the earth, flooding it.

There are many problems with this the-
ory, scientific and biblical. First, there is no
evidence that there ever was such an ion
sphere supporting water vapor.

B i b l i c a l l y,
raqi'a does indeed
seem to involve
the idea of hard-
ness.

In Ezek. 1:22-
26 a raqi'a above
the heads of the
four beasts sup-
ports the throne
of God. A thin
but non-solid
expanse could

not do this, but a solid, hard floor could.
In Ps. 19:2 (“The heavens declare the

glory of God, and the firmament shows
his handiwork”) and 150:1 (“Praise God
in his holy temple; praise him in the fir-
mament of his power.) The psalmist
(who presumably lived after the flood -
- David certainly did) writes of the fir-
mament not in the past tense but as a
present feature of the created universe. 

Also, while Ps. 148:4 (“Praise him,
heaven of heavens, and you waters above
the heavens”) does not use the word “fir-
mament,” the “waters above the heav-
ens” must be the waters above the firma-
ment of Gen. 1:6-8. So according to the
Psalms, the firmament was not some-
thing that ceased to exist at Noah's Flood.

I think this theory of a vapor canopy and
a disappearing non-solid firmament is clear-

ly “reaching,” but necessary nonetheless to
avoid concluding that the Bible reflects the
knowledge and experience of its writers,
which in this case, science has gone beyond.

The “all or nothing” view that the
Bible has to be perfect and without
error or else it is without value doesn't
realize that having scientific or histori-
cal errors doesn't mean everything
in the Bible is wrong, any more than
my being mistaken about one thing
means that I am wrong about every-
thing. What the biblical writers have to
say about God and humanity, about the
meaning of life and what it is to live in
the service of God, have informed and
inspired all subsequent generations of
Jews and Christians and always will.
We may understand the world of nature
better than our ancestors but the human
heart and what it means to be human
has not changed. Nor has God.

The Rev. William Gartig is priest-in-
charge at St. Michael and All Angels,

Cincinnati. He has a doctorate degree in
religion from Hebrew Union College and

teaches religious studies at Northern
Kentucky University. Questions about the
Bible or other religious subjects may be

sent to 2146 Cameron Ave, Apt. 5,
Cincinnati, OH 45212-3631 or at
gartigwg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.

THE REV.
WILLIAM G.
GARTIG

S C H O L A R ’ S  C O R N E R
What is the “firmament” in Gen. 1:6?  I see some translations

render it “expanse,” others “dome.”  What is going on in these
translations that they translate presumably the same Hebrew
word so differently?


