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The 1950s are sometimes remem-
bered as a time of peace. In fact 
they were the years of the Korean 

War, the McCarthy hearings and the Su-
preme Court's decision outlawing school 
segregation. Nonetheless, the Lambeth 
Conference of 1958 may have been the 
fulfi llment of the early vision of what such 
meetings could be. Th e conference ad-
opted 131 resolutions, carefully organized 

under 8 headings beginning with the Bible 
and ending with 20 resolutions on "the 
Family in Contemporary Society."

Th e bishops had adopted statements 
about marriage at almost every conference 
but now they attempted to construct a 
complete theology of marriage and fam-
ily with a very positive perspective. Mar-
riage, they said, is a "vocation to holiness" 
and the idea of the family is "rooted in 
the Godhead." Consequently, the bishops 
agreed, "all problems of sex relations, the 
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procreation of children, and the organisa-
tion of family life must be related, con-
sciously and directly, to the creative, re-
demptive, and sanctifying power of God." 
Concentrating as they were on the family, 
the bishops had little to say about women's 
ministry outside the home except to say 
that "fuller use should be made of trained 
and qualifi ed women, and that spheres of 
progressive responsibility and greater secu-
rity should be planned for them."

To say, as they now did, that family 
planning is "a right and important factor 
in Christian family life" is to admit either 
that they had been wrong in 1920 or that 
the times had changed—perhaps both 
were true. It was the fi rst of several issues 
on which the bishops would reverse earlier 
stands in the last half of the 20th century.

When the conference convened in 
1968, Pope Paul VI had just issued his 
statement condemning birth control. 
Th e Lambeth bishops said they could not 
"agree with the Pope's conclusion that all 
methods of conception control other than 
abstinence...are contrary to the 'order es-
tablished by God.'" Of course, this meant 
that the Lambeth bishops had been wrong 
themselves in 1920.

Many of the bishops felt they had also 
been wrong on the subject of women's or-
dination but the conference could only 
say that "the theological arguments as at 
present presented for and against the or-
dination of women to the priesthood are 
inconclusive."

Th e 1968 conference called for cre-
ation of a consultative council including 
approximately equal numbers of clergy, 
both bishops and priests, representing the 
member churches. Th e council, which be-
came the Anglican Consultative Council, 
would have authority only to study, coor-

dinate, and advise. A Communion that 
had been held together by "mutual aff ec-
tion," a Prayer Book tradition, and oc-
casional meetings of bishops, would now 
have a representative body meeting every 
two or three years. Communion would be 
expressed through a committee.

None of that, of course, dealt help-
fully with the question of the ordination 
of women. Th us, when the bishops con-
vened in 1978 they found that the world 
had moved on without them. Women had 
already been ordained in the United States, 
Canada, New Zealand, and Hong Kong.

Th e bishops acknowledged "that 
both the debate about the ordination of 
women as well as the ordinations them-
selves have...caused distress and pain to 
many on both sides." Th ey felt that their 
role was primarily pastoral: "To heal...and 
to maintain and strengthen fellowship." 
Th ey pleaded for patience and sensitivity 
and suggested the possible provision of 
alternative ministry for those unwilling to 
accept women as priests and bishops.

Other, even more painful issues, were 
already looming on the horizon. Th ere was 
a need, the bishops believed, "for deep and 
dispassionate study of the question of ho-
mosexuality, which would take seriously 
both the teaching of Scripture and the 
results of scientifi c and medical research." 
Th ere were few churches that responded 
to the Lambeth resolution and the bishops 
were no more ready to deal with the sub-
ject in 1988 than they had been 10 years 
earlier.

Th e Rev. Christopher L. Webber is the 
author of Beyond Beowulf, the fi rst ever se-
quel to the Old English epic. He serves the 
Diocese of Connecticut as an examining 
chaplain.
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