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ANGLICAN THURSDAY

THE ANGLICAN
ARCHIEPISCOPAL FALLIBILITY

Some famous words by Lord Fisher of Lambeth, 
spoken when he was Archbishop of Canterbury, have 
stood at the head of the columns next to these during all 
the years this newspaper has existed. It is pleasing now to 
have a letter from him on the following page.

Lord Fisher’s  second and third points reflect that zest 
for precision which all would expect in a great ex-head­
master. With his fourth point we are wholly in accord, like 
most of our readers who deprecate narrow and aggressive 
extremism. We can all be grateful for his suggestion about 
the name of the Church in Australia—a suggestion based, 
of course.- on close, detailed and continuing knowledge of 
and interest in our affairs. Lord Fisher is clearly inspired, 
notwithstanding his advanced age and declining powers, by 
that pastoral zeal and spirit of service which marked his 
active episcopate. Some retired prelates, from a sense of 
delicacy towards their successors, remain silent. Not so 
Lord Fisher. Holding no office or responsibility whatever 
in the Church (he has with endearing jocularity termed 
himself “an unemployed parson” ), he courageously and 
generously continues to place at the service of his successor, 
and the whole Anglican communion, the distilled wisdom 
of a lifetime’s experience in the highest affairs of Church 
and State.

The first point in Lord Fisher’s letter, however, will 
puzzle all with any knowledge of the Colonial Clergy Act, 
1874 (37 & 38 Vic. c. 77). It would appear that Lord 
Fisher has forgotten his History—momentarily. It would be 
uncharitable to reproach him for this. On the other side 
of the world from those facilities at his command in Eng­
land, lacking access in Adelaide even to elementary works 
of reference, Lord Fisher has made errors of fact and 
judgement that are quite human and understandable.

He would himself unquestionably have corrected these 
errors, had it not been for the circumstance that he sailed 
from Adelaide this week, before his attention could be 
drawn to them. We accordingly gladly assume the respon­
sibility. on Lord Fisher’s behalf, of correcting mis-, 
statements which, allowed to stand, might hurt his reputa­
tion for accuracy and understanding.

It is misleading, being but half the truth, to say that 
“ once it (the licence) is issued the overseas priest can take 
up work . . . forthwith” . Such a licence is temporary, and 
revocable. The precise position is to-day as stated by the 
then Archbishop of Canterbury1 in 1885, namely, that

Permanent Leave cannot by law be granted to anyone unlil 
after two years’ residence and service under licence in England.

As another authority2 puts it, the Act provides
That after acting as a Curate or bolding Ecclesiastical prefer­

ment for a period or periods exceeding in the aggregate two years, 
be may apply to the Archbishop “to Issue him a licence”.

Lord Fisher admits that the provisions of the Act 
“ are obviously out of date” ; but. he says, “they injure 
none". Here is a grave, and surprising, error. We are con­
cerned not to list the many individuals injured by the Act, 
but respectfully to remind Lord Fisher that the very prin­
ciple of the Act has been regarded for ninety years as 
injurious throughout the Anglican communion. This view 
has been firmly put to Lord Fisher himself, and to his 
predecessors, by the General or Provincial Synods of Aus­
tralia, Canada, South Africa, New Zealand and the West 
Indies, among others, and by the Lambeth Conference 
itself!3

In 1886, at the request of the Diocese of Sydney, ; 
Select Committee of the General Synod enquired into th< 
operation of the Act and made certain recommendations. 
These were forwarded, at the instance of the Synod, t< 
Primate of All England.4 Nothing happened.

In 1900, another Select Committee of General Synod, 
under the chairmanship of the then Archbishop of Perth, 
recommended the repeal of this obnoxious Act. The Report 
of the Select Committee was sent to the Primate of All 
England.5 Nothing happened.

In 1905, the General Synod again passed a Resolution 
praying for the repeal of the Act. Since the English 
ecclesiastical bureaucracy had remained deaf for nineteen 
years, it was proposed in General Synod that the Secretary 
of State for the Colonies be informed of the Resolution, as 
well as the two English Primates. After discussion, it was 
decided to keep the matter away from secular politics.6

In 1916. the off-handedness of the English curia so 
filled General Synod with righteous wrath that it passed a 
Resolution drawing the attention of the Prime Minister to 
the facts, and asking Mr H ughes to take appropriate 
steps.7 A dignified committee of members of General Synod, 
including two Senators and one who was later Speaker, duly 
conveyed the opinion of the Synod to the Prime Minister, 
who in turn requested Mr Lloyd George — in typically 
picturesque language — to have the Act repealed! 
Mr Lloyd George undertook to secure its repeal, but had 
done nothing before losing office in 1922.

In 1920, meanwhile, the Lambeth Conference8 asked 
the Consultative Body “to take into its consideration the 
provisions of the Colonial Clergy Act with a view to their 
modification” . Still nothing happened.

In neatly satirical terms, a noted authority9 observed
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