
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
26 November 2020 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
Appellate Tribunal 
 
A few weeks ago, our shared sense of our Anglican Church changed with the release of the Opinions 
of the Appellate Tribunal. 
 
Over nearly 3 decades, various parts of this Church, the Anglican Church of Australia, as well other 
churches in the Anglican Communion, have been seeking to discern what God is seeking for 
LGBTIQA+ people. This has been a deeply painful process for many of them. It has also been a 
difficult process for people who believe the very fabric of the church is being rent by what they see 
as unholy concessions. 
 
I have been moved on many occasions as people in this Diocese have, in recent times, sought to 
approach this dialogue with compassion and respect. This was evident on Wednesday, when the 
clergy of the Diocese met with me. 
 
As a Church we are bound together in fellowship around our shared faith which is, in part, expressed 
through some rules with which we agree, through our membership, to be bound. 
 
The Appellate Tribunal is created by those rules and has the responsibility of providing critical 
guidance on matters which may impact upon our shared life. It is not the only body that has that role, 
but it is a significant one. Two other key bodies are the General Synod and our Diocesan Synod. 
 
The Opinions of the Appellate Tribunal came as a surprise1. It effectively said, ‘within the Anglican 
Church of Australia it is possible for a same-sex couple who have been married, by a civil 
celebrant, to receive a blessing from a priest or bishop’. It was not asked to consider nor gave 
opinions about same-sex marriage in this Church. 
 
Across the nation there have been a range of reactions to this decision – joy and sadness, celebration 
and despair. Among the reactions, the Diocesan Bishops encouraged clergy to manifest “love, joy, 
peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5: 22 
– 23) when considering whether or how to exercise this ministry. A state-wide Committee in NSW 
urged restraint on the part of clergy until the General Synod meets from 30 May, 2021. I have asked 
clergy contemplating this ministry to meet with me for a face-to-face pastoral conversation. 
 
 
                                                            
1 They are available on the General Synod website https://anglican.org.au/tribunals‐appellate‐tribunal‐227/  
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We have a complex suite of rules involving constitutions, canons, ordinances, regulations and policies 
(https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/parish-portal/law-book/). Our worship and prayer are 
governed by those rules which require clergy to use the Book of Common Prayer, An Australian 
Prayer Book and A Prayer Book for Australia. Those same rules permit deviations from those services 
in some circumstances and allow clergy to create services when those prayer books do not provide 
an order of service.  
 
There is no service for the blessing of a civil marriage and so clergy may create their own provided 
it is “reverent and edifying”. It “must not be contrary to or a departure from the doctrine of this 
Church”. When a question arises about a form of service, the Diocesan Bishop has the power to 
determine whether those tests have been met. The Appellate Tribunal has stated that the service 
approved by the Synod of the Diocese of Wangaratta does not depart from the doctrine of this 
Church. 
 
There are some Diocesan Bishops who have already indicated that any service allowing the blessing 
of a same-sex couple is not reverent or edifying. At the same time, they express their disagreement 
with the Appellate Tribunal opinion. Given that the relevant rules (the Canon Concerning Services 
1992) envisage that there may be a multiplicity of variations and contexts where clergy in this church 
consider this ministry, it is my view that the Diocesan Bishop has the responsibility to consider 
questions raised with her or him about the specific circumstance, whenever they are asked, rather 
than issue a blanket response. Our church allows for the possibility of the blessing of same-sex 
marriages and over the coming years we may hear that this ministry has been exercised within our 
Diocese. There are clergy in this Diocese who have indicated that, as a matter of conscience, they 
cannot exercise such a ministry. They are protected in law in exercising their conscience. All clergy 
in this Diocese receive support in the exercising their ministries. 
 
Four decades ago, people were asking clergy, and clergy were asking each other, do you officiate 
at weddings where a person has been divorced. Bishops talked among themselves whether they 
would ordain or licence people who have been divorced or married to a divorced person. Two 
decades ago, there were extensive conversations about whether women may exercise ministry. In 
fact, there are differences in this Church on these important matters, in some contexts those 
conversations continue, as will this one. 
 
The Appellate Tribunal has sought to guide this Church in aspects of these discussions and debates: 
 

The untidy history of the Church’s grappling with the messages of Holy Scripture as 
regards liturgies and laws relating to marriage should caution against declaring that any 
aspect of “the doctrine of marriage” is clear beyond argument, eternally rooted in 
Scripture, and beyond reformation by the Church in light of deeper understanding of the 
teachings of Jesus Christ and of Holy Scripture. Indeed, the presence of two sets of 
marriage liturgies in the Anglican Church of Australia with very different teachings about 
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“submission” by wives should caution against assuming that the Anglican Church of 
Australia’s “doctrine of marriage” speaks with a single voice (Wangaratta @126). 
 
As happened in the disputes over slavery and female ordination, there is controversy 
within the Church over the exegesis of particular passages of scripture when placed 
alongside the whole of Scripture, especially the teachings out of the mouth and actions 
of our Lord. There is also the hermeneutical issue of carrying these teachings into a 
modern context where the criminal law has changed and where the very mantle of 
marriage has been placed upon same-sex couples who seek it. And, as in the contexts 
of slavery and female ordination, scholars, bishops, clergy and lay persons of good will 
have come to completely opposing positions. The Doctrine Commission Essays show 
that there is no consensus about the particular types of homosexual conduct that were 
the focus of the apostle’s attention. When it comes to female same-sex “couplings”, the 
meaning and application of the Scriptural message is dimmer still. (Wangaratta @228) 
 
Any legal argument framed as “If you do not accept my interpretation of Scripture/ the 
Constitution/ a leading case you must necessarily be rejecting the authority of the posited 
source” must, of course, be rejected. It is inherently illogical. Truth-seeking is not assisted 
by it. And such rhetoric is foreign to legitimate constitutional jurisprudence. This Tribunal 
will not be driven to “endorsing” any particular scriptural position on the matter of 
(blessing) same-sex marriage unless clearly persuaded that this is essential to meet its 
constitutional duty … If, consistently with the constitutional position as declared by this 
Tribunal, the General Synod wishes to change the present law relating to the 
solemnisation of matrimony in the ACA or the liturgy of blessings, that will be for it to 
decide under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, following the constitutional pathways. 
(Wangaratta @237-238) 
 

There is a significant amount to read in the majority and minority opinions. I commend them to you. 
I want to touch on two aspects on this occasion. First, our Diocesan Synod always has an 
incredible responsibility to exercise discernment and decision-making. When the General 
Synod meets it may make a new Canon or alter some existing Canons. In most circumstances, these 
cannot come into effect in the Diocese unless we, through our Synod, agree to them. The General 
Synod may give voice to its collective views, but these may or may not have a formal or legal effect 
on our diocesan life. Second, truth-seeking requires sustained and engaged conversation 
undergirded by prayer. If we are to speak and listen to one another in love we must be open to 
God and build on our existing and sustained relationships, even if they are strained. Such 
conversation involves compassion and boldness. It is the environment in which liberating truth might 
be discerned. So often, there is more that we agree on, most especially our desire to draw people 
into fullness of life with Jesus Christ! 
 
There are some LGBTIQA+ people who feel vulnerable as a result of the Appellate Tribunal decisions. 
This is most especially clergy and others licensed by the Bishop who know themselves to be 
LGBTIQA+ and who have heard that in some circumstances questions affecting their life and ministry 
can only be resolved through the tribunal processes of the church which can be a vulnerable, costly, 
lonely, and legal disciplinary framework. Our Diocesan Synod had wanted to alleviate that, but the 
Appellate Tribunal has determined that the way our constitution is framed requires a specific legal 
pathway to be followed. 
 
What does it mean from here? Well, our Diocese goes on. My episcopal relationship, shared with 
Bishop Charlie and Bishop Sonia, continues with every parish, agency and school in the Diocese and 
the people who are part of those ministries. That is our Australian Anglican way. We have much to 
do in our gospel work.  
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Our Synod meets in March and October next year, our Diocesan Council meets every two months. 
Our Corporation Board is meeting, on average, more than once a month. Everywhere we are people 
hard at work, especially as we adapt to COVID19. 
 
I undertake to write to you again should there be a material change to this aspect of our Diocesan 
life. I commend our shared life to your prayers. 
 
Administration of the Holy Communion – Administration by Individual Cups 
 
It is normal for the sacrament of Holy Communion to be administered in both kinds to every 
communicant. In response to the global pandemic, the authority to administer the wine was 
withdrawn as a matter of public safety. 
 
Given the ongoing nature of the pandemic, which may be a feature of our lives throughout 2021, I 
have taken counsel, sought submissions and reflected on the best way forward for the Diocese. 
 
We have a framework under our ordinances which recognises that our governance and decision-
making may need to be different whilst ever a public health order affecting places of worship is in 
place. Our notional framework (the COVID-19 Emergency Period) is that these arrangements will be 
in place until six months after any Public Health Order in NSW affected places of worship is repealed. 
 
During the COVID-19 Emergency Period, it is still not permissible for the wine to be administered 
from the common cup (or chalice) to communicants. 
 
I give limited permission for the wine to be administered in individual cups with the following 
conditions: 
 

• The symbol of chalice will remain but, as now, the celebrant alone will drink from it. 
• The people of God are to be reminded that receiving the sacrament in one kind is complete 

communion as is spiritual communion (the desire to receive communion but being unable to 
physically receive the bread and wine). Communion in one kind still permissible. 

• An Incumbent with the agreement of the Churchwardens may introduce individual cups 
through the COVID-19 Emergency Period provided that the following practices are strictly 
observed: - 

• Those responsible for placing the cups in the cup holder must do so wearing gloves. 
• At least a small number of cups are filled with fortified wine by the celebrant. The 

majority will be pre-filled and, except in exceptional circumstances for specific 
individuals, should be filled with fortified wine. 

• A person (wearing gloves and mask) hands the cup to the person who then consumes 
the wine. 

• A different person (wearing gloves and mask) receives the cup back from the person. 
• After the service is completed, the contents remaining in any cup should be returned 

to the ground, for example in a memorial garden. 
• All cups should then be rinsed in a bowl with cold water (in a bowl) and the water 

returned to the ground, in the same way. 
• All cups (which are not to be disposed of) are then to be washed with hot water and 

detergent and not used for 4 days. 
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• The administration of the wine via intinction (dipping the bread into the wine) during 
the service is not permitted. 

• The practice of touching individual breads with wine, well prior to the service, and 
consecrating them is also permitted recognising the sufficiency of receiving the bread 
alone. 

 
In this matter, which is held very dear by many Anglicans, there will be a variety of practices across 
the Diocese and sincerely-held and different views.  
 
Advent Studies 
 
I commend to you the Advent Studies. 
 
Pray Advent 2020 
Pray is a daily devotional resource for Advent, designed for individuals and families.  A video link with 
more information about Pray can be found https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w5Y9uivyImQ. 
 
Pray is available in a number of versions: 

 https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/PRAY-Advent-2020-.pdf 
and https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/PRAY-Advent-
2020-.pdf 

 For those using the electronic version there is an accompanying printable booklet 
https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/PRAY-Notebook-
2020.pdf to encourage users to write down their own thoughts and prayer points. 

 https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/PRAY-2020-fridge-
calendar.docx 

 
Advent in Creation – Reflections prepared by Anglican EcoCare from our Diocese 
The Diocesan Environment Working Group have collated a booklet of Advent Reflections for personal 
use or group discussion.  The book includes a brief weekly reflection, readings for the day, and some 
beautiful original photos and drawings.  A video presentation about this study can be found 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ezms0cbjl8cqmpm/EcoCare.mp4?dl=0.  A printable version can be 
found https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Ecocare-Advent-Print-
Version.pdf and a digital version can be found https://www.newcastleanglican.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/11/Ecocare-Advent-Digital.pdf 
 
Innovations  
 
Please be assured of my prayers as you continue to adapt to the COVIDSafe environment and invite 
your people to celebrate Advent, Christmas and the New Year. 
 
In our house we have ‘allowed’ the recognition of Christmas to come early as we embrace the season 
of joy, peace and goodwill and hear again the wonderful truth that God loved us so much he entered 
life among us in Jesus Christ our Lord. 
 
Yours sincerely in Christ, 
 

 
 
Bishop Peter Stuart 
BISHOP OF NEWCASTLE 


