
Deacon-to-archdeacon move receives setback
The Chichester Diocesan Synod Motion

AN ATTEMPT to allow deacons who have not been ordained priest to be appointed as 
archdeacons failed in the Synod on Tuesday afternoon.

The Revd Alastair Cutting (Chichester) opened the debate in the place of the Bishop of 
Chichester, who was detained in the House of Lords. The motion, Mr Cutting said, was to 
remove from Canon C22.1 the requirement that archdeacons should be in priest’s orders, and 
to make it clear that a permanent deacon could be made an archdeacon.
There was good historic precedent. But, in the fourth century, challenges had begun to be made 
to the diaconate, particularly by the growing number of presbyters who had been appointed to 
serve remote churches, and had been beginning to be seen almost as mini-bishops. They 
expected the deacons to be their servants rather than the servants of the bishops.

The Church of England, in its restoration of the distinctive diaconate, had attempted to hold 
these various elements together. But deacons’ early role in discipline, examination of the clergy, 
administration, and governance was one that for the most part had not been restored — except 
by presbyteral archdeacons. The Chichester motion was intended to restore that.

There was nothing in the Canon to say that the duties of an archdeacon required priestly 
ordination; and the motion before the Synod concerned the narrow question whether arch-
deacons must be priests.

Canon Kathryn Fitzsimons (Ripon & Leeds) questioned the idea that a sequential ordination 
to deacon, priest, and bishop was hierarchical. This was a misunderstanding. “Each order is full, 
equal, and complementary, and all should be open to both men and women.” The diaconate 
should not be seen as a probationary year, or a dumping ground for those unsuitable to be 
priests.

Tim Hind (Bath & Wells) expressed disappointment that his brother, the Bishop of Chichester, 
was on duty in the House of Lords and unable to be present, saying: “Over the years he has 
come up with a number of crazy ideas, and this might be one of them. . .

“We haven’t asked what an archdeacon is for . . . Perhaps we ought to be thinking what 
archdeacons do that does not involve priestly ministry, and ask whether a lay role could be put 
in to do those instead.”

The Revd Dr John Perumbalath (Rochester) said that he was a parish priest who had hugely 
benefited from the oversight and support of archdeacons. But most Orthodox Churches had 
done away with the office of archdeacon. “It would be of some benefit to ask them why.”

As a member of the ministry team in Chichester diocese, Joy Gilliver (Chichester) replied to Mr 
Hind: it was not just a silly idea of the Bishop’s. It was wrong to talk of being “only” a deacon, to 
suggest inferiority rather than a collaborative relationship.

The Archdeacon of Buckingham, the Ven. Karen Gorham (Oxford), said that, with the growing 
shortage of priests, she did not see that the Church could afford the luxury of archdeacons who 
had no priestly ministry. “It is our priestly ministry that is most appreciated.”

Canon Rebecca Swyer (Chichester) said that it was time that the Church of England got to 
grips with the distinctive diaconate. Of course, priests represented the bishop, but they focused 
particularly on sacramental tasks. Deacons gained their authority as servants of the Church.



Canon William Croft (Peterborough) said he was “very much in favour” of developments which 
would “enhance the role of the dis- tinctive diaconate”. He said he could not support the 
development proposed, however.

The Bishop of Willesden, the Rt Revd Pete Broadbent (Southern Suffragans) paid tribute to 
the Bishop of Chichester, a “fearless battler for a distinctive diaconate”. But this was not a 
reason to vote for his motion.

The Bishop of Chichester, Dr John Hind (who returned from the House of Lords as the debate 
ended), proposed that the Synod vote by Houses, which was approved (25 members stood in 
favour).

The motion was put to the vote, and lost in all three Houses: Bishops: 9 for, 21 against; Clergy: 
31 for, 118 against, 1 recorded abstention; Laity: 53 for, 84 against, 9 recorded abstentions. 
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