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Geoffrey John, the clergyman at the heart of the gay bishops row, is threatening to take the Church
of England to court if it continually refuses to make him a bishop.

It isn't clear what law he would sue under. Certainly not the Equality Act, which specifically exempts
the appointment of clergy from protection, defining it as a "genuine occupational requirement". In
effect, the law permits churches to have complete discretion over who they appoint to preach their
message. It is a narrow exemption, but one that would quite clearly rule out Geoffrey John. If he
had been a choirmaster or an organist or an administrator, he would have had grounds for
challenge. But it is difficult to see how he would have a case under equality law. Perhaps he has
some other avenue of challenge in mind, or perhaps he just wants to create a kerfuffle to humiliate
and inconvenience those who have humiliated him.

The exemption to the Equality Act is in line with the NSS's Secular Charter, which states: "The
state does not intervene in the setting of religious doctrine or the running of religious
organisations."

This is secularism. The state keeps out of the Church's business (so long as it remains within the
law) and the Church stays out of the state's business.

Except, of course, England has an archaic entanglement between the Anglican Church and state
that complicates this whole issue. So, although the established Church wants the state to stay out
of its business, it does not return the compliment. Indeed, it has political representatives sitting in
our parliament as of right. The Queen, as head of state (and not just of England), automatically
also becomes the Church's Supreme Governor.

So, there is no constitutional secularism in Britain and the silliness of the establishment is pointed
out by this challenge by the Rev John, who wants to use a secular court to sort out Church
business.

It seems the Church wants it both ways. It wants to be exempt from the law on religious grounds,
but it also wants to pretend that it is the "nation's church" serving everyone without fear or favour.
Unfortunately, under the CofE's excluding and exclusive definition, gay people and women appear
to be less than equal citizens of that nation.

See also:

Why is this cleric suing the Church when he knows he won't win?

Were gay people included in Martin Luther King's "dream" of a perfect world?

Terry Sanderson

Terry Sanderson was the former president of the National Secular Society. The views expressed in
our blogs are those of the author and may not necessarily represent the views of the NSS.

https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/authors/850
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/andrewbrown/2012/jan/16/gay-priest-jeffrey-john-discrimination-bishop?newsfeed=true
http://religion.blogs.cnn.com/2012/01/16/what-did-mlk-think-about-gay-people/comment-page-23/


Share on What's App
Share on Facebook
Share on Twitter
Share on Email
Subscribe to RSS Feed

Tags: Disestablishment

Related Campaigns

Disestablish the Church of England

A state religion has no place in a 21st century democracy.

Read More

Related Articles

New extremism definition may put free speech at risk, NSS
warns

Proposed definition could 'label secularists as extremists'. Read More »

A state Church is no bulwark against extremism – but
secularism is

With its commitment to the separation of religion and state and safeguarding the rights of all
individuals, secularism can provide an effective defence against the spread of extremism, says
Stephen Evans. Read More »

Report: CofE safeguarding “below standards” of secular
institutions

Most victims and survivors unsatisfied with safeguarding approaches, while safeguarding
'weaponised' to remove those "seen as a nuisance", report finds. Read More »
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Resist calls for £50m a year for churches, NSS urges minister

Churches trust also calls for churches to host NHS services. Read More »

Review: CofE leaders mainly to blame for sacking
safeguarding body

"Extreme time pressure" imposed chiefly by archbishop of Canterbury caused "serious design
flaws" in safeguarding board, review finds Read More »
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