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 In reviewing the 1988 Lambeth meeting, I was struck by how various documents and 

notes conveyed a sense of guarded optimism for a future that embraced both the multicultural 

complexities of caring for one another as co-equals and a sense of shared mission in the world. 

However, it was an optimism (perhaps more like a hope) that even then was not without its 

internal struggles.  

 Ten years later, at the 1998 Lambeth meeting, the theme of struggle seemed to 

overshadow that of hope. Since then, despite the deep cleavages that have emerged, one can argue 

that the passion with which Church leaders have cared about the Episcopal Church, and the 

Anglican Communion, itself implies a form of hope. It has not been an easy hope to live with, 

given the depth of the disagreements. Yet, the desire to hope--as well as perhaps some fresh seeds 

of genuine hope--have been part of the Church’s journey, and the Anglican Communion’s, 

through these difficult years. Part of this hope is that the coming Lambeth can be an encounter of 

(to use Martin Buber’s phrase) the “I” and “Thou”
1
 of our life together. 

 

Historical context 
 Lambeth was born as a seed of hope in the midst of struggle. It arose as an opportunity 

for informal conversation about a crisis in Cape Town between two bishops who held very 

different views of how the gospel should be lived out.
2
 There also were other pressing concerns 

around the Communion that needed discussion, involving the relationship between Anglicanism 

and indigenous cultures. Turning away a proposal for a general council or synod, Archbishop of 

Canterbury Longley chose a different track. Rather he declared,  

 

It should be distinctly understood that at this meeting no declaration of faith shall be 

made, and no decision come to which shall affect generally the interests of the Church, 

but that we shall meet together for brotherly counsel and encouragement…I should refuse 

to convene any assembly which pretended to enact any Canons or affected to make any 

decisions binding on the Church.
3
  

 

The meeting was to be simply an informal gathering of bishops. As Archbishop Longley wrote in 

his invitation,  

 

Such a meeting would not be competent to make declarations or lay down definitions on 

points of doctrine. But united worship and common counsels would greatly tend to 

maintain practically the unity of the faith; whilst they would bind us straiter in bonds of 

peace and brotherly charity.
4
 

 

It was hoped that through deep informal conversation, bishops as colleagues might share their 

wisdom and talk through the dilemmas, and ultimately take home fresh counsel and insights.  
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 Historian Stephen Neill writes that what was to be an informal conversation over 

subsequent meetings of the ‘Lambeth Conference,’ it afterward was called, instead became a 

larger, more procedural-oriented affair, with resolutions on virtually every conceivable subject, an 

excess of verbiage, “pious locutions, and a superficial handling of grave themes.”
5
 Ironically, 

none of this had any legal or binding status on the Churches within the Communion.  

 Perhaps this was a reflection on what we, from the West, do best: Talk in terms of 

resolutions, platforms and positions, and then come to a decision by voting—even when the votes 

have no binding authority (that does seem a bit odd when one considers it). After the1998 

Lambeth meeting, there have been movements to add some binding authority, as well.  

 By the close of the twentieth century, Lambeth had become much like what the German 

sociologist Max Weber termed an iron cage of rationalism.
6
 A procedural and legislative 

emphasis had firmly taken over, threatening to squeeze the spiritual life out of the process. It still 

lingered on the periphery but not in the plenaries. Lambeth, in its increasingly institutionalized, 

procedural form, had become the opposite, or antithesis, of what Archbishop Longley had 

envisioned as its original purpose and its utility: To resolve conflicts through deep, informal 

conversation; not through debating resolutions that too often seemed more political than 

charitable. 

 

The dilemma of unity 

 A persistent concern running through Lambeth meetings from the start has been how to 

maintain unity. With the Anglican Communion represented on every continent but Antarctica, 

and with member Churches governed autonomously, how does Anglicanism maintain its 

coherence? Embedded in this concern over unity has been the issue of identity. Who are we as a 

Communion? What really holds us together? In order to develop an authentic collective identity, 

however, the diverse identities of the Communion’s members must recognized and affirmed as 

part of the whole. 

 Historically, most of the bishops participating at the Lambeth meetings and in the various 

consultative committees of the Anglican Communion have been Caucasian, from primarily 

British or European heritage, often with Anglo-sounding names. The few native-born bishops 

from nonAnglocentric cultures often oversaw dioceses that could not easily afford to send them to 

attend Lambeth. Thus, the sense of unity that had evolved from these earlier meetings began to be 

stretched as Churches in Africa and other parts of the world rapidly grew and elected more 

bishops from within their own cultures.  

 Unity was an important theme of the 1988 Lambeth meeting, as was Anglicanism’s 

growing cultural diversity. This diversity was celebrated as a means of hope for broadening the 

understanding Anglicanism to be truly global. However, the awareness that the Anglican 

Communion would soon no longer be Anglocentric--primarily led by white male bishops who 

had been schooled and steeped in British and North American understandings of the faith--was 

talked about by these very men with some uncertainty over what that multicultural shift would 

actually mean for Anglicanism. 

 The dilemma of unity with ever-increasing cultural diversity was beginning to bring forth 

its own struggles at that 1988 meeting. One of the key items to be discussed was the recognition 

of women’s ordination and the prospect of women being elected to the episcopate. During my 

field research, I remember the shock as bishops were told that these were “First World concerns,” 

implying a certain degree of elitism to their issues. This created a powerful turning point for 

many in actually hearing the voices of other cultures whose priorities were very different, and in 

having the rightness of one of their own primary agenda items (a spirited debate over women in 

the three holy orders) called into question.  
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 African bishops, who had held a caucus before the 1988 meeting, brought a platform of 

issues and concerns to Lambeth. They sought to draw attention to poverty; to the distortion of 

values arising from a global capitalism that was hurting their countries and the integrity of their 

families; to concerns about global profiteering from wars in their lands; to environmental 

concerns over nuclear testing and dumping; to the dilemma that polygamy posed in their 

societies; to the desire to lift up the value of personal relationships in face of growing anonymity; 

and—importantly—apartheid, racism, the plight of refugees, human rights violations, AIDS, the 

drug trade, food shortages, and Third World debt relief.
7
 One of the most striking images from 

that meeting was South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu stirring hearts as well as minds as he 

garnered unified support in the struggle against apartheid. 

Archbishop of Canterbury Robert Runcie, at the 1988 meeting, expressed concern that a 

pressure for unity, especially given the wide array of issues and resolutions being presented, could 

force a uniformity that would violate the integrity of member churches and threaten the 

Communion itself. He suggested a “minimum structuring of our mutual interdependence—that 

which is actually required for the maintenance of communion and no more.”
8
 He also noted that 

true Anglican unity is “most characteristically expressed in terms of worship.”
9
  

 By 1998, informal caucuses had morphed into external networks that crisscrossed the 

globe—and which lent themselves to discussions of various concerns. North American bishops 

deeply troubled over a number of issues--the consecration of The Rev. Barbara Harris and 

subsequently the consecration of other women bishops; the growing pressure to accept women 

priests in their dioceses; and a growing momentum to grant openly gay and lesbian people 

ordination and holy union—began to develop strategic alliances with bishops of other countries 

who shared many of their concerns but who also needed their support on issues vital to them and 

their Churches. Much has been written about these liaisons,
10

 and particularly how a 

complementarity of interests led to a form of what sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer has called 

“performance violence” at the 1998 Lambeth meeting. Performance violence, according to 

Juergensmeyer, is a performance orchestrated and intended to get attention to the very deep pain 

and concern that people feel around their issues.
11

 

 It became clear that there could not be another Lambeth meeting like 1998. The iron cage 

of proceduralism had become an explosive venue. In the plenaries, listening had broken down on 

virtually all sides. The only hope for Lambeth as a setting to help facilitate unity was to return to 

its roots, as a place for informal conversation and shared worship. 
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 Since then, another Lambeth meeting has not always been assured. Over the last 10 years, 

the Anglican Communion has experienced a full-scale identity crisis: Who are we as a varied 

people of religious faith and tradition? It has been asked, what would be lost if Lambeth simply 

were scrapped? Yet the identity work that needs to be done can only really be achieved as a 

gathered, representative body in conversation with itself. Identity work is not about holding 

different positions or specific beliefs on matters of faith. Nor are procedural discussions of who is 

in or out of the Anglican Communion about identity. Rather, they are about who can ‘sit at the 

table’ or not. Identity, not dependent on procedural decision-making; nothing needs to be decided. 

Identity, instead, is an affirmation of the heart. And ultimately, our shared identity is critical to 

our concern over the prospect of unity. 

 

Lambeth 2008 and beyond 

 As we stand at the threshold of the 2008 Lambeth meeting, I would like to offer three 

expectations--and three suggestions--based on my research. First, at this summer’s meeting, many 

of you will experience a sense of not feeling in control. At the 1998 Lambeth meeting, a 

persistent theme ran through my interviews of those who were Caucasian men: A twofold 

awareness of the vast multicultural complexion of Church leadership in the Anglican Communion 

and an uneasy sense that, perhaps for the first time in their lives, they were not in control. They 

and their colleagues no longer automatically controlled the discussions or the plenaries. 

Multiculturalism no longer was decorative; it had become structural.
12

 This was very unsettling, 

yet many were trying to learn from the experience. This coming Lambeth meeting is likely to be 

even more diverse in terms of sharing power and control. 

 Second, bishops attending from privileged countries such as the U.S. should expect 

feelings of deep humility to arise, and perhaps a loss for words to share your own stories. In 1998, 

the bishops I interviewed often talked about the effects of living together in townhouses with 

others from different parts of the world. One bishop spoke of how stunned he was to hear of the 

conditions that other bishops in the Anglican Communion bore, where violence and murder were 

very real risks in their work, and where the poverty and lack of resources in those dioceses made 

their own relative wealth feel deeply embarrassing. They spoke of being broken open. Some felt 

guilt, and at a loss of how to share their own stories that, to them, now sounded privileged and 

somewhat elitist. Although there were some strong disagreements, as they tried to understand the 

worldview of the other, the issues took on a stunning complexity. They spoke of being deeply 

moved and often transformed by the process. Some turned the awkwardness and their learnings 

into a fresh commitment to build diocesan partnerships and networks of support elsewhere in the 

Anglican Communion. Many renewed their commitment to addressing the real human needs in 

their own dioceses, as well.  

 Third, those attending should expect that there will be some forces present that do not 

want Lambeth--or the Anglican Communion in its current form--to succeed. At the 1998 meeting, 

my interviewees spoke of how naïve they had been. They had not prepared for the polarized 

ethos, a virtual tug-of-war, which emerged from networks with their own platforms and voting 

blocs. Today, the stakes are higher in that various groups and networks have had a longer period 

to develop into focused movements. Some anxiety exists that one group or another may try a 

coup d’église or, to use Juergensmeyer’s phrase, another act of performance violence to sidetrack 

the meeting from its intended focus. Media potentially could add their own layer of complexity.  

 The design of this coming Lambeth meeting will make it impossible for a repeat of the 

1998 events. More likely, those forces will seek to work on the divisions and cleavages that exist, 

trying to break down the hope for unity in the Communion as it now stands, or may press for 
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added layers of structure that could lend themselves to political maneuvers. Regarding the latter, 

Archbishops Longely and Runcie have offered wisdom that is very relevant to these times. 

 

 As preparation, I offer three suggestions based upon my interviews from past Lambeth 

meetings: First, remember that in the midst of brokenness, a deep unifying strength is possible. 

There are profound differences among bishops in the Anglican Communion--and among this 

group now gathered. Some of you are here only because you love the Church and the 

Communion so much that you desperately want a way to remain in it. That is the basis of hope. It 

also represents a starting point in finding common ground that will transform hope into reality. 

Put sociologically, when shared commitment is given sacred status as a community of discussion 

and worship, it creates a powerful social cohesion (Emile Durkheim).
13

  

 Second, perhaps the most important skill to bring to Lambeth is the ability to speak and 

converse in a nonlegislative manner. For many, not to take a position and either argue for it or 

against another position, in a procedural and legislative way, can be very unsettling. You may be 

familiar with Roger Fisher and William Ury’s ”Getting to Yes,” considered to be the most widely 

read book on negotiation theory.
14

 Their core message is that whenever positions are set forth and 

negotiated, one or more sides always feel like they have lost. Rather, people need to discuss their 

interests and not their positions.  

 About 15 years ago, I used this method for a parish that was deeply conflicted over 

sexuality issues. The group read material from a variety of perspectives, shared their stories, 

heard from outsiders, and later talked about different possible positions but always from the 

standpoint of what were the heartfelt interests or needs underlying them. They also considered 

every group who was potentially affected by the issue, and what would be a pastoral response to 

each on a number of possible positions. This reinforced an awareness that their purpose had to be 

pastoral--and relational--as well as anything else. One person did leave the group, concerned that 

her position might not prevail and she couldn’t bear that risk. Yet, the door was always open for 

her to return. In the end, the group surprised itself by coming to a consensus. No votes were 

taken, and those voices who did not feel eloquent in spirited debate knew that they had been 

heard and respected, on a par with all others. 

 Third, I offer a quadrilateral for participating in any form of deep conversation, partly as 

an outgrowth of what I saw from the interviewees who weathered the storm at the 1998 Lambeth 

meeting somewhat better than others. They are,  

 

Centeredness. Do what it takes to stay centered: If you feel that you are being pulled off-

center, do what it takes to regain composure. Above all listen hard and be slow to 

respond. 

 

Kindness. Life is too short, too fragile, not to afford basic kindness to one another.
15

 

Civility, grounded in genuine kindness, can keep differences and disagreements from 

escalating to a polarizing hostility. 
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Wisdom. Wisdom differs from knowledge, as well as from the need for holding the 

dominant viewpoint. It also implies a sense of openness to considering all sides, 

perspectives or needs in the process of decision-making. 

 

Deep hearing. When people speak from the heart, their words often are much easier to 

hear. One also is less likely to say too much or what one doesn’t mean. Deep hearing 

encourages one another to speak from the heart.  

 

In 1998, I did see powerful I-Thou experiences of bishops learning about themselves, their 

Church, and the Communion by encountering otherness in one another and by finding shared 

interests despite differing viewpoints. The negative experiences of otherness had to do with 

politics and coalitions pressing their positions in ways that violated mutual respect. It reminded 

me of Gandhi’s understanding of religious diversity: 

 

Equal regard does not mean that you should adopt the other view, as my equal respect for 

Islam or Christianity does not mean that I would adopt either of the two. My equal regard 

compels me to understand their viewpoint, to appreciate the light in which they look upon 

their religion.
16

 

 

 

 A couple of years ago, I was talking with a national evangelical leader who had just 

returned from a trip where he, as part of a group, had met with Muslim imams in Egypt and Iran, 

and had also met the Pope. I asked him whether his perspective as a conservative Christian had 

been helpful in the discussions. He said, “Yes, we disagree on matters of faith, but we understand 

that each one has a deep faith. We also share a concern over secular culture in matters of faith.” 

His response holds a potential analogy to the Anglican Communion, and how all can have a 

powerful role to play, not only bridging to those outside the Communion but also as a bridge of 

hope that we can maintain our unity as a diverse body.
17

 The Anglican Communion can be a 

global center, encompassing room for all. To those from other traditions, it has offered a vision of 

universality that contains diversity--in language, culture, and perspective.  

 Mark Juergensmeyer, this past February,
18

 mentioned that he had been hearing less noise 

among extremist networks prone to violence. Perhaps it is only a lull. However, there have been 

news articles this spring that suggest this may be a possibility. From a social change perspective, 

social movements tend to shift after a couple of decades, if not before, as a new generation of 

leaders and participants enter with somewhat different agendas and concerns.  

 But have we reached a “tipping point” in seeking new ways of striving for social change? 

Is it possible that divisiveness and bitterness are no longer primary solutions, or both physical and 

organizational violence no longer the most effective alternatives? Whether or not such change is 

imminent, many new bishops will bring fresh voices and opportunities to the coming Lambeth 

meeting, perhaps for the kind of conversations across different cultures and perspectives that can 

lead to Archbishop Longley’s original hope of building bonds of peace and mutual charity.  
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