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'Five years of dialogue, of patient listening, study and prayer' conclude a process of dialogue between Anglicans and Roman Catholics stretching back over thirty years. It bears fruit in this controversial document pointing a way forward towards visible unity.

The 'gift of authority' is recognised as being vital to mission. 'Authority is exercised within the Church for the sake of those outside it, that the Gospel may be proclaimed "in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction" (1 Thess 1.5). St. Paul speaks elsewhere in 2 Cor 1:18-20 of the "Yes" God gives to humanity in Christ and how, again in Christ, humanity is called to make a responsive "Amen" to God in the Church. This 'undivided sharing in Christ's one "Amen" to the glory of God' is the Churches' goal, which will become evident when they share in one "Amen" to one eucharistic prayer.

The Agreed Statement reminds the two Communions of 'the boldness, assurance and certainty to which Christians can lay claim (cf. Lk 1.4, 1 Thess 2.2; Eph 3.2; Heb 11.1)' and their conviction that the Church will 'persevere and be maintained in the truth (cf Mt 16.18; Jn 16.13). The episcopal and papal offices are gracious offices assisting this process: 'the duty of maintaining the Church in the truth is one of the essential functions of the episcopal office. It has the power to exercise this ministry because it is bound in succession to the apostles, who were the body authorised and sent by Christ to preach the Gospel to all the nations'. 

The controversial recommendation is that 'there is sufficient agreement on universal primacy as a gift to be shared for us to propose that such a primacy could be offered and received even before our churches are in full communion'. The papal ministry is welcomed in the spirit of Luke 22:31-32 as one to 'strengthen the brothers' even if it is marked by fragility since 'we have this treasure in clay jars' (2 Cor 4.1-7). 

'The Gift of Authority' is published in the wake of recent warnings from the Archbishop of Canterbury's about the need to limit Anglican diversity. It comes as many Roman Catholics yearn for some relaxation of the centralisation of their Church. The Agreed Statement meets both aspirations. 

The Statement is also, in its recognition of the need for authority, truly biblical. It breathes the spirit of the pastoral epistles. In a fast changing world the Church needs a teaching office that can hold her fast to Scripture and mainstream Tradition, discerning what is development from what is pure innovation. Such a process needs a confident episcopacy to serve the consensus of Christians on so many matters. 'The Gift of Authority' is to be welcomed, a title that is precise in expressing what is at offer and literally at stake for the Churches on the eve of the Third Christian Millennium.

