DIOCESE OF BARBADOS
WHAT WAS ESTABLISHMENT – AND WHAT DOES DISESTABLISHMENT MEAN?

In order to understand the dynamics of disestablishment it is first necessary for us to briefly recapitulate the story of the Anglican Church in Barbados. As a Caribbean island Barbados has been nicked-named “Little England,” not only because it was one of the first of these islands to be colonised by the English, but also because, unlike most of the other territories in the region, it remained under exclusively British rule for three hundred and thirty-nine (339) years until it gained sovereignty on November 30th, 1966.
Barbados’ “Englishness,” as the late Professor Gordon K. Lewis terms it in his seminal Study of critical analysis, The Growth of the Modern West Indies, (1968), also stemmed from the swift introduction of English institutions in this tropical island. These included the Anglican Church, established in 1628, one year after the first batch of 80 settlers came ashore at “The Hole” on the western side of the island. 
It must be noted that between 1628 and 1825 when         William Hart Coleridge became the first Bishop of this island, the Anglican Church and the white settlers did not become actively engaged in spreading Christianity among the enslaved population.  However, Coleridge introduced an Anglicanism that was more altruistic, kind and caring. Largely as a consequence of Coleridge’s magnificent work of spreading the Christian message through the building of Chapels-of-Ease, the Anglican Church escaped disestablishment and disendowment in the early 20th century. Indeed the Anglican Church Act of 1911 bestowed on it the status of “State-recognised church,” emphasising the point that this denomination and the Colonial legislature had formed a strong working relationship in the vital area of elementary (now primary) education, with the chapels functioning as embroyo public schools.

However, by the 1960’s, modern socio-political realities conspired to rend asunder this symbiotic relationship of church and state and, by a process which began in 1967, the Anglican Church Act of 1911 was repealed in 1969. The Anglican church Act of 1969 stipulated that the church now ceased to be “established.” 
The church, its clergy and church officers were removed from the government’s salary lists and, over a period of time, the Anglican Church became disendowed.

Among other things it also meant that:

· The Church would have full responsibility or control over its affairs. This control being exercised principally through the Diocesan Synod.
· Church would be responsible for its upkeep and maintenance of its buildings and properties, those being vested in a body titled The Diocesan Trustees.

· Those who joined the ranks of the clergy after would have to depend solely on the Church for their emoluments and would not be entitled to government pension rights.
· The Church lost some of its franking privileges.
· The Church would be responsible for the selection of its Bishop.
· The Church’s schools would be left under the care of the government under certain conditions.

It was widely assumed, if not predicted, immediately after the trauma of 1969, that the Anglican church in Barbados, now that it was removed from the protection of the government of Independent Barbados, would suffer the twin psychoses of:
(a) 
arrested development as a spiritual resource centre and 

(b)
disorderly collapse as a “pampered” institution forced to fend for itself in a tough and sometimes hostile world. Fortunately for the denomination and for Barbados, neither of these dire possibilities has come to pass. This is mainly due to of four (4) closely inter-related factors. First the Anglican Church in Barbados has become an indigenous entity as opposed to being almost “an army of British occupation.”

Through this process of indigenisation the church has re-defined itself in human, social and cultural terms. It is no longer “the church of the Barbadian planter class,” but of all Barbadians. 

It is also Barbadian in leadership, a critical point in an era of Independence and constitutional sovereignty, when the political directorate needs to be assured that, within the framework of ecumenism, there is still a denomination which has developed in step with the island and whose leaders speak for and on behalf of the average Barbadian.

No longer does the Anglican Church reflect what this writer calls “the internal colonization process” by which the mass of the people were coerced into accepting transparently ethnocentric prejudices and practices (for example pew rents and discrimination against “illegitimate” children) as processes “made in heaven.” The identity and profile of the Anglican Church have changed and the three (3) native-born bishops who have led the church during this era of Disestablishment, The Right Reverend Dr. Rufus Brome and The Right Reverend & Hon. Dr. John Holder have effected a ‘quiet revolution’ in rendering the church more acceptable to the Barbadian populace at large.

The second crucial factor has been the process of institutional reorganisation. Since 1969 the Barbadian Anglican Church has become more ‘inner-looking," as it struggled to come to terms with its radically changed status. The church has developed its own bureaucracy, with Diocesan House functioning as its “seat of governance,” but with considerable de-centralisation of responsibilities in parochial matters such as church land use, entrepreneurship and deployment of other resources.

Ironically drawing on the old plantation model of organisation, the church has vested considerable autonomy in the several parishes, including those which have been created in recent times. The existence of these several parishes has had a liberating impact on the church, which is still the single largest domination in the island. Rectors can now initiate programmes and practices involving the Anglican Young People’s Association (AYPA), the Mothers Union and Men’s Fellowships. These socio-cultural initiatives have deepened the bond between church and parishioners and have made the institution structurally much stronger than it was at any other time since the Abolition of Slavery in 1838. This is mainly because Barbadians voluntarily identify with the post-establishment entity which definitely carries a “Made in Barbados’ stamp.

The third factor is modernization which encapsulates all of the processes mentioned before, but also includes the element of deliberate forward planning, as the church strives to fulfill its mandate of spreading the light of Christian religion in a diverse and challenging world. 
The church’s modernizing thrust is best seen in the emergence of the church’s officers as resource persons to government in multiple forum as the political directorate relies heavily on this entity for counselling services, insights and in negotiations with its social partners.

The Anglican Church is now seen as an important section of Civil Society, its role in education is disproportionately large and its techniques in meeting the challenges of modern life are being studied and emulated. The church has investigated modern issues such as Youth Deviance, Gambling HIV/AIDS and Educational Reform and has shown itself willing and ready to alter its traditional policies without abandoning its deeply-held principles.

Perhaps the most significant change has been the incorporation of women in the hierarchy of the church. It is an accepted fact that the Anglican Church has survived disestablishment primarily because it has liberated and empowered its female members. Women, who form some 78% of active church members, represent an irrefutable statement of the capacity of the Anglican Church to live its determination to free the society of violence, discrimination and injustice.

Women have participated in the full range of labour, political and religious struggles in Barbados. They have borne the brunt of the effects of challenges to family life, parenting, education, religious principles and social cohesion and they cannot be denied their rightful place at all levels of the post-establishment church. Thus the ordination of women, which raised questions in the 1980’s, is now accepted. One must recall that there were young women who were the two first to be ordained as Deacons at that time. They were Beverley Sealy-Knight from  the parish church of St. Patrick’s and Rev. Sonia Hinds from the parish church of St. Matthias.

With the appointment of Rev. Sealy-Knight to the parish church of   St. James, the first one to be established in 1628, the Anglican Church has come full circle after exactly 380 years and is now poised to further establish women in the fullness of their service within the church.

Disestablishment has been a tortuous, complex and extremely challenging period for the Anglican Church in Barbados, but out of that cauldron of heat and turmoil, the Anglican Church has emerged stronger, more humble, more humane and purposeful. 
Perhaps, after some 30 years it is now fair to proclaim that Disestablishment has revolutionized the Anglican Church in Barbados and has brought that church closer to the people as a whole.
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