General Synod 2026
Speech to propose Bill No. 1

Bishop & Members of Synod,
Chapter VIII Part 4, which specifies our Church’s Disciplinary Proceedings, is thankfully a part of the Church of Ireland’s Constitution that is infrequently employed.
SLIDE 2
From the establishment of this process in 2009 until Standing Committee in January of this year, 11 Complaints had been lodged with the Complaints Administrator (Stage 1 in the Slide above).  Of the 11 complaints, 4 were resolved through mediation and consent orders and 3 made it all the way through this process to Disciplinary Tribunals.  These 3 complaints were upheld and sanctions were imposed.

Whilst the Church’s Disciplinary Process for clergy and bishops is a process that isn’t required often, it is a very important process that we should endeavour to enable to operate as expediently as possible, especially given its implications to all concerned.

The consultations undertaken by the Working Group to review Clergy Tenure revealed that generally speaking, the disciplinary process works quite well.  However, suggestions for its improvement were received and reflected upon and hence, Bill No.1 is being brought to General Synod for its consideration. 

Added to suggested practical improvements to this process, which will be highlighted in a moment, Bill Number 1 facilitates the input of the Case Management Committee which has been created under the new Child Safeguarding Policy which is being launched at this Synod.

One of the issues raised during our consultation process was the need for timelines in the whole process and this Bill includes timelines for the local Diocesan Pastoral Resolution Stage, as well as during the stages that follow the receipt of a complaint by the Complaints Administrator.

Mediation is also encouraged under this Bill during the early local Pastoral Resolution stage which it is hoped will be a helpful response to difficulties in Parish or Diocesan settings. At present we are gathering names of Mediation Services so that if this Bill is passed, the list of Services can be considered by the Standing Committee and Representative Body, and then be made available to Dioceses for referrals if required.

Whilst the Pastoral and Mediation stage is highly important in instances of a complaint against a member of the clergy or a bishop, it is suggested that the local level Pastoral and Mediation Stage is by passed in instances a safeguarding complaint associated with a recommendation of the Case Management Committee.

Issues of medical assessment were raised in our consultations and this Bill seeks to give the Complaints Committee the right to require that a member of the clergy, or a bishop, undergo an independent medical assessment should the person claim that they are unable to cooperate with the disciplinary process on medical grounds. It is hoped that this will mean that those who are fit and able to cooperate with the process will then do so, helping the process to continue, but it will also mean that those who are genuinely unwell enough to cooperate are protected from undue stress. 

Having looked at the disciplinary offences found in section 25 of Chapter VIII, the Working Group to review Clergy Tenure felt that it would be helpful to organise them into logical groups with the headings ‘doctrinal’, ‘ecclesiastical law, and ‘civil law’.  The wording in some of the offences has been simplified, but we have sought to offer no change of meaning.  The offences of ‘immorality’ and ‘drunkenness or substance abuse’ have been removed as they are considered to be encapsulated within the scope of ‘conduct unbecoming to sacred calling of a person in holy orders’.   The two new offences proposed to be included in this section under the ‘safeguarding’ section and as you can see relates to the serious and or persistent non-compliance with safeguarding policies and any serious act or omission that interferes with civil safeguarding law or policy. 

The current Complaints process requires that a bond of £600 or €1000 is paid to the Complaints Administrator, which of course returned to the complainant if it is deemed that the complaint is worthy of consideration by the complaints committee and a prima facie case is being addressed.  This Bill seeks to exempt the requirement of the bond in instances where someone has been convicted of a criminal offence carrying a custodial sentence, as well as and in cases relating to safeguarding that have been approved by the Case Management Committee.  

Lastly, this Bill introduces a provision for a Disciplinary Tribunal and an Appeal Tribunal to make appropriate temporary orders while a case is ongoing. For instance, depending upon the complaint, it may be inappropriate for a cleric to be in the vicinity of a church or a church hall until the tribunal makes its determination.  In such an instance, a tribunal could make temporary orders to facilitate the process. 

Bishop, I wish to commend this Bill and request that it be given a second reading.

