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The issue of Lay Eucharistic Presidency (LEP) is a highly controversial topic within Anglicanism. Nonetheless, it is an issue that seems consistently under the surface in many parts of the Anglican Communion. The purpose of this article is to give a brief explanation of, and argument for, the introduction of regulated LEP.
Throughout its history, Anglicanism has restricted eucharistic presidency (that is, who leads or celebrates communion) to those ordained to the priesthood. This principle, often traced as far back as Ignatius of Antioch (circa 1st Century AD), has been justified on several grounds, such as: for the sake of good order (we should avoid the possibility of everyone running around celebrating communion willy-nilly); the nature of priesthood (by definition a priest is the one who leads the offering of sacrifice); and the nature of presbyteral oversight (lay eucharistic presidency would violate the presbyteral oversight of Word and Sacrament).  

Nonetheless, through history there have been dissenters. A recent example is the Province of the Southern Cone (South America), which in 1988 voted, by diocese, 8-7 against LEP. Indeed, it appears the majority of dioceses were actually in favour of LEP but some dioceses voted against it believing they should not go ahead without prior approval of the wider Anglican communion. More recently, in 1999 the Diocese of Sydney, Australia, voted in favour of LEP, though this has not been approved by the Australian church.

The Basic Argument
LEP is fundamentally concerned with the spiritual wellbeing of worshipping communities. The spiritual nurture and fellowship provided through the eucharist are deeply important to Christian life, both individually and communally. At times and places where a presbyter cannot be found (such as in rural and remote areas, or during an Incumbent’s vacation or illness), it is spiritually detrimental to deprive the community of their ability to join together in eucharistic fellowship simply because a presbyter cannot be brought in. 
There is, of course, nothing in scripture that hints at such a necessary restriction. In the New Testament, the Lord’s Supper is celebrated in homes, described in purely egalitarian terms as breaking bread together, with no hint that the consecratory words of the community meal were in any way restricted to a priesthood. Certainly one can imagine that eucharistic presiders in the Early Church were chosen on the basis of the respect in which they were held by the community for their spiritual leadership and moral integrity, but there is no hint that eucharistic presidency was limited to an ordained caste. Indeed, I believe our Lord would have found it simply bizarre that the church would deny faithful communities of this spiritual necessity on such grounds.
It is unsurprising then that there is no hint in the New Testament of a priestly restriction on eucharistic presidency. Indeed, the doctrine and practice of ‘the priesthood of all believers’ remains atrophied among Anglicans so long as LEP is prohibited. The teaching and practice of “the priesthood of all believers” is among the most empowering insights of the Protestant Reformation, a crucial counterweight to the over-clericalization of the church (which weakens the ministry and mission of the church by limiting rather than enabling ministry and mission by the people of God). Just as regulated lay preaching under presbyteral and episcopal oversight reflects an appropriate and effective application of the priesthood-of-all-believers principle, so too would regulated LEP. 
Furthermore, from the perspective of Anglican theology, there are two principle and equal elements in Christian worship, namely Word and Sacrament. Given this equality, it is simply inconsistent to permit the laity to preside over the Word (ie., laity can both read scripture and preach in public worship) and over one sacrament (ie., laity can baptize under restricted conditions), but not at all over the other sacrament (ie, communion). Restricting the Eucharist to the ordained priesthood strongly and fallaciously implies that the Eucharist is somehow more significant than either Baptism or the Word, thereby negating the principle of the equality of Word and Sacrament. Further, there is another view found within Anglicanism, namely that the Word is considered superior, rather than just equal, to the Sacraments, because the Sacraments derive from the Word; in which case, given that laity are permitted to preside over the Word, then they should certainly be permitted to preside over that which derives from the Word.
Tradition
Some will object to LEP on the grounds of tradition -- it is just not part of Anglican tradition to permit LEP. Yet ‘tradition’ has very limited normative force within Anglican theology. For instance, the rise of Anglicanism in the 1500s included the implication that traditions may be put aside if there are good scriptural, rational, pastoral or missional reasons. Some of the traditions put aside in the formation of Anglicanism included: hearing the liturgy and scripture in Latin alone; the priest alone receiving the bread and the wine at communion; and the clergy not being permitted to marry; among others. 
Since then, numerous other traditions have also been set aside, including: the singing of only psalms during public worship (hymns were a highly controversial innovation of the mid- to late-1600s); communion only a few times a year (in the 1800s the Oxford Movement introduced the now-widespread practice of weekly eucharist); the ordination of men only to the priesthood and episcopate (women are now ordained in most parts of the Anglican communion); along with numerous other changes in tradition that could be cited through the centuries. Consequently, the teaching of scripture, the deductions of moral reason, the needs of pastoral care, and the imperative of mission have all come to have much greater normative weight than tradition when it comes to assessing whether or not to change particular Anglican beliefs or practices. 
To summarize the theological argument, proponents of LEP contend that the pastoral and spiritual need for the eucharist within the community (such as when a congregation’s priest is sick or away, or when a priest is not available, such as in remote and rural areas or during interregnums), along with the empowerment of the laity for ministry and mission through the priesthood-of-all-believers principle, are very good scriptural and pastoral reasons to set aside the tradition of priest-only eucharistic presidency to permit regulated LEP. Episcopal and presbyteral oversight, as well as good order, can be readily maintained where LEP is permitted in an appropriately-regulated manner. In short, there is no overriding reason why laity should be able to preach and baptize under regulated conditions but not preside at the eucharist under regulated conditions as well. 

The Catholic/Protestant Divide

Some will suggest that the proposal for LEP simply revives the old division between Protestant-leaning and Catholic-leaning Anglicans -- those of a Protestant bent will be more able to support LEP than those of a Catholic bent, for the latter frequently see the eucharist in fundamentally sacrificial terms, and therefore unconditionally require a priest to officiate. For Protestant-leaning Anglicans, “priest” is to be understood in terms of “presbyter”, whereas for Catholic-leaning Anglicans, “presbyter” is to be understood in terms of “priest”. For the latter, LEP will remain problematic, despite the arguments above. 
Interestingly, the most common response I’ve had to this proposal for LEP is, “Well then, what’s left for the priest to do?” (Interestingly, this question has come mostly from laity.) The answer is that the priest’s role becomes more clearly focused on  presbyteracy, that is, of providing spiritual vision and direction for the congregation, of providing leadership, teaching, and training in worship, ministry and mission for the community -- “equipping the saints for ministry” (Ephesians 4:12). Within this presbyteral view of priesthood, the priest is responsible to both the Bishop and the congregation for ensuring that the eucharist is celebrated with adequate frequency, with spiritual vitality, and in good order (however canonically defined), but need not be the one who always presides, being able to delegate presidency as need arises.
No doubt these differences of interpretation of priesthood and presbyteracy will remain part of our Anglican reality. Thus the plea here is simply for permission to implement regulated LEP in those parishes that request it. A consequence may be that some Catholic-leaning Anglicans may not recognize lay-celebrated eucharists as valid eucharists. So be it. This would not mean, though, that parishes are out of communion with each other -- non-LEP parishes would still recognize presbyterally-presided eucharists in LEP parishes. Furthermore, in the course of exploring this issue, some Protestant-leaning parishes might find reasons why they are not able to accept LEP, while some Catholic-leaning parishes might find reasons they are able to recognize LEP -- neither tradition is completely homogenous in their doctrinal content or theological method.

Canadian Aspects

Some aspects of the current Canadian context bear on this discussion. The first concerns General Synod 2007, which came precipitously close to approving an inappropriately minimalist understanding of doctrinal change. At GS07, the strategy of those who sought approval for blessing same-sex unions was to get General Synod’s theological approval of it by way of Resolution A186, which in its final form stated that blessing same-sex unions is not in conflict with Anglican core doctrine (in the sense of being creedal). The implication was that if a doctrinal matter is not core or creedal then it could therefore be considered acceptable within the Anglican Church of Canada (ACC). In effect, non-conflict with the Creeds becomes the sole criteria for doctrinal acceptability in the ACC. Let us call this the ‘creedal minimalist’ criteria of doctrinal change. This is a huge, and unprecedented, change in Anglican theological/doctrinal method, a change in method which few at GS07 even recognized, and one that is deeply unfortunate for it permits just about anything. To take some extreme examples, it could permit genocide and racism, since these are not in conflict with the Creeds. Even if one replied that genocide and racism are implicitly in conflict with the Creeds, then what counts as ‘implicitly in conflict’ was not discussed or identified as part of the motion and thus remains undefined. 

Even without such extreme examples, this move would immediately permit all sorts of doctrines that Anglicanism has long rejected -- for instance, both transubstantiationist and memorialist Eucharistic doctrines, which are diametrically opposed to each other, would be rendered acceptable since neither is in conflict with the Creeds. Even if a doctrine that was once rejected by Anglicans could come to be accepted, it should be by a process that recognizes a range of relevant theological considerations, not merely whether that doctrine happens to be ‘not in conflict’ with the Creeds. That the ‘creedal minimalist’ criteria for doctrinal change had so much support reflects poorly on the state of theological method in the ACC, or else reflects how institutional process can trump integrity of theological method. Nonetheless, this bears on LEP in the following manner. For those who approved of Resolution A186 as a legitimate theological basis for approving same-sex blessings, then by this same theological/doctrinal method LEP too would need to be accepted, since LEP is not in conflict with the Creeds. 

Second, regarding the probability that some clergy or parishes would not recognize LEP eucharists, this situation would be completely analogous to the situation found in a few dioceses in Canada whereby blessing same-sex unions is now explicitly permitted in certain parishes, even though other clergy or parishes in the same diocese do not recognize these as valid unions:  the practice is permitted, even if not all in the diocese recognize such unions as theologically valid. In such dioceses, the same could hold for lay-presided eucharists: the practice could be permitted, even if not all in the diocese recognize it as a valid eucharist. Indeed, we might note that for bishops or dioceses which now permit certain parishes to bless same-sex unions, or now permit parishes to have clergy in same-sex civil unions, it would seem deeply inconsistent to not permit LEP to those parishes which request it.
Process

Supposing a Canadian diocese were to come out in support of the principle of regulated LEP, at least for parishes that request it -- what then? The answer depends on the status of the Anglican Covenant in the Anglican Church of Canada or within that diocese. The Covenant, which at this point in time appears to be the probable future basis of global Anglican unity and mutuality, provides a process by which significant changes in doctrine or practice would be evaluated, and rejected or accepted, within the global communion (see article by E.Radner, P.Turner, et al, www.fulcrum-anglican.org.uk/page.cfm?ID=461). Should the Anglican Church of Canada, or the Diocese of Montreal, adopt the Covenant, then the process of adopting LEP should conform to the process envisioned by the Covenant. If the ACC, or a diocese of the ACC, does not sign on with the Covenant, then processes appropriate to the ACC or that diocese should be followed. Either way, no decision to permit regulated LEP should be taken until the ACC or the diocese makes a decision on its relation to the Covenant.

