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A Rica HisTory: WHY WE ARE DEPUTIES AND NOT DELEGATES
by Bonnie Anderson, D.D. President, the House of Deputies

deprusty (dEp'y-t€)
n., pl. -ties.

1 A person appointed or empowered to act for another.
2 An assistant exercising full authority in the absence of his or her superior and equal authority in

emergencies: a deputy to the shenff.

3 A representative in a legislative body in certain countries.

n. - suplente, sustituto, representante, delegado
adj. - suplente, sustituto

adjoint, remplacant, suppléant, délégué'

To understand the role of the General Convention
deputy today it is important to look to the begin-
nings of The Episcopal Church and the context in
which The Episcopal Church was born: we are in-
formed by our history.

The first General Convention of The Episcopal
Church convened in 1785, with 26 lay and 16 clergy
deputies present. The attendees were referred to as
deputies. The “journal” from the 1785 convention
reads, “Clerical and Lay Deputies from several states
assembled; and judging it proper to wait the arrival
of the Deputies from other states, Adjourned until
tomorrow at ten o’clock.” By 1792, the journal had
adopted the usage of the “House of Clerical and
Lay Deputies” in order to distinguish the establish-
ment of a separate House of Bishops, which joined
the Convention in 1789. The present day name of
“The House of Deputies” was not formally insert-
ed into the Constitution until 1886, although the
term was found in the Constitution as early as 1832
as a way of clearly distinguishing the responsibili-
ties of the clerical and lay body from the growing
influence of the House of Bishops.

Inan 1839 edition of “A Dictionary of the Church”
the word “delegate” and “deputy” are used inter-
changeably. Delegates to the General Convention
are defined as the clergy and laity chosen as repre-
sentatives by the conventions of the dioceses they
represent. The dictionary also takes care, however,
to define the special usage of Convention “depu-
ties”: “Those clergymen and lagmen who are sent or
deputed to attend the conventions of the Church.”?
The melding of the two concepts, although built
as they are on a fine distinction, underplays the
historical usage of deputy to signify a position of
importance in the representative polity of the early
American church.

Early diocesan councils borrowed the word deputy
from its contemporary use in describing represen-
tatives to the colonial legislatures, particularly those
who were elected to bicameral bodies in contrast
to appointed representatives who were more fre-
quently called delegates.*

Not surprisingly, the earliest Diocesan conventions
adopted existing legislative models. The American
Episcopal Church was not immune to revolution-
ary ideas of the English reformation, including
representative governance in Church affairs, and
these ideas prevailed in the early Church councils.®
Representatives to Church councils were
deputized to act fully and freely on behalf of what
they thought to be the best interests of the Church
while they deliberated in the confines of Coundil.

Understanding of the meaning and evolution of
the word “deputy” also sheds light upon the role
of today’s deputy. Specific word use in the early
days of The Episcopal Church was important. As
the church’s roots lay in the Revolution, it is likely
church founders chose with care the langunage asso-
ciated with church governance. A bdef look at the
word “deputy” reveals roots in the Middle English
word, “deputen”, derived from Old French “deput-
et,” from Late Latin “dputre, meaning to consider,
or ponder. Our English word deputy means to ap-
point or authorize as an agent or a representative,
or to assign (authority or duties) to another™ The
concept of a deputy as a fully independent rep-
resentative is suggested by a 1901 Constitutional
change that proposed admitting Missionary District
“delegates™ as representatives to Convention with
seat but with limited voting rights.” The wording
was amended to deputy in the final text to grant

honor in name to the representatives of missionary
jurisdictions.



In her opening address as President of the House
of Deputies to the 73rd General Convention, Dr.
Pamela Chinnis stated, “The House of Deputies
was a complete innovation when this church was
organized following the American Revolution. It
gives clergy and laity an equal voice with bishops in
and maintaining a living liturgical life™® Similarily,
in his Artington Lectures, The Rew. Canon James
Gundrum states, “As far as the English churches in
America are concerned, it is important to remember
that an overwhelming majority of the churches were
dedicated to a republican form of government for
the colonies, as well as the whole Revolutionary
canse.™
The nature of the events that took place in Ametica
between 1782 and 1789, and the use and meaning of
the word “deputy” help us to understand our role
as deputies today. Each deputy is elected to General
Convention by his or her own diocese. As deputies,
we know our diocese and the people of the diocese
know us. We are not elected simply to represent the
views of our diocese or any particular constituency.
Deputies are extraordinary representatives who,
“Ideally...should reflect the will of the whole
Church, act for the whole Church, and speak to the
whole Church 1

We are deputies because we are trusted by our
diocese and by the deputies from other dioceses to
be informed and to prepare ourselves through study
and prayer prior to General Convention. While at
General Convention deputies are charged to listen
to other deputies, bishops and guests, to share cur
own thoughts and ideas while we are at General
Convention, and to attend and vote at all legislative
sessions. We are trusted to cast our votes, informed
by prayer, factual information and the workings of
derolySpitit.Wehavearmponsibilitytoreport
backmomdiowseafterGenemlConvenﬁonand,
to the best of our abilities, convey how we voted in
light of what we experienced and what we learned.

Most importantly, it is our primary respansibility
as deputies to watch for, to expect, to pray for and
to be open to the Holy Spirit.

“We are governed, or seek to be governed in Church
affairs, by the Mind of the Will of God. To this end
the Holy Spirit dwells in the Church and presides
initscouncils.WhataChmchcoundlsed:sbyits

debates and votes to ascertain is, not the mind of
the majority of its Church members, but the Mind
of the Spirit™"
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