Talking Past Each Other:

The Struggle Within ECUSA Over Sexual Orientation

Prepared by: Harry S. Coverston, Ph.D.
Instructor: Humanities, Religion
and Philosophy of Law
University of Central Florida

Prepared for: NEXUS
Religion and Nation Conference
University of Tennessee- Knoxville
April 8, 2006
INTRODUCTION
Therearefew issues more contentious today in American society at large than questions about the

place of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and transsexual persons (LGBT). Thisisparticularly true



in the context of American religiouslifewherethe issue of first class citizenship of LGBT persons has
focused on two questionsin particular: ordination to clerical rolesand rites which would officially
recognize same sex relationships.

In thispaper | will discussthe current state of the struggle of LGBT Christiansto gain full access
to therightsand privileges of membership regarding the blessing of committed relationshipsin the
specific context of the Episcopal Church of the United States of America (ECUSA). | will begin with a
short history of that struggle within ECUSA and the larger Anglican Communion of which the American
national church isa constitutive member. | will then proceed to a brief discussion of Kohlberg's stages of
mor al reasoning. Finally, | will arguethat Kohlberg's stage analysis offers a useful means of analyzing
the moral reasoning evident in the arguments being made within ECUSA and the Anglican Communion
regar ding same sex unions and thus an under standing of why resolution of those conflicting positions has
proven difficult if not impossible.

It isimportant to note that this paper isdesigned to address a particular concern of the NEXUS
conference: " examining the inter sections of religion with politics, theory and art." Whilel will reference
empirical studies which have been completed by othersregarding moral reasoning and religious ideation,
the purpose of this particular paper isto offer atheoretical model by which future empirical studies of
the questionsraised here could be conducted.

|. The Episcopal Church and Sexual Orientation

For nearly a half century, the Episcopal Church in the United States of America (ECUSA) has
wrestled with issues of sexuality generally and homosexuality in particular. These struggles have
primarily centered around two primary concerns: the ordination of LGBT personsto clerical and
episcopal ordersand questions surrounding same sex r elationships.

The Episcopal Church conductsall itsofficial businessregarding church polity and doctrineat a
triennial assembly of church laity, clergy and its episcopacy called the General Convention. Beginningin
1964, the Convention passed a resolution expressing the mind of the convention which cited " changing

patternsin human action (which) have raised inquiriesregarding the Church's position on sexual



behavior." The Convention authorized its Executive Council to gather data, formulate studies and make
specific recommendations to the 1967 Convention. * Every convention since that time has ordered studies
of these issues. Conventionsin 1991 and 1994 directed parishes and dioceses to engage in intentional
dialogue regarding issues surrounding the status of LGBT Episcopaliansand to report their findings
back to the succeeding conventions, dir ectives which wer e observed morein the breach than with
compliance. ?

Theresult of thislong struggleis a patchwork of seemingly contradictory positions. Theinitial
statement of the Church on homosexuals per se, passed asaresolution in 1976, asserted that
"homosexuals ar e children of God and have a full and equal claim with all other personsto thelove,
acceptance and pastoral care by the Church." A second resolution provided that gays and lesbianswere
entitled to equal protection of the civil and criminal law. But the same Convention readily manifested the
ambiguity in itsown positionswhen in rgecting a resolution which would have prohibited ordination of
LGBT persons, it simultaneously passed another resolution which admitted to a " lack of agreement
among theologians and among scientific study” regarding homosexuality generally.®

Sincethe bellwether 1976 Convention, the Church's gover ning body has periodically reaffirmed
resolutionsrecognizing LGBT personsas” children of God" entitled to full civil rightswhile
simultaneously resolving that " physical sexual expression isappropriate only within thelifelong
monogamous union of husband and wife...(as) intended by God..." * That such a position might appear
inconsistent was acknowledged by the Convention's resolution recognizing the " discontinuity between
this teaching and the experience of many members of this body." ° Indeed, the Convention's Commission
on Human Affairsasserted that " the Church can't advocate for civil rightsif it deniesthem within our
own fellowship." °

In the 30 years since 1976, the treatment of LGBT issues by the General Conventions has been
marked by a slow by steady movement toward full inclusion of LGBT Episcopaliansin all therightsand
privileges of the church. In 1994, the Convention changed its binding legal canonsregarding ordination

to state that accessto the ordination process could not be denied on the basis of sexual orientation, a



change which reflected the practice of some but hardly all of the church'sdioceses at that time. By the
time of the 2003 General Convention, equal access had been extended to therights, status and access of
thelaity to " an equal placein thelife, worship, and governance of this Church." ” Church canons now
officially prohibit bishopsfrom refusing to admit priests chosen to lead parisheswithin their dioceses on
the basis of sexual orientation. Similarly, bishops arerestrained from prohibiting priests from other
dioceses within the church from entering their diocesesto servethere solely on the basis of sexual
orientation. When enacted, these lawsreflected the actual practice of a portion but hardly all of the
church's dioceses.

The movement toward equality for LGBT personswithin the church reached a milestone at the
2003 General Convention at which the election of the church'sfirst openly gay bishop, Gene Robinson,
was ratified by both the Convention's House of Bishops and its House of Deputies composed of parish
clergy and lay deputies. The election of an openly gay bishop has produced an explosion of negative
reactions from national churcheswithin the Anglican Communion, primarily in the so-called Two-Thirds
World of the Southern Hemisphere.

At a meeting of archbishops of the Communion in Windsor, England, a Report wasissued calling
for a halt to ordination of gay clergy and the blessing of same sex unions occurring on an ad hoc basisin
the Anglican Church of Canada, warning that if “call to halt” isignored “then we shall haveto begin to
learn to walk apart”.® A leader of the southern hemisphere churches, Peter Akinola, the Archbishop of
Nigeria, said, " The Episcopal Church and Diocese of New Westminster (Canada) are already walking
aloneon thisand if they do not repent and return to thefold, they will find that they are all alone. They
will have broken the Anglican Communion." °

Despitethisthinly veiled threat, ECUSA showslittle willingnessto retreat from its decision to
ordain openly LGBT persons, even though it must be recognized that bishops hold wide discretion within
their dioceses and that equality in canonical principle has not alwaysresulted in equality in ecclesial

practice. Y et, the Diocese of Californiawhich includesthe areaimmediately surrounding San Francisco



isset to elect a new bishop thisyear. Of the five candidates selected by the diocesan nominating
committee, two are openly gay or lesbian.

If theissues surrounding access of LGBT Episcopaliansto lay and clerical leader ship roles have
been largely resolved at the national policy level, issues surrounding how to respond to same sex
relationships have only heated up. The 2003 General Convention passed a resolution acknowledging that
"in [the Church's] under standing of homosexual persons, differences exist among us about ...what is, or
should be, required, permitted, or prohibited by the doctrine, discipline, and wor ship of The Episcopal
Church concerning the blessing of the same," However, theresolution went on to " recognize that local
faith communities are operating within the bounds of our common life asthey explore and experience
litur gies celebrating and blessing same-sex unions." ° As of thisyear, seven dioceses have official policies
in place authorizing therites which bless same sex unionswith two mor e dioceses wor king to develop
policies. 'One diocese, the Diocese of Washington, D.C., has created a liturgical ritefor the" Blessing of a
Covenant Relationship" and placed it on its diocesan website, *?

The pending General Convention of the church scheduled for Junein Columbus, Ohio, will
undoubtedly feature a continuance of the struggle for LGBT full inclusion in therightsand privileges of
member ship in the Episcopal Church. Resolutions already filed for consideration include those which
would prohibit the General Convention from meeting in states which prohibit domestic partner benefits™
aswell asa number of conservative sponsored resolutionsinvoking the Windsor Report as a means of
repudiating the church's move toward ordination of gay clergy and creation of same-sex union rites, *
From a distance, it would appear that the Episcopal Church, like many Christian and Judaic traditions
in theearly 21% CE, ismired in what seemsto be an irresolvable conflict between those seeking full
inclusion of LGBT personsin religious life and those who hold to a more conser vative position consistent
with what has until recently been the predominant under standing of Judeo-Christian tradition regarding

such issues. What might explain this conflicted state?



I1. Kohlberg and Moral Reasoning

Beginning in the 1960s, Harvard ethicist Lawrence Kohlberg and a team of resear chers began publishing a
series of longitudinal studies of moral reasoning which began with his doctoral dissertation work in 1958. Kohlberg
saw hiswork astaking place at theinter section of philosophy and psychology, the former providing the basisfor
his under standing of the ultimate goal of moral reasoning - justicefor all human beings - and thelatter providing a
means of empirically testing individual moral reasoning and its proximity to that goal. K ohlber g built upon the
work of educational psychologist Jean Piaget whose resear ch had identified maturational stages of successively
mor e complex and compr ehensive reasoning observable in children. Kohlberg used Piaget's cognitive structure as
a basistoidentify atheoretical model of the development of moral reasoning which posited threelevels of moral
reasoning, each broken further into two stages apiece. ** Testing the theory among subjects in the United States,
Israel, Turkey, Taiwan and Mexico, Kohlberg determined that the development of moral reasoning occurred in
universally recognizable patter ns among human beings acr oss cultural and socio-economic classlines.

Thethreelevels of moral reasoning K ohlber g identified were labeled pre-conventional, conventional and
post-conventional determined by theway in which theindividual relatesto conventional authority in deciding
mor al dilemmas. Pre-conventional reasoning is predominately self-focused and deter minesright or wrong based
upon the possibility of punishment (stage 1, Punishment/Obedience) the instrumental advancement of self-interest
(stage 2, Instrumental Relativist). Kohlberg'sresearch found pre-conventional reasoning predominating among
pre-adolescentswith virtually all subjects developing into some stage of conventional reasoning by the end of high
school. A primary exception to that pattern included personsin penal institutions many of whom continue to
reason at instrumental/relativist stage 2. ** Wher e stage 1 reasoner s ask the question " What must | do to avoid
being punished,?", stage 2 is much more pragmatic: "What'sin it for me?"

Conventional level reasoning is primarily determined by per ceptions of what is expected by conventional
authority located in the family, affinity group, social institution or nation. Such expectations ar e per ceived as
valuablein their own right regardless of consequences.” Conventional reasoning is marked not only by
" confor mity to personal expectations and social order but of loyalty toit, actively maintaining, supporting and
justifying the order and of identifying the personsor group involved in it." *®
A primary criterion distinguishing the two stages of conventional reasoning issimply wherethe " they" one

feels compelled to obey, aswell asto whom one owes duties of caring, islocated. For Stage 3 Good Boy/Nice Girl



Orientation, the social approval sought isfound in on€e's significant others - family, groupsto which one belongs,
significant authority figures. For Stage 3 reasoners, " Good behavior isthat which pleases or helpsothersand is
approved by them. Thereismuch conformity to stereotypical images of what ismajority or 'natural’
behavior....One earnsapproval for being 'nice’." * The question asked in Stage 3is" What must | do to be
approved by those whose opinions | value?"

At Stage 4 Law and Order Orientation, the scope of both authority and empathy expand to a broad
conventional level often located in social institutions and the nation-state. Stage 4 reasoner s exhibit a particularly
positive though generally uncritical attitudetoward " authority, fixed rules and the maintenance of social order."
For Stage 4 reasoners, " right behavior consists of doing on€'s duty, showing respect for authority and maintaining

the given social order for itsown sake." ?° Whiletheincomplete quote " My country, right or wrong!" #

readily
demonstrates the nationalistic tenor of this stage's reasoning, the legalistic aspects are much better represented by
the stage 4 question " What if everyone did that?"

Kohlberg found that most adults cometo a resting point in development in one of the two stages of
conventional level reasoning. It isparticularly worth noting that religious institutions have long been recognized as
theinstitutions par excellence of conventional social standards. Therefore, it isnot surprising that conventional
values and conventional moral reasoning dominate among religious adherents. Studies employing Kohlberg's
stagestheory have found that religiousideology exhibits afairly consistent positiverelationship with moral
judgment. 2 While specific religious affiliations have not been found to be correlated to moral development,
religious dogmatism and theological conservatism have both been shown to hold an inver serelationship to
development beyond conventional reasoning, that which Kohlberg called post-conventional reasoning.

Religiousinstitutions ar e frequently strongly motivated to help human beings devel op out of pre-
conventional, egocentric moral reasoning. It isinteresting to note that the Seven Deadly Sins articulated by
Thomas Aquinas- pride, envy, gluttony, lust, anger, greed and sloth - are all arguably pre-conventional, egocentric
behaviors all pointing to attitudes and behaviorswhich are self-serving, often at the expense of others. If aprimary
institutional imperative has been to help human beings develop into conventional reasoning and values, the mark
of conventional religion has been conventionally constructed and maintained belief systems usually cast in legal

terms: doctrine, dogma, creeds and confessions and ecclesial authorities to maintain and enfor cethe same.



Thusit isno accident that violations of conventional religious constructions have long been seen as sinful if
not heretical. " [M]ovement from the conventional view is a questioning of 'society'sview," a questioning of the
received traditions and standards of society in general....(resulting in) an orientation which is an 'outside of society

perspective.'" Thetransition from conventional to post-conventional reasoning is often marked by skepticism,
egoism (resembling that of pre-conventional egocentrism in some cases) and relativism. Such personsare
frequently seen by conventional authorities as harmful mavericks. Thusthe human being who, despite great social
affirmation for remaining at conventional level reasoning and great resistance if not hostility toward movement out
of the same, managesto develop past the conventional level, ghe may find him/her self " alienated from the tribe
because of (his/her) beliefs,...intellectually and emotionally isolated." *

Post-Conventional Reasoning is also described as autonomous or principled level reasoning. Such
reasoning marks" a clear effort to define moral values and principleswhich have validity and application apart
from the authority of the groups or persons holding these principles..." * For post-conventional reasoners, the
locus of authority hasreturned from external, heter onomous sour ces of authority to an inner moral compass
informed by but not restricted to conventional moral authority. At thislevel, principled questions of justice are
defined in contradistinction to questions of legality or conventional moral affirmation. I nevitably post-conventional
moral reasoning serves asan implicit critique of conventional reasoning and resulting valuesaswell astheir
holders.

K ohlberg found that post-conventional reasoning rarely appeared befor e college (18-23).%° Blonidell Clouse
noted in her discussion of " Moral Reasoning and Christian Faith" that lessthan 20 percent of the population ever
reach post-conventional moral reasoning.”

Kohlberg observed Stage 5 Social Contract Orientation to be marked by rule utilitarian overtones (gr eatest
good for the greatest number) while defining right by virtue of autonomous, internal values. A concern for human
rights, protected by social contracts such asthe U.S. Bill of Rights, first appearsat stage5. ® It isalso at stage 5
that legal stricturesand the conventional values which inform them are observed to bein conflict with higher
principles of justice. M ovement to stage 5 resultsin questioning of received traditionswith reason serving asthe
basisfor judging thejust ideal toward which societies should strive. %

Kohlberg'sinitial analytical model contained a sixth and final stage which he termed the Universal Ethical

Principle Orientation. Later Kohlbergwould become much more tentativein his assertions about the sixth stage



when empirical testing encountered difficulty in differentiating stage five individuals from stage six individuals. He
continued to hold out the possibility of a stage six orientation based upon thewritings of what he called " a small
elite sample" chief among whose work wasthat of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gandhi. *

L ater scholars developing Kohlberg'swork included James Rest and histeam of resear chers at
the University of Minnesota. Rest'srevisions of Kohlberg's model which he called " neo-K ohlber gian”
collapsed the stages Kohlberg had articulated back into three primary levels of pre-conventional,
conventional and post-conventional reasoning. Rejecting the testing procedure of conducting interviews
to evaluate verbal responsesto moral dilemmas Kohlberg's model had developed, Rest created a multiple
choiceinventory called the Defining | ssues Tests which ultimately sought to measur e each subject's
per centage of moral reasoning which was post-conventional or principled.

[11. Application of the M odel

What insights might Kohlberg's analytical model as adopted by Rest provide those who would
seek to under stand the polarization of modern religious bodiesregarding L GBT issues? Proceeding on
therecognition that however questionsabout L GBT concernswithin religious bodies are articulated, they
areat heart moral issues, thereare three primary reasons this model could prove useful.

First, whilea limited number of studies of religiousideation using Kohlberg or Neo-K ohlbergian
analysis** haveindicated that moral reasoning isunrelated to religious ideation® and one study indicated
a positive correlation between moral reasoning and literal appropriation of scripture,® the bulk of such
studies have found a negative correlation between conservative religious ideation and moral reasoning. **

Conversely, a positive correlation between principled moral reasoning and liberal religious
ideation, including reluctanceto interpret scripturein aliteral manner or defer to areceived tradition in
resolving dilemmas has been widely observed. * In short, one'slevel of moral reasoning appearsto play a
strong role in potentially shaping on€'s position on theissues at hand.

Second, the analytical criteria of Kohlberg's stages provide a valuable means of analyzing the
mor al reasoning underlying therhetoric within this conflict. It isimportant to note that positions both

favoring and opposing full inclusion of LGBT persons can bereadily expressed at both pre-conventional



and conventional levels. At pre-conventional stage 1, the focusis on avoidance of punishment of
powerlessindividualsin the face of powerful figuresof authority. Towit: " God will punish usif welet
gaysget married;" .or, "the ACLU will sueusif we use public moneysfor faith-based programsto
discriminatein hiring or benefitsto those we serve." At preconventional Stage 2, the focusison the self-
serving individual whose motto issimply " What'sin it for me?" That might play out as" It's no skin off
my noseif gays get married or not."

Conventional reasoning, focused on law and order and the affirmation of the other in terms of
social respectability, features an external locus of authority and an identifiable group to whom social and
ethical dutiesare owed. A conventional Stage 3 reasoner might ask: " If the Bible plainly says
homosexuality isa sin, how will other Christians see Episcopaliansif we do this?" to which their
parishioner might reply, " Thisisnot just any gay person, it'sJim. Solong asLGBT peoplelead
respectable lives, they deservetherespect of thisparish." At societal level Stage 4, thefocusison law and
order and conventional values: " Thelong held under standing of the Judeo-Christian tradition isthat
homosexuality isa sin,” or, " LGBT people have long served the Church well asclergy and lay leaders,
they deserveto betreated with respect if not equality.”

However, at which point moral reasoning movesto post-conventional levels, it becomes
increasingly difficult to frame moral reasoning which would support the ongoing exclusion of LGBT
per sons from full member ship in the Church. While Stage 5 social contract theory might well be
employed to frame an argument that somehow including LGBT persons might somehow damage the
"ingtitution of marriage," theburden would be on the maker of such an argument to demonstrate how
such damage would occur beyond mer e speculation. Post-conventional reasoning's focus on human rights
gravitatesin favor of full inclusion of all human beingsin a social institution's benefits and privileges and
against discrimination based in sexual orientation.

The Episcopal Church carriesa particular liability when it comesto principled reasoning v.
conventional behaviorsbecause at least a part of its stated ideals are post-conventional in nature. Not

unlike the US gover nment which cast its principled, post-conventional ideals of equality, justice and



protection of minority rights against the tyranny of the majority in a Bill of Rights, the Episcopal
Church's 1976 Book of Common Prayer contains a post-conventional, principled Baptismal Covenant
against which the Church'sactionsarereadily judged.

Found in theritefor the sacrament of Baptism, the liturgy contains the following queries of those
present at therite: " Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as
yourself?...Will you strivefor justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human
being?" Theresponseto each question is™ | will with God'shelp.” To paraphrasethe 1976 Commission
on Human Affairs observation, it isdifficult for the Church with any integrity to pledgeto strive for
justice and respect the dignity of all human beings and at the same deny it within its own fellowship.

Finally, athird reason for using the model isfound within Kohlberg's model itself. In studies
leading up to his staged developmental model, Kohlberg observed that human beings progressed
through the stagesin an invariantly sequential manner. One could not skip from pre-conventional stage 2
to post-conventional stage 5, for instance. But perhaps moreimportant for purposes of the current
analysis, while persons are frequently drawn to reasoning at one stage above their own even if they are
not ableto reason there predominately, they rarely comprehend the ar guments of those two stages
removed from them. If that istrue, the chances arethat religious conservatives and religious progressives
are essentially talking past each other in the current conflict.

What | present today is atheoretical model which could readily lend itself to appropriate
empirical testing. | am not a quantitative analyst. However it would be my prediction that the use of the
Defining I ssues Test to measur e the moral reasoning of the various parties within the Episcopal Church
might show the following: Conservative arguments based in selective literal appropriations of scripture
and/or church tradition made with indifference to modern science would be made from a stage 3-4
conventional level of reasoning. Institutional concer ns such as member ship, financial solvency and
ongoing member ship in the larger Communion which inform actionsregarding the full inclusion of
LGBT Episcopalianswithin the life of the church would be made from a stage 4 conventional level of

reasoning. But arguments madefor full inclusion of LGBT Episcopalians based in concernsfor equal



justice, human rights and human dignity asfound in the Baptismal Covenant would arise from a stage 5,
post-conventional level of moral reasoning.

Tothedegreethat justice-based principled moral reasoning drivesthe church's General
Convention toward full inclusion of LGBT Episcopaliansin itsinstitutional life, it will beresisted by
those operating out of conventional moral reasoning. For the stage 4 institutional protector, the primary
concern will be whether such issueswill split the American church or result in excommunication from the
Anglican Communion even as many herewill wrestle with the post-conventional appeal to justice. But for
the stage 3 religious conser vative, concer ned about heteronomous authority manifest by a deference to
both tradition and a selective literalism in appropriating scripture, the post-conventional call for justice
in LGBT issueswill be essentially incomprehensible. In short, stage 5 post-conventional reasoning and
stage 3 conventional reasoning will be talking past each other with little points of contact while stage 4
conventional reasoning lies between the two, worrying about institutional preservation.

In closing, | remind my listenersthat what | am offering hereisatheoretical model by which
future empirical studies of the questionsraised here could be conducted.
| am also mindful that complex questions such asthe one addressed herein frequently admit to more than
one possible approach to analysis. | would welcome studies which would employ Kohlberg'smodel in
analyzing positionsregarding LGBT issueswithin religious bodies and offer my hope that this paper

might prove helpful to such future endeavors.
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