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Isaiah 9:1-4 1 Corinthians10-18 Matthew 4:12-23
A TRUE AND GENEROUS COMPREHENSIVENESS

Asall of usare painfully aware, the Episcopal Church in the United Statesis undergoing the most serious
internal quarre sinceitsfounding in thelate 18" century. Individuals and parishes are actually leaving
the Church to affiliate with Anglican dioceses elsewhere. When Paul speaksto the congregation at
Corinth in thismorning sreading, it isalmost asif heis speaking to usin the Episcopal church today. “1
appeal to you brothersand sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement
and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same
purpose.” Paul issaying thisof course because thereare quarrelsin the Corinthian Church among those
who say | belong to Paul, or | belong to Apallo, or | belong to Cephasor | belongto Christ. Today we
only need to substitute thewords, | belong to the true Anglican tradition, or | belong to the Bible
believers, or, | belongto thefaith once delivered to the saints, and we get the same situation that Paul
faced. And these exclusivist and rejectionist claims are so seriousthat they have led some now former
Episcopaliansto declare the Episcopal Church dead and bankrupt.

The question facing the Episcopal Church, and the Communion, and thereforeushereat Trinity, is
precisely over how much differencein belief is possible within a single Church, united, as Paul says, in
the same mind and the same purpose. To what extent can the Church sustain diversity of belief without
diversity becoming the basisfor a division that cannot or will not be healed? Those who are departing
from the Episcopal Church have decided that the diversity of thought now prevailing in the Episcopal
Church in Americaissimply too much for them to bear. They believe that when differ ences of opinion
haveto do with issues of sexuality, the interpretation of Scripture, and the authority of bishops, they
draw thelineand say “nomore.”’” Asaresult they declarethat thereisno Episcopal Church worthy of
the nameif themajority in that Church hold to viewsthey regard as heretical or asa betrayal of what
they call “thefaith once delivered to the saints.” And if the Episcopal Church (through its only official
legidative body, the General Convention) cannot adhereto the so-called orthodox position, then the
Church nolonger hasauthority over them because, for them, it has ceased to be a true Church. They
have decided that if their particular reading of some parts of Scripture or of themoral law isnot the
absolute truth and therefore compulsory for all true Episcopalians, then division iswarranted because
differences have been stretched to the breaking point. They would, of cour se, argue that they are not
calling for a division between faithful Christians, but a division between true Christians and false ones
who presumably have no right to claim that they belong to the Church of Jesus Christ. They also claim
that they are not leaving the Episcopal Church but rather that it hasleft them and become something
abominablein the eyes of Jesus.

The question we face today iswhether the willingness of these angry and defiant former Episcopalians
fallswithin the legitimate range of differences a community united in mind and purpose can sustain. This
isa question of what isnegotiable and what isnot in that community. But the answer to this question
requires usto place differences within and subservient to the overarching purpose of the Church. And
that purpose, as Jesus put it in the Gospel, isto spread the good news of the Kingdom. Historically, the
Anglican tradition has embraced a principle known as comprehensiveness, meaning that Christian belief



and practice comprehend (literally hold together) a wide variety of different beliefs and practices
consistent with advancing the Kingdom because the Kingdom must manifest itself in the particularities
and differences of each human condition, place, and time. This principleisbuilt on thefact that we all
receive the good news of the kingdom as we ar e able within thelimited, historical, cultural, and
psychological contextsthat we each occupy. And those contexts are not the samefor all when wetakeinto
account the marvelous specificity and diversity of human life, personality, and historical and cultural
contexts. Just as Jesus did, weliterally incarnate in the particularities of who we and our communitiesare
what it meansto love and servetheworld in Hisnamein our time and place. To believe that some of us
areprivileged to havereceived the good news from God unfiltered, unmediated, directly and without
error, freeof sin and self-interest, and by virtue of their sinlessness, given authority to apply it regardless
of context, isto elevate our particular finite condition to a status equal to the divine perfection, free of
error or the need for interpretation and incarnated application. But a true and generous
comprehensiveness in how we each under stand the good newsis necessitated by the very fact of the
diversity of the human condition itself. As Anglican theologian Richard Hooker has said,
Comprehensivenessis“ not a compromise for the sake of peace, but a comprehension for the sake of
truth.” Asanother Anglican hassaid, “ No person or tradition hasall thetruth. Truth isa corporate
possession, and the knowledge of it is a corporate process.”

The so-called conservative responseto changes in the practices of the Church isto claim that thereisno
inter pretation needed in order to beinstructed infallibly by the Bible. They say they don’t interpret the
Bible, they simply read it and it interpretsitself. But thisis profoundly disingenuous. All reading of a text
isinterpretive. Someinterpretations may be truer than others, but the text does not interpret itself: it is
inter preted by a community of inter pretersthrough the cultural and psychological contexts of their time
and in accord with the best of biblical scholarship. Even most conservativeswould not insist that the
Biblical injunction to put children to death when they disobey their parentsisto be applied literally
today. But they have decided that a division in the Church isjustified because they have decided to
elevate certain Biblical passages dealing with sexuality to a status beyond the need for interpretation, and
they want to apply their reading of these passages without regard to context, culture, or even the
discoveries of modern science.

Thisisnot the placeto arguetheissue of sexuality and the Bible. Sufficeit to say that some Biblical
injunctions against sexual acts between persons of the same gender werewritten at atime very different
from our own, for purposesthat were uniqueto ancient Israel, and were based on an under standing of
human naturethat most contemporary biological and genetic science does not support. But if wetakethe
good news of the Kingdom asthe primary and overriding basisfor unifying the mind and purpose of the
Church, then surely doing justice to the oppressed, trying to eradicate extreme poverty, bringing health
careto all persons, eliminating child abuse, confronting the lingering effects of racism and sexism: surely
these glaring issues of injustice which strike at the very core of our human nature as created for
flourishing by God are all mor e important than whether some adults of the same gender have consensual
loving sex in committed relationships.

If thereisto bedivision in the Church, then at least let it be between those who would claim racial and
sexual differences are essential to our personhood and those who believe that in Christ thereis neither
male nor female, slave nor free, rich nor poor. If that isthe debate, then we can say: if you cannot
embrace the stranger, the other person who isdifferent from you, asyour brother or sister in Christ,
then you are not of thefaith that isthe heart of the good news about the Kingdom. The



comprehensiveness our Anglican tradition has so long cherished includes all points of view aslong asthey
areoriented toward theinclusivity in love of all those to whom the good newsis preached. God’swill is
theflourishing of all personsthrough love because such flourishing isthat for which God created us.
Points of view which demean, degrade, and deny the dignity of other human beings simply because they
aredifferent in waysthat harm no one and help them to flourish, are points of view which can rightly be
contested and challenged. And compr ehensiveness means contesting them within the body of the Church,
not outside it from some allegedly purer community of faith. Paul did not walk away from the Church in
Corinth in the midst of itsquarrels; hedid not disown those with different claims. he held them together
within the purpose of living out the good news. Inclusivity of difference means staying at the table (both
thetable of conversation and the Eucharistic table) for aslong asit takes. It recognizes thefallibility of all
of uswho constitute this broken vessel which isthe Church and seeksto nurture usaswe each try, in our
own particular way, to discover how to turn difference into creativity beforetaking a faithless step into
divison. Only those without faith in the power of the Spirit to utilize the creative power of difference will
walk away while other member s of the Church remain at the tablein communion, faithfully heeding
Paul’s wor ds about seeking a common mind and a common pur pose because we serve the Kingdom, not
our own prejudices and narrow readings of what God wants of us as heralds of the Kingdom.
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