August 3, 2003
St. James, Glastonbury
Exodus 16:2-4, 9-15; Ephesians 4:17-25; John 6:24-35

As Episcopalians our eyesaredirected thisweek to Minneapoliswher e the delegates and bishops
of the Episcopal Church began their every 3" year General Convention. Asyou all know, thisyear’s
convention isalready stirring up alot of controversy, most of it directed to the issues of approving the
election of an openly gay Bishop and of blessing same-sex relationships.

In light of thisimportant and contentious moment in the life of our Church, how significant are
thewords of Paul in thismorning's epistleto the Ephesians? In addition to reminding the member s of
that church that they have been renewed in the spirit of their mindsand clothed in a new sdlf, hetells
them that they must speak thetruth to each other, for, as he says explicitly, “ we are members of one
another.”

In last Sunday’s epistle, Paul also reminded them that they are knit together by every ligament
with which the community is equipped so asto promote the body’s growth in building itself up in love.

But speaking thetruth to one another and promoting the love that will hold the community
together arenot always compatible. We all know that sometimes speaking the what we believeto be the
truth to someone will threaten to harm therelationship. Even in the closest of relationshipstoo much
truth spoken too baldly and at the wrong time can do as much damage asit does good. “ Does this suit or
dress make melook too fat?” “What do you think of my driving, dear?” Who wantsto answer those
questions truthfully?

Nevertheless, a belief that some kind of truth is at stake underliesthe contentiousness of the issues
before the Church. We cannot avoid speaking about these things because they are at the heart of the
church’sdiscussions nationally and internationally. The problem isthat different people have different
versions of what they take to bethe truth and often cannot recognize any truth in what the other side has
to say. And some have said that each side should avoid speaking itstruth becauseto do so would result in
the fracturethe unity of the Church.

The problem isthat if you believe that a fundamental moral issueisat stake, it ishard to placethe
unity of the Church ahead of the practices and teachings you fedl are endangering the moral soul of the
Church. In retrospect, it iseasy to say now that by refusing to condemn slavery in the 1850s, the
Episcopal Church preserved its organizational unity but at the cost of its moral credibility. Wasthe unity
of the Church a higher value than the horrendous treatment of Africansunder the brutal regime of
davery, someof it by Episcopalian slave-owners? Failureto challenge slavery wastoo high a priceto pay
to preserve the unity of the Church. The unity of the Church isnot alwaysthe trump card that ought to
settleinternal debates, especially when moral issues are at stake.

The second dimension of the debatesin Minneapolis hasto do with disagreementsregarding the
authority by which Christians should deter mine what they are supposed to do as disciples of Christ.
Unlike those Churches which believein a single authority, for example theliteral words of Scripture,
Episcopalians have traditionally relied upon 4 different authorities: Scripture, reason, tradition, and
human experience. I deally, these authorities will agree but in practice they occasionally don’t. And
sometimes they agree on moral issuesthat conflicts with our contemporary moral sensibilities. Slavery is
a perfect example of a practice that was supported by at least three of these authorities. Only the human
experience of being enslaved trumped the slave owners’ justification for slavery. Tradition defended
slavery for centuries and yet today we would not appeal to tradition in order to support slavery. Reason
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tellsusthat slavery isimmoral but obviously moral people condoned slavery in the past. Even Scripture
failed to condemn slavery. It was a practice among the ancient | sraelites and even in the New Testament
Jesus does not explicitly condemn it. Slave ownersin Americarelied upon the Bible astheir sanction for
dlavery. And of coursetherearethingsin Scripturethat today we would not accept, such asregarding
women as property or asunfit to speak in Church.

There are many Christianstoday who arguethat on theissue of gay bishops and same-sex unions,
Scriptureisnot entirely clear. Homosexual acts were condemned in the Old Testament because men
played the part of women and being a woman was clearly inferior to being a man. In the New Testament,
Paul’s condemnation of homosexual relations was based on hisbelief that it wasunnatural and therefore
immoral. But today scientific evidence suggests that some portion of the population is genetically
programmed toward homosexuality and for them it isa natural expression of who God created them to
be.

If it istruethat homosexuality is‘natural’ for a portion of the human race (that is, it isnot a
chosen but a given part of their nature), then couldn’t the conver sation be about something even more
important than what isnatural or biological: couldn’t we focus the discussion instead on the guality of
human relationships and what moral standards ought to guidethem? | think both sides of the current
debate would agree that love, fidelity, compassion, and commitment ar e central to the kinds of
relationships God intends for usto have, no matter who we arein relationship with, whether it’s parent
or child, spouses, friends, or partners. Somewould arguethat the Bibleis lessinterested in the biology of
sex than it isin the quality of love between persons of which sex isonly a part. If two people genuinely
love each other, and are committed to each other for a lifetime should it matter whether they sharea
common gender? The experience (one of the authoritiesfor belief) of many committed faithful life-time
gay partnersmust at least belistened to. If love and fidelity are the hallmarks of a Christian relationship,
can these not be found in gay relationships aswell as in heter osexual ones?

At the same time those who have spoken out most strongly against theimmorality of much in our
society today ar e absolutely right to insist that morality must be at the heart of any relationships. Those
who argue that Christian morality is being under mined by contemporary practices are absolutely right to
insist on maintaining the highest standards of ethical behavior in the degpest of all human relationships.
Casual sex, licentious sex, infidelity, tenuous and fleeting commitmentsto others— all must be condemned
asinconsistent with Christian morality, whether they occur in homosexual or heter osexual relations.
Those who argue most passionately for a moreliberal view of homosexuality must take the moral
dimension of all relationshipswith utmost seriousness. And asfor blessing same sex relationships [which
isnot the same as marriage, an entirely different issue], then if we can bless animals, books, motor cycles,
fishing boats, and houses, can’t we bless therelationships between human beings that adhereto the
highest standards of love and faithfulness?

If we are, as Paul says, truly members of one another, we should be able to talk about these issues
asacommunity, aswe aredoing in Minneapolis and churches around theworld, willing to share our
version of the truth with othersand willing to hear their version, without rancor and vituperation. The
onething we all shareisa belief in the fundamental value of love and the flourishing of all human beings
who belong equally to the family of God. Instead of focusing on the divisive aspects of the issues before
the Church, let usfocuson those thingswhich we all hold in common: the quality and enhancement of
genuine, lasting, faithful love, wherever it may be found. For love, and that abundantly, iswhat God
wishesfor all of us. We can do no lessthan try to find waysto nurture and support love, for loveisthe
heart of God and loveiswhat God has given to usthrough the sacrifice of Hisson. L et usnot sacrificethe
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deepest treasure of the Church to issuesthat, at least so far, have obscured thereality and centrality of
that love in all that we do as Christians.

The Rev. Dr. Frank G. Kirkpatrick, Ellsworth Morton Tracy Lecturer and Professor of Religion, Trinity College



