The Church's Irrational Debate over Homosexuality
By John Shelby Spong

As the issue of homosexuality takes center stage, some strangely irrational statements are emerging from the mouths of various religious leaders of the world.  Sifting through the pious rhetoric one confronts a serious anomaly and a strange disconnect between what is said, what is heard and what is meant.  Consider the data.

In a recent visit by the Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams to the Pope John Paul 11, ecclesiastical protocol was dismissed and the Pope lectured the Archbishop as if he were a naughty schoolboy.  The burden of the Pope's comments had to do with the "grave impediment to the unity of the church," that the Pope said had been posed by the choice of an openly gay man, Eugene Robinson, to be the Episcopal or Anglican Bishop of New Hampshire.  The more I tried to embrace the meaning of his words, the weirder they became.  As rude as this exchange clearly was its illogical content was even more pronounced.

First, notice that these words came from the head of the Roman Catholic Church.  That Church has consistently said that the whole Anglican Community, including the Episcopal Church, is a schismatic body.  That is, John Paul II already regards the Anglican Communion's very existence as a breach in the unity of the "True Church." Real Christianity apparently resides only with those who are in communion with the Papacy.  That definition was recently affirmed when an official document from the Vatican went so far as to caution Roman Catholic leaders against referring in ecumenical conversations to the various Protestant or non-Roman Catholic ecclesiastical bodies as "sister churches." That term, this document suggested, might be interpreted by some to confer legitimacy on these obviously illegitimate bodies.  Since the very existence of these "schismatic bodies" is already an affront to the Pope's view of Church unity, it strikes me as a bit bizarre for him to suggest that anything these "schismatic groups" might do would constitute another "grave impediment' to a unity that clearly does not exist.

I read this papal lecture to mean that if the Anglican Church were to become as homophobic as the Roman Catholic hierarchy, this would somehow be an asset to the visible unity of Christianity.  Am I missing something or do these words simply not make logical sense?  Before our cultural and ecclesiastical homophobia began to be challenged by new insights, was there evidence that this illusive unity was just around the corner?  Not one shed of data supports that conclusion.  I submit all this talk sounds irrational because it is nothing but a blatant attempt to undergird a dying prejudice that Rome has no ability to face.  When the Anglican Church recognized the full humanity of women by opening the ordination process to them, the exact same rhetoric was used by Rome.  It was repeated, almost verbatim, when Anglicanism elected and consecrated its first woman bishop.  The price of church unity appears to be the perpetuation of ancient prejudices.  If all Christians continue to oppress homosexuals and treat women as if they are not the bearers of the divine image then church unity will be served. Is that not a bit strange?

If Christian leaders do not confront these issues openly how will the Roman Catholic Church ever learn that their hostile rhetoric towards homosexuality and their negative definitions of what a woman is and can be, make unity with their kind of Christianity totally undesirable to millions of people.  It is Rome's inability to move into a new consciousness that constitutes for many the real "grave impediment"' to the unity of the Church.  Why doesn't some one say that openly and thereby bring honesty into ecumenical conversations?

When Canterbury's Rowan Williams, issued a statement at the time of his meeting with the Pope, he engaged in similar double talk expressing the obligatory sentiments about his commitment to the dream of Church unity as if that dream, separated from both truth and justice, had any virtue.  Instead of simply listening passively to the Pope, he could have pointed to the fact that Anglicanism's new sensitivity to the humanity of God's people who are homosexual represented an enormous breakthrough against one more debilitating human prejudice, pushing back centuries of fear and ignorance.  He could have stated his pride in the new wholeness in Anglican ministry that women have brought.  He could have reminded the Pope that before a new consciousness was born on the issue of slavery previous popes had themselves been slaveholders.  Did the attempt to end slavery at that time constitute a "grave impediment to the unity of the Church?" Must non-Roman Christians always wait until the Vatican escapes its prejudices before the world can move on any issue?  Is the leader of a Church that has quite clearly developed in its very midst a culture of child abuse, capable of lecturing anyone, anywhere, on the great moral issues of our day?  Why is there no tough dialogue on these issues?  This strange irrationality does not stop there.  Leaders in both Roman and Anglican circles are fond of saying that Eugene Robinson destroys long-standing tradition by becoming the first gay bishop in Christian history!  What kind of self-serving propaganda is that?  Eugene Robinson is not the first gay bishop; he is the first honest gay bishop.  We have had hundreds, even thousands of gay bishops in Christian history.  We have also had homosexual popes and homosexual archbishops of Canterbury.  Do the church leaders who utter these absurdities really believe that closeted living covered by overt lies is a virtue?  Is it conceivable that an ecclesiastical organization requiring celibacy for ordination has not attracted a vast number of homosexual males into its ranks?  Does this church deny what is increasingly obvious to everyone?  Is this another example of a calculated and planned cover-up?  When did honesty cease to be a virtue?  Roman Catholic leaders do not appear to have a monopoly on the irrationality that surrounds this debate.  The rhetoric emerging out of thegathering of Anglican primates in London just recently was replete with the same eerie sounds.  This gathering was called by the Archbishop of Canterbury to discuss the crisis in the "unity" (there's that word again) of the Anglican Communion created by the moves in the developed nations of the West to be inclusive of its homosexual members.  The invitation to this meeting was an attempt to deal with panic and threat.  It was none the less ill advised and seemed to proclaim that honesty about homosexuality in the Church is what needs to be contained.

Anglican primates have no power to legislate for any national branch of this Church and they know that.  By its very nature the Anglican Communion is a loosely organized confederacy that has never allowed bishops alone to legislate for its members.  National synods or conventions in which priests and lay people have equal power with bishops is the final authority in Anglican polity.  This meeting of the primates was at best advisory and at worst for show.

In this gathering the most negative voices against homosexual people came primarily from the Third world, egged on by backwater elements in the First World that have been defeated in their efforts to keep prejudices against women and homosexuals operative.  Cultural differences between the first and third worlds are enormous.  There is no western nation that would allow women to be treated as they are in many parts of the world.  In Africa the spread of AIDS is rampant because the culture of many parts of that continent proclaims the right of males to have multiple sexual partners.  Polygamous marriage is still practiced in such countries as Uganda and Kenya.  Female circumcision is not unknown in that continent.  The mentality regarding homosexuality is so ill-informed in Nigeria that one of its bishops actually sought in l998, to lay his unwanted and unsolicited hands on the head of the leader of the Lesbian Gay Christian Movement to "exorcise him of the demon of his homosexuality." Is that kind of profound ignorance something the primates want to endorse?  Why is it that no one will call Third World Anglicans to moral accountability? What causes the Archbishop of Canterbury, who increasingly appears to be spineless, to be concerned about coddling those who say: "if you don't agree with my prejudices I will split this church!" Does he not recognize this as blackmail?  Does he really think that accommodating these voices of yesterday will bring unity today?  Nothing would split the church more irrevocably than to install ignorance and prejudice as the governing principles of Christianity.  How can anyone see that as the pathway to unity?  Gay Christians who have recently begun to believe that they have a place in an inclusive Church would be devastated and would leave in droves.  Generations would pass before the Church could rebuild this destroyed trust.  Millions of people who still cling to what they regard as an increasingly irrelevant Church would see this backward step as the last straw.  The "Church Alumni Association" would grow by leaps and bounds.  I, like many others, have no desire to hold membership in a homophobic church.  Why do our leaders cower before the diehards among the unenlightened while ignoring those whose values are increasingly shaped by a new consciousness?

The final reason this debate seems so illogical is that Christian leaders have a fatal flaw in their concept of unity.  Biblical unity is not about God reconciling differing points of view among church members, it is about God in Christ reconciling the world to God.  If that is the task of the Church, then the Christians of the world and their leaders must face both their ignorance and their prejudices in the light of truth and reality.  May I suggest that perhaps they spare us their convoluted rhetoric and get about that essential task.
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