MCU – The Modern Churchpeople’s Union – www.modchurchunion.org

PASSION FOR JUSTICE

Global and faithful perspectives on human sexuality

Keynote speech given at the Modern Churchpeople’s Union Conference

High Leigh, Herts, July 11th 2006

Elaine Graham is Samuel Ferguson Professor of Social & Pastoral Theology, University of Manchester 

Her publications include: 

Making the Difference: Gender, Theology and Personhood (1995) 

Representations of the Post/Human (2002) 

(with M. Halsey, ed.) Life Cycles: Women and Pastoral Care (1993) 

(with H. Walton and F. Ward) Theological Reflection: Methods (2005)

The Church and sexuality form a rich and heady mix  for journalists and media commentators. But despite the very real troubles and debates going on in the churches at the moment, and the seriousness of much that is at stake, much of the press coverage looks predictable and one-dimensional. 

The same old themes reappear with depressing regularity; here is a sample of recent examples, from Church and secular press:

· “Methodists face new debate about sexuality” (actually, the same old debate coming round again);

· “C of E warns of new gay battle” (ditto; but note the terms of foreboding, as in ‘warnings’ = dire and ‘battle’ = warring factions);

· “Vote to stop more gay bishops” (that about the recent meeting of ECUSA on whether to have a moratorium on appointing any more gay bishops – as in openly gay bishops, presumably);

· “Church unity ‘impossible’ if women become Bishops” (report of a speech by Cardinal Walter Kaspar, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, demonstrating that his commitment to ecumenism is only surpassed by his support for women’s ministry);

· “Women bishops could be here by 2012” (that from the Sunday Times. Somewhat in the vein of scares about being struck by a meteorite, the subtext being: “Quick! Head for the hills!”);

· “Challenges continue over women Bishops” (following the General Synod debate in July 2006 which produced close to a 2:1 vote across the various Houses in favour. However, in the interests of a balanced media, the rearguard action must still be given full coverage);

· “Bishop breaks ‘stained-glass ceiling’” (from Ruth Gledhill in The Times on the election of Katherine Jefferts Schiori as Presiding Bishop of ECUSA. A great metaphor, but just in case we might think this was a good news story, we also had “Anglican crisis as woman leads church”).

So, overall, we must draw the conclusions that “Sexuality threatens to split the Church”; but is that true? I hope this week we can set about examining that question, amongst others. But perhaps I should say right from the outset that the plain statement as it stands – “sexuality threatens to split the Church” – does not stand up to prolonged scrutiny, not only because it is one-dimensional and predictable,  and deliberately contentious; but because it rests on unexamined definitions of both sexuality and the Church. For sexuality, read “gay and lesbian sexuality” – or “homosexuality” as an objectified condition; and for Church, read the Anglican Communion (not something really within the everyday experience of the average newspaper reader), or more exactly the leadership and ruling councils of the Church, and not very much at all about local examples or ordinary lives of ‘being church’ which may actually be more genuine and authentic, and represent a perspective seldom captured by the scare quotes.   

But as we prepare for our discussions this week on our theme, “Passion for justice”, it may be useful to go beyond these headlines of shock-horror, split and confusion, and attempt to construct an agenda that is both more nuanced and far-reaching. My response to these kinds of headlines would be to ask:

“Whose ‘Church’ is being split over whose ‘sexuality’?” and

“If ‘sexuality is splitting the Church’, would that mean the end of the world?”

At a press conference following her election as Presiding Bishop of ECUSA, the Bishop of Nevada, Katherine Jefferts Schiori, spelled out her vision for the Church worldwide into the 21st century. She focussed not on a matter of internal division or ecclesiastical politics, or even on doctrine, but on the UN Millennium Development Goals, and how these seemed to her to have deep affinities with Gospel values, in which “the poor are fed [sic], the poor have good news preached to them, those who are ostracized or in prison are welcomed and set free, the blind have their sight restored, and the ill are healed.”

Many commentators greeted her stance as a clear sign that she was choosing the priorities of a suffering world over those of a schismatic church. This certainly heartened many who believe that the pursuit of social justice and inclusion constitutes the true work of the church in God’s world: rather along the lines of Gustavo Gutièrrez’s maxim about Christian mission, which he argues is less about telling non-believers about the Gospel than about restoring full humanity to those reduced to the status of non-humans (those dehumanized by oppressive structures of poverty, political dispossession, and yes, maybe even sexism and homophobia): of showing those ‘little people’ of history that they are truly the children of God.

So an inspirational and refreshing demonstration, we may say, of the existence  of church leaders who look beyond church structures to argue that the calling of the Body of Christ is to be yeast in the bread, salt of the earth, disseminated, broken, even, for the sake of the Good News. But we shouldn’t fall into the trap of arguing that those who care about the world (peace, justice, reconciliation) are therefore necessarily neglectful or cavalier about the state of the Church. Where has the idea come from that one has to choose between ‘unity’ and ‘inclusivity’, or ‘obedience to tradition’ and ‘receptiveness to social and cultural trends’? Or that only a church that is doctrinally and ecclesiologically uniform can engage with the world, in mission or social justice? This is a diminished understanding of the Church and its historic identity; the Church has never been monochrome, doctrinally or organizationally, and such diversity is actually a source of richness and dynamism. So these are false choices, and we should not allow such a thing to be imposed upon us. I very much doubt that Bishop Schiori sees it that way, either; but what she did want to remind her audience of was that the Church can never be an end in itself, but that instead its  priorities are to serve and speak of God in the world, to the world. 

It is more a question, as the Methodist faith and order committee put it prior to the Methodist conference last month, “whether we are now facing a question where some kind of diversity can and must be lived with, or whether unity ‘at any price’ is not a price worth paying.”
 Or essentially, how being church in and for the world is about the knowledge that none of us has a monopoly on the truth, that ‘integrity’ is not the same as purity or homogeneity, but about

keeping faith with others in a process of discernment about what is right, a process best conducted in a conversation which embodies both speaking and listening – a fidelity, or keeping faith, with the possibility of God’s continuing revelation to us. Such a process of discernment has also often been characterized as one of matching ‘tradition’ (Scripture, doctrine, church teaching and practice) with ‘experience’ and ‘reason’, often in the shape of science, philosophy and cultural information. As William Stringfellow has put it, “We expect not a divine blueprint for life, but a constantly renewed and renewing conversation with God and with one another.”
 

But we’re not off the hook just yet. Such virtues of tolerance and inclusiveness are often not reciprocated, or come with conditions attached. As the Methodist briefing goes on to ask, “How is the Methodist Church to decide which narratives of life-experience place those who tell them beyond the church? What are the limits of acceptable diversity?”, which immediately begs the question, ‘who will adjudicate on these narratives, and what places them, as it were, beyond the pale?’ And similarly, ‘acceptable … to whom?’ It is beginning to sound like the Archbishop of Canterbury’s two-tier membership of the Anglican Communion.
 

This should remind us that behind all of this is the question of power. Diversity and inclusivity are threatening to many, especially if they undermine absolute claims to authority. The quest for unity is a bid for power, and at the heart of fundamentalism and other forms of religious absolutism is a refusal to see pluralism – of governance or truth-seeking - as in any way wholesome. Appeals to ‘unity’ are effectively an annihilation of difference. Visions of ‘inclusive church’ may seem attractive, but they are fiercely resisted in many quarters, with damaging results, as those struggling for acceptance fight to hang on to the shreds of their self-esteem in the face of denial and exclusion.  This for many is too much to bear and for them, flight and placing themselves beyond further hurt is the only rational course of action. Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people in particular have endured that kind of systematic rejection for too long. We who remain cannot expect them to sacrifice themselves any longer, or wonder why such inclusivity is often regarded as a liberal self-indulgence. 

Such pain requires both realism and solidarity, therefore, in the knowledge that ‘inclusivity’ is not a matter of cheap grace. Nor is it the same as liberal ‘tolerance’ which is sometimes merely indifference and non-engagement rather than real grappling with difference and co-existence. Rather, inclusivity necessitates a listening for the voices not hart, and attentiveness to their needs: asking whose experiences, whose relationships, whose bodies are not deemed holy or fit to be brought to God for consecration; whose lives are not judged worthy of speaking of, or to, God, at least not in public. (That’s why the notorious book of Gay and Lesbian prayers and liturgies, Daring to Speak Love’s Name, caused such furore. Unlike earlier reports, which spoke of ‘homosexuality’ as a condition to be diagnosed, this book placed the testimonies of GLBT Christians at its heart, thereby arguing that same-sex love could be brought into the sanctuary, and could potentially show forth something of the love of God.  I think that’s part of what Bishop Schiori was saying: we need to look for God and opportunities to serve God in the world, for God is at work in ways that, if we draw our lines of what is acceptable too narrowly, we will miss completely.

I would now like to summarize the task ahead in a different kind of headline, one drawn from something attributed to Stephen Charleston, principal of Episcopal Divinity School, Boston, Massachusetts, who argues that the current crisis in the Anglican Communion is “a call to courageous self-reflection, careful historical analysis, and difficult cross cultural dialogue.”
  How might this shape our deliberations this week?

Courageous self-reflection
· To ask, whose ‘church’ is splitting, and whether ‘unity’ is always the most faithful course of action to pursue.

· How to understand the roots of the conservative backlash in the church and deal with it sympathetically but critically. 

· Clearly, we may well have to utter the words ‘church’ and ‘split’ in the same breath at some point, but at all times to have our eyes set on what it means to be church anyway, and to think constructively about ways of being church in new and old ways in order to honour principles of inclusion and not exclusion. 

Careful historical analysis
· Another of our tasks might be to consider how we reclaim the concept of ‘tradition’ back from conservative or literalist hands, and seek to ‘befriend’ Scripture, church teaching and received tradition so that we can enter into open and fruitful dialogue with these sources.  

· Once again, when there are appeals made to ‘tradition’, we might ask, whose tradition, and see that our concerns are not new-fangled or subjective, but perennial matters of deep and abiding discipleship:

“For some of us, ‘tradition’ includes the threads of justice-struggle and liberation theology that weave in and out of the Christian story from its earliest days, beginning with Jesus himself … By contrast, most Christians view ‘tradition’ as obedience to religious authority. Ironically, since religious authority usually supports the political status quo, this puts most Christians on the wrong side of the struggles for justice in their own time.”

Difficult Cross-Cultural Analysis
Church debates over sexuality are increasingly shaped by global forces; some say that we face the fall-out of ‘post-colonial’ Christianity, by which churches in Africa and Asia refuse simply to assimilate Western mores. Once again, we have some tough questions about what it means to be church, and the tension between local and global, particular and universal; although I would argue that ‘diversity’ is not the same as ‘cultural relativism’, since the former is about speaking from and being located in a number of different standpoints (within the conversation), whereas the latter is about being neither here nor there. 

Yet we are also drawn back to Bishop Schiori’s manifesto, of a Gospel that offers promise to the poor, downtrodden and excluded: an invitation to move from narrow morality to questions of justice, and to focus on global dimensions of human sexuality. In particular, we think of the ravages brought to Africa by HIV/AIDS, and the impact of globalization on phenomena such as sex tourism (and how Western pleasures work themselves out on the bodies of women and children of the two-thirds world), as well as the economic dimensions of world-wide sex trafficking.

But if there are global cross-cultural issues, there are cultural divides to bridge nearer to home, as well, namely that between church and world. We have allowed the media to portray the church as so preoccupied with personal sexual morality (and homosexuality), with the result that no-one is likely to take the church seriously on other matters, such as the commodification and commercialisation of sex and the sexualisation of much of popular culture. How can the churches speak on that with credibility when it is perceived as so out of step with contemporary mores about women’s rights and GLBT relationships?

It has recently been the hundredth anniversary of the death of Josephine Butler. Some commentators have speculated that, whereas in her day she stood against the forced screening of women suspected of being prostitutes in the name of a State-sponsored ‘purity’ campaign, in the process challenging many of the double standards of Victorian times on sex and class, she would today be campaigning on these issues of sex tourism and sex trafficking. Could she serve as an example for us: a woman of deep faith and moral courage, who was not afraid to work for change and refused to separate the ‘personal’ from the ‘political’. Inspired by her, maybe the day would come when the headlines would not be about the Church’s timidity and discomfort about sexuality, but about its Passion for Justice instead!

Elaine Graham
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