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A Girardian Perspective on the Role of Homosexuality

 in the Crisis over Church Polity

by Susan Wright 

The levels of fear and distrust on both sides are cause for grief and repentance.  If all the pain of these weeks can in some way prompt us to see more clearly what we do to each other, why we threaten each other so, we shall have grown a little into the space that God has made. … Everyone believes they are a persecuted minority.  It is not a situation that encourages easy and honest communication … it cries out for scapegoats.

Rowan Williams made these remarks at the General Synod in 2003 just weeks after he had demanded the resignation of his colleague, Jeffrey John the newly appointed Bishop of Reading. Jeffery John, though he had been involved in a long term committed relationship with another man for 27 years, had for several years prior to his appointment led a life of celibacy in “obedience” to the teachings of the church.  Despite the fact that both the Queen and the Prime Minister had endorsed John’s appointment, and that opposition to the liberal agenda concerning homosexuality within the Church of England seemed to be waning, a fierce and immediate response from the wider communion intimidated the Church to give way to their demands. It was a pivotal moment not only for the Church of England, but also for the wider Anglican Communion. The moment of reckoning for the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Church’s central figure, had finally arrived and he cast his lot, not with liberal Anglicanism, but as he claimed with “unity”.  Instead of Jeffrey John, on November 2, 2003, Gene Robinson was ordained as the Anglican Communion’s first openly gay bishop.  Since then the focus has been directed against the Episcopal Church, which has chosen to defend Robinson’s election.  As the conflict which ensued has intensified, it has exposed the true nature of a unity founded not upon collegiality and “bonds of affection” but upon a scapegoating mentality.  It is absolutely critical not to downplay the significance of such events.  At the very moment that the Church was discerning its way forward, a concerted and violent attack upon the liberal leadership forced a hasty and extremely unworthy response.  This in turn granted authority to a destructive set of dynamics whereby one’s standing on a single issue, homosexuality, has become a test of one’s loyalty to the Communion and the conservative evangelicals bishops who have wrested control over it.  This paper is not concerned with whether conservative evangelicals are inherently wrong in their interpretations per se, but with the violent tactics and rhetoric that are being utilized in the name of communion.  Sadly such events become the key generative moments by which history is determined, whereby the most capable people and the most reasoned traditions are precipitously overcome.

To identify the unique role that homosexuality serves in the public discourse at this time in Anglican church history, this paper will use the anthropological insights of Rene Girard to expose the social forces within Western culture, which seek to scapegoat gays and lesbians.  Rene Girard having written extensively on the sacrificial basis of both the primitive and the contemporary sacred claims, “the regulations governing marriage resemble the regulations governing the choice of sacrificial victims.”
  Sexual unions are carefully controlled so that violence, naturally attendant with sexual rivalry, will be prevented.  Prohibitions and taboos, surround legitimatized sexuality, to protect the “sanctity” of the institution.  Writing in 1972, at the height of the sexual revolution, Girard claimed that “the sexual relation of husband and wife…the central and fundamental issue of family life…is kept out of sight and plays no part, strictly speaking, in family life.”
  It is so thoroughly hidden, even from the closest relatives and the children, thereby protecting the community from any encounter with the natural sources of sexual desire at the basis of the family.  “Surrounding this legitimized sexuality is a vast expanse of forbidden territory defined by the whole gamut of sexual prohibitions,” creating “a sanctuary at the heart of the community, an area where that minimum of nonviolence essential to the survival of children and the community’s cultural heritage – essential, in short, to everything that sustains man’s humanity – is jealously preserved.”
 Thus principle prohibitions concern sexuality and food, because they are most basic objects belonging “to a group living together,” are those objects “most susceptible to becoming stakes in rivalries that threaten the group’s harmony or even its survival.”
  Girard says that such taboos have no basis in nature or any divine order: “what motivates prohibition is the fear of violence.”
 

As social order arises through a structuring of sexuality, desire, must of necessity, be repressed as “the repression of mimetic conflict itself…Primitive societies repress mimetic conflict not only by prohibiting everything that might provoke it but also by dissimulating it beneath major symbols of the sacred, such as contamination, pollution, etc.”
 Numerous prohibitions concerned with contamination through sexual activity are found in the Pentateuch.  For example in Deuteronomy 22 the virginity of women is carefully monitored and protected, depriving women of any sexual independence.  To assert this would result in a woman being dragged from her father’s house to be stoned to death by the men of the village (22:21).  Adultery was punishable with death for both male and female (22:22).  Therefore, we can say that certain biblical texts condone sacrificial treatment of sexuality, participating in societies, which relied on scapegoating mechanism to maintain order.  Just as we question texts which condone slavery and genocide, so should we question the motivation of texts concerning marriage, sexuality and homosexuality. 

Girard claims “prohibitions are intended to keep distant or remove anything that threatens the community.”
 Thus desire must be “mediated externally to create a distance sufficient to eliminate any contact between the two spheres.” Marriage is perpetuated through its idealization, providing an object external to the marriage upon which to fixate desire (i.e. the ideal of two kids, a house and a dog). However, “when this same distance is sufficiently reduced to allow these spheres to penetrate each other more or less profoundly” desire becomes mediated internally.
  That is desire may crisscross the community uncontrolled provoking rivalry and violence.  This is prevented through a strict ordering of relationships and gender roles.  In Western patriarchal society, men and women are to marry, there is no sex outside of marriage, and women are to submit to their husband’s authority.  We find this expressed in Issues in Human Sexuality: A Statement by the House of Bishops
. This is often sustained by educational systems, social clubs and churches, which divided the genders, so that boys are taught and raised by men and the girls by women. Despite the fact that anthropologists have discovered a wide range of kinship systems, Western society has chosen to exclude all models but monogamous marriage with missionary efforts around the globe assimilating diverse cultures to this single structure.  Any configuration outside marriage is prohibited, not just because it would directly challenge some power structure (i.e. patriarchal authority) which is really of a secondary order, but on a primary level the dissolution of the rules of differentiation and the subsequent blurring of boundaries would give way to a free for all of mimetic rivalry and its escalation into uncontrolled violence.  The fear over the loss of differences has in some societies, manifested as a superstitious reprehension of twins, doubles, and homosexuals.
 

Homosexuality and Lambeth

In 1988, the issue of homosexuality was not on the agenda for the Lambeth Conference that year. Resolution 34, “Marriage and Family,”
 while listing the many challenges faced by families, makes no mention of homosexuality. While Resolution 64, “Human Rights for Those of Homosexual Orientation” states that the conference:

1. Reaffirms the statement of the Lambeth Conference of 1978 on homosexuality, recognising the continuing need in the next decade for "deep and dispassionate study of the question of homosexuality, which would take seriously both the teaching of Scripture and the results of scientific and medical research."

2. Urges such study and reflection to take account of biological, genetic and psychological research being undertaken by other agencies, and the socio-cultural factors that lead to the different attitudes in the provinces of our Communion.

3. Calls each province to reassess, in the light of such study and because of our concern for human rights, its care for and attitude towards persons of homosexual orientation.

Church pronouncements since the 1970’s had moved steadily and quietly towards an acceptance of homosexual ordinations and the blessing of same-sex unions. Issues in Human Sexuality, published in 1991, made explicit a base line for social structures in a Christian society.  Despite being a conservative document, for instance defending male authority, it left space for the Church to proceed gradually towards recognition of homosexual committed relationships, but states explicitly that this cannot be on equal footing with heterosexual marriage
. Paragraph 5.15 stated that Homophile couples should not act against the mind of the Church in matters of faith and life.”
 Meaning that clergy are not free to force this issue by preemptive action. However, 5.19 recognized the dignity of clergy who wished to come out, stating that as long as they were celibate this “should present no problem to anyone.”
  At the same time its seems to support privacy for homosexual partnerships, stating that it is grossly unfair to assume that “any two people of the same sex who choose to make their home together as being in some form of erotic relationship,” while at the same time refusing to take part in any sort of interrogation into the conduct of the clergy
 or of candidates for ordination
.  Indeed, it actually lumps homosexuality in with all sexuality, stating that sexuality in general “may have no place in eternal life.”
  Finally the concluding sentence states, “If we are faithful to our Lord, then disagreement over the proper expression of homosexual love will never become rejection of the homosexual person.”

However, ten years later the climate had changed and liberalism faced a much more powerful opponent. Human sexuality had taken on an entirely new dimension in the cultural wars emerging out of the 1990s.  “In February 1997 80 of the bishops of the developing world, assisted by Evangelical conservatives, met in Kuala Lumpur, the Malaysian capital, and drafted an …uncompromising statement,”
 which “affirmed that the future of Christianity now lay with them in the developing world”.  After listing the many evils that plague their countries, such as neo-colonialism and international debt, they “launched into an all-out assault on sexual immorality,” stating that, “The Holy Scriptures are clear in teaching that all sexual promiscuity is sin.  We are convinced that this includes homosexual practices between men or women as well as heterosexual practices outside marriage.”
 This was followed in September 1997 by a gathering of “conservatives in the US Episcopal Church, together with English Evangelicals… whose leaders” eventually claimed “for themselves an increasing role in coordinating international opposition on the gay issue in the years ahead”.  They met with “50 bishops largely from Africa to coordinate tactics.”
 Inflamed by Bishop Righter’s ordination of a gay man in a partnership, the Episcopal Church’s unwillingness to punish him, and Bishop Spong’s intentionally provocative antics
 they found ample fuel with which to launch an opposing campaign. 

With the result, that at Lambeth 1998 church leadership was taken by surprise.  Underestimating the impact of the evangelical agenda upon the Conference, a paramount mistake occurred when “The idea of an international commission to review the matter – as had happened over women’s ordination under Archbishop Robin Eames of Ireland a decade earlier – was mooted.”
  Stephen Bates claims that the leadership intended this as a typical delaying tactic expecting that “an unexceptional but inclusive message” could be worked through.
  This satisfied the liberals, many who believed that inclusion was inevitable.  As a result the Communion was left defenseless in the face of a well-organized and strident faction.

Bates describes a political machine functioning behind the scenes, catering to every need of the attendees from the developing world and even providing cue cards to the African bishops.  One cannot but wonder if they took inspiration from the organizing success of the Christian Coalition. At Lambeth “The Evangelicals had cultivated the African bishops,” and “this strategy was highly effective in coordinating policy.”
  By the end of the session on human sexuality, the process had devolved to the extent that a resolution, which was intended at least by the liberal bishops to be a statement of compassion became one of condemnation
.  Resolution 1.10 states the conference:

In the view of the teaching of Scripture, upholds faithfulness in marriage between a man and a woman in lifelong union, and believes that abstinence is right for those who are not called to marriage;  

recognises that there are among persons who experience themselves as having a homosexual orientation.  Many of these are members of the Church and are seeking pastoral care, moral direction of the Church, and God’s transforming power for the living of their lives and the ordering of relationships to the experience of homosexual persons and we wish to assure them that they are loved by God and that all baptized and faithful persons, regardless of sexual orientation, are full members of the Body of Christ; 

while recognizing that homosexual practice as incompatible with Scripture, calls on all our people to minister pastorally and sensitively to all irrespective of sexual orientation and to condemn irrational fear of homosexuals, violence within marriage and any trivialization and commercialization of sex; 

cannot advise the legitimizing or blessing of same sex unions nor ordaining those involved in same gender unions;
How is it that the African bishops, having won recognition of polygamy ten years earlier
, had now coalesced around the issue of sexual immorality? In cultures where traditional structures remain in force and are not threatened, homosexuality, as long as it is kept private, has often been ignored.  The Anglican Church in New Zealand for instance has, over the past thirty years, been “unhelpful and indifferent, even disinterested” in the plight of gay clergy and laity.  As long as “ the prevailing social attitudes and legislative position” prevented gay Anglicans the ability to “actively agitate for anything,” there was no need for the church to take a stance on the issue.
 Active homosexual relationships were rendered, as Jenny Plane Te Paa describes, invisible.
 Gays and lesbians were kept hidden in “the closet” with their presence at every level of church organization being tolerated as long as their sexuality was kept out of the public eye. 

From a Girardian perspective, homosexuality is the issue of the moment because it has enormous power to divide.  When social structures disintegrate, people will demand that the lines of division upon which society is structured be re-inscribed. However, as governments increasingly grant legal status to homosexual unions, sexual desire may be presented as or perceived to be uncontrolled, this has the potential to provoke a deep-seated and free-floating sense of fear.   Archaic cultural forms may be invoked in an attempt to stabilize the social order and relieve those fears.  Despite the great trouble taken in Issues and Some Issues to provide support in Scripture, those arguments lack persuasive power.  Rational argument is not the point, and this is what seems to confound liberals.  The texts are invoked for their symbolic power. The very texts favored by conservatives, are those identified by Girard and cultural anthropologists to be pivotal taboo texts. Their symbolic power is derived from their ability to create order out of chaos. However, such mechanisms always demand a scapegoat. 

Therefore as conservative Christians have perceptively directed their focus on homosexuality, casting it as the source of social dissolution, they are really utilizing it as generative mechanism. In fact when liberals interpret the conservative language at face value as an argument made from Scripture, they have already been out maneuvered. Following the 1998 Conference Frank Griswold made the following statement: 

I chose to abstain during the vote. I did so because I found parts of the resolution positive both in tone and content, particularly when considered in relationship to the nuances of the report on which it is based. At the same time, I took exception to other parts and believe that we must explore more fully the whole question of what is compatible and "incompatible with Scripture." It must be noted that faithful persons in our church, who see themselves as under the authority of Scripture, do not all interpret the Bible in the same way.

His was the best possible response given the circumstances and yet it was ineffective. The session on sexuality had been derailed.  Despite statements of solidarity, there was no provision for appropriate process.  Exhausted by a grueling and painful experience, that piece was left for the ACC and Primates Meeting to determine, which it must be noted did not commence the “listening process” until 2005, just having recently been completed.  Without an “Eames Commission” on homosexuality
 there was no choice but for the church to polarize on this issue, sadly becoming a North/South divide.  For instance:

In a statement released Thursday (August 6), over 100 bishops pledged to continue to work for the full inclusion of gay and lesbian Christians in the life and ministry of the church. Acknowledging the difficulty gays and lesbians have experienced in having their concerns heard at the conference, the bishops apologized for "any sense of rejection that has occurred because of this reality." The statement, said the 113 bishops, is a sign of their commitment to listen to and reflect theologically with gays and lesbians. "It is our deep concern that you not feel abandoned by your church and that you know of our continued respect and support." 
 

The majority of the signatories on the above statement were from developed nations.  Manipulated as it was, the issue of homosexuality was used subliminally to divide the Church.  Caught off guard, Archbishop Carey failed in the next several years to provide effective guidance, creating an unhealthy power vacuum.  It is very likely that he and other leaders were intimidated by or unwilling to accept the new tactics encountered at Lambeth.  History has proven however, that such power vacuums are extremely dangerous.   

Without an effective process the liberal factions resorted to tactics that had worked in the past: unilateral ordinations.  And to some degree this played into the hands of conservative rhetoric.  For instance, Philip Turner, a conservative criticizes that, “Episcopal office is used as a prophetic lever to pry people loose from the encrusted positions of the past.”
 Tracing a trajectory from Bishop Pike’s “heretical” interview with Look Magazine, through the irregular ordinations of women in 1974, and including Bishop Moore’s ordination in 1976 of a “professed and practicing lesbian to the priesthood,” Turner has noticed a trend in the workings of the Episcopal Church: “ECUSA’s espousal of enlightened culture and progressive cultural trends, the use of Episcopal office to further “prophetic causes,” and the inability of the governing structures and authorities of ECUSA to restrain independent action on the part of its bishops.”
 The ambiguous response of the various advisory committees and the General Convention in 1979, which did not strictly prohibit further ordinations of this kind, has Turner says allowed the “local option” to become the de facto practice of the Episcopal Church.
  This culminated in the 1989, 1990, and 1991 ordinations of open and practicing homosexuals in the Episcopal Dioceses of Newark and Washington, D.C., whereby “the ordination of active homosexual persons then became a “justice issue” furthered by a “prophetic” epsicopate.”
   Bishop Righter of Newark, one of those responsible, was charged with heresy, but the charges were dismissed “on the grounds that the bishop’s action was not contrary to the “core doctrine” of the Episcopal Church.”
  Turner sees the election of Gene Robinson as “the most radical assertion of a policy that had been firmly in place in respect to the ordinations and blessings since the time of the Righter trial.”
 Despite the cheers of victory following Lambeth 1998 resolution, these ongoing practices were taken as evidence that it was not binding enough. “Local option” began to be perceived as part in parcel with the larger social breakdown.  In the midst of the growing tensions, fueled by parties on both sides of the issue, people desperate for certainty, inevitably seek some sort of decisive leadership.  Unfortunately this is the very climate in which those with ample hubris, all to willing to draw new lines of social order, are able to seize power. 
Girard on Scapegoating

According to Girard, differential systems are almost always established through some form of scapegoating.  Jesus took on the role of the scapegoat intentionally to expose this violence at the foundation of human civilization, with the result that over two thousand years of Christian history the role of the scapegoat has been rendered more and more visible.  As our society has developed more inclusive structures it has, at the same time, faced increasing tensions, which will be tempted to seek resolution through scapegoating.  The 1998 Lambeth Conference became a trigger moment. Given the first visible presence of female bishops and the statement by the African and Asian bishops refusing to be exploited any longer, the structure of the Church, having historically relied on scpaegoating, was bound to fragment, unless it could establish itself upon some other basis. Because of the longstanding, and mostly ineffectual, struggle to address contentious issues involving pre-marital sex, divorce, multiple partnership, cohabitation and homosexuality, the Church was jeopardizing its role as ultimate arbiter of sexual morality.  To maintain its authority, the Church could choose to redirect tensions on a new scapegoat or it could seek a deeper level of Christian communion through mutual compassion and transparency.  Whoever could effectively bring about solution, for better or for worst, could very possibly gain control of the Church. 

Sadly since scapegoating was for so long the modus operandi of the Western society and the Church, the Church was bound to choose it, albeit unconsciously, by default. In this instance, homosexuals fit the bill as scapegoats for several reasons: they lacked advocacy due to centuries of invisibility, they had a long history of persecution and exclusion, and most significantly they were equated (unfairly) with defilement, corruption, and perversion. By drawing attention to the blessing of same-sex unions and the ordination of practicing homosexuals, which liberals had quietly been promoting, conservatives were able to use that, intentionally or not, to ignite primitive fears.  These fears were intensified by depicting homosexual orientation as a matter of personal choice, akin to hair color or style of dress. 
  Transgressing gender roles this way, they could be blamed for all those others who were transgressing traditional social structures, but whom the church was powerless to influence.

When Rowan Williams forced Jeffrey John’s resignation he knowingly or not publicly allied himself with this powerful divisive force, put into play when “Archbishop Peter Akinola, leader of the 17.5 million strong Anglican church in Nigeria, threatened to split from the Church over the appointment.”
  Akinola, among others, seized the moment and propelled themselves into hitherto unknown positions of influence, displacing for instance Desmond Tutu, a liberal in favor of parity for homosexuals, as spokesperson for the African churches.  In so doing it became obvious that no one was safe in the reconfiguration of power within the Church of England. Jeffrey John was a scapegoat, as a number of commentators at the time were quick to note.  As one of the most high profile and influential advocates for same-sex blessings and homosexual ordination within the Church of England, he was offered up as a necessary victim; for his blood alone - an openly gay man, at the height of political success and on the verge of ordination - could cement the foundation for a new sacrificial order. The applause that Williams received at York
 that day may be read as relief that the Archbishop had finally taken up his role as arbiter of the sacred order, having channeled the internal tensions onto a scapegoat. Until that moment, it was very uncertain how the Archbishop would respond to the crisis.  Shortly after his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury, the BBC reported:

The Archbishop of Canterbury told the BBC the issue of having gay priests in the church is not on his agenda. Dr Rowan Williams, who has publicly backed homosexuals in the church and has admitted ordaining a practising homosexual to the Anglican priesthood, seemed to be distancing himself from his previous liberal views. Speaking on BBC Radio 4's Desert Island Discs, he was asked by presenter Sue Lawley if gay rights should be acknowledged by the Church of England. Dr Williams, 52, said: "It's certainly no part of my programme to change this or even to push it as a matter of discussion but there it is on the table, we have to think about it.

This was hardly a conclusive approach and one, which could only have increased anxiety within the Church.  

Despite protests from gay rights groups, no one within the C of E came to John’s defense.  His most ardent supporter, The Bishop of Oxford, considered resigning in solidarity, but was discouraged to do so.
 As the Rev. Rod Thomas, of the evangelical campaigning group, Reform, aptly said at York: "The church has stared huge division in the face. It's been to the edge of the abyss and looked over and as a result, it's taken the decision that it doesn't want to go there.”

Thus in the wake of this costly peace, the ordination of Gene Robinson, months later, came as an incomprehensible offense, not just for the evangelicals, but for the Church of England as well, precisely because she had just sacrificed a favored son.  The ramifications of the Jeffrey John incident and the Robinson ordination became apparent in subsequent documents and policies of the Church.  Most significant being The Windsor Report, which is using the divisions around homosexuality as  “leverage” (to use Turner’s word) for the consolidation of authority and power in the hands of the Primates. Though, it states clearly that it “did not demand judgment by the Commission on sexuality issues”
 being concerned with “unity”; paragraph 131 states that all those involved in future Episcopal appointments “should in future...pay proper regard to the acceptability of the candidate to other provinces in our Communion,” asking: Would the ministry of this individual be recognized and received if he or she were to visit another province?  Would the individual be “translatable”?”
  Fortunately an “exceptional arrangement applies to women bishops”
, for one would assume that women are NOT “translatable” in any number of provinces or diocese here or abroad.  The Report explains that “after lengthy deliberation, the Instruments of Unity concluded that although the ministry of a woman as bishop might not be accepted in some provinces, that represented a degree of impairment which the Communion could bear.”
  Although it is not explicitly stated, it is clear that the appointment of practicing homosexuals to the episcopacy is not “translatable” and therefore need not be received in the wider communion, for they have been effectively isolated as scapegoats. 

Ironically the Windsor Report holds up the process over the ordination of women to the episcopacy as exemplary, but refuses to acknowledge the history of events leading up to its tolerance. The first woman was appointed as non-suffragan bishop in 1993, after the elections in 1988 and 1992 of women to suffragan positions in Massachusetts and Washington respectively.  Obviously the Episcopal Church had successfully moved forward without waiting for a “common mind”.  Similar appointments took place in New Zealand. The Windsor Reports uses this history as an example of orderly process, but at no time mentions the role these ordinations played in provoking that process, precisely because it wants to prevent a repetition of that history in the case of ordaining homosexuals and same-sex blessings.  Indeed, the pastoral letter from the Primates of the Anglican Communion in Pentecost 2003 stated:

‘The question of public rites for the blessing of same sex unions is still a cause of potentially divisive controversy. The Archbishop of Canterbury spoke for us all when he said that it is through liturgy that we express what we believe, and that there is no theological consensus about same sex unions. Therefore, we as a body cannot support the authorisation of such rites’.

The Primates took a very different tact than with the case of women’s ordination, insisting on consensus, thereby preventing another the simple majority like the (24/22) of the ACC at Limuru, Kenya, which first opened the door, or any true “impairment” as was allowed in Resolution 1 of Lambeth 1988, which requested: “That each province respect the decision and attitudes of other provinces in the ordination or consecration of women to the episcopate, without such respect necessarily indicating acceptance of the principles involved, maintaining the highest possible degree of communion with the provinces which differ.” 

Concurrent to this the House of Bishops of the Church of England backed away from any leanings it may have had towards liberal treatment of homosexuality as a justice issue:

Sexual intercourse, as an expression of faithful intimacy, properly belongs within marriage exclusively,’ the statement says. Marriage, it states, ‘is a creation ordinance, a gift of God in creation and a means of his grace. Marriage, defined as a faithful, committed, permanent and legally sanctioned relationship between a man and a woman, is central to the stability and health of human society.

 While any discussion of human rights on a parallel with that for women, which was present in the 1988 Lambeth Resolution 64, was methodically retracted in the introductory chapter to Some Issues in Sexuality: a self-admitted apologetic for the Church of England’s change of mind concerning homosexuality.

In light of these reversals, it is extremely important that the Episcopal Church has chosen Katharine Jefferts Schori as its Presiding Bishop.  Not only does she understand the justice issues at stake for gays and lesbians, she has a level of self-control, which paired with keen political insight, enables her not only to resist the dynamics that have taken hold of the Anglican Communion and its leadership, but is able to provide a viable witness in the midst of such emotionally charged divisions. She has carved out space for us to react with our hearts and heads rather than with our guts.  She has been the source of inspiration by which the Episcopal Church has chosen exile with the outcasts
 over betrayal. From a Girardian perspective this may be taken as evidence that a new basis for our Church is indeed taking root: one grounded in compassion and patience, but most significantly in the unwillingness to create any more scapegoats:

Where is that mysterious Son of Man hidden today?  What is the cross that we are to take up?  This message is especially directed to those of us who are called to “stand with” a rejected category of human persons.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer recognized this hidden Son of Man in the persecuted Jews.  Abraham Heschel, who marched with Martin Luther King, Jr., had eyes to see the Son of Man hidden in the rejected separate and unequal ones.  Perhaps Mahatma Gandhi caught a glimpse of him in the Dalit, the “untouchables” of India.  Since we shall have to answer for these things we do on the day of judgment, it may not hurt to ask ourselves ahead of time the question Jesus asks us: What good will it do any of us, even if we gain the whole world, if we forfeit our soul, our life, our self?

Extras:

William White was well aware that the “power vested in bishops in England would accompany that order to America…would include principles and produce consequences, dangerous and destructive to their civil rights.”
 Our church needs a process to respond to injustice, not as it is identified from the top down, but in response to any and all claims made by the victims.  There is something to be said for the slowness of our process.

The ordination of Gene Robinson in 1998 forced a crisis, not just internal to the church, but now expanded to the Anglican Communion.  Oddly enough this allowed certain segments of the church to crystallize into a majority that had hitherto been impossible.  In the process a healthy plurality is lost.  We become divided along party lines, and the way in which we identify our loyalties is by one’s public stance on homosexuality.  Full rights for homosexuals, truly an issue of justice, has been co-opted as a line of differentiation!

Indeed, from a Girardian perspective, ruptures in unity can be the opportunity for liberation from the oppressive mechanisms within the structure.  However, the anxiety this provokes often leads to quick solutions which repeat rather than repair the mistakes of the past, often entrenching them in ever more rigid structures of authority.  This is certainly the approach of the Primates as they attempt to accelerate the various processes underway (Grieb) while at the same time limiting these processes to Primatial authority (Douglas, Zahl) For Girard, the social structure is invested in mending the rupture ASAP lest the scapegaoting mechanisms at its basis rise to the surface. For this reason truth telling is absolutely crucial to healing and liberation. Communities which will allow for somewhat prolonged periods of discomfort and self-analysis will be much more successful reestablishing themselves upon egalitarian and transparent structures. They will learn through struggle that making room for all the diverse voices creates a new basis for unity.

The Anglican Communion has been a loosely held consensus.  “Anglicans are untied in their acceptance and practice of episcopacy, but have not held to a single understanding of its nature nor, at least since the late eighteenth century, to single way of integrating it into the structure of the church as a whole.”
  Certainly within it there are those primates who exercise regal authority, but it a plurality of local “The Chicago-Lambeth Quadilateral acknowledges this diversity in its carefully chosen language about the episcopate.”
 

However, its polity as it evolved in the colonies, prior to the Revolution, planted the seed of its own undoing (for good and for bad as will be demonstrated).  As Countryman has pointed out, “the situation of the Episcopal Church…is one of those “local adaptations” to which the Quadilateral refers.” Unlike the former Commonwealth nations, the American colonies lacked “the orderly devolution of local autonomy from the imperial power or missionary organization.”  The Colonial church “grew up… with little oversight, and largely under lay initiative and leadership.  There were no bishops among us before the Revolution, partly because of lethargy on the part of the Church of England and partly because of American resistance.  Most American colonists, even those loyal to the Church of England, wanted no part in the hierarchical “lord bishop” they saw as normal to the church.”

As leveling occurs in our polity, which is to be applauded, it will provoke anxiety in those around us.  Ours is a unique history, which allowed us to emerge from European imperial control with the relative freedom to create a democratic society.  We were not embroiled in the terrible conflicts that have followed on the heels of de-colonialization.  It is not the same for many third world nations who are just now emerging from Imperial control.  They have been plagued with uncontrolled violence due to ethnic rivalries.  They may feel they have no way to create order but through rigid ordering.  They can hardly be blamed for their fear of doubles.  If anything, we must exercise compassion rather than condemnation and remember that we are in so many ways responsible for their plight.

The same majority that is pressing for an immediate covenant is “also most insistent on the key role of the Primates as the interpreters and enforcers of the Covenant.”  Despite that suggestion that the Anglican Consultative Council, being “more representative of the Anglican Communion as a whole, including women and laity, might be the better body to interpret the Covenant, the language about the Primates prevailed.”
 Differential systems require exalted figures, which in return for privilege, will through the use of exclusionary and punitive rhetoric identify and maintain the boundaries of the group. “The Primates are acting in an unprecedented way, setting up a “pastoral council” and one or more “primatial vicars,” as if the Proposed Anglican Covenant process had been completed and the document already ratified by the provinces.”
 

For many, the ordination of Gene Robinson represents the height of hubris.  To transgress spoken or unspoken boundaries is to elevate oneself to a supreme position: an ultimate arbiter of the social order. And it sets us up in rivalry with Canterbury: we become the interlocutor of the new order, while Canterbury becomes hopelessly antiquated as the magistrate of the old regime. The ordination of gays signals a social reordering at the hands of the Unites States and thus can be read as a more sophisticated form of US imperialism.  

It need not be read this way.  For we are, as Countryman says, “markedly different from some of the Anglican provinces that might be called “Commonwealth churches” by virtue of their devolution from the British Empire.  We did not originate in a top-down fashion.”
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