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What happened? In early August, General Convention confirmed the Rev. Canon Gene Robinson’s election as bishop of New Hampshire.    Robinson is a divorced, gay priest who has lived openly in a long-term relationship with another man for more than a decade.  The convention also adopted a compromise on the blessing of same-sex unions. General Convention acknowledged that a consensus does not exist on this matter, but it declared that individual dioceses could bless same-sex unions and still operate “within the bounds of our common life.” (Many dioceses had been performing such ceremonies for some time.) General Convention chose not to request that church-wide rites be written for same-sex blessings. None of the controversial votes was especially close. (The vote on the Robinson resolution in the House of Bishops was 62 for, 43 against, with 2 abstentions.)

Immediately after the Robinson vote in the House of Bishops, Pittsburgh Bishop Robert Duncan, speaking for a group of 19 bishops, declared a “pastoral emergency” in the Episcopal Church and appealed to the Anglican Primates to intervene. (Only 107 of the 319 members of the House of Bishops are bishops “with jurisdiction” and the right to vote on episcopal confirmations. Of the 19 dissenting bishops, only 15 had been able to vote.)

Not long after this, Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams issued a call for an emergency meeting of Anglican Primates in London on October 15–16, 2003. The para-church American Anglican Council (AAC), of which Bishop Duncan is a vice-president, soon announced that it would sponsor a strategy meeting in Plano, Texas—later moved to Dallas—October 7–9, 2003. Several conservative bishops have called special diocesan conventions to pass resolutions opposing the acts of General Convention. (Other dioceses are using regular diocesan conventions for the purpose.) Coördinated sets of resolutions have been passed in Albany, South Carolina, Central Florida, and Fort Worth, in addition to Pittsburgh. The Pittsburgh resolutions, passed by a special convention on September 27, are the most extreme. They claim to nullify the actions of General Convention (Resolution 1); ask the Anglican Primates to declare that the faction led by Bishop Duncan, not the church led by Presiding Bishop Frank Griswold, is the true expression of Anglicanism in America (Resolution 2); ask the Primates to provide for oversight for parishes sympathetic to the Duncan faction in more liberal dioceses (Resolution 3); declare that the diocese will send no more money to the national church (Resolution 4); declare that, until the Primates have “rendered judgment,” perhaps as early as October 16, churches unsympathic to the resolutions may negotiate alternative episcopal oversight and, with the consent of the bishop and Diocesan Council, redirect some of their diocesan assessment (Resolution 5); and declare that all parishes will have control of their property (Resolution 6). Bishop Duncan distributed a “brief commentary” on Resolution 6 and has changed his explanation of what it means so many times that neither its meaning nor intention are completely clear. What is clear is that Bishop Duncan wants to circumvent the national “Dennis Canon” (I.7.4), which has been on the books since 1979, and which declares that all property is held in trust for the Episcopal Church, USA (ECUSA).

Should we be surprised at what has happened? No. Resolution 1 of the 2002 diocesan convention, which caused so much controversy, was a warning to General Convention about innovations that the Diocese of Pittsburgh would not accept—inclusive-language liturgies, blessing of same-sex unions, and coercive canons, presumably regarding women’s ordination. The AAC has been declaring a crisis in the ECUSA ever since its founding.

Conservatives in the Episcopal Church have been upset at the direction of the church since at least the late 1970s, when the church altered its position on divorce, authorized the ordination of women, and adopted a new prayer book. After more than 20 years, ordination of women is still not a settled issue for some conservatives, but the issues highest on the conservative agenda now deal with homosexuality. The adoption of a non-discrimination policy toward gays seeking ordination and the unsuccessful presentment against Bishop Walter Righter for ordaining a partnered gay man as deacon made the confrontation over the election of a gay bishop inevitable.

Very conservative bishops head a small number of Episcopal dioceses, but the extreme conservatism of the Pittsburgh diocese is especially notable. The most influential person in the drift to the right has surely been John Guest, who was responsible for the establishment of Trinity Episcopal School for Ministry. Robert Duncan has completed the takeover of the diocese by conservatives (“orthodox” or “traditionalists,” as they like to characterize themselves), a task that required major contributions by John Rogers, Bishop Alden Hathaway, and others.

The major institutional player trying to drive the Episcopal Church to the right has been the AAC, an organization incorporated in the District of Columbia in 1996. It was greatly influenced by the work of John Rogers, with Dallas Bishop James Stanton responsible for much of the organizational work. The AAC shares an office with the Institute for Religion and Democracy, a 20-year-old group well financed by right-wing foundations and dedicated to moving the Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopal Churches to the right. It is clear that Bishop Duncan has been working hard for the AAC for some time. It is less clear how this has affected his normal episcopal duties or who has paid for the many trips he has taken both within and outside the United States.

What is at stake? It is not an exaggeration to say that the future of the Episcopal Church, USA, and that of the Anglican Communion hang in the balance. Conservatives within the Episcopal Church have been a growing force, but, in many ways, they have failed to win the battles that they have undertaken using the administrative mechanisms of the Episcopal Church.  They failed to convict Bishop Righter; they failed to stop moves to enforce the availability of women’s ordination; they failed in court to sustain the argument that parishes can withdraw from the church and diocese at will; they failed to protect the anti-women’s-ordination priest Samuel Edwards in his battle with Washington Bishop Jane Dixon; and they failed to stop the two celebrated resolutions of the 74th General Convention. Partial success has only been achieved in the case of David Moyer, whom Bishop Duncan saved from deposition by Bishop Bennison by first accepting him into our diocese, then transferring him to an African province.  The appeal to the Anglican Primates is an attempt to repeat this success by subverting the polity of our own church and the tradition of the Anglican Communion. It has been reported that the AAC has spent a good deal of money courting African primates. The AAC has, for example, paid the travel expenses of African primates attending international meetings. South American and Asian primates have also been outspoken critics of the actions of General Convention, however.

Bishop Duncan claims to be quite optimistic about what the primates will do. They may, however, do nothing or may study the situation or may slap the dissident bishops on the wrist. They may—although it is not clear they have any legitimate authority to do so—declare themselves out of communion with the Episcopal Church and recognize Bishop Duncan and his supporters. This is quite unlikely. Whatever happens, ECUSA is not going to undo its decisions, even if suspended from the Anglican Communion, an action of little consequence beyond the purely symbolic. Duncan and his fellow bishops will still be outnumbered in our church between 7-to-1 and 10-to-1. In the worst possible case, the dissident bishops are recognized as leading a separate province, and, although the Episcopal Church receives a minor blow, individual dioceses—especially Pittsburgh—are thrown into chaos in the fight for the hearts of parishioners and the control of property.

What will happen next? Most of us will be only observers as the Dallas and London meeting unfold this week and next. Predicting where we will be after the primates meeting is risky business; our world may look much as it does now, or not. In any case, the regular diocesan convention begins November 7, preceded by three regional, rather than the usual more numerous district, meetings. This non-traditional procedure frees the bishop to tend to other matters. Whether by design or not, it impedes the election of district officers and the effective discussion of the resolutions, including, assuredly, changes to the diocesan constitution and canons.

We can expect a proposal to change Article I, Section 1, which states that “[t]he Church in the Diocese of Pittsburgh, being a constituent part of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America, accedes to, recognizes, and adopts the Constitution and Canons of that Church, and acknowledges its authority accordingly.” Other likely changes will free new parishes from declaring allegiance to the ECUSA and will change the duties of the Board of Trustees with respect to property. It is likely that these actions will occur regardless of any statements or actions of the primates, since the first regional meeting is scheduled before the primates meeting.  The diocesan convention will also vote on a diocesan budget for 2004, which will, of course, provide no support for the national church. We may also see new line items in the budget.  
What should churches do? Whether Bishop Duncan has, along with the administrative structure of the diocese, left the ECUSA is a matter of interpretation. The bishop has, among other things, acted contrary to the diocesan constitution, denied the authority of the church (i.e., of General Convention), appealed for recognition outside the structure of the ECUSA, and is terminating financial support for the national church. AAC President David Anderson declared in an NPR interview on October 6 that the AAC no longer seeks to be a province parallel to the ECUSA. It wants Episcopalians to “lose their provincial franchise” and for the conservative churches to be declared the new (and exclusive) Anglican church in the United States. That said, it apparently is the position of the national church that actions taken by the diocese so far are essentially symbolic, that only after the primates have done whatever they are going to do and the dissident bishops respond to those actions will it be fair to determine if, for example, bishops like Robert Duncan will have abandoned their duties to the Episcopal Church.

What this means is that no church should make any change in the amount of money it sends to the diocese to support the diocese until after October 16, and probably not for some time after that. If you believe that Bishop Duncan is using his office as a tool to destroy the Episcopal Church, it will be difficult to justify sending money to that office, but, for now, it is probably best to put up with the situation. It may become appropriate to send the diocesan portion of a parish’s assessment to the national church, to place it in escrow, or to do something else at a later time. It is to be hoped that, should such actions become necessary, we will get clear signals from the ECUSA as to what procedure will be most appropriate, given whatever strategy the national church chooses to pursue.

The national portion of the diocesan assessment is another matter. The diocese has sent to all churches information about it (“Resolution 4 Implications for Parishes”). Contact Nancy Norton in Bishop Duncan’s office if you have not received this document. As of January 1, 2004, no money sent to Bishop Duncan’s office will be forwarded to the ECUSA, but no change will be made in the handling of funds before that date. The document from the diocese explains how money can be sent immediately and directly to the national church, and your church may wish to avail itself of the procedure simply to make a statement to the bishop and to the ECUSA. It is important, however, that, for 2004, national funds be sent directly to the national church.

Churches scheduled for a regular Episcopal visit soon may be conflicted over that visit. Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh (PEP) does not believe that an episcopal visit by a bishop with whom you do not agree represents a threat to a parish, the views of David Moyer notwithstanding. Under the circumstances, allowing a visit by Bishop Duncan or Bishop Scriven may seem to send the wrong message, but we do not believe that there are good immediately available alternatives. Within a few weeks, this situation may change, depending upon actions taken by Bishop Duncan and other AAC bishops. If a stronger case can be made for the bishop’s having abandoned his duties, it may be appropriate to seek oversight from another bishop. Such requests should only be made in consultation with the national church, however.

It is not convenient that the crisis in our diocese comes at a time when most churches are embarking on stewardship campaigns. There are obvious risks in this circumstance. We recommend that you make it clear to parishioners that (1) your church is going to stay in the ECUSA, and (2) staying in the church is not, ipso facto, an endorsement of any particular action of General Convention. Emphasize the need to pursue the ongoing mission of your parish as you understand it.

Churches that want to continue to be a part of the ECUSA need to maintain contacts with one another and with the national church as we go through what promises to be a difficult transition. PEP will facilitate making such contacts if you like, but we believe that it is important that churches communicate with one another directly. We would appreciate knowing actions that your church takes, which you can communicate to us by sending e-mail to strategy@episcopalunity.org. Send mail to this address if you want contact information of other churches or have other needs we may be able to fulfill.

Afterword. Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh would like to emphasize that, although many of our members are supportive of the actions of the 74th General Convention, our first commitment is to the traditional theological understandings and polity of the Episcopal Church. We believe that the Episcopal Church should be a big tent, and we encourage all parishes who have the same belief to work with us to preserve the ECUSA. We believe that the slogan “The Episcopal Church welcomes you” is more than simply an advertising gimmick.
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