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Introduction

This is the Final Report of the Task Force on the Implications of the Blessing of Same-Sex Unions (hereafter referred to as the Task Force).  It is prepared for the Executive Committee of the Diocese and will be distributed in the Synod Circular of the 2005 Diocesan Synod.   

The Report has five parts and two appendices.  Following the Introduction to the Task Force and the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions, Section 1 gives an overview of national and international events that have had an impact on this issue.  We look at actions taken within both the Anglican Church of Canada and the global Anglican Communion, and chronicle developments within the Anglican Church since 1998.  Section 2 considers the implications of the blessing of same-sex unions on the life of the church.  In this section, we have chosen to use a question-response format that addresses the specific implications from either a yes or no vote, as we are aware that the Diocese of Ottawa will not be in a position to vote on the issue before 2007, at the earliest.  We use the final section of the Report to highlight a number of recurrent tensions that lie rooted beneath the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions.  The appendices include the statement of our Mandate and Terms of Reference of the Task Force, as well as a summary report of our work over the past three years.

In 2002, the Diocesan Synod passed Motion 11 for the establishment of the Task Force following unsuccessful efforts to deal with two earlier irreconcilable motions on the issue.  The Task Force has been mindful throughout that our Mandate was not to make a recommendation for or against the blessing of same-sex unions.  Rather, we have been asked to consider the implications for our Diocese of a decision to bless same-sex unions (Mandate 1), as well as to provide a forum whereby members of the diocesan community can share personal experiences, engage in conversation with one another, and educate themselves on this issue (Mandate 2).  

Our efforts to fulfill the second part of our Mandate have included the following: we presented Interim Reports at Synods held in 2003 and 2004; facilitated two diocesan-wide Days of Dialogue and Discussion; compiled an annotated bibliography of resource readings; prepared discussion papers and abstracts on three priority topics: theology, Scripture, and the definition of unions, blessings and marriages. We also met with and received submissions from three interest groups and one individual.  Communication with the diocesan community has been maintained using e-mails, articles and notices in Crosstalk, postings on the Task Force’s link on the diocesan website (www.cometochurch.ca), as well as through one-on-one conversations, informal feedback at diocesan events, and formal presentations made to the Task Force.  

Despite our own differences and divergent viewpoints, the members of the Task Force have learned to approach our interactions with a spirit of prayerfulness, openness, collegiality, and respectful dialogue.  We’re encouraged that, aside from the recent resignation of one member for personal reasons, we’ve been able to sustain our original membership, and that throughout our three years together, we’ve grown together into a caring and committed community, sustaining and encouraging each other through illnesses, employment challenges, and personal times of crisis.  

What has been difficult for us, however, is to sustain our collective energy for this task and, indeed, our relevance as a Task Force, in the rapidly changing milieu since the Task Force was first established.  Court decisions and debate in Parliament, the consecration of a person in a same-sex relationship as a bishop in the Episcopal Church in the United States, motions passed at General Synod 2004, statements issued at the Primate’s Meeting in February, strongly-worded criticisms from the international community, and the impact of the Windsor Report and the St. Michael Report have at times had the effect not only of igniting public opinion on the blessing of same-sex unions, but also of postponing decision-making processes at both the local and national levels.  The following section recounts the national and international response of the Anglican Church to this socio-political dynamic, and highlights some of the most significant statements and actions related to the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions over this period.

Section 1: Background

National and International Developments

The intensity of the debate over the last few years on questions of homosexuality and homosexual relationships might lead some to think that this debate in the Anglican Church, both nationally and internationally, is recent.  Such is not the case.  This discussion has been ongoing both within the Anglican Church of Canada and the global Anglican Communion for almost thirty years. 

Socio-political background
A wave of social, political, and economic change washed over the world in the wake of World War II.  Economic prosperity in North America and Western Europe led to increasing urbanization and the development of the social welfare state and subsequent changes in social organization and family structure, notably the emancipation of women and different minority groups from traditional restrictions.  In Western countries, these changes included changing attitudes towards homosexuality, its decriminalization, and elimination of homosexuality as a defined psychiatric disorder.  In other countries such as Africa and the Caribbean, cultural beliefs remain entrenched within traditional values, and homosexuals face severe criminal sanctions.  

More recently, discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation has been prohibited in many jurisdictions
.  Subsequently, a number of states have recognized same-sex relationships either in the form of “civil unions” (Scandinavia, France, the United Kingdom) or civil marriage (Spain, the Netherlands and Belgium).  As of July 2005, same-sex marriage is now legally recognized in Canada.

The Anglican Church of Canada
Having first “sought advice” on pastoral issues related to gay and lesbian persons in 1976, the House of Bishops issued guidelines in 1979 that stated its position on homosexuality: it did not condone homosexual activity, and it did not accept the blessing of homosexual unions; nor did it call into question the ordination of any homosexual person committed to abstaining from same-sex activity.
  At the same time, the bishops commissioned study materials for local use, which were published in 1985.  In 1991, a task force established by the House of Bishops produced a study guide on homosexuality, Hearing Diverse Voices, Seeking Common Ground, for parish and diocesan use.  In 1997, the House of Bishops revisited its 1979 guidelines.  While unable to revise its positions either on the blessing of same-sex unions or on ordained ministry, the bishops committed themselves to “continue open and respectful dialogue with those who believe  sexuality within a committed homosexual relationship is God’s call to them”.  They also formally endorsed the federal government’s amendments to the Canadian Human Rights Act to prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation.

An open forum to discuss issues relating to homosexuality was held at General Synod in 1992.  In 1995, General Synod deferred indefinitely a resolution to initiate church-wide discussions on “the liturgical recognition of committed monogamous same-gender unions,” although it passed a resolution that “affirmed the presence and contribution of gay men and lesbians in the life of the church, and condemned bigotry, violence and hatred directed toward any due to their sexual orientation.”  

The Global Anglican Communion
In 1978, the Lambeth Conference of bishops first “. . . recognized the need 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.”  As a measure of pastoral concern for those who are homosexual, it “. . . encourage[d] dialogue with them.”

This statement was reiterated by the bishops at Lambeth in 1988, who further urged that study “take account of biological, genetic and psychological research being undertaken by other agencies, and the socio-cultural factors that lead to different attitudes in the provinces of our Communion,” and called for each province to “reassess its care for and attitude towards persons of homosexual orientation.”  

The 1998 Lambeth Conference upheld “faithfulness in marriage” and “abstinence for those not called to marriage.” It stated that the world’s Anglican bishops could not “advise the legitimizing or blessing of same sex unions nor ordaining those involved in same gender unions.”  At the same time, the bishops committed themselves to “listen to the experience of homosexual persons” and requested the Primates and the Anglican Consultative Council to “establish a means of monitoring the work done on the subject of human sexuality and to share statements and resources.”

Since the Lambeth Conference of 1998, debate has become much more politicized, and it is clear that confusion and frustration appear to be mounting. The following brief chronology lists some major developments within the Anglican Church in Canada, in other provinces, and within the global Communion. 

	Developments within the Anglican Church since 1998

	May 1998
	Diocese of New Westminster – Synod approved a resolution calling for a rite of blessing for same-sex unions.  Bishop Michael Ingham withheld consent, instituting instead a three-year dialogue process involving every parish in the Diocese.

	June 2001
	Diocese of New Westminster – Synod approved original motion a second time.  Bishop Ingham again withheld consent.

	May 2002
	House of Bishops issued the statement that “we are unable to speak with a unanimous voice on . . . the subject of homosexuality in light of scripture” and referred the matter of blessing same-sex unions to General Synod. 

	June 2002
	Diocese of New Westminster – Synod approved revisions to the original motion that made it clear no clergy or parish would be required to perform such a blessing, and that an “Episcopal visitor” would be put in place to minister to dissenters.  Bishop Ingham again withheld consent.

	October 2002
	Diocese of Ottawa – Synod passed Motion 11, calling for the creation of a Task Force on the Implications of the Blessing of Same-Sex Unions.

	May 2003
	Diocese of New Westminster – Bishop Ingham approved a rite of blessing for same-sex unions. Eleven parishes later protested that decision by withdrawing from the Diocese of New Westminster and formed themselves into the Anglican Communion in New Westminster.

	July 2003
	Prior to his consecration, Canon Jeffrey John, an openly gay priest of the Church of England living in a celibate same-sex partnership, resigned his appointment as suffragan Bishop of Reading in response to growing controversy.

	August 2003
	General Convention of the Episcopal Church of the United States approved a resolution recognizing “that local faith communities are operating within the bounds of our common life as they explore and experience liturgies celebrating and blessing same-sex unions.”  It also confirmed the election of Bishop Gene Robinson, who was living in a same-sex relationship, to the See of New Hampshire.

	October 2003

	Primates’ Meeting of the global Anglican Communion re-affirmed the sexuality resolutions of the 1998 Lambeth Conference as having “moral force and commanding the respect of the Communion,” and called for the establishment of the Lambeth Commission to examine the theological and legal issues in addressing how to maintain communion in the face of “grave difficulties.”

	March 2004

	Primate’s Task Force on Alternative Episcopal Oversight submitted its report to Canada’s House of Bishops.  It has yet to be approved.

	May 2004


	General Synod deferred making a decision about the authority of a diocesan synod and bishop to authorize the blessing of committed same-sex unions, but instead asked the Primate’s Theological Commission to report on whether such blessings were “a matter of doctrine.” It also encouraged continuing dialogue, and affirmed the “integrity and sanctity of committed adult same-sex relationships.”

	October 2004
	Lambeth Commission released the Windsor Report that called for a moratorium on the blessing of same-sex relationships in Canada and the United States, as well as a moratorium on extraterritorial interventions by conservative bishops. It also called on all parties “to express regret.”  A number of recommendations were made concerning the establishment of a “corporate episcopacy” for the Communion.  It called on the Joint Standing Committee to find ways to begin the “listening process” to gay and lesbian voices recommended by the Lambeth resolution of 1998.

	February 2005
	Primates’ Meeting requested that Canadian and American churches voluntarily withdraw their members from the next meeting of the Anglican Consultative Council, and that representatives of the Canadian and American churches be invited to a hearing at the June 2005 meeting of the ACC to “set out the thinking behind their recent actions.” It was also recommended the Archbishop of Canterbury establish a panel of reference to supervise the adequacy of alternative Episcopal ministry for conservative parishes.  (The creation of the Panel of Reference was announced in May.)

	May 2005
	Council of General Synod agreed that duly elected Canadian members of the Anglican Consultative Council would attend but not participate in the June meeting of the ACC, and that the Primate, along with a representative response group, would formulate a presentation for a special “hearing” at the June meeting.

Primate’s Theological Commission released the St. Michael Report that recommended  the blessing of same-sex unions be considered a matter of doctrine, but not “core doctrine” or “creedal doctrine.”  The Report was recommended to all dioceses and is to be considered at the 2007 meeting of General Synod.

Diocese of New Westminster approved a resolution calling for a partial moratorium on the blessing of same-sex unions until General Synod 2007.  Only the eight parishes already authorized will be permitted to conduct such rites.

	October 2005
	Diocese of Ottawa Synod received the Final Report from the Task Force on the Implications of the Blessing of Same-Sex Unions.


In the midst of these unprecedented socio-cultural, political, and ecclesiastical changes, the Task Force undertook in good faith to provide the diocesan community with opportunities and materials to educate and inform itself on the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions.  Perhaps if we had been more prescient, we might have been able to anticipate how many of the radical changes taking place would alter the landscape of discussions within the Diocese.  And so, given the significant changes to the tenor of the debate, we tread with some trepidation into the murky waters of implications, and what can be expected to result when a decision is made for or against the blessing of same-sex unions.  

Section 2:  Implications for the Diocese of Ottawa on the Blessing of Same-Sex Unions
The issue of the blessing of same-sex unions is unlikely to be resolved before either General Synod in 2007 or our Synod in either 2007 or 2008.  Given this extended time frame, our discussions of the practical implications of such a blessing are speculative, and our answers require conjecture, to a greater or lesser extent.  The discussion is framed within a question-and-answer format, and, for example, in the instance of a NO vote, we have assumed  the canonical status quo of the Diocese of Ottawa will prevail and we have not speculated further.  Where we have been unable to suggest specific implications, we have raised additional questions and left the implications to be drawn by the reader.  We have also chosen not to consider implications of issues that far exceeded our mandate, such as questions of doctrine or of canonical authority.  

In order to distinguish between what is understood as a “blessing” of a relationship and a “marriage,” we begin by attempting to clarify the terminology.
Blessing: “Blessing” is an optional rite in the church and has no civil equivalent and no legal status.  It is a way of giving thanks and praise to God and of calling down God’s gracious power of favour.
  Blessings are bestowed on people, things, and ministries, to give thanks for the role they have been called to play within the reign of God. Prayers of blessing are seen to be at the discretion of individual clergy who follow general, if unspecified, church guidelines. 

The Church has an optional rite for “blessing of a civil marriage,” and a common rite for such blessings was approved at General Synod 2004.  However, we have been unable to determine how a “blessing of a civil marriage” for a heterosexual couple 
 would differ significantly from a “blessing of a civil marriage” for a same-sex couple. 

Marriage: Civil marriage is the legal recognition of a contractual union of two people, performed by a civil servant.  It is completely separate from a religious marriage and has no bearing on religious institutions, although the Anglican Church of Canada has traditionally recognized all civil marriages.
 
A Christian couple may choose the sacrament of marriage in the Church.  “Marriage,” in this case, is a legally-binding rite of the church in which the clergy performs both the civil and sacramental functions of the marriage.  It is an invocation of God’s blessing upon a civil marriage according to canon law.  In order to marry, a couple must meet the canonical requirements of marriage established by the Anglican Church.  

Coming to grips with the ideas of blessing and marriage affects both our understanding and our resolution of this issue.  The debate revolves around the following: 

Around the topic of blessing, those who oppose the blessing argue that a same-sex union, which is conjugal in nature, is not only distinct from the blessing of a friendship, but also cannot be understood to be part of God’s redemptive plan.  Those in favour of same-sex blessings argue that the mutual love and support found in such relationships make them very much part of God’s redemptive plan and therefore very much “blessable.”  The question then becomes whether same-sex relationships, even those that are monogamous and committed, are considered “blessable”?

Around the topic of marriage, the question is whether there is a fundamental difference between the nature of the relationship of a same-sex couple seeking a blessing and that of an opposite-sex couple seeking a marriage. The St. Michael Report to the Primate’s Theological Commission reported that the proposed blessing of a same-sex relationship is sufficiently analogous to a marriage, and the Church needs to develop a consistent understanding of the proposed blessing of a same-sex relationship and its relation to the doctrine of marriage.
  

In our consultations throughout the Diocese, we heard from many who were strongly opposed to the church blessing any form of union between couples of the same-sex.  Others made a strong distinction between the two terms; that is, they were adamantly opposed to the idea of same-sex “marriage,” but were more open to the idea of a same-sex “union.”  Still others endorsed both same-sex “unions” and same-sex “marriages,” with the latter being seen as the more desirable outcome. 

In the section that follows, the Task Force has used a question-response format to address a number of key implications regarding the blessing of same-sex unions.  The questions have been numbered for ease of reference, but no particular weighting has been assigned to the order in which they are presented.  And, as indicated earlier, given the time frame involved before any decision is reached, these discussions are speculative at best.  

1. What discretion do clergy and/or parishes have with regard to marriage?

Authority to conduct weddings is deeded by two authorities: the provincial government and the bishop of the diocese. Clergy have their authority through the Episcopal Office, so while on paper it looks like the clergy have full authority, the decisions reached must be in compliance with both General Synod Canon XXI and the “policy” (both written and understood) of the diocese. 

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES: 

A religious institution has the right to set limits on marriage at its “highest level” and this right is protected by Charter freedoms.  However, some clergy have expressed concern that this protection might not extend to those clergy who find themselves in opposition to the higher authorities and refuse to marry same-sex couples.  They cite as an example the present practice whereby clergy who systematically refuse to marry couples from a particular visible minority will almost certainly be seriously reprimanded by their bishop.

A conscience clause is not seen as a viable option either, for if this is an issue of conscience for clergy because they believe it is wrong to bless a same-sex union, then the option of sending a gay couple to a “blessing church” 
 does nothing to assuage their conscience. 

If the Diocesan Synod votes NO: 

The canonical status quo remains.

2. How does the Diocese decide?

We precede this discussion on decision making in the Diocese by pointing out that, regardless of the results of any votes taken at Synod or the number of votes tallied for or against a motion, any decision taken must first be ratified by the diocesan bishop before it can be put into practice.  We also note the procedure for deciding for or against same-sex blessing by a diocese has no pre-set formula and is therefore at the discretion of the bishop.  Furthermore, until the Canadian House of Bishops lifts its current moratorium on new rites of same-sex blessings, there is no local diocesan option. That being understood, then we raise the following points:

ADVANCE \d4If the Primate’s Theological Commission report is adopted by General Synod 2007 and same-sex blessing is treated as a doctrinal matter, then a two-thirds majority vote from each the houses of bishops, clergy and laity over two consecutive General Synods is needed before same-sex blessing could be a real choice at the level of a diocese. 

ADVANCE \d4If the Commission report is not adopted, then General Synod will probably be presented with a motion allowing dioceses to permit same-sex blessing in their jurisdictions. Following the 2004 General Synod, the Primate signalled that he did not see dioceses being restricted from acting independently and making their own decisions on the issue of same-sex blessing.

ADVANCE \d4We should not underestimate the deep divisions within the House of Bishops on this issue and how they will impact on whether or how a bishop would give consent for a same-sex blessing.  We anticipate  bishops will need to develop guidelines for granting such consent.  

ADVANCE \d4It is impossible at this point in time to predict how this debate will conclude, or in what council of the Church.  In the event that the advice given in the St. Michael Report is accepted at General Synod 2007, the entire issue becomes a question of “doctrine” and the canons of General Synod will be re-examined.  If that were the case, it is entirely possible the question would never be put to a diocesan synod.

ADVANCE \d4This being said, most assume that at some point in time, the Diocese will be asked to express its opinion on whether we are a church that blesses same-sex unions or not.  It could be as soon as 2007, or it could be many years in the future.  We would strongly urge, however, that whenever this issue comes before us, any decisions taken be prayerfully considered, be made after much study and reflection, and those taking the decision be filled with the Holy Spirit as they attempt to discern God’s will for the Church.  

3. Who receives “dispensation” for same-sex blessings?

If same-sex blessing is not treated as doctrine, then the Diocese is free to legislate how the same-sex blessing will be authorized (unless a specific pattern of authorization is mandated by General/Provincial Synod or the House of Bishops).  In New Westminster, for example, clergy who wish to bless same-sex unions must apply to their Bishop for dispensation. 

If same-sex blessing is understood as doctrine, then apart from the marriage canons being changed, the status quo would remain.  

4. How does a parish decide?

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES, then guidelines for decision making at the parish level must first be established and approved at a Diocesan Synod.

It is possible to envision several options or ways for a parish to become a blessing church. One option would be to authorize all parishes as potential sites for the blessing of same-sex unions.  If this were the situation, performing the blessing would be at the discretion of the incumbent, as is currently the case with respect to marriage.  Alternatively, each parish might be asked to state their position at the outset, and only those in favour of same-sex blessings would be formally approved as possible sites to perform such blessings.  A third option would be to allow individual parishes to request permission from the Bishop to become a blessing church.  Synod would also 

have to set guidelines that specify exactly how a parish would request to become a blessing church—at the request of the incumbent only, the parish corporation, the parish council, or by the annual or a special vestry?  In addition, the parish would have to decide how decisions would be ratified—whether it be by majority vote (simple, two-thirds, other) or by ballot (open or closed). 

5. What happens when there is a conflict?

Priorities of allegiance—to God, Universal Church, Anglican Communion, National Church, diocese, parish, incumbent, parishioner—influence our responses to this issue and may even be in conflict with one another.  As we seek God’s will and direction, we can only speculate on the impact  such conflicts will have on how the Church deals with future change, on whether membership continues to grow or decline, and on the increase or decrease in financial contributions.

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES:

The Church has experienced and dealt with conflicts similar to this issue in the past.  Some draw comfort from the fact that while issues such as liturgical innovation, the ordination of women, and/or the placement of female incumbents in parishes may have caused serious dissent in the Church in the past, with the passage of time, such concerns have largely dissipated.  For others, however, the issue of same-sex blessings is far more fundamentally divisive than anything the Church has faced in the past, and they are concerned about the very real possibility of fractured communion.

The experience of those parishes which broke away from the Diocese of New Westminster highlights the need to decide how the church might support parishes at theological odds with their diocese or bishop.  In 2004, the House of Bishops commissioned a report on Alternative Episcopal Oversight to address such conflict, although this report has not yet been endorsed. 

At the local level, efforts to resolve conflicts might require shifting or realigning parishes and deaneries to reflect theological rather than geographical boundaries.  Or, it might require the appointment of archdeacons with specific oversight for non-blessing churches within the boundary of another deanery.

6. What if there is a conflict between a parish and its clergy?

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES:

This issue is a highly personal one for many clergy, in that it may have significant career and financial implications for clergy who may find themselves in disagreement with their parishes.  For example, clergy who oppose same-sex blessings may find that their parishes want to become  blessing churches, or vice versa.  In these instances, clergy may feel compelled to request assignment to a non-blessing church or leave the Diocese altogether.  Before this issue comes to a decision, the Diocese should anticipate and attempt to provide clear guidelines for resolving such conflicts.  

7. What are the implications for the clergy appointment process?

There are concerns that perceptions of clergy bias for or against the issue may have an effect on where clergy are placed, regardless of the outcome of this issue.

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES: 

Will it mean that clergy will have to choose between opting-in or opting-out (conscience clause), or perhaps at some time in the future, that clergy seeking appointments will have no choice at all?  What choices will those seeking ordained ministry have open to them?

If the Diocesan Synod votes No:

Then the status quo remains.  

8. What are the implications for Alternative Episcopal Oversight in the Diocese?

If the Diocesan Synod votes YES: 

Some have raised concerns about clergy who may oppose the decision as an issue of conscience.  They question how clergy can remain under the substantial jurisdiction of a diocesan bishop with whom they are estranged.  They question how their beliefs concerning same-sex blessings and the impact this will have on their parochial and pastoral responsibilities will be managed by an outside bishop. 
If the Diocesan Synod votes NO: 

A NO vote would not resolve the dilemma of what would happen if a church in favour of same-sex blessings was in conflict with a bishop deemed to be opposed to the blessing.

9. What are the financial implications? 

Although we do not have hard financial data to support this assumption, it seems probable that a vote either way might precipitate an exodus of financially-contributing churchgoers, although it is not clear whether this would be a temporary migration or not, and what effect it would have in the long-term on the finances of the Church.  We do know, however, some individuals and parishes opposed to the same-sex blessing withheld contributions or even sought to withdraw from the Diocese of New Westminster.  A similar pattern took place in dioceses in the Episcopal Church in the USA.  Does this create precedence for our Diocese?  We can only speculate on whether a clear decision either way might eventually lead to an influx of new financially-contributing churchgoers.  

10. What are the implications of the decision on parish/diocesan ministries?

We need to consider that the Church already has difficulty attracting volunteers to staff programmes and committees as well as soliciting financial donations.  This situation may be exacerbated by those who do not agree with the decision taken by the Diocese.  Counselling ministries, as well as those which support and advance human rights, will likely feel the impact of a vote either way.  We also need to raise the concern about ministries that receive government funding.  In the event of a NO vote, would those ministries be at risk of being in conflict with funding criteria established by the government?  

11. What of our relations with the Anglican Communion?

The status quo is that the Anglican Church of Canada and our Diocese continue to find ourselves in broken relations with most of the worldwide Anglican Communion. We need to address the question whether unity with the Communion outweighs all other considerations. 
12. What of our relations with other denominations and other faiths?

The issue of the blessing of same-sex unions has strained our ecumenical relations with the Eastern Orthodox Churches, the Roman Catholic Church and many evangelical protestant churches.  Whereas, on the one hand, the United Church of Canada has accepted same-sex marriage, other traditional protestant denominations are, like us, still struggling with the issue.  

Section 3: Untangling the Roots of the Issue

As the Task Force engaged in dialogue and discussion with the diocesan community over the last three years, it soon became apparent that other issues lay entangled beneath the surface of the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions.  Many if not all of these issues are rooted in our understanding of what it means to be Christian and they have a profound effect how we respond to this issue.  We feel compelled, therefore, to use this section of the Report to uncover some of these roots and beliefs.  So many times we heard the following: “This issue isn’t really about the blessing of same-sex unions, it’s about . . . authority of scripture, love, tradition, reason and experience, sanctity, human rights, acceptance, hurt, shame, and silencing. . . . ”  We are aware  that this is by no means an exhaustive list.  However, each of these points has been brought to our attention time and again, and often with heartfelt intensity.  

It is our hope that our discussion of and comments on these “underlying roots” will help us to focus on what the “real” issues are in future discussions.  We feel emboldened to suggest that such discussions will also assist us in the discernment process as our Diocese prepares for the 2007 meeting of the General Synod in Winnipeg.

Scripture

For nearly everyone, Scripture is deeply entangled in the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions.  Both proponents and opponents of the issue hold to the same standard on the authority of Scripture, although both groups interpret and draw different conclusions from their study of the Bible.  However, most would agree that nowhere in the Bible is there explicit approval of same-sex activities and, in fact, specific verses condemn homosexual practices.  

For some believers, this is the bottom-line concern.  Because they believe Scripture is authoritative and defines the way God would have Christians live their lives, it is inconceivable to them that the Church should ever bless what they believe the Bible asserts is a sin.

Other believers note that because those passages of the Bible that refer to sexual ethics and family relationships also reflect ancient Middle Eastern temporal values, such as clan and patriarchy, an authoritative reading must distinguish between what is eternally true and what is merely cultural or historic circumstance.  In this, they are encouraged by the fact that the Church has been able to re-examine its understanding of the Bible and respond pastorally to a number of issues; for example, regarding slavery, the Church has moved from acceptance to condemnation; and regarding the role of women, the Church no longer denies women full ministry.  For these believers, the issue of blessing same-sex unions calls for a similar response.

The Great Commandment

For many, the Great Commandment and the concept of Christian love lie at the core of this issue.  We are called to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength” and to “love your neighbour as yourself.”  For those of us on the Task Force, despite being able to share deeply with one another in a spirit of love and respect, we were unable to find unanimity on what it means to be obedient to God and to live as a faithful Christian.

For some believers, the commandment to love God takes precedence and is manifested through obedience to God’s will as revealed in Scripture.  Obedience and faithfulness means subordinating one’s own will and seeking repentance, asking for forgiveness, and, thereby, growing in closer relationship with Christ.  Love of neighbour means being able to acknowledge one’s own sinfulness as well as the sinfulness of others, and to bring both those concerns before God. 

For other believers, the measure of fidelity to God is in loving one’s neighbour.  Obedience to this commandment means confronting injustice, restoring the rights of the wronged, and challenging established mores, even if it means initiating challenges to Church traditions and questioning traditional interpretations of Scripture.

Tradition

The Church has many long-standing, cherished traditions and traditional values, including that of upholding the life-long monogamous union of male and female in Holy Matrimony.  Most find these traditions instructive and agree they should not be casually dismissed.  

For some believers, the lifelong monogamous union of male and female in Holy Matrimony has been established as the model to which all faithful Christians seeking sexual intimacy should aspire.  For them, not only has this model of union endured throughout history, the fact of their very being as the result of a sexual intimacy between their mother and father is at the very core of their essence.  For others, the blessing of children within a marriage reflects their experience of the love of God and their understanding of the issue.  Where lifelong monogamous unions break down—divorce or remarriage of divorced persons—most agree with the Church’s ministry to those in broken relationships because such accommodations are made only after a call to repentance from the individuals concerned.

While upholding the value of traditional, heterosexual marriage, other believers question the insistence that sexual intimacy be forbidden to all outside of heterosexual marriage.  Others also believe it unjust to exclude an entire class of persons (gays and lesbians) and thereby deny the means of bringing them to a state of grace.  The fact that the Church has already set itself apart from some of its ecumenical partners in permitting the remarriage of divorced persons and the ordination of women gives them hope that it might revise its teachings in this area as well.  For them, the underlying issue is how and whether these traditions continue to be sufficient to bring all, including gay and lesbian couples, to a state of grace.  

Reason and Experience

Ours is an incarnational faith, where God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—lives and moves among us.  This presence informs how we understand and interpret both Scripture and our tradition.  Although those we heard from were drawn to seek the truth and all desired to restore the Church to a place of integrity, faithfulness, and fidelity, it is evident  our communal reliance on the authority of Scripture, tradition and reason is no guarantee the answer will be clear or unambiguous.

Some believers reason that it is only by upholding traditional Christian values of fidelity within life-long heterosexual marriage that the Church can respond effectively to the social dislocation and family dysfunction evident in western society.  They find assurances in the Scriptural references to the narrow path to salvation and the need to stand firm against societal pressures. 

Other believers reason that it is time for a new spirit of openness and affirmation, and they call for the Church to “do a new thing.”  They find inspiration in both Scripture and in Church tradition for a spirit of reform and revision of the Church’s teachings that will open a path to bring gays and lesbians, and their loved ones, to a place of integrity, faithfulness and fidelity.

Sanctity
Christians are called to sanctity, to be “the holy people of God.”  In all aspects of our lives—in family, in community and in business—we are called to an exemplary standard of behaviour, while at the same time confident in God’s compassion and the gifts of grace.  For all, sanctity, and sanctity of relationships, is a call to holiness.  It should not be confused with societal acceptance or mere social respectability.  

For some believers, the union of man and woman is seen as a symbolic metaphor for God’s love for humanity and for the Church.  The traditional teachings of the Church and numerous passages in Scripture have upheld the model of life-long and monogamous heterosexual union in Holy Matrimony as one of the cornerstones of Creation, as a relationship sanctified by God, and as a visible reminder of God’s grace and fidelity to us.  

While affirming this understanding, other believers question whether the marriage relationship between a man and a woman is the only model of intimate relationships that can be sanctified.  Some question whether it is perhaps the fidelity between partners that is symbolic of God’s grace, rather than the gender or sexual orientation of the partners.

Human Rights

During its mandate, the Task Force has had to adjust to a rapidly changing policy environment in the Anglican Communion and in civil society.  Among these new realities is parliamentary approval of legislation that gives gay and lesbian couples access to the protection and benefits of civil marriage.  

The passage of this legislation, while in no way limiting the freedom of the Church, means  the socio-political context in which the Canadian Church now operates is fundamentally different from virtually all our international partners (with the exception of the Republic of South Africa, where similar legislation is now before Parliament).  And because the legislation is framed in such a way as to uphold the fundamental human rights of the gay and lesbian minority in Canada, questions will undoubtedly be put to the Church on how our ultimate decision squares with our baptismal covenant to uphold the dignity of every human person.

Acceptance 

For more than 20 years, the Anglican community has ministered pastorally to members of the gay and lesbian community, both within and outside parishes.  We suspect that the actual number of Christian homosexuals in committed relationships who might seek a blessing is probably small, and such relationships are not equally dispersed throughout the Diocese.  This notwithstanding, however, the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions has become a symbol for or against the full recognition and acceptance of gays and lesbians by the Church.  

Some believers opposed to the blessing of same-sex unions feel pressured because of the highly-politicized nature of the debate and perceptions of a lobbying agenda.  They see this as an opportunity for the Church to stand apart and to separate its values and goals from those of the state and societal mores.  Still others are concerned that if the motion is passed, it will only be a question of time before demands will be made upon the Church to bless same-sex marriages and to consecrate openly gay clergy and bishops.

On the other hand, others believe  God has already graced a number of homosexual relationships.  However, those seeking approval of a same-sex blessing feel excluded from the Church community and vulnerable to abuse in the Church and society at large.

Hurt, Shame & Silencing

Speaking from the convictions of their faith and hearts, both opponents and proponents of the blessing of same-sex unions seek to follow the model of Jesus.  Both groups of believers feel they have been called to live lives of integrity, fidelity and obedience to the Gospel and their created natures.  And both feel hurt and silenced by the other.  It is clearly a challenge for us all to find a way to express our convictions without maligning the integrity of others.

For believers who speak out against the blessing of same-sex unions, the hurt comes from the painful recognition that if the Church decides to endorse and bless same-sex unions, they will either have to renounce what they believe to be true or feel forced to leave the Church itself.  For many others, the very real fear of being ostracized, considered intolerant, judged to be homophobic, or lacking compassion and love effectively prohibits them from speaking openly.  

The hurt for gay and lesbian believers, and from those who support them, comes from feeling shamed by what they feel are unjust accusations by some proponents of traditional doctrines that homosexuality is a sign of willful disobedience, self-gratification, or a fundamental moral disorder.  Moreover, they often feel silenced in the Church, in ways both informal and formal.  By its very structures, the Church imposes severe restrictions on the ministry of gay and lesbian persons.  Ordained ministry, let alone the episcopate, is all but closed to openly gay or lesbian persons.  At both the international levels and in some dioceses of the Canadian Church, additional restrictions are being imposed on the practice of lay ministry.  The question from these believers is whether their gifts and the witness of the whole people of God are being unjustly rejected.

In this Section, we have tried to highlight some of the underlying points of tension that impinge on this issue.  We believe each root is too deeply enmeshed in our understanding of what it means to be a Christian to be lightly dismissed.  As our community comes to terms with the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions, it is our hope that these issues, as well as others, such as the mission of the Church and the impact on the aboriginal community, will continue to inform our ongoing dialogue and discussions in the Diocese.  
Conclusion

In order to maintain the integrity of our Church and our mission, it has been impressed upon the Task Force that this issue needs to be carefully considered, that we need to seek God’s help to reach a decision, and that the issue must be resolved and in a manner that values the dignity of everyone.  The fact that this decision will not be made at this Synod may be seen as a reprieve by some.  However, for others, growing issue fatigue is taking a toll on the morale of both clergy and laity, and we are concerned that endless dithering and delay will sap much of the energy of the Church, discourage the faithful, and dissipate our mission in other areas.  

A hallmark of our Anglican tradition has been that we have always tried to find the middle way, the via media, between fundamentally different approaches to worship and to Christian piety—to find ways to celebrate unity within our diversity.  Whether this remains an attainable goal remains to be seen, given the fact that the issue itself has been the flashpoint for declarations of impaired and broken communion within the worldwide Anglican Church and for the growth of groups, such as the Essentials movement and the Anglican Communion in Canada.  

The question that lies unanswered is whether these two positions are so fundamentally incompatible that the ties that bind them can only be stretched so far before they break. We would be less than honest if we did not admit to feeling discouraged by the possibility of an outcome that will fracture the very community we have been trying to educate and nurture.

We conclude this Report with the following reflection:

God is God.  God transcends everything and bestows the gift of discernment so we may come to an awareness of what we are being asked to do.  God is not Anglican, nor should we assume we Anglicans have it right.  As we seek to discern God’s will, we need to listen deeply to each other and to Christians of other traditions.  We need to pray for guidance and direction in discerning God’s will.  Discernment is not bound by political processes or social activism—it takes as long as it takes to listen deeply and then to respond in faith and obedience.  Obedience to God means seeking direction and accepting that the outcome of waiting in faith and prayer may not be pleasing to all of us. May we pray as we should, listen as we ought, and love as we can.

Appendix 1- Mandate and Terms of Reference

Mandate 
The Task Force shall consider the implications for the life of the church of any decisions concerning the blessing of same-sex unions and report through the Executive Committee in the next regular meeting of Synod.

The Task Force shall assist in the provision and implementation of study materials for the purpose of encouraging learning, dialogue and discernment in parishes and other ministries of the diocese about the blessing of same-sex unions.

Terms of Reference from the Executive Committee in 2003
The Task Force:

1. 
will operate under the authority of the Diocesan Executive Committee;

2. 
in meeting their mandate, will consult widely within the Diocese, in other dioceses in the Anglican Church of Canada and internationally;

3. 
will seek assistance/input from experts in fields such as Theology, Ethics, Human Rights, Biology and relevant Federal/Provincial legislation;

4. 
will consult within the Diocese such as the Task Group on Gays and Lesbians and the Elmhurst Group, and others, ensuring voices of concerned persons are heard in a respectful way;

5. 
will determine the theological and ecclesiological issues associated with the blessing of same-sex unions;

6. 
in preparing the report noted in Mandate 1 and in the preparation of the programme in Mandate 2, will consider “life of the church” in the broadest terms and determine the implications of any decision for all aspects of the Diocese, the Anglican Church of Canada and the worldwide Anglican Communion and ecumenical relations;

7. 
will explore the practical implications of the blessing of same-sex unions - e.g. the deployment of clergy, how a parish decides;

8. 
will define terms used in their reports;

9. 
will establish ways for parishes to address the issue through an open dialogue and thoughtful and respectful discernment to ameliorate possible conflict and polarization;

10. 
will produce a preliminary report to the September 2003 Executive meeting for the purpose of reporting to the regular annual Synod 2003. The report will respond to the instructions given by Synod 2002 in its Motion 11.  These do not include a mandate to make a recommendation for or against the blessing of same-sex unions;

11. 
will produce the programme of study noted in Mandate 2 for use by parishes, including the material noted in item 9 above as early as possible in 2004;

12. 
will listen intently to the conversations and actions of General Synod 2004 on this issue, which will have implications for our diocese; and

13. 
will gather the comments of parishes on the blessing of same-sex unions and have a final report summarizing these comments ready for Synod 2005.  

Appendix 2 – Summary Report of Activities of the Task Force
A Diocesan Day of Dialogue held on November 29, 2003 was the first of a two-step process of small group dialogues on the issue of same-sex blessings.  Over 100 people from 50 parishes across the Diocese came together to experience the process of dialogue first hand and to share their personal experience in response to the following question: How is God challenging me, my faith, and my community on the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions?
Parish dialogue sessions were held early in 2004.  More than half of the parishes who participated in the Diocesan Day of Dialogue completed this task and submitted brief reports to the Task Force.  Most parishes found the dialogue process was an effective mechanism for expressing divergent viewpoints and were grateful for the opportunity to share openly and to learn from one another.  These dialogue sessions proved to be a powerful tool for personal sharing, as noted in the following excerpts from the summary report Our Voices: Reflections and Insights from the Diocesan Community. They speak to what was being voiced within the Ottawa Diocese on the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions in 2004.  

This is a much more complicated issue than the simple blessing of same-sex unions. It is more divisive than we thought; views included those who believe homosexuality is wrong through to those who believe the idea of blessing is a matter of equality.

From every perspective, the issue is painful.  Some people will be in deep pain whichever way the decision goes.  

The guiding principle should be love.  We believe God is love and He will guide His church in love to a decision.  

The authority of written scripture and Jesus’ teachings about loving relationships are in conflict within the community.  We want to be obedient to God’s word.  There is a deep fear of not being faithful to scripture. 

We are concerned for the community, not wanting us to lose God’s message and the communion of the wider world.

We believe we need much prayer and discernment to discern where God is calling us on this issue, and what our responsibility is to our faith community and to those who desire a blessing.   

To provide resources for further in-depth study and informed discussions, the Task Force prepared an annotated bibliography of readings and resource materials
 that included representation from different viewpoints.  We encouraged parishes to hold study and discussion groups using these readings, and although the Task Force received no formal feedback on how these resource materials were utilized, we understand that study and discussion groups did take place in several parishes.  In addition, many parishes within the Diocese undertook to hold sessions to educate and inform themselves on the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions.  These initiatives took the form of pro and con sermons, question-and-answer sessions, debate and discussions, guest speakers, and Bible study. 

The Task Force sought direction and guidance from Synod 2004 through a survey questionnaire in which Synod members identified three priority areas for further education: theology, Scripture  and the definition of unions, blessings, and marriages.  Concerned about duplicating information already available in print, the Task Force made use of the well-written, concise documents prepared for the special Synod held in the Diocese of Toronto in February 2005.  The Task Force reviewed these materials and selected papers that represented either a liberal or conservative viewpoint on each of the three priority areas.  It commissioned the Rev. Gary Hauch to write a paper on Scripture that would reflect the liberal perspective; and posted the final selection of abstracts and papers on the Task Force web page. 
  
On April 16, 2005, over 75 persons attended a diocesan-wide Day of Study and Discussion held at St. Richard’s Church.  The focus of the day was to provide an opportunity for members of different parish communities to engage in shared conversation on each of the following topics: 

· Theology - What is the will of God on this issue? 

· Authority and interpretation of Scripture - How does it inform our understanding of who God is? 

· Unions, blessings, and marriages - How do we define these terms?  

During these sessions, it became evident that few participants had managed to read the resource materials in advance.  This may have contributed to the fact that most groups found it difficult to stay focused on a particular topic, and that it was difficult for many to address one topic in isolation from the other topics.  Although a random process was used to establish groups, this nonetheless resulted in some groups speaking with a common voice, whereas others may have had a sole dissenting voice.  While this and the randomness of the group selection may have restricted opportunities for a more in-depth discussion of the issues, it did not appear to have a significant negative impact on the successful outcome. The following excerpts speak to what was being voiced within the Ottawa Diocese on the issue of the blessing of same-sex unions in 2005:

We disagreed about the way we would interpret Scripture.  There is a definite difference in how scripture is to be understood along with the question of “authority.”

God chooses all of us—do we have the right to say who is right or wrong?  Transformation and discernment come through struggle and discussion.  We agreed loving does not mean doing exactly what people want; our concern is following Christ.

In fulfilling the directive of its Terms of Reference to consult with interest groups within the Diocese, the Task Force extended invitations to three Diocesan groups (the Elmhurst Group, the Task Group on Gays and Lesbians, and the Eco-Justice Committee).  Each group agreed to meet with the Task Force and we appreciated the opportunity to listen to their concerns.  

In November 2004, the Elmhurst Group gave a verbal and written submission to the Task Force, speaking reflectively and passionately on the issue in terms of theological implications, pastoral response, impact at the parish level, and international consequences for our Diocese.  In sharing their pain and sadness, representatives expressed their concerns about the uncertain future of the Church faced with further delays in decision making.  They emphasized that the blessing of same-sex unions was a fundamental “issue of conscience” and that the majority of orthodox Christians would not be satisfied by either a “local option” and/or a “conscience clause.”  The Task Force was urged to consider that it was the role of biblical authority that lay at the heart of this issue.  

The Task Group on Gays and Lesbians and other members of the gay and lesbian community met with the Task Force at the end of November 2004.  They shared personal testimonials and experiences of coming to terms with being gay, feelings of being shamed and judged, the need for reconciliation, and disappointment at not having loving relationships blessed.  Representatives spoke of their deep desire to live authentic lives as gay Christians, questioned why the gifts gays bring to the Church were not welcomed, and asked how a church whose God showed so much love could deny full recognition to gay relationships.  The Task Force was reminded that for this group of people, this was not a neutral issue and that it had profound, often negative impact on people’s lives.  

The Eco-Justice Committee provided a verbal and written submission to the Task Force in mid-February 2005.  They shared their insights on the justice of human rights, the theology of love, and how change has been part of the tradition of the Church.  Concern was also expressed that real people were being hurt by delays in the decision to bless same-sex unions.

The Task Force also received an individual submission by the Rev. Rae Fletcher, who shared his reflections on Bible studies he has done in preparation for a paper entitled, “Making a Case for the Blessing of Same-Gender Unions in the Anglican Church of Canada.”
The Task Force prepared its Final Report through a consultative process in which all members of the Task Force fully participated.  It was submitted in August 2005.

Task Force Membership

Mr. Harold Baker, the Rev. Peter Barnes, Mr. Ron Chaplin, the Rev. Michael Fleming, Co-Chair, Ms. Dianne Gale, Mr. Mark Hussey (resigned), the Rev. Alex Lewanowicz, Ms. Shelagh M’Gonigle, Ms. Elizabeth Morgan, Ms. Barbara Petepiece, Mr. Peter Robinson, Ms. Margaret Wood, Co-Chair.




This report is dedicated to the glory of God and in loving memory of Peter Robinson who was a Task Force member until his death in August 2005.

� Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation has been prohibited in Canada since 1995, in South Africa since 1996, and in the European Union since 2000.


� While committing to further study, the bishops declared that “homosexual persons, as children of God, have a full and equal claim with all other persons upon the love, acceptance, concern and pastoral care of the Church.”


� The Book of Occasional Celebrations (Anglican Church of Canada, 1992).


� The most notable recent example is that of the blessing of HRH Charles, the Prince of Wales, and Camilla, the Duchess of Cornwall that took place following their civil marriage ceremony.  The blessing was performed by the Archbishop of Canterbury in St. George’s Chapel of Windsor Castle. 


� With same-sex marriage a reality in most civil jurisdictions, the Church now finds itself, in effect, distinguishing which civil marriages it recognizes and which it does not.


� St. Michael Report, p. 7


�  The term “blessing church” will hereafter be used to refer to a church in which same-sex unions are blessed; and a “non-blessing church” will be used to refer to a church that does not bless same-sex unions.


� Dispensation to officiate at a marriage is given by the Bishop to individual clergy, not parishes, and that dispensation travels with the clergy between parishes in the Diocese. 


� All appointments are at the discretion of the diocesan bishop.  


� The document is entitled, List of Suggested Readings for Parish Discussions.


� The final selection included papers by Canon John W.B. Hill, Stephen Reynolds, Canon Eric B. Beresford, Patrick Yu, Ronald Kydd, F. Dean Mercer, Robert Gagnon, and the Rev. Gary Hauch.  A document that gave definitions for “union”, “blessing,” and “marriage” was prepared by the Task Force.  





