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(If you prefer to read this as a printed document, please feel free to print it)
     I am a cradle Anglican, yet I find my allegiance to the Anglican Church of Canada (ACC) continuously strained. I do see a range of positive qualities to the ACC, including: financial and morale support for ‘the Council of the North’ (the nine most-northerly dioceses in Canada); support for Canada’s aboriginal people (at political, economic, and cultural levels); concern for issues of general social justice; and the national church’s work on bioethics. Yet I have a number of significant concerns. 
Scripture
      My first concern is with the ACC’s failure to articulate for its members a faithful modern account of the nature and interpretation of scripture, including failure to articulate the boundaries of interpretation. 
       From the early history of Anglican theology of scripture, from the mid-16th to mid-17th centuries (see Appendix at the end of this article), several points can be noted: that the status of the Bible as ‘the Word of God’ was explicit, but that no particular doctrine of inspiration was required of Anglicans; that the meaning of the phrase ‘the Word of God’ was not explicitly articulated but rather demonstrated by how scripture was used in forming the Thirty-Nine Articles, the BCP liturgies, and the Anglican Catechism; that there was significant room permitted for diversity of interpretation of scripture; that a few positive interpretive principles were explicitly provided (in Article VI and the Catechism); and that, while much room exists for diversity of interpretation, at the same time there were boundaries set to this diversity (by way of the Nicene Creed, by Articles VI and VII, and by the Catechism). This latter point says, in effect, that some interpretive moves count as misinterpretations and thus are not acceptable for guiding the life and worship of Anglicans. 

       By the 1700s, the intellectual climate in Europe began to change considerably. The so-called ‘Enlightenment’ (of the 17th century) and the ‘Scientific Revolution’ (of the 18th and 19th centuries) began to raise different sorts of interpretive questions than those that had marked the Roman/Protestant and intra-Protestant debates of the 16th century. The impact of this on reading Scripture was that a significant proportion of biblical scholars adopted a fundamentally ‘critical’ approach to Scripture, thereby losing a sense of the trustworthiness and authority of scripture, and consequently questioning the meaningfulness of scripture as ‘the Word of God’. 
       For the past couple centuries, this fundamentally critical approach to Scripture has infused the world of theological education, so that the leaders of the church have been trained (in both theological colleges and parish education programs) to read scripture from a fundamentally ‘critical’ rather than fundamentally ‘faithful’ perspective. Recent moves from modernist critical theory to post-modernist reader-response and deconstructive theories have, for many, simply reinforced this undermining of the trustworthiness and authority of scripture.
       Which brings me to my concerns about the Anglican Church of Canada. We are all moderns, shaped deeply by the intellectual and scientific developments of the past several centuries. There is much to celebrate in the discoveries of the natural and human sciences, and the achievements of the humanities, even though there is much of which to be wary and concerned as well. In the midst of all this, the church’s leadership has a crucially important role to play in terms of giving its members a framework for how to integrate the Bible (with its divine revelation conveyed within pre-modern worldviews) with the worldview of modernity and post-modernity. But the ACC has completely failed to play this role, it has failed to fulfill its responsibility of teaching how this pre-modern document, the Bible, is still the Word of God in a critical modern, and a skeptical post-modern, age. Consequently, the ACC has predominantly followed what I call ‘the capitulation approach’, completely capitulating to the most extreme forms of modern criticism and post-modern suspicion, thus in effect abandoning any meaningful sense of scripture as the trustworthy and authoritative Word of God. This approach is modern but unfaithful -- and yet this is the approach taken in many Anglican circles today, so that bishops and clergy promote the writings of figures such as Marcus Borg and Dominic Crossan, who completely evacuate scripture of any trustworthiness or authority. (Or such as the bible-scholar priest who spoke at a recent diocesan clergy retreat and denied any authority to scripture, but rather attributed to scripture only a role of inspiring human imagination.) 

The ACC needs to provide an account and interpretation of scripture that is both modern (alert to the questions asked of scripture by modern and post-modern readers) and faithful (to scripture as ‘the Word of God’). While there is a large amount of scholarly writing taking this third way today, and some popular writing too, there has been no attempt by the ACC to convey this approach to the wider Anglican church, to ‘the people in the pews’. The consequence of this failure is, first, a loss of faith in scripture, and, second, ‘anything goes’ when it comes to interpretation, so that any interpretation is permitted. This abandons the pattern set by the BCP and Articles, which was to give considerable room for interpretive diversity while nonetheless setting some boundaries with regard to current interpretive options. Indeed, there is far more interpretive diversity today than when the BCP was composed, yet there is an utter failure by the ACC to identify for its members what might be the boundaries to current interpretive diversity. (Of course, the ACC is hardly the only denomination to have this shortcoming.) 
Doctrine 
This brings us to the issue of doctrine. My concern here with the ACC is that many of its leaders seem to have lost confidence in the ACC’s own doctrinal statements, in Anglicanism’s foundational and guiding beliefs, thus undermining the numerous important functions served by doctrine.
 It appears our ‘official’ or formalized doctrines are now considered passé to many of our bishops, clergy, and theologians. Indeed, the very concept of ‘doctrine’ seems dated to some, as if the idea of ‘doctrine’ is a violation of our autonomy -- thus ‘What do you think?’ supersedes ‘What does the Church believe and confess?’. Consequently, the tasks of articulating and teaching doctrine have become widely diminished or even abandoned within large parts of the ACC today. 
Take, for instance, the Nicene Creed, which is the most universally-recognised statement of core Christian belief. Bishops in the ACC host or promote in their dioceses writers such as John Spong, who eviscerate the faith of the Creed. Dioceses have ordination processes that don’t require candidates to actually believe the Creed. Some dioceses (including my own) do not even ask ordination candidates what they believe. Clergy teach confirmation candidates that the Creed is only an ancient symbol of religious feelings, not actual truth claims. In effect, core beliefs of Christian faith are rendered ambiguous and impotent, leaving Anglicans hanging with unclear teaching and behaviour from their bishops, theologians, and clergy. Behind this is, once again, ‘the capitulation approach’, whereby church leaders and theologians needlessly capitulate to the most imperious forms of modernity and post-modernity. They seem unaware of, or unwilling to take, the ‘faith seeking understanding’ approach that has served so well as the classical Christian approach to understanding faith and doctrine within the worldview of one’s age (whether pre-modern, modern, or post-modern). This approach has countless scholarly representatives today (Woltersorff, McLaren, Jeaves, an infinitely long list), but one rarely even hears of them in ACC circles because the capitulation approach has become so dominant.
This failure of confidence in its own doctrines and teachings has led ACC leadership to abandon teaching what Anglicanism believes about anything other than generalized concepts of God and ‘social justice’. (And even in terms of what counts as ‘justice’ the ACC often follows popular secular definitions rather than distinctively Christian theological reflection.) What does Anglicanism stand for in terms of beliefs? What is it that we supposedly confess? One really cannot be sure anymore. The German philosopher Jurgen Habermas speaks of the ‘sincerity conditions’ of language -- communication only succeeds because there is an assumption that the speaker is sincere in their meaning. But the ACC seems to have abandoned its sincerity about any of its official beliefs other than generalized affirmations of God and social justice.
In terms of doctrines relating not to Christian belief per se but rather to Anglican distinctives, namely the Thirty-Nine Articles and the Catechism, we have a similar situation. Many confirmation programs no longer teach the Articles, nor teach the Catechism. I have no problem with revising the Articles or Catechism -- indeed they need to be revised and enhanced. They contain elements that are less core than the Creeds because they are documents written for their age, dealing in part with issues of concern in their day but which are no longer of significance for us. To suggest two easy examples, I think no Canadian Anglicans today would object to eliminating Article XXXV, which requires clergy to read the Book of Homilies in church services -- who can even get their hands on a copy of the Book of Homilies, let alone wade through its style of English? (Although copies are now available online.) Nor do I think there would be much objection in Canada to removing Article XXXVI, which declares the King to be “the chief power in this Realm of England”! So Articles and Catechisms necessarily require periodic revision of their non-core elements. At the same time, it is not adequate to abandon the Articles and Catechism in practice without replacing them with something more adequate to our own day and age. But the ACC has completely abandoned the Articles and Catechism, both in their existing forms and any effort to provide any up-dated forms, and so Anglicans are once again left hanging, with unclear teaching or guidance from their church on a host of theological and doctrinal topics and issues relevant to our own time and place.
Relativism 

This lack of confidence in our own doctrines, and even in the very concept of doctrine itself, partly results from, and in turn encourages, a level of relativism beyond the acceptable. The term ‘relativism’ is often pejorative; however, some forms of relativism are good -- for instance, Anglicans have long disagreed over eucharistic doctrine, yet the attempt to make any particular view normative for Anglicans has been relativized by the desire to maintain unity, and thus diversity of eucharistic views has been permitted. This can be seen as an example of positive relativism, enabling diversity of views on less-than-core matters.

However, relativism on substantive or core matters is not a positive quality -- such as the relativism that relativizes Jesus. There is a huge reluctance within the ACC to introduce the world to Jesus. One of the great joys of Christian faith is when someone ‘comes to Christ’. When a person repents and turns to become a follower of Jesus, this is an exciting occasion in which we should take great joy! And yet the reaction is often to discourage this, even embarrassment. One bishop told a colleague of mine, who teaches across Canada on such topics as disciple-making, that the biblical concept of ‘making disciples’ would not be received well in his diocese. But if we’re not forming disciples of Jesus, then what is the church about? For many clergy and theologians, Jesus is just ‘a way, a truth, a life’. It gets to the point where some clergy do not want Jesus mentioned in their induction so as not to offend non-Christians in attendance! When Jesus gets relativized, and when Christian leaders are embarrassed by Christ, the seeds for the self-destruction of faith (and the church) have been sown. Little wonder Jesus asked, ‘When the Son of Man returns, will he find faith?’
Institutional Process

We now move into issues that arise with the issue of blessing same-sex unions. My experience of General Synod 2007 significantly darkened my view of the ACC. The official theme of General Synod was ‘Make the circle wide, make it wider still’ -- the apparent intended message being to make the ACC an increasingly inclusive body. This theme was pervasive throughout the Synod, even being the title of the theme song for the Synod. Who could object to such an apparently open-minded, motherhood-and-apple pie, theme? And yet this theme was a rhetorical device that hid several deeper issues. 


First, it hid the real agenda of the Synod organizers, namely to create a Synod ethos conducive to support for same-sex blessings. The organizers ‘took sides’, choosing a theme (and theme song) that attempted to predispose Synod in a particular direction on the central issue of the whole Synod. Regardless of what side one takes on the issue of same-sex blessings, for Synod organizers to try to predispose the ethos of Synod in a particular direction was a blatant abuse of the process.

Second, there was a refusal by conference organizers and many participants to discuss the issue of how to draw boundaries, or even just shades of boundaries. Any organization or body, to retain identity and purpose, needs boundaries of identity and behaviour, even if there is a certain flexibility built into these boundaries. (As the old saying goes, if you believe everything you don’t believe anything.) But it is essential that if boundaries of belief, behaviour, and identity are to be widened, then there also has to be discussion of what the new boundaries will be -- yet whenever I pressed ‘wider still’ advocates to discuss boundaries, there was either abject refusal to discuss this or inability to see such a need. (Of course, advocates of the ‘wider still’ theme have their own boundaries to what they consider legitimate Anglican or Christian belief and behaviour. For instance, knowing some of the ‘wider still’ advocates as I do, they would happily exclude fundamentalists from the circle of Anglicanism.) I found this refusal to discuss the need for, or shape of, boundaries either dishonest or myopic, but ultimately not surprising given that use of the ‘wider still’ theme was really a rhetorical device by synod organizers to advance a single-item agenda. 

Third, this theme did not represent a widening of the ACC’s circle of inclusion at all, but rather simply shifted the location of the circle, re-locating the boundaries of inclusion/exclusion so as to create a feeling of exclusion for those of conservative bent. This reinforced for me the deceit of the ‘wider still’ theme. Moreover, the ‘wider still’ advocates appear blind to other groups they themselves continue to exclude. This happens, for instance, through liturgical style. Many who use the ‘wider still’ rhetoric are very traditional when it comes to liturgy, contending for some sort of Anglican liturgical purity, usually in the Liturgical Movement tradition. Yet this sense of liturgical tradition and purity promotes a musical aesthetic, a ritual aesthetic, and a relational formality in church that a large part of our society cannot relate to, the effect being to exclude large swaths of society from an experience of public worship that can be meaningful to them. How much of, say, Goth culture, or heavy metal youth culture, or even mainstream pop culture, is given some sort of space in our churches to give the message ‘Goths Welcome’ or ‘Metal Heads Welcome’ or any of a thousand other possible identities welcome? Extremely little space is given, and there is virtually no attempt to reach out to include these in our public worship because their cultural values would clash with supposed liturgical purity or tradition. Of course it is inevitable that a vast array of social groups are excluded from the life of every Christian congregation by virtue of their liturgical style -- no liturgical style can possibly be ‘all inclusive’. But the ‘wider still’ advocates don’t see how restrictive and exclusivist they are in some of their own ways, including their liturgies. In effect, ‘wider still’ advocates haven’t actually widened the circle of inclusion, they’ve just shifted it over.


Fourth, the process by which the issue of same-sex blessings has been dealt with. This discussion is at least 20 years old within the ACC. The Primate’s Theological Commission is our national theological body, and should have been addressing this 20 years ago, beginning with a broader discussion of the nature of human sexuality. Instead, after 20 years of discussions on this issue in the ACC, the Commission only took on the task of examining the issue of human sexuality as of General Synod 2007. This failure to do the theology first, and this excessive delay in addressing the theological issues, is the result of taking the route of institutional activism, rather than the route of theological discernment, as the route to change, thereby undermining the integrity of how we process change within the ACC. 

Pejorative Labels 


I have great concern about the use of pejorative labels by advocates of same-sex blessings to describe dissenters (in this case, dissenters being those who dissent from, or disagree with, same-sex blessings). In many situations (for instance, at General Synod, at Diocesan Synod, in letters to the editors of both church and secular newspapers), advocates often use labels such as ‘uninclusive’, ‘intolerant’ and ‘hateful’ to describe dissenters. I find these misrepresentations not just false but deeply offensive and not the sort of language appropriate to such difficult debates.

First, many of the dissenters are highly inclusive in countless areas of church life, promoting wide diversity of language groups, ethnic groups, styles of liturgy, styles of ministry and mission within the ACC. Just because ‘dissenters’ disagree with ‘advocates’ on one specific issue does not give advocates the right to misrepresent dissenters with pejorative generalizations like ‘intolerant’ or ‘uninclusive’. 

Second, to call disagreement with same-sex blessings ‘hatred of homosexuals’ (as is often done in these debates, including at our most recent diocesan Synod) is particularly disturbing. Many dissenters (including myself) bless same-sex supportive companionships, oppose the derision of gays and lesbians that often happens in popular language, oppose discrimination on the basis of orientation,
 and have countless gay friends and family who will attest to their love, not hatred. Furthermore, the charge of hatred is abusive of gay dissenters in the ACC. For instance, there is a fellowship of gay clergy in the ACC (the Zachaeus Fellowship) who are themselves dissenters -- they disagree with same-sex blessings even though they too are gay. The use of pejorative labels by advocates for dissenters has been given too much toleration in the ACC. In the midst of disagreements, however strong, the use of such language should not be tolerated.
Appendix: Anglican Theology of Scripture -- Some Historical Observations
       Anglican theology of scripture was first formed in the mid-1500s by a combination of the status attributed to scripture (as ‘the Word of God’), doctrine (formulated in the Thirty-Nine Articles), and practice (through the liturgical texts of the Book of Common Prayer, or BCP).

       In terms of formal doctrine, this is found in Articles VI and VII of the Thirty-Nine Articles. Interestingly, these articles mention nothing of either the status or inspiration of scripture, they are solely concerned with the interpretation of scripture. Article VI was concerned with misinterpretation, namely with aspects of Roman Catholic interpretation at the time. First, ‘Holy Scripture contains all things necessary for salvation; so that whatever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man…’.The concern here was that Roman Catholic teaching was seen to have added ‘things [eg., doctrines, practices] necessary for salvation’ beyond whatever is indicated in scripture. Then Article VI also states that the apocryphal pre-New Testament books are not considered scripture, though ‘may be read for example of life’ (Article VI). This too was a critique of Roman teaching, which included in its Old Testament canon books beyond those recognized as scriptural (Tanakh) by Judaism. Article VII then provides some positive interpretive principles for reading Old Testament law in light of the New Testament
 -- questions which any reader of Christian scripture might ask themselves, but which were also matters of debate at the time.  

     An additional doctrinal element was the role played by the Nicene Creed. Not that the Creed makes any explicit statements on the nature or interpretation of scripture, but rather it set interpretive boundaries in that interpretations of scripture must not be in conflict with the Creed. In effect, the Creed’s function was not simply to make positive affirmations about what Christians believe, but also, by implication, to set interpretive boundaries as well. 

      In terms of the status of scripture, the Church of England did not articulate in the Articles a specific doctrine of the status of scripture; instead, the BCP identifies the status of scripture by periodic use of the phrase ‘Word of God’ in its liturgical texts. (This status of scripture as ‘the Word of God’ is formalized for Canadian Anglicans in the Solemn Declaration of 1893.) This status, as ‘Word of God’, provided the basis for the attitudes of trustworthiness and authority which undergirded the extensive use of scripture in the Thirty-Nine Articles and in the BCP liturgies. Thus, how to read scripture was demonstrated in the content of the Thirty-Nine Articles and of the liturgical texts of the BCP (communion, morning prayer, weddings, funerals, ordinations, collects, etc). Hence the various liturgies of the BCP either quote scripture extensively, or recapitulate how scripture is understood on a particular issue.
 

      Further to all this, in 1662 the first Anglican Catechism was written, in significant part to re-Anglicanize the church in England after the period of Puritan rule under Cromwell. The Catechism continued the BCP’s practice of using scripture to teach. For our purposes, the important point about the Catechism is the introduction of two explicit, though limited, teachings: on the status of Scripture (not simply as Word of God but more specifically as containing the Will and Commandments of God), and on the interpretation of scripture (namely to interpret the Old Testament through the New). Both of these had always been conveyed in practice (in the Articles and in the BCP liturgies), but came to explicit articulation here in the Catechism.
� For many the word ‘doctrine’ sounds old-fashioned, but in fact the concept is unavoidable. Doctrines provide a community with a set of normative beliefs, thereby providing for both insiders (members) and outsiders (observers and enquirers) a range of important communal elements, including: normative beliefs about reality; identification of, and normative interpretations of, key texts; normative interpretations of certain types of experiences; promotion of certain types of experiences; guidance for how to live individually and collectively in light of these perceived realities and interpretations; and demarcators of community identity, distinguishing this community from other communities. This set of normative beliefs may be formalized in official statements (‘We believe…’), or may be implicit in the expectations and behaviours of the community even if not actually formalized (or they may be a mix of formalized and implicit). These normative beliefs may also be extensive or minimal, depending on the purposes of the community. Whether extensive or minimal, ‘what we believe’ needs to be not merely pragmatic (‘so long as it works for me or for us’) but also truthful (as descriptive of the relevant reality as far as possible). As well, doctrines can come on a spectrum of importance, so that some doctrines may be considered more ‘core’ or central while others may be considered more peripheral. Consequently, doctrines can carry varying degrees of revisability -- those more foundational or core may be considered more rigid or unrevisable, and those more peripheral may be considered more flexible or revisable. For those who fail to conform to particular doctrines, the perceived level of importance of the particular doctrines (ranging from peripheral to core) may serve to guide any consequent sanctions (from mild to severe). It is also worth observing that not only religious groups but also non-religious groups (including academic communities) have their sets of doctrines that operate in these ways.


� Note the distinction between orientation and behaviour. While dissenters have moral objection to same-sex genital behaviours, and thus wish to discriminate on the basis of behaviour, there is no moral objection to psychological orientation, and thus no desire to discriminate on the basis of orientation. However, the orientation/behaviour distinction is often opposed by gay activists, even though it is a distinction foundational to our society, particularly for both civil and criminal law. For example, someone may have an orientation or predisposition to alcohol abuse, but may have been completely dry for many years and are exemplary in all their relationships and responsibilities; but if they act on that orientation with behaviour that harms others (drunken violence) or is potentially harmful (drunk driving), then appropriate levels of civil or criminal discrimination (such as a fine or imprisonment) is considered appropriate. In other words, one is not charged for having an alcoholic orientation, only for potentially harmful alcoholic behaviour. Thus the orientation/behaviour distinction is important for the well-being of society: without it, people could easily be civilly or criminally charged simply on the basis of some sort of emotional or biological orientation -- which fortunately our laws do not permit. 


� Article VII: “The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old and New Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who is the only Mediator between God and Man, being both God and Man. Wherefore they are not to be heard, which feign that the old Fathers did look only for transitory promises. Although the Law given from God by Moses, as touching Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind Christian men, nor the Civil precepts thereof ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of the Commandments which are called Moral.”


� A typical example of the latter would be the prayer of consecration at communion: ‘…Almighty God, our heavenly Father, who of thy tender mercy didst give thine only Son Jesus Christ to take our nature upon him, and to suffer death upon the cross for our redemption; who made there, by his one oblation [offering] of himself once offered, a full, perfect, and sufficient sacrifice, oblation and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world; and did institute, and in his holy Gospel command us to continue, a perpetual memorial of that his precious death, until his coming again….’





