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Editorial:
What is at Stake in the Anglican Crisis?

It is now acknowledged by everyone on all sides that Anglicanism
is in a crisis. If some have previously suggested that the row over
same-sex blessings and ordaining a bishop who has openly ac-
knowledged a homosexual relationship was nothing but a kafuffle
that would “soon blow over,” few seem able to argue that way any-
more. Untold numbers of dollars are being spent on lawyers in
the courts of Canada and the U.S. to sort out who owns what
property. Hundreds of parishes and clergy are leaving and/or
being removed from The Episcopal Church of the United States
(TEC), the Anglican Church of Canada and the Igreja Episcopal
Anglicana do Brasil. Most of these churches and clergy have come
under the ecclesiastical authority of bishops who live thousands of
miles away. Many faithful, both lay and ordained, including bish-
ops, have decided that the fight is not worth it and have joined
other Christian bodies (Roman Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant)
that they feel are safer or more orthodox in belief and practice.
Some have simply stopped going to church altogether. One dio-
cese has left TEC and several more are considering leaving. The
once a decade Lambeth Conference was boycotted by more than
200 bishops, most of whom attended an alternative conference,
the Global Anglican Futures Conference (GAFCON) in Jordan
and Jerusalem. New relationships have formed which are leading
to new structures. Anglicanism in the future will not look the
same as it looked in the past.

But is all of this really just about one issue? Why has homo-
sexual practice become the lightning rod which has generated
enough energy to empower both sides in this ethical debate? Is
“sex” really the issue, or are there other factors? Is sexuality sim-
ply the tip of the iceberg? GAFCON said “yes.” According to the
final statement of the Jerusalem Global Anglican Future Confer-
ence, 

The first fact is the acceptance and promotion within the 
provinces of the Anglican Communion of a different ‘gospel’ 
(cf. Galatians 1:6-8) which is contrary to the apostolic gospel. 
This false gospel undermines the authority of God’s Word 
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written and the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the author of 
salvation from sin, death and judgement. Many of its propo-
nents claim that all religions offer equal access to God and 
that Jesus is only a way, not the way, the truth and the life.1

The crucial issue in the Anglican crisis, according to this
body, is theological. The sexuality issue is important, but it is im-
portant first of all because it is diagnostic of a deeper problem.
The issue of homosexual practice cannot be divorced from the
theological roots to which it is attached. The presenting problem
at the Reformation (the buying and selling of indulgences to
lessen a person’s time in purgatory) was, from one perspective,
secondary, but it revealed a deeper set of theological problems
having to do with the nature of salvation and the place of Scrip-
ture. Just so, the presenting issue of our day is not just one issue
which can be dismissed as not being “core doctrine” or adi-
aphoron. In our day, the church must discern how the issue of ho-
mosexual practice is connected to a whole range of theological
concerns. Sadly, on the day after GAFCON, the Archbishop of
Canterbury responded to the communiqué from Jerusalem in a
way that some felt was dismissive, saying, 

Despite the claims of some, the conviction of the uniqueness 
of Jesus Christ as Lord and God and the absolute imperative 
of evangelism are not in dispute in the common life of the 
Communion….I believe that it is wrong to assume we are now 
so far apart that all those outside the GAFCON network are 
simply proclaiming another gospel. This is not the case; it is 
not the experience of millions of faithful and biblically fo-
cused Anglicans in every province.2
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1“Statement on the Global Anglican Future,” Jerusalem June 2008, n.p.
[cited 24 September 2008]. Online:  http://www.gafcon.org/index.php?option
=com_content&task=view&id=79&Itemid=31. (Italics original.)

2“Archbishop of Canterbury responds to GAFCON statement,” n.p. [cited 24
September 2008]. Online: http://www.anglicancommunion.org/acns/news
.cfm/2008/6/30/ACNS4417.  Accessed Sept 24, 2008.



So which is it? Is the Anglican crisis simply about one isolated
moral issue (or, perhaps, justice issue)? Or is the Anglican crisis a
sign of a deeper disease? Is the gospel at stake?

This issue of the Trinity Journal for Theology & Ministry is de-
voted to uncovering some (not all) of the issues that are at stake in
the present crisis. In doing so we are not at all saying that sexual-
ity is not an important issue – it is! We are embodied people. God
made the earth and made us out of the dust of the earth and
called his creation “good” (see Genesis 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). The
hope of every Christian is in a new creation which will include the
resurrection of the body (see 1 Corinthians 15, Romans 8 and Reve-
lation 21). As human beings we were created “male and female” in
God’s image (see Genesis 1:27) partly so that we could “be fruitful
and multiply” (Gen 1:28). Marriage itself is an image of God’s
covenant relationship with his people (see Ephesians 5:21-33 and
the whole of the book of Hosea!). Sexuality and marriage are good
gifts of God our creator. But as with every gift, they can be abused
and distorted. The “homosexual issue” will not go away because it
concerns who we are as human beings. 

On the other hand, sexuality is simply one issue. Perhaps we
should have been galvanized into action a long time ago – when
so many dioceses and organizations and clergy in the churches
began to advocate “abortion rights,” or when bishops and theolo-
gians preached sermons or wrote books which cast doubts on the
resurrection of Jesus, or the virgin birth, or the need for Jesus’
death to be seen as an atonement for sin. Surely these are even
more important issues, more central issues. To be fair, some of us
did try to draw the attention of the church to these issues. Books
like John A.T. Robinson’s Honest to God, or John Hick’s The Myth
of God Incarnate, or the work of the Jesus Seminar did more than
raise eyebrows. Books were written in protest, sermons were
preached correcting theological errors – but those controversies
did not provoke the deep crisis in which we find ourselves today.

One difference between those issues and the current crisis is
that the teaching of John Robinson or John Hick did not become
the official teaching of the church. But now we are faced with a
situation in which actions which are unanimously condemned in
scripture and which have never been a part of accepted Christian
ethical teaching are being accepted as legitimate within some
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branches of the Anglican church. This is not like slavery, as some
have suggested, since Bible teaches against slavery.3 It is not like
the argument over the ordination of women since Scripture is not
at all clear that women should not have positions of leadership in
the church. But this new teaching which advocates the acceptance
of homosexual practice is unambiguously condemned in Scrip-
ture and in the tradition of the church. 

This is not to say, of course, that the Bible or the church
should advocate exclusion or hatred. Those who experience same-
sex attraction are in need of as much pastoral support and kind-
ness as any other member of the church. It is to our shame as
biblically-minded Christians that there is more than sufficient evi-
dence (not least on the internet) that the so-called orthodox have
not always treated people with same-sex attractions the way Jesus
would. But here we come to the point, don’t we? What would
Jesus do? Surely Jesus would reach out both with forgiveness and
with healing. He would say, “Neither do I condemn you; go and
sin no more” (John 8:11), as he says to all of us sinners daily. The
problem is that some in the church will not acknowledge that the
Bible calls homosexual practice “sin” which is in need of forgive-
ness.

The issue of same-sex practice, then, reveals deep divides in
the life of the church and this issue of the journal will explore a
few of these divides. 

The first essay, by Bill Witt, begins with an historical introduc-
tion. Witt traces the controversy generated by the ratification of
the election of Gene Robinson to be Bishop of New Hampshire at
General Convention 2003 through to the meeting of GAFCON in
2008. Witt emerges from that history with a clear question: is the
election of a gay bishop “merely a consistent development of An-
glican theology and polity” or was this action “a complete repudia-
tion of not only Anglican but Christian identity”? (21). Witt then
examines the rhetoric of the arguments presented by The Episco-
pal Church thus far, concluding that up to this point arguments
have been primarily political rather than theological. Witt con-
cludes that several fundamental affirmations of the Christian
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3This assertion would take a long time to demonstrate, but it might be
enough here to contend that the letter to Philemon undermines the practice of
slavery and that 1 Timothy 1:10 explicitly teaches against it. 



faith were dismissed at General Convention 2003, including the
Christian notion of truth, and the affirmation of Jesus as Savior.

Robert Duncan, who is as I write now the deposed Bishop of
Pittsburgh but a bishop in good standing in the Southern Cone,
has provided a context-setting essay. One of the most important
realities of the present era of Christianity is what William Temple,
at his 1942 enthronement as Archbishop of Canterbury, called
“the great new fact,” which is that the church now exists in virtu-
ally every part of the globe. The implications of this new reality,
however, are only beginning to be felt. Duncan argues that the
Anglican Communion is in crisis partly because the systems of
governance and order with which we have lived since colonialism
and the great missionary movements of the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, and since the massive appropriation and propagation of
the faith by local believers in the 20th century, no longer fit the
new post-colonial reality. Duncan’s essay is highly significant be-
cause it points to a continuing problem in the current crisis: the
imbalance of power. Language (we are, after all, descendents of
the English church), money, resources, and education are prima-
rily centered in the Northern Hemisphere. Numbers, growth and
vitality seem to be predominant in the south. Anglicanism must
be re-thought and re-shaped to fit the new reality of the emer-
gence of the global church, but those with power are not quick
share. Perhaps the Anglican crisis is simply labor pains as we
await the birth of a new kind of global fellowship.

Les Fairfield gets right to the crux of the problem. One of the
things troubling us as a Communion may be that we do not yet
recognize that we may simply mean different things when we say
the word “God.” Fairfield argues, in fact, that the term “God” as it
is used in current post-Enlightenment theology, including within
The Episcopal Church, is quite different from what Christians
have traditionally meant by the term. The traditional Christian
view of God  is that he is the holy (completely other, separate from
the universe) creator (therefore the universe is his good creation),
who is one and exists in a community of three distinct persons
(God is Trinity). On the other hand, the modernist view of God is
that he is inseparable from the universe (therefore incomplete
and dependent) and impersonal (therefore speaking of God as
love or as one who answers prayer can only be symbolic ways of
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speaking and acting). The implications of this difference are im-
mense. Fairfield explores some of these, summing them up by
echoing the words of C.S. Lewis who said that such a God is con-
genial because we are left with “nothing to fear…better still, noth-
ing to obey.” The flip side, of course, is that we are also left
without a God who saves. Many years ago now I was a delegate of
my theological college to a national meeting of theological stu-
dents from across my home and native land, Canada. The confer-
ence was tense from the get-go because it was clear that there was
an agenda that those of us who were conservative were not happy
with. The implications of that agenda became clear on the final
day when a woman seminarian was asked to give her story. She
spoke of having a crisis in faith and of not knowing whether or
not she was called to be ordained. She went on a retreat. The re-
treat leader listened to her and suggested that she take time in si-
lence reflecting on the biblical text, “Be still and know that I am
God.” After hours of wrestling in meditation she suddenly had a
flash of revelation. “Be still and know that I am God,” she said,
pointing to herself. Once she had realized that God-language was
really only language about who we were, it all fit together for her.
Such is an example of the deep divide we have in the church.

As Witt noted in his introductory essay, the very notion of
“truth” is controverted today. Leander Harding draws on the phi-
losophy of Michael Polanyi and the theology of Lesslie Newbigin
to explore the apparent reality that, “the debate over sexuality, as
important as it is, is a stalking horse for a disagreement over the
nature of truth itself and therefore over the way in which Chris-
tian dogma and Christian scripture can be thought of as true and
authoritative” (82). The problem, says Harding, is with the mod-
ernist post-Enlightenment worldview which has dug a deep
chasm between so-called “facts and values,” facts being those ob-
jective realities which are verifiable, and therefore public, and val-
ues which are personal opinions, and therefore private. Harding
argues that the mainline churches of the western world have un-
critically bought into this post-Cartesian paradigm in which “reli-
gious truth is not by its nature something that can rightly claim
universal validity” (86). The result is what he calls “a hermeneutic
of mystery versus a hermeneutic of revelation” (87). Traditional
Christian theology affirms a God who wishes to be known, a God
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who speaks – in short, a God who reveals himself. The new ver-
sion of modernist theology assumes that little can be known of
“the divine” and therefore Christian doctrine is inadequate to ex-
press God. Personal experience of God’s mystery, therefore, be-
comes a substitute for God’s revelation of himself. This
epistemological gap between these two positions is so stark that
any form of dialogue or conversation becomes highly problematic.
“It may help to understand that there really is no common
ground” (92), says Harding; “…we have at best the touching tan-
gents of circles” (93).

Justyn Terry’s contribution focuses on the uniqueness of
Jesus. Some years ago a student of mine was asked to read a book
by Paul Tillich for one of his classes. After reading the volume he
was confused and asked to speak to me. “This may sound like a
silly question,” he said, “but why doesn’t this guy talk about
Jesus?” “Not a silly question at all,” I replied. We talked for a while
and he noticed that some other biblical themes were missing in
Tillich’s work. “Sin” seemed to be a truncated concept. If people
were not really sinners, they have no need of a savior. If there is
no real need of a savior, why talk about Jesus? The current crisis
over sexuality leaves us in profound doubt as to whether sin is in-
deed a reality, or whether the only real sin is “injustice.” Terry’s
essay discusses the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, especially his
unique work of salvation for us sinners sealed in the events of the
cross and resurrection.

Most people who have paid attention to the controversies in
the Anglican Communion must be aware that the place of the
Bible in the life of the church is a major issue. After all, the Bible
has nothing good to say about homosexuality. Shouldn’t this be
enough for a church that has consistently argued that Scripture
should have pride of place in theological decisions? The Windsor
Report certainly says as much. But the unanimous voice of Scrip-
ture has not been sufficient for many Anglicans in the western
world. Their rebuttal is simple: when the Bible talks about homo-
sexuality it is not talking about the kind of homosexuality we are
talking about in the modern world, that is, couples in committed
same-sex relationship. In other words, the historical reality today
differs from the historical reality then. Don Collett demonstrates
that there is in this rhetorical move a profound shift in the way

Editorial: What is at Stake in the Anglican Crisis? 11



people view the relationship between Scripture and history.
Whereas in the past the church saw history as a tool which could
be used to illuminate Scripture, since the Enlightenment it has
been argued that “history” is the true vantage point, the external
objective place from which we can view Scripture. 

In the midst of the many disputed topics among Anglicans
lately has been a set of issues around governance, theological
boundaries and geographical authority. Should a bishop provide
pastoral care for a group of “dissidents” without permission of the
diocesan bishop of that place? If theological boundaries have been
broken, are geographical boundaries then meaningless? Should
bishops be prevented from crossing diocesan boundaries? Edith
Humphrey, a good friend of Trinity from Pittsburgh Theological
Seminary, discusses these issues, especially in the light of the use
which has been made of decisions of the Council of Nicea to
argue that no border crossings should be allowed. Edith argues
unashamedly for “realignment,” that is, that conservative parishes
in Canada and in the U.S. should not stay in The Episcopal
Church or the Anglican Church of Canada. Even for those who
are not convinced that realignment should happen, Humphrey’s
arguments are important because they bring to the surface issues
rarely confronted directly: what are the limits of fellowship? What
is the center of the faith, and what are its boundaries?

Our final contribution comes from the Area Bishop for
Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa, in the Diocese of Egypt with
North Africa and the Horn of Africa. Andrew Proud, who is a
missionary bishop, has his heart in two worlds: the U.K. where he
was raised and educated, and Africa where he now serves. His ar-
ticle is a wide-ranging discussion which he wrote as he was trying
to prepare himself for this year’s Lambeth Conference. The result
of his work is a profound reflection on the difficulties of doing
mission as an Anglican in the midst of the present confusion.
Culture, human rights, Scripture, ecumenical and inter-faith rela-
tionships are all at play in this profound moment of uncertainty.
And the stakes are high: “What is at stake is nothing less than the
credibility of the Christian gospel and the Anglican church itself,
both of which impact the effectiveness of her mission” (155).
“Credibility” is at stake. Can Anglicans be trusted to be faithful to
their word, to the tradition of the church, to the Scriptures which
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she says are her rule and guide? Proud is correct – our mission is
in great danger. At stake is whether the mission of the church in
its Anglican form will include the confident proclamation of the
saving work of Jesus on the cross for the sins of the world and his
resurrection from the dead. At the moment, it appears that in the
Western church, “mission” has been reduced to “justice and
peace,” to social actions such as are outlined in the Millennium
Development Goals. I do worry that a realigned Anglicanism in
North America may rediscover the gift of evangelism, the energy
to proclaim Christ’s saving work for sinners, but react against a
proclamation of the gospel in deeds of love which seek to lift up
the poor and weak. My hope, however, is that God has provided a
check on any possible “right-wing” reaction to the so-called “left-
wing” liberalism. That check is the church in the Global South,
which is nothing if not profoundly committed to wholistic mis-
sion, to gospel words and gospel actions. 

Those of you who are becoming faithful readers of this jour-
nal will have noted the presence of poetry in the last issue. In the
present issue we are continuing the tradition of presenting artistic
work or reflections on artistic work. Martha Giltinan provides us
with a short reflection on the importance of art for the present
moment. In the midst of chaos in the church (to say nothing of
the chaos of our own lives much of the time!) we need more than
words. We need beauty. 

The Rev. Dr. Grant LeMarquand, Executive Editor
Academic Dean

Associate Professor of Biblical Studies and Mission
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