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I am grateful for the opportunity to join with others in responding to “Marriage in 
Creation and Covenant: A Response to the Task Force on the Study of Marriage.” 
Unlike other respondents, I am not a scholar, but merely a keenly interested 
observer. My gratitude stems, in part, from the fact that this conversation is taking 
place. Too often, our church’s conversation on marriage has been defined by 
disrespectful extremes. It is not helpful to imagine that all those who support 
same-sex marriage care nothing about Scripture but are governed only by secular 
cultural or political interests. Nor is it helpful to imagine that all those who oppose 
same-sex marriage are uncritical readers of Scripture and homophobes. !
Our church must find a grace-filled way to host this conversation. Failure to do so 
will discredit our witness to the world. If we cannot speak with respect among 
ourselves, how can we point toward Jesus Christ, who prayed that we might be 
one? !
John Bauerschmidt and his coauthors have offered a substantive and careful 
response (called here MCC, “Marriage in Creation and Covenant”) to the Task 
Force on the Study of Marriage. To begin, I should note places of agreement. I find 
that MCC is right in its criticism of much of the task force’s report. Use of sources 
is problematic throughout the report, and often restates a priori claims without a 
persuasive argument. !
However, I find myself differing from MCC in ways that echo responses offered by 
Kathryn Tanner and Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski. I agree with Tanner that MCC 
relies too much on a particular reading of Ephesians 5. Like Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, I 
see a limited reading of Augustine at work, absent a significant acknowledgment of 
his cultural context. I encourage readers to study both Tanner and Joslyn-
Siemiatkoski carefully. They are much better equipped than I am to deal with these 
two central points of MCC. !
For its part, MCC asserts that changing marriage practices is, of necessity, a 
change in doctrine. The task force asserts the opposite, claiming that the changes 
now contemplated by the Episcopal Church are strictly disciplinary, not doctrinal. 
This question gets at the heart of the matter. Is permitting same-sex marriage a 
change only in the discipline of marriage, or does it require a change in doctrine? It 
seems to me that a further question must be addressed. If there is a change in 
doctrine, are there core doctrines and peripheral doctrines? Presumably all agree 
that core doctrine (e.g., the Incarnation) cannot be changed (except possibly by an 
ecumenical council of the Church). Certainly General Convention would have no 
place attempting to change core doctrine. 



!
A nuanced and careful exploration is beyond the scope of this brief essay, but I am 
inclined to agree with MCC and others who assert that changing marriage practice 
to encompass same-sex marriage would represent a change not only in discipline 
but also in doctrine. I suspect, however, that the same could be said for changes in 
practice that permitted mixed-race marriage, divorce, and remarriage. In both 
cases, the changes in doctrine, if I am right, were relatively small changes to 
previous teaching. In the latter case, the doctrine of marriage as a sacrificial, 
lifelong commitment had to be rethought. In the former case, the change in 
doctrine was to understand all humanity as made in God’s image, not just some 
races. To push the former case further, at one time, many or most Christians read 
the Scriptures to sanction a racist view of human nature, but we now step back and 
see both the broader narrative of Christ’s redemption for all people, the way in 
which all people are made in God’s image, and the context in which the Scriptures 
were written. !
Same-sex marriage requires a reappraisal of what many have understood to be the 
primary purpose of marriage, that is, its procreative function. However, this is not 
new. We have already had to think about this in cases of infertility and in 
marriages among elderly people. But this is not the only change. Same-sex 
marriage requires some consideration of the roles of gender in marriage, and here 
we run up against readings of Ephesians 5. !
Those who read Ephesians as a defense of male headship and a role of diminished 
authority for women — who read the text as universal and not culturally 
conditioned — will understandably find the metaphor of Christ and his Church to 
apply to men and women and to leave little room for same-sex, egalitarian 
marriages. But it seems to me another reading is possible, and I think it is 
supported by the doctrine of marriage as articulated in the 1979 prayer book. Page 
423 says, “The union of husband and wife in heart, body, and mind is intended by 
God for their mutual joy; for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity 
and adversity; and, when it is God's will, for the procreation of children and their 
nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord.” The first good of marriage is 
“mutual joy” and the second is “help and comfort given one another in prosperity 
and adversity.” !
There is, it seems to me, something to be said for seeing marriage as a sacramental 
rite that shows forth the selflessness and endurance of God’s love, but this does not 
require the couple to be male and female with a male head of household. If 
marriage is about selfless, enduring love, then one can read Ephesians 5 and see 
Christ and the Church in both opposite-sex and same-sex marriages; in fact, it will 
challenge opposite-sex couples to be mutually selfless and sacrificial, not one way 
or the other. To be sure, this represents an evolution in doctrine, but I believe that 
evolution is already present in our prayer book. !



These are the issues we have to talk about, and I hope we can scrutinize the issues 
as a church carefully, with utmost respect and maximum thoughtfulness. We must 
not sidestep the conversation by saying merely that revision of our marriage 
practice is change in doctrine and therefore impossible. We must not merely say 
that history is on the side of same-sex marriage and retrograde homophobes must 
get out of the way. We must not rehearse familiar arguments without challenging 
our a priori claims. We must not fail to make positive theological claims based on 
Scripture and, yes, tradition and reason. !
Where do we go from here? !
The task force was a missed opportunity, and I hope our church will form a new 
task force to consider this very important question. This new task force must 
represent a diversity of theological views and experience with same-sex marriage. 
This new task force must do the work it was asked to do — especially to engage our 
Anglican Communion sisters and brothers. The failure to do this alone is 
something for which we must repent as a church, given the last 20 years of 
strained relations. Cutting ourselves or others off is never the path to 
reconciliation and unity. !
To lay my cards on the table: I believe it is possible to articulate a biblical, 
covenant-based theology of marriage that would encompass both opposite-sex and 
same-sex couples. I would like to see our church eventually using one rite, to be 
found in our prayer book, to marry same-sex and opposite-sex couples. Getting 
there will take time. In my view, we cannot afford to make same-sex couples wait 
for the blessing of the church while we get our theological and liturgical act 
together. !
So here’s what I propose: Let us continue to bless (and, in some places, to marry) 
same-sex couples. To be sure, this is a canonical violation, but we might agree that 
practice has sometimes preceded canonical change so we could be gracious with 
compliance on this issue. Let us encourage congregations to seek delegated 
episcopal pastoral oversight where the will of the community differs from its 
bishop. So let “conservative” congregations in “liberal” dioceses find a more 
amenable bishop, and let liberal congregations in conservative dioceses similarly 
seek acceptable oversight. In other words, let us dwell in a place of ambiguity for a 
while longer, even as we provide generous pastoral response to those who seek the 
church’s blessing. !
This approach will be costly for many people. In our conversations to date, I have 
heard many people laying cost upon others, but rarely offering to incur costs 
themselves. Let us make no mistake about it, there are costs no matter where we 
go. If we change our marriage canon, our church will be an untenable place for 
many of my friends, and our relations with others in the Anglican Communion 
may be irreparably damaged. Breaking ties in our Communion harms the witness 
of the church, it compromises important mission work, and it deprives both 



members of the Episcopal Church and other Anglican churches of the opportunity 
of mutual witness and growth in many issues, including human sexuality. Of 
course, the other way comes with its own high price. Until we have a different 
marriage canon and a single prayer book service, same-sex couples will not be 
wrong in believing they have been relegated to second-class status by the church. 
Our failure to offer the riches of God’s grace to same-sex couples means that some 
people will miss an opportunity to know Jesus and to be incorporated into his 
church. Some will say, with merit, that justice delayed is justice denied. However, 
justice for people in America may mean extended injustice for people elsewhere, as 
our ability to stay involved and to witness in the life of other Anglican churches is 
limited. My point is that the price is high whatever we do; none of us must imagine 
we have no need of others or that there is an easy way ahead. !
Aside from all this, there are other issues. If we change our canon, we are probably 
violating our constitutional identity as a church: the best sequence is to revise the 
prayer book first and then change canons to match the prayer book. We need more 
time to do the latter, especially if we are to craft liturgies with suitable beauty and 
theological richness. !
What we need in our church is space for God’s grace. This will mean generosity 
with one another and it may mean more time. As a person who has been married 
for well over 20 years, I want as many people as are called to enjoy the fruits of 
marriage. That is why I hope our church will continue to offer same-sex blessing 
(and marriage) widely. I wonder if there is a way, for now, to permit gracious 
conversation within our church and within our Anglican Communion. !
I wonder how we might witness to Christ’s love — the same love that animates all 
marriages — in how we move through this time in our common life. !
Lord, have mercy on us all. !
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