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PREFACE

 

I am greatly pleased that the Apocryphile Press has decided to republish Divided We Stand: A History of the Continuing Anglican Movement. I have received numerous requests for the book since it went out of print in 2004, and have been unable to assist those who were trying to acquire a copy. Furthermore, I have often viewed the book as part of the family of works that chronicle the Old Catholic movement, most especially Anson’s Bishops At Large and Brandreth’s Episcopi Vagantes and the Anglican Church, since these dealt with the subject of “independent Catholicism” in its relation to the Anglican Communion. As fate would have it, the Apocryphile Press has placed both of these classics back in print as well.

Divided We Stand was originally intended for a limited audience: members of what are known as the Continuing Anglican churches. As someone who attended one of these churches (since it was the only parish of an “independent catholic” nature in my geographical area), I had discovered through personal conversations with its members that there was a fascinating (though largely untold) history beneath the surface. I decided to enter the world of Continuing Anglicanism more deeply; not simply as a parishioner, or even as a candidate for Holy Orders, but as a scholar looking for the “inside scoop” on the entire movement. Soon after beginning the investigative process, I discovered that the lack of traditional sources (i.e., objective, written sources) had transformed my journey from the expected historian’s quest into something more akin to Alice’s ramblings through Wonderland. Everywhere I went, there were quirky people with unusual stories, and their grins sometimes concealed sharp teeth. One person would tell me that down was up, the next would inform me that down was really sideways, and still others would assure me that no one but themselves knew anything at all.

The book that resulted from my wanderings across the Continuum received mixed, often polarized reviews. The “official” reviews were largely positive. Ecce Veritas (a publication of the Holy Catholic Church—Anglican Rite), after praising the book for bringing out the real causes for the divisions within the movement, stated that if enough people read the book “perhaps the train can be put back on track.” Another high-church or “catholic” publication, the Anglican Catholic Church’s Trinitarian, was also appreciative of the scholarship and my conclusions, noting that, “For many readers, the saints won’t be as revered and the sinners won’t be quite as reviled.” The traditionalist US Anglican also praised the book, appreciating that it “peels back some of the layers of jurisdictional hype.” Nonetheless, these publications also noted the controversial nature of much of the information that I presented, warning readers that the book was “not for the squeamish” or the “faint of heart.” Perhaps most surprisingly (more on this later), the journal of the Historical Society of the Episcopal Church, Anglican and Episcopal History, also gave the book a positive review, calling it a “solid piece of scholarship on a difficult and timely topic” and admiring its having stuck to the facts and refraining from unwarranted speculation.

The other end of the spectrum of reactions was generally negative. These criticisms did not appear in print, as far as I know, but rather in the large onslaught of personal “correspondence” that I received after the content of the book “hit the fan.” In letters and e-mails from churchmen across the country, I was accused of either only telling one side of the story or of being biased in my choice of sources. This negative reaction was not only evident in the explicit opinions expressed by Continuing churchmen, but also in the silence that was exhibited toward the book from sources that could have been expected to at least have challenged some of its contents. The denominations that did not fare as well in the overall interpretation of events simply refrained from discussing the book at all. The Christian Challenge, a journal that was founded and run by members of a group that I refer to (most often critically) as the “Southern Phalanx,” accepted a few months’ advertising for the book, but decided not to review it. Since the Challenge is the longest-running and most visible source of information on the Continuing movement, it seemed rather odd that it would choose to simply ignore the first book-length history of the Continuum (I was frankly looking forward to an intelligent but stinging critique). A rather humbling review of sorts occurred on the Amazon.com internet site, where a list of book recommendations for the study of Anglicanism (from a low-church perspective, no doubt) included Divided We Stand, and then commented, “It’s a history—for what it’s worth.”

In general, the book was most positively received by what I call the high-church or catholic wing of the Continuing movement. This was due in part to the fact that I was most closely associated with this part of the movement, both in terms of physical proximity and personal theological commitment. This bias on my part was said by my critics to have resulted in the bulk of the book’s “revelations” falling on the heads of the low and broad-church wings of the Continuum. Nonetheless, it should be remembered that a central theme running throughout the book was that the “standard” reason given for the movement’s failures was largely incorrect and/or overblown; namely, that the Continuum had been torn apart and damaged by the egocentric vanities of its power-mad bishops. It was the low and broad-church wings of the movement who propagated this “greedy-bishop myth” and they, as a logical consequence, received the largest dose of negative interpretation, which was intended as a necessary corrective to their myth.

There certainly were motives on the part of the movement’s bishops that were based on personal acquisition of power and prestige, but I still maintain that the theological and doctrinal issues were the predominant factor that motivated their actions, either positively or negatively. Perhaps my “Protestant” critics need to better grasp the true nature of the office of bishop, which is often little different than that of a politician. More often than my critics seem to realize, bishops make their decisions as much by putting their “pastoral ears to the ground,” so to speak, than they do out of personal whim or autocratic will. For too many low-church Continuers, their distrust of the apostolic succession and its traditional powers has colored their interpretations of the troubles and schisms that plagued the movement, allowing them to use the actions of the bishops as a convenient scapegoat. The truth of the matter is that the bishops seemed to have often wanted to keep their flocks as unified as possible, but having taken responsibility for churchmen who were usually the most theologically committed (hence their having the courage to leave their mother denomination), the prelates were often forced to take one side or the other (i.e., the “Protestant” or the “Catholic”) and take their chances. The fact that the fledgling Continuing movement was forced to rely as heavily as it did on the financial support of wealthy laymen (especially as exemplified in the Southern Phalanx), and that these laymen were the most hostile to the episcopacy, only exasperated matters.

In conclusion, there was one aspect of the criticisms that was partially correct: the book was a “conspiracy” of sorts, though not in the way that many thought. I was not funneled information or money by any of the high-church clergy or influential laymen (as many letters charged) in order to “attack” the other side. Furthermore, I disagree that the book was intended to smear any side in particular, or that it had an axe to grind. Frankly, the “disturbing” information that the book uncovered resulted simply from my having the pieces of the puzzle come together once they were all laid out in front of me; obvious deceits, discrepancies, and not-so-subtle conspiracies of mutual interest became all too obvious. I couldn’t just ignore the actions of the Southern Phalanx, especially when it became obvious how desperately they had often tried to conceal many of their questionable or hypocritical actions. The silence of many institutions and individuals who could have been expected to have raised the most serious objections to my presentation and interpretations strengthens my assurance that I was, for the most part, correct, or at least on the right track. If I wasn’t such a “glass is half-full” kind of guy, I would swear that the editorial silence of the remaining remnants of the Phalanx was due to their having decided that, in the long run, it would probably be better if most Continuing churchmen weren’t aware of the movement’s past and the often nefarious role that the Phalanx played in it.

Closer to the truth of the Divided We Stand conspiracy, many of those who bothered to take me to task in writing expressed their suspicions that something was “fishy” about the whole project. They would ask, “What is the Tractarian Press [the book’s publisher]?” and “Why haven’t I heard of you before?” Now that the Tractarian Press has gone out of business, and the first edition of the book is out of print, I can finally admit the full extent of the conspiracy: Divided We Stand was (semi) self-published. I say “semi” because my friend Darby, a man who prefers to linger in the shadow world of “Independent Catholicism” helped me finance, edit, and distribute the book. Nonetheless, in the end, Tractarian Press was my alias, and my predominant responsibility. We did publish other books (Anglo-Catholic reprints) as well, but the publication of Divided We Stand was our primary concern. I initially investigated the possibility of sending the manuscript to Episcopal publishers such as Cowley or Morehouse, but decided in the end that I didn’t want to write a book where I would be expected to examine Continuers like bugs under a microscope. Besides, the overall market for the book seemed to be too limited and specialized to draw the attention of any mainstream publishers (without playing up sensationalist elements of the story). I decided to establish the “front” of the Tractarian Press as a way to avoid the stigma of trying to distribute a self-published book, and enlisted the help of my friend Darby to accomplish my goal.

The results were quite satisfactory. I’m not sure if Anglican and Episcopal History has ever given such a positive review (or any review for that matter) to a “vanity” book before, and the fact that they did for Divided We Stand gives me a certain “proletarian” satisfaction. The process turned out to be quite frustrating and humorous at times, such as when I received a batch of books from the printer with numerous typos that weren’t in the final draft that had been mailed to them, or the time a new printer sent a batch of non-returnable books that had cookbook-style covers! Nonetheless, the primary satisfaction in the Divided We Stand publishing experience came from achieving the goal that I had originally set out to accomplish: narrating a respectful history of a movement of courageous ecclesiastical rebels who set out on the admirable (though not necessarily wise) path of trying to “re-establish” an “orthodox” Anglicanism. When all is said and done, I can at least rest in the fact that I wrote the first history of the Continuing movement, “for whatever that’s worth,” as some would say.

Douglas Bess

April 7, 2006




 

 

INTRODUCTION

 

This book examines the history of a relatively small movement of Episcopalian dissidents who, during the last decades of the 20th century, withdrew from the institutional church in order to form independent ecclesiastical bodies. These Episcopalian sects were developed during various waves of traditionalist and orthodox discontent, which began in the 1950s, increased during the 1960s, and reached their peak in the 1970s. Although the first twenty years were relatively optimistic periods for these ecclesiastical rebels, based in large part on their belief that a substantial reservoir of sympathetic churchmen would soon be willing to join them, by the 1980s the sectarians were forced to confront a more disappointing reality. Their movement had not shaken the Episcopal Church to its knees, nor had it succeeded in gaining large numbers of adherents, since the total membership in the movement numbered in the tens of thousands, rather than the hundreds of thousands or millions, as had initially been hoped for. This book chronicles the controversies within the Episcopal Church that led to the formation of traditionalist dissent, and eventually to traditionalist schism, but focuses most of its attention on the internal history of the ecclesiastical bodies formed by those who broke away from the Episcopal Church.

The traditionalists did not initially see themselves as sectarians, but insisted instead that the leadership of the institutional Episcopal Church had abandoned traditionalist churchmen in the pursuit of radical, trendy, and even heretical theological and liturgical exploration. Thus most of the dissenting traditionalists accepted the term “Continuing Anglican” to describe their movement since they claimed to be maintaining the true teachings of the Episcopal Church. One of the great ironies of the Continuing Movement, and perhaps its greatest weakness, was that the exact parameters that constituted the “true teachings” of the Episcopal Church were not as easy to define as had been imagined by many of the earliest Continuers. The theological ambiguity that lay at the heart of Anglicanism (which paradoxically claims to be both Protestant and Catholic) would establish itself anew after the formation of the Continuing bodies. Although each of the Continuing bodies had been formed in reaction to a perceived state of heresy within the Episcopal Church (either for espousing political or theological radicalism, ordaining women to the priesthood, or for improperly revising the 1928 Prayer Book), each would eventually have to confront the fact, in terms of theology and doctrine, that there was a greater divide within their own ranks than they had assumed. The old animosities between high, low, and broad-church Episcopalians, which could be smoothed over when confronting the changes within the Episcopal Church that they agreed were in error, could not be ignored once the Continuers were isolated in the jurisdictions of their own creation.

A good portion of this study deals with the two conflicting visions that separated the Continuers as to what constituted a genuinely purified Episcopal Church. The broad-church party was the most likely to embrace the designation of “Continuing Anglican” for the movement, and tended to stress that the Episcopal Church was relatively orthodox until its recent forays into radical theology and practice in the post-World War II period. These broad-church Continuers were generally low-church in their theology, assuming that authentic Episcopalian doctrine was essentially Protestant in nature. They stressed the sufficiency of the Bible for establishing doctrine, the symbolic understanding of the Body of Christ in the Eucharist, a generally low opinion in regard to the scope of the authority of the bishops within the Church, and so on. What separated them from more consistently low-church Continuers was their relative tolerance of certain high-church teachings and practices, so long as these were contained at the level of the local parish or the individual churchman, and not imposed on the Church at large.

By contrast, the high-church party tended to view the Episcopal Church as having been in need of a major overhaul in the direction of “ancient Catholicism” (both in doctrine and practice), from its very beginning, extending back to the period of the English Reformation itself. The high-church party tended to view itself in a historical context, as constituting an essential reforming block within the Episcopal Church, and as having elected to remain within the church only so long as it retained its minimum standards of Catholic identity, such as the “Apostolic Succession” of its bishops. The high-church Continuers stressed that the Bible should be interpreted only in conjunction with the Tradition of the ancient Church and its Ecumenical Councils, that the Body of Christ was really present in the Eucharistic elements, and that bishops should possess much more authority than they previously had in the Anglican tradition. These differing understandings of just how the Episcopal Church was to be “continued” would strain the Continuing movement from its founding period onward.

This interpretation, focusing as it does on the doctrinal and churchmanship disagreements within the Continuing movement, is in many ways radical in terms of how it will be viewed by many contemporary Continuing churchmen. The reason for this is that the movement has had no comprehensive, detailed history written about it. Much of the story of the Continuing movement can only be found in isolated and controversy-shy printings of small parish and diocesan newsletters, as well as by word of mouth and gossip between individual Continuing churchmen. The majority of the sources that achieved the level of a national distribution and scope were tainted as historical records by the varying degrees of bias on the part of the small clique of Continuing churchmen who funded and manned them. The churchmen behind these national publications were generally adherents of the low-church interpretation of Episcopalianism, though they usually denied both that they had chosen sides and that they were low-churchmen. Still, their actions (usually unrecorded in their publications) often spoke louder than their claims of neutrality toward disputes within the movement.

The most prevalent interpretation of the Continuing movement has been that it was greatly hindered, if not harmed, by the selfish actions of the movement’s bishops, who tore the movement apart in order to accumulate more power and prestige for themselves, with theological and churchmanship issues being of only secondary importance. Though the questionable actions of some Continuing bishops certainly played an important role in limiting the success and/or harmony of the movement, this book gives equal weight to the role that wealthy and influential laymen played in bringing disharmony into the movement. In this regard, special attention is paid to a group that I call the Southern Phalanx, an association of broad and low-churchmen, mostly from the South, who used their wealth and polemical talents to spread their message through a national distribution of periodicals and journals that they either created, controlled, or influenced. It was this Southern Phalanx, of which much will be said throughout, that promulgated the above-mentioned “standard” view that has largely been accepted within the Continuing movement itself.1

In researching this work, many obstacles developed which greatly hindered the overall effectiveness of the project. To begin with, there are many sources that would no doubt greatly illuminate the movement, but which remain outside of the reach of all but the most diligent, wealthy, or well-connected scholars. As a young doctoral student (read: semi-employed) with a wife and two children, I do not have the resources to travel to the scattered locations that contain all of the movement’s materials. This work is essentially a private project, which has been undertaken only out of frustration that no history has been written of the movement, and thus with a reluctant sense of mission. I have had to rely on those resources that are available locally (Claremont School of Theology and Cal State Fullerton), one research trip to the Graduate Theological Library at Berkeley, and the generosity of individual Continuing churchmen who loaned me those materials that they have collected over the years. The sources available on the internet offered little more help since most Continuing movement websites offer only the most generic and hagiographic accounts of their own histories. It is my hope that in the future a more thorough history of the Continuing movement will be written by a scholar with better access to resources than myself.

Another problem in constructing this history has been the hesitancy that most Continuing churchmen have shown toward the project. Although I attempted to contact (by telephone, mail, and the internet) most of the Continuers that played important roles in the movement’s history, few of them responded to my inquiries. Of those who did respond, many seemed to be suspicious of my motives. I was left with the impression that many Continuers do not relish the thought of having their movement’s (and perhaps their particular denomination’s) history revealed to a wider audience. Problematically, many of those who did respond to my enquiries spoke only on conditions of anonymity, supposedly due to fears of ecclesiastical repercussions and even lawsuits.2 Despite these limitations, there were Continuing churchmen who were generous enough to offer their help and insights. Of these I especially wish to thank the recently deceased Fr. Walter Buerger and his wife Mary, Fr. Clifford Bulloch, Fr. Thomas McDonald, Fr. Anthony Rasch, Fr. Gregory Wilcox, Dr. Donald Gerlach, Bishop Huron C. Manning, Bishop Charles E. Morley, Fr. Mark Clavier, Bishop Walter Grundhorf, and many laymen and clergy who chose to be labeled as anonymous when being cited in this study.

Another difficulty in constructing a thorough history of the Continuing movement is the number of groups that have proliferated with each passing decade. Whereas before 1980 the historian only had to examine a handful of Continuing church bodies, as of 2002 there are well over 30 groups claiming some kind of connection to the Continuing Anglican movement. The historian is presented with the problem of deciding which groups are “authentically” Continuing bodies, which groups are large enough to deserve attention, and so forth. My general approach aims to avoid trying to distinguish between the claims of legitimacy by the assorted groups, and to try to include as many of their stories as possible. However, the lack of sources for constructing a history of the movement in general (mentioned above) is amplified when applied to some of the numerically smaller Continuing bodies. The few sources that discuss these smaller groups (especially their own websites) usually give little information that is of historical value.

For instance, a typical website for one of the smaller Continuing bodies stated simply that the group had been formed in the 1990s in order to bring unity to the world of traditionalist Anglicans. When I contacted the group’s leading bishop for more concrete information, such as whether or not the group had previously been associated with any other groups, he informed me that he would have to pass my request along to his College of Bishops in order to get permission to release such information. Such walls of secrecy regarding basic historical information practically beg the historian to exclude these kinds of Continuing groups from this study.

Another problem is that some of these smaller groups (more usually their bishops) have engaged in such bizarre behavior that they frighten away all but the most courageous historian. For instance, one of the founding bishops of the Continuing Episcopal Church (formed in 1984), Colin James III, has been thoroughly attacked on the internet during recent years by an Archbishop Montgomery Griffith-Mair, who as far as I can tell is either now, or once was, associated with another of the smaller groups, the Anglican Rite Synod of America. Griffith-Mair, writing under the name Father Monty, accuses James of assorted scandalous and unchristian behaviors, and of legally harassing him. Father Monty’s internet missives give the impression that Bishop James is making similarly scandalous claims regarding the behavior of Griffith-Mair against him. Thus, each prelate is accusing the other of either unchristian, harassing, or illegal behavior. I for one am not inclined to try to decipher these allegations, since a series of lawsuits seems to be flying between them, and therefore I am not inclined to give either of these groups much attention in this study. For what it’s worth, Griffith-Mair was reported to have been arrested in October of 2001 for raping a young man in Arkansas. He also reportedly explained to police that the relationship was mutual, rather than criminal, which would seem odd for a supposedly traditionalist Anglican bishop whose internet writings frequently rail against the evil behaviors of his enemies (usually other traditionalists/Continuing churchmen).3

Beyond the difficulties associated with insufficient sources and/or the eccentric behavior of certain bishops within these smaller bodies, a further problem arises in that many of these groups seem to be structurally rather amorphous. That is, their very smallness leaves them susceptible to frequent transferences of allegiance and/or intercommunion, which are then often just as frequently revoked. For example, in trying to construct the history of the Southern Episcopal Church [SEC] (discussed more assuredly in Chapter 2) the story became very confused after the initial period of its founding in the mid-1960s. Although I interviewed the current Presiding Bishop, Huron C. Manning, and two SEC laymen who were enthusiastic about the project, it became apparent that these well-intentioned people were suffering some genuine memory loss regarding certain important developments. For example, Bishop Larry Shaver was said to have become an SEC bishop when the SEC’s original Presiding Bishop (B.H. Webster) became ill sometime prior to his death in 1991. None of my interviewees seemed to be able to positively remember which group Bishop Shaver was associated with at the time (perhaps the United Episcopal Church), but they claimed that Shaver seemed to have assumed that the SEC was going to be incorporated into another group (the United Episcopal Church?). There was then apparently some kind of falling out which resulted in Shaver, some newly consecrated bishops, and some other SEC churchmen joining the Anglican Rite Jurisdiction in the Americas. What is apparent is that there was some kind of ecclesiastical shake-up that occurred within the SEC, but unfortunately, few within the SEC (that were willing to speak to me) seem to have fully grasped, or to have remembered, the reasons for the eventual split.

It is difficult to construct an historical account on such sketchy information. Thus, out of necessity more than any other motive, this study focuses most of its attention on the larger Continuing groups which at least benefit from having more sources from which to piece together a coherent narrative from otherwise frequently conflicting versions of key events and controversies. A similar editorial decision had to be made in regard to the foreign Continuing Anglican bodies that are currently such an important component of the future of the Continuing movement. Continuing groups from Canada, Australia, England, and other regions of the world are discussed in relation to American events due not to any prejudice, but rather to the simple fact of limited access to resources combined with space constraints.




 

 

CHAPTER 1

THE DECLINE OF THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH

 

The Protestant Episcopal Church (PECUSA) experienced one of its greatest periods of numerical growth and vitality during the decade and a half that followed World War II. Whereas in 1900 there was one Episcopalian communicant for every one hundred Americans, by 1950 the ratio was one to ninety-two, and by 1960 the ratio was one to eighty-six.4 During this period the number of clergy rose to its highest level in the church’s history, and some observers noted that it was a challenge to construct parish buildings fast enough to meet the demands produced by increased attendance. However, this impressive growth would prove to be a temporary phenomenon, and by the late 1960s PECUSA began a decline in membership that would continue for more than twenty years. The 3.4 million Episcopalians in 1960 had dwindled to 1.6 million by 1994.5

Although many scholars and other observers have offered a variety of explanations as to why PECUSA experienced such a sharp decline in membership after the 1960s peak, these play no part in this historical study. For within the world of the traditionalist Episcopalians who would later become the first Continuing churchmen, there was really only one explanation for the decline of PECUSA: their church had been infected with an immoral and heretical spirit. If one wishes to understand why these traditionalist Episcopalians formed smaller church bodies that are independent of the national church and the worldwide Anglican communion, then one needs to have a knowledge of the ideas, events, and changes that occurred within PECUSA from the 1950s until the largest split, which occurred in 1977, and how these were viewed by traditionalists. These changes were often interpreted by traditionalists as either somewhat confusing devolutions from a simpler and purer past or, more often than not, as blatant desertions of authentic faith and morality by ecclesiastical authorities. It was within the context of a “church in crisis” mentality that the evolution of Continuing Anglicanism took place. The crisis tended to be an amorphous problem that did not lend itself to easy categorization or analysis, but most traditionalists understood the nature of the problem at an instinctual level, and they proceeded to identify it as best they could while organizing to combat the forces that they interpreted as intending to harm their beloved church. The crisis was interpreted by traditionalists as infecting the church both from within, as a result of spiritual weakness, and from without, by way of attacks from the “ungodly secular spirit of the age.”

One of the first controversies to develop within PECUSA, according to the traditionalist churchmen, was its increasing involvement with the Federal, National, and World Councils of Churches. These organizations had originally been formed as a way for the Protestant denominations to pool their resources in order to facilitate more effective evangelization, and to address what were perceived to be assorted social problems. However, almost from their institutional formation, these organizations quickly became associated with the kind of political ideology and activism that many traditionalist churchmen interpreted as transgressing the symbolic line that appropriately separated the spheres of church and state. As each year passed, these church councils issued statements and became involved in political actions that increasingly dismayed traditionalist churchmen.

In 1952, and then again in 1955, the National Council of Churches (NCC) issued resolutions expressing their disapproval of universal military training and service for young men.6 In 1953 the NCC published the first of a six-volume study on the problems of American economic policy. The general thesis of the study had been described as a proposal maintaining that “welfare economics (the welfare state under another name) was the best, if not the only, solution to the problem of finding a balance between the individual and the economic group.”7 After criticisms of this position intensified, the NCC issued a statement that was more critical of “collectivist solutions,” but still reminded its readers that there was a misconception “held by sincere Christians, that a maximum of individual economic freedom will by itself create the economic conditions that contribute to a good society. On the contrary, the weight of evidence shows that some use of government in relation to economic activities is essential to provide the environment in which human freedom can flourish.”8 The NCC would criticize both the South African and American governments for the perpetuation of apartheid in 1963, argue for recognition of communist China in 1966, and propose a guaranteed income for every American in 1968, to name just a few of their pronouncements that were viewed by many traditionalists as being either too political, un-Christian, or un-American.9

During the early 1950s, when Cold War concerns about the possible infiltration of international Communism into the United States were at their peak, the atmosphere was rife with accusations that the NCC had been tainted with Communism and/or radicalism. The NCC had replaced the Federal Council of Churches in 1950, and the Federal Council had already made itself suspect in the eyes of many political conservatives, including many traditionalist churchmen, when it began to criticize the Constitutionality of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) in 1948.10 The NCC continued the Federal Council’s position as one of the most consistent and prominent critics of the HUAC investigations.

Many churchmen shared the suspicions of other conservative Americans that the NCC’s attacks on HUAC were proof that the organization was sympathetic to Communism or radicalism. The accusations against the NCC were taken so seriously by many Americans at the time that Methodist Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam, former president of the Federal Council, appeared before HUAC in 1953 at his own request in order to answer the charges that Communists had infiltrated America’s churches. Episcopalians paid special attention to these developments since their Presiding Bishop at the time, Henry Knox Sherrill, was the acting president of the NCC. Unfortunately, Oxnam’s defiant and mocking performance on national television tended to actually intensify the suspicions of many churchmen. It was only the general discrediting of those who searched for Communist infiltration of American institutions (what came to be known by the epithet of “red baiting”) by the media and the nation’s establishment that led to a lessening of pressure on the NCC by traditionalist churchmen. Nevertheless, even though fewer churchmen were willing to transgress the symbolic line demarcating respectability, and therefore to be vocal anti-Communists of the old stripe, the number of churchmen who continued to have serious misgivings about PECUSA’s involvement with the NCC remained significant.

As late as 1960 a scandal developed in which the Air Force published a training manual warning that the NCC was a subversive organization that was tainted with “Communist influence.” Although the Air Force quickly retracted and repudiated the manual amidst the ensuing controversy, many churchmen could not help but suspect that the NCC was an organization that their church should not be supporting. Conservative (some would label them “right wing”) Christian writers continued to assail the National and World Councils of Churches throughout the 1960s and beyond.11

While the accusations of radicalism in the NCC were dealt with effectively enough by its apologists to ease the suspicions of most churchmen, developments within PECUSA itself were pushing many traditionalists to look closer to home for the creeping influence of radicalism in their own church. It is important to remember that during the 1950s and 1960s many traditionalist churchmen equated political activism by the church with political radicalism. The very entry of the church into the realm of political activism was deemed by many to be a radical position. The political activism of PECUSA during this period was most pronounced, and most controversial for some traditionalists, in the realm of what is known today as the civil rights movement.

At first the push for civil rights and racial equality by the institutional church was mild and rather genteel. Beginning in the late 1940s, a movement had begun to desegregate all PECUSA dioceses. In 1954 South Carolina became the last diocese to remove race as a determining factor in selecting representatives to church conventions. PECUSA also made a powerful symbolic statement of sympathy with the civil rights movement when it moved its 1955 General Convention from Houston, Texas, which could not guarantee that all facilities would be open to non-whites, to Honolulu, Hawaii. However, the involvement of PECUSA in the cause of civil rights would eventually begin to mirror the wider civil rights movement in its transition toward more radical demands for the immediate remedy of the social and economic grievances of black Americans.

In 1958 the Episcopal Society for Cultural and Racial Unity (ESCRU) was formed to be a civil rights activism outlet for Episcopalians. One of its earliest actions, and most successful in terms of publicity, was the Prayer Pilgrimage, an interracial junket of traveling priests designed to educate the church and society about racial discrimination. The “Pilgrimage” began its journey in New Orleans and then made confrontational stops in assorted Southern cities on its way to the 1961 General Convention in Detroit, Michigan. The Executive Director of ESCRU, John B. Morris, stated that everyone participating in the Pilgrimage should be prepared to go to jail, and go to jail they did. In Jackson, Mississippi, fifteen priests were arrested for attempting to sit in a “whites-only” restaurant. The convention delegates in Detroit passed a resolution that approved of the Pilgrimage’s mission, but refused to endorse their law-breaking activities.

This cautious approach would soon give way to calls for increased intensity in the struggle for civil rights. Presiding Bishop Arthur Lichtenberger, who had served a term as Chairman of the National Council of Churches’ Commission on Religion and Race, issued a statement in 1963 that supported overt political action by Episcopalians in the cause of civil rights. Lichtenberger stated, “It is not enough for the church to exhort men to be good…[people] today are risking their livelihood and their lives in protesting for their rights. We must support and strengthen their protest in every way possible.”12 PECUSA moved closer to officially adopting Lichtenberger’s position when the 1964 General Convention stated its support for those who gave material and moral aid to activists involved in conflicts related to questions of civil rights. Perhaps more importantly, the 1964 General Convention also elected Bishop John Hines of Mississippi to be PECUSA’s next Presiding Bishop. Presiding Bishop Hines would become the symbol, in the eyes of many traditionalists, of the church’s errant venture into inappropriate political involvement in the cause of racial justice.

In 1967 Hines announced his plan to establish the General Convention Special Program (GCSP), a church program designed to “empower” blacks and other minorities. This empowerment was to be accomplished by way of grants that would be made directly to groups that were controlled by minorities in order to facilitate their “self-determination” in overcoming the “oppression” that they suffered in the American “system.” Another key component of the program’s provisions, and an eventual thorn in the side of many of its supporters, was that no church monies were to be given to any group that advocated or engaged in violence. The convention approved the program with little opposition, but a member of the Program and Budget Committee, J.L. McFadden of Texas, objected in a dissenting opinion that it appeared that $500,000 was to be given to groups that advocated what was known as “black power.” As it turned out, McFadden’s warning proved to be prophetic, but most of his fellow Episcopalians were content to trust the motivations and common sense of their church leadership. Unfortunately, few of the convention delegates seemed to realize at the time that the rhetoric of “empowerment” and “self-determination” were the catchphrases and guiding vocabulary of the newly emerging militant black-power wing of the civil rights movement. It was not until numerous scandalous reports appeared regarding some of the groups that had received church grants that many churchmen began to question the legitimacy of the GCSP and to re-evaluate whether or not J.L. McFadden was a mere obscurantist stick-inthe-mud.13

Although many of the grants went to groups whose goals appear, in retrospect, to have been rather harmless and/or naïve, (such as an organization called Southern Media that proposed to produce low-budget films in order to help blacks achieve an improved sense of self-esteem), some of the money went to organizations whose agendas were deadly serious and often quite violent. One of the first grants was awarded to a group called the Citywide Citizens Action Committee of Detroit. This group had been implicated as one of the primary organizers of the riots that had erupted in Detroit in 1966 and 1967. In 1969 money was sent to an organization called Malcolm X Liberation University in North Carolina, and funds were also given to a group that wished to distribute a documentary film that glorified Black Panther Party leader, and suspected cop killer, Huey Newton.

In 1970 a grant was given, despite the opposition of the local bishops, to a group in South Carolina (the Black Awareness Coordinating Committee) that had seized the campus of PECUSA’s Voorhees College by forcibly removing its occupants at gunpoint. Several of the group’s leaders had previously been convicted by predominantly black juries of assorted crimes, and local civil rights groups had even criticized the radical organization for its strong-arm tactics, such as intimidating local blacks to join in their cause. However, the grant that drew the most attention and controversy was that made to a small group in New Mexico, the Alianza Federal de Mercedes (AFM), that had announced its intentions of seizing self-determination for Mexican-Americans by revolting against the state governments of the southwestern US. The story of the AFM grant is not only important for what it reveals about the increased radicalism of PECUSA’s political activism, but also for an understanding of the increasing divide between the church’s leadership and many of the more traditionally-inclined laity.

In 1963, Reies Lopez Tijerina organized the AFM in order to force the return of all Spanish and Mexican land grants to those Mexican-Americans who were alleged to be the descendents of the “rightful” holders of the grants. Once this confiscated land was returned to its “rightful owners,” it was to become a republic in which Mexican-Americans could be free of white oppression. In 1966, Tijerina and four of his followers attacked two forest rangers in New Mexico’s Carson National Forest. In 1967, the AFM tried to organize a meeting in Northern New Mexico, but they were prevented from drawing a large crowd due to the probably illegal actions of local law enforcement officials who “discouraged” local residents from attending the meeting by stressing that radical provocateurs would be encouraging violence. This conclusion by the police was drawn largely from their having read a manifesto, published in a local newspaper, in which the AFM had stated that it would consider any efforts to stop their campaign to be an act of war, and that those who opposed them would be put on trial and executed.

A few days after the failed organizing meeting, Tijerina led an AFM attack upon the courthouse of Tierra Amarilla, the county seat of Rio Arriba County, New Mexico. The stated purpose of the AFM action was to place the District Attorney under citizen’s arrest for allegedly violating the civil rights of AFM when the police had earlier intimidated local citizens into not attending the AFM meeting. Tijerina led 150 men into the courthouse, surprising a state police officer, and then shooting him in the chest. An elderly unarmed jailor attempted to climb out of a window, but was shot in the face by Tijerina, and then shot again. The AFM mob next pistol-whipped the sheriff, and then held twenty people hostage for two hours before escaping with stolen goods and money. Tijerina was finally captured in 1969 along with six followers. The elderly jailor testified in a preliminary hearing that it was Tijerina who had shot him, but the witness was later mysteriously beaten to death before he could testify at the trial. The State Chief of Police described the attack as the most severe beating that he had seen in his thirty-year career. Other local residents also claimed to have been intimidated by the AFM into not testifying at Tijerina’s trial. Nonetheless, Tijerina and four of his accomplices were convicted, although Tijerina would only serve six months of his original ten-year sentence.

The AFM had applied for a GCSP grant in March, 1969, in order to help develop the internal structure of their organization. The GCSP investigator assigned to the case, John Davis, went to New Mexico to interview the leaders of the AFM and the bishop with jurisdiction, Charles Kinsolving III. The Screening and Review Committee met in New York in November to consider the recommendation of the GCSP staff that the AFM receive a grant of $40,000. After the AFM leaders had presented their case, Kinsolving and those opposed to the grant presented theirs. Kinsolving noted that the Standing Committee of the Diocesan Council, the clergy conference, and most of the vestries and bishop’s committees had all opposed the awarding of the grant to the AFM due to its advocacy of violence. A report presented by the opponents of the grant noted seven separate occasions in which there was documentation of Tijerina and the AFM initiating violent activity, and sixteen cases of speeches and written references in which AFM spokesmen had urged their followers to commit acts of violence against the government.

Toward the end of the meeting, which Presiding Bishop Hines attended, the AFM representatives were given a short rebuttal period, during which they countered that whatever violence they had committed had been defensive in nature and justified due to the violent nature of the American system that had “oppressed” them. A question period followed, in which the Committee reserved all of its sharp and hostile questions for the opponents of the grant. When one of the opponents, John W. Ellison, stated that the whole meeting seemed to be a moot point, since the 1967 Seattle resolution that had established the GCSP specifically forbade the dispensing of funds to groups that advocated violence, the head of the GCSP, Leon Modeste, contradicted him. Modeste claimed that the wording of the resolution had stated that no money should be given to organizations advocating violence. Modeste wryly asked the AFM representatives if they advocated violence “at this time,” and they responded that they did not currently advocate violence. The final report issued by the Committee intimated that, if anything, it was the AFM that had been the victims of violence and discrimination, and that this had compelled them to “employ confrontation tactics.” The grant was approved over the opposition of most of the clergy and laity of the Diocese of New Mexico and Southwest Texas.14

Controversial grants such as that given to the AFM resulted in a groundswell of resentment and retaliatory activism by those who opposed the political agenda of the GCSP, whether or not they would describe themselves as traditionalists or political conservatives. Many parishes and dioceses began to withhold portions of the money that would normally be sent to assist in the work of the national church. However, the incident that really sharpened the criticism of the kind of radical political activism that was increasingly being associated with the GCSP and the national church was the way in which PECUSA handled what was known at the time as the Black Manifesto. This radical document had been created in 1969 by James Foreman, with the backing of hundreds of representatives from assorted radical black groups, during a meeting of the Black Economic Development Conference (BEDC) in Detroit. The meeting had been sponsored by the Interreligious Foundation for Community Organization, the most generously endowed recipient of GCSP funds. The Manifesto called on the churches and synagogues of America to pay blacks (really the radical groups who claimed to speak for all blacks) $500 million in compensation for black suffering in American history. This sum would later be increased to $3 billion. Manifesto-wielding activists then began interrupting the worship services and national offices of various Protestant denominations to demand payment of what were called “reparations” to black Americans.

Foreman, leader of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and a former Black Panther Party member, first unveiled the Manifesto when he interrupted the services of PECUSA’s Riverside Church in New York. PECUSA officials later agreed to meet with a group of black activists who demanded that the church pay them $60 million and sixty percent of the church’s proceeds annually. PECUSA’s Executive Council, which was in charge of giving final approval to any GCSP grant, rejected the demands made by the activists, who seemed to be making up monetary demands arbitrarily and with little consistency, but insisted that the church was still effecting the same outcome by way of the GCSP. However, the activists who advocated reparations by way of the Black Manifesto were not finished in their harassment of church officials, and they would strike their most controversial blow against the church at what was termed a “Special General Convention” in South Bend, Indiana in 1969.

Also known as General Convention II, this “additional” Special Convention had been called in order to allow for “other voices” to be heard within PECUSA on the controversial issues that were gripping the nation’s attention at the time. These “other voices” included women, assorted racial minorities, war protesters, a group generally referred to as “youth,” and assorted activist groups who were not even members of PECUSA. The South Bend gathering quickly descended into a carnival-like atmosphere. For example, a demonstration organized by the Episcopal Peace Fellowship, as well as Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam, began with several protesters interrupting the scheduled activities by positioning themselves at different areas in the auditorium in order to read aloud the names of those who had been killed in the war. A demonstrator then took control of the main podium and asked everyone who was “concerned about peace” to join in a recital of the Lord’s Prayer. A small number of delegates joined in this symbolic action. Later, during scheduled speeches given by “youth” that addressed the war, Bishop Kilmer Myers of California took the podium and announced that two AWOL soldiers would be entering the auditorium. A peace procession, replete with psychedelically decorated signs containing anti-war slogans, escorted the men to the platform. A speech was given that encouraged the church to give “sanctuary” to such war protestors, and, after the AWOL soldiers had also given short speeches, people were then asked to show their support for their rebellious action by standing behind them in a show of mass solidarity. About half of those present in the gallery followed suit.15 However, the most serious controversy centered on the decisions made at South Bend regarding the GCSP and the Black Manifesto.

The South Bend Convention began somewhat ominously when Presiding Bishop Hines stated in his opening address that those who opposed the GCSP were a “small group of pietistic isolationists” who were either supporting a racist system or were just misinformed about the church’s support for racial justice. This dismissal of his critics turned out to be severely misconceived when it became apparent to many delegates that PECUSA had capitulated to the demands of the Black Manifesto. The process began rather innocently, with the Executive Council giving limited recognition to the BEDC as a movement which “shows promise” for helping black Americans. However, the Executive Council stopped short of agreeing with the ideas expressed in the Black Manifesto, and asserted that no church funds would go to the BEDC as a result of threats or intimidation. Reaching its decision prior to the official opening of the Special Convention, the Executive Council had concluded its evaluation of the BEDC demands by describing the Black Manifesto as “Marxist, antiChristian, and anti-Semitic,” and required the BEDC to go through the same application process (through the GCSP) as any other group seeking church funds. However, this requirement angered many of the activists at South Bend who were seeking the church’s recognition of the Black Manifesto.

The first session of the Special Convention was disrupted by Fr. Paul Washington and Muhammed Kenyatta, two black activists from Philadelphia (both wearing dark sunglasses though they were indoors) who took over the podium in order to demand the immediate examination of the Executive Council report regarding the funding of the BEDC. Hines tried to restore order, but Washington and Kenyatta refused to yield their place on stage. Kenyatta demanded that the Convention immediately agree to pay $200,000 to the BEDC directly out of church funds, rather than out of the GCSP budget. When Dr. John Coburn, president of the House of Deputies, explained that the Executive Council’s recommendations would have to be evaluated through the proper channels and committees, Washington and Kenyatta led their supporters in a walk-out of the Convention in order to plan their next move. The leadership of the Special Convention decided overnight to delay the next day’s scheduled business so that the demands of Washington and Kenyatta could be debated.
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