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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION


In the late nineteen seventies, I was a young, enthusiastic but naïve member of an evangelical Church of England congregation. Although brought up as a Christian, I had been enticed into this branch of the faith at a mission to first year students, vulnerable in a new situation, by its attractive promises of God’s love for and acceptance of everyone.


It therefore came as a shock subsequently to learn from the ministry team of the church in which I’d become active that in fact God did not offer acceptance to quite everyone. Specifically, He did not accept gay people who had entered into a same-sex relationship, however loving, faithful or lifelong in intention. Apparently God required His representatives to seek out such individuals by asking outrageously personal questions, then to stigmatise them and, as far as possible, exclude them from services. A gay couple in the congregation, who had unwittingly been asked to carry the bread and wine to the altar during the offertory, were told that their contagion of the elements had “hindered the blessing” upon them and they were forbidden to play any further part in worship.


With this experience, which I found faith-challenging, began my interest in the attitudes of the Church of England towards homosexuality. A quarter of a century later, I decided to explore the possibilities of turning this interest into a research project. By coincidence, the day I went to the university to discuss the possibility of doing so was the day that the newspapers carried the announcement of the appointment of Jeffrey John as Bishop-designate of Reading. From that announcement dates the rise of the issue of homosexuality in the Church from one that had surfaced intermittently to one that has not only been constantly in the press, but has caused intense and often vitriolic discussion within the Church of England. Indeed it has become a very real threat to the unity of the Anglican Communion.


Producing a thesis deemed worthy of a doctorate turned out to be fraught with difficulty. During the time I was a research student, although my supervisor pronounced all my work to be good, examiners wanted it to be presented differently and it was necessary to rewrite several times before the thesis was passed.


However, despite these difficulties in jumping through academic hoops, the actual research process was extremely stimulating and generated material that I feel it is important should be made available to a wider readership, in the hope that it might contribute to the “listening process” in which the Church of England has long claimed to want to engage. I have therefore adapted the thesis in a way that I hope has resulted in a book accessible to all with an interest in the subject. Ironically, having spent considerable time addressing the need to present my findings in the academic style required by the university examiners, I have now done my best to reduce the academic tone so that readers will hopefully not find this off-putting. Though the written style of the book differs from that of the thesis, the substance does not.


My original intention in undertaking the project was to explore the attitudes to homosexuality that existed within the Church of England during the years 1967-2007. This period saw a complete reversal of attitudes in secular society. In 1967, homosexual acts were a criminal offence; in 2007, discrimination against homosexuals was a criminal offence. In 1967, homosexual relationships were necessarily clandestine; in 2007, they could be legally formalised in a civil partnership. By studying Church reports and a range of relevant literature I wanted to gain an overview of how different attitudes had developed during the period, but most particularly I wanted to explore these attitudes as they had affected the perceptions and experiences of selected ordained individuals.


I began by approaching retired heterosexual clergymen, selected at random from a clerical directory. As they were ordained before 1967, I felt they could contribute many interesting observations about the changing attitudes to homosexuality within both Church and society. The ten who kindly allowed me to interview them indeed had much of interest to impart, as I hope their contributions to the chapters that follow will show.


Unwittingly, their observations first drew my attention to the growth in the use of hypocrisy by the Church of England, as it has struggled against the tide of changing societal attitudes, backed by legal reforms, that affirm the right of gay people to enjoy the kind of relationships that heterosexuals take for granted. In its determination to maintain its traditional stance that same-sex expression of love is against the will of God, the Church has had to employ a range of hypocrisies, discussed in the chapters that follow. Not least of these is its continual assertion in successive reports that it wishes to “listen” to the voices of gay people. There is little evidence that, as an institution, it has seriously attempted to do so. The conclusion of its 1991 report, Issues in Human Sexuality, that, although same-sex relationships among lay people are just about tolerable if these people “sincerely believe it is God’s call to them” (para 5.6), they are forbidden for ordained clergy, means that clergy are necessarily unlikely to come forward with their stories. Indeed, as will be shown, they are positively discouraged from doing so.


Having interviewed ten heterosexual clergymen, I then turned my attention to trying to rectify the non-existence of the long promised “listening process” by seeking gay clergymen to tell me their stories. Identifying these interviewees was less easy. There are no directories listing homosexual clergymen! Indeed, since a practising homosexual clergyman is a contradiction in terms, as officially it is not possible to be one, most of those who exist are particularly careful that they should not be identified. However, through personal contacts, I obtained introductions and managed to persuade twelve gay clergymen and two gay men seeking ordination to allow me to interview them. Such is the fear of exposure among gay clergy that guarantees of absolute anonymity were necessary to gain their agreement, and I felt enormously privileged that they were prepared to trust me with intensely personal and sensitive material.


Almost all the interviews were conducted in the homes of the individual interviewees. With their permission, I recorded the interviews and later transcribed them. I then sent the transcriptions to the interviewees for them to verify as accurate accounts of what they had said. The retired clergymen made very few alterations. The responses of the homosexual clergymen, however, were significantly different. In almost every case, having read the transcription, they contacted me in alarm. Having shared their stories so readily during the interview process, seeing them in print made them feel that relaxed conversation had led them to be indiscreet. It was only when they read what they had said that they realised that events, places and people of which they had spoken could lead them to be identified. Most of them asked me to edit the transcript to some degree and, sadly for my purposes, this often led to the most noteworthy details having to be disguised or cut out altogether. This in itself was indicative of the fear felt by homosexual clergy in the Church of England.


The stories the gay interviewees told of their efforts to carry out their ministries within the context of increasing negativity from the Church towards homosexual clergy led me to wonder why on earth these men persisted in working as ordained members of such an institution. If they were to obtain employment in any secular organisation, their sexuality would be of no significance. They could take their partners to social events and speak openly of their civil partnerships. They would encounter no discrimination, since the law makes this illegal. So why would they choose to work within an institution that has obtained an exemption from the Equality Act and forces them to live their domestic lives in a clandestine way?


Through analysis of the interview data, answers became clear. These gay clergymen showed enormous sympathy and respect for those in the hierarchy who feel compelled to operate the Church in what, as will become clear to anyone unfamiliar with the system, is a hypocritical way. But the most significant reason for their determination to remain within the Church emerged from the analysis to be a firm conviction in every case that they had been called by God to minister as clergymen. This absolute feeling of vocation enabled them to transcend all the hypocrisy, negativity and stigmatisation of gay clergy that they encountered in the Church’s approach to them. I have termed this phenomenon the “Transcendent Vocation”.


What follows are the findings from my research, presented in a way that I hope will make clear, firstly, the many forms of hypocrisy operated by the Church of England in its approach to gay clergy and, secondly, the remarkable phenomenon of the Transcendent Vocation. Chapters 3-9 are in the form generated by the content analysis that I conducted on the interview data from both the retired heterosexual clergymen and the gay clergymen. The sub-headings consist of my classification of the dimensions that emerged from the analysis, in many cases supported by a relevant quotation. Quotations from the interviews are used liberally, and it is hoped that this will lead the reader to get to know the interviewees as real people, rather than as shadowy members of a group officially considered by the Church to be sinful. In this way, I hope to contribute to a “listening process” for those willing to listen.


For reasons already explained, however, the interviewees do have to remain anonymous. I have ensured that nothing is included that could lead any one of them to be identified. Each is given a pseudonym, the initial letter of which gives the reader rudimentary information about the individual’s part in the research. Names beginning with R have been given to the retired clergymen. All with this designation are heterosexual. They were ordained before 1967, had been parish priests and had obtained various levels of preferment prior to retirement. Names beginning with G have been given to the gay clergymen interviewed. This was an assorted group, of differing ages and ministries. Names beginning with L do not appear often, but are used for lay interviewees. The two men thus designated were seeking ordination at the time of interview.


It will be observed that all those interviewed were male. Since the rigorous process of analysing the interview data was always going to be time-consuming, I was advised early on that to include women would involve another variable that would complicate the analysis. It would have been impossible to interview women ordained during the majority of the period under discussion, since women could not be ordained as priests at all until 1994. Women priests, gay or straight, are subject to other forms of discrimination which are not part of this study.


Readers will differ in their familiarity with relevant events, developments and Church reports. In order to ensure that all can fully engage with the experiences and observations of the interviewees, the next chapter comprises a history of relevant significant events, in order to provide the context for the study. Readers who are already fully versed in these events may like to pass over this chapter.


Following the history chapter are four chapters that provide evidence for the contention that the Church of England’s approach to homosexual clergy is characterised by hypocrisy. The first of these examines the development and rise of the use of hypocrisy by the Church in its approach to homosexuals during the period 1967-2007. Taking each decade in turn, this chapter identifies several “turning points” at which the interviewees felt the situation for gay clergymen became more difficult. The second, Chapter 4, terms the gay priest an “oxymoron”, namely a contradiction in terms, and explores how the Church manages to make use of the services of priests in same-sex relationships while officially forbidding them to exist. The third examines new forms of hypocrisy which the Church has felt compelled to operate since the advent of civil partnerships; and the fourth considers the hypocrisy involved in diverging so radically from the growing understanding and acceptance of different sexualities by society, even to the point of gaining an exemption from the law that forbids discrimination.


These four chapters are followed by three chapters that offer evidence for ways in which gay clergy manage to transcend all this and to wish to remain within an institution that stigmatises their lifestyle. The first of these concerns the gay interviewees’ approach to the Bible. Christians who consider same-sex relationships to be sinful base their views on their belief that biblical literature condemns such relationships. In Chapter 7, the gay interviewees exemplify an attitude to the Bible which is no less respectful but does not support using a handful of verses to justify condemnation of loving relationships. By emphasising biblical principles of love and acceptance of every human being, they transcend the Church’s discriminatory approach. Chapter 8 demonstrates how the gay interviewees’ understanding of their sexuality as an integral part of the person God made in His image enables them to transcend traditional teaching that a homosexual orientation is a perversion.


Finally, in Chapter 9, the gay interviewees explain how they transcend the negative attitude of the Church of England, and how they maintain a fundamental love for the institution and respect for the hierarchy who perpetuate the hypocrisy previously demonstrated. The overarching reason that emerged from their interview data was their firm conviction that God had called them to serve Him by ministering as priests within the Church of England. This “Transcendent Vocation” ensured that engaging in God’s mission took priority over any concerns about the Church’s attitude to homosexuality.


It is hoped that readers will approach what follows with an open mind. The findings chapters offer a valuable contribution to the listening process and it is hoped that all Christians, whatever their attitude to the issue, will indeed be prepared to listen. Listening does not of course necessarily have to lead to agreeing. However, it is hoped that readers will come to respect the interviewees’ strong sense of vocation as a reason to consider whether it is indeed just in the twenty-first century to impose an outdated understanding of sexuality on people born with a homosexual orientation and to continue to stigmatise and exclude them from the Church in the name of God.





CHAPTER 2

SIGNIFICANT EVENTS AND
PUBLICATIONS: 1967-2007


‘Forty years’ is a phrase often used in the Bible to denote a period of significance. The forty-year period 1967-2007 therefore seemed ideal for my original study. Both years ushered in important new eras for homosexuals, and there were more developments during the years in between than there had been during any similar time span in the history of the subject.


The changes in attitude that occurred in secular society during this period were enormous, with what was a criminal offence at its start being an equal opportunities issue by its close. The result within the Church was to cause substantial disagreement about how far it should stand firm in its traditional condemnation of homosexuality in view of society’s growing acceptance. It will be shown in subsequent chapters how these divisions within the Church have made the lives of homosexual clergymen increasingly difficult, and how the contrast between the official Church stance and the secular developments has been the catalyst for what will be argued to be hypocrisy. This chapter outlines the events that occurred during the forty year period that are of significance. These events may well be familiar to the reader already, but it seems necessary to begin with this information in order to provide the context of the study clearly. What the interviewees said about their responses to these events can then be fully appreciated.


1. The Sexual Offences Act 1967


1967 marks the beginning of this study because it was a year of great significance for the homosexual. It is ironic that its crucial developments were largely brought about through the influence of prominent members of the Church of England, and in particular of the Archbishop of Canterbury. How decriminalisation came about is outlined below. How the events were viewed by individuals who were part of the Church at that time will be examined in Chapter 3.


In 1885, to the crime of anal intercourse, which had long been forbidden by English Criminal law, was added the crime of gross indecency. The intention of this addition had been the protection of minors. However, in practice it led to the conviction and imprisonment of hundreds of practising homosexuals. In the nineteen fifties, the relaxed wartime attitudes to sex as a whole had begun to tighten and a period of aggressive police persecution of homosexuals began, often in connection with spy scandals. Homosexuals lived in fear of police “agents provocateurs”, who would try to lure them into making advances in public lavatories and then arrest them. Names were given to new sexual partners very reluctantly and love letters were written at the author’s peril.


Following an article by Sherwin Bailey (1952) in which he argued that the Church had a responsibility to campaign against “this anomalous and shameful injustice”, in 1954 the Church of England’s Moral Welfare Council produced a report which advised that the law against male homosexual activity should be abolished. The report held that homosexual acts were certainly immoral, but the law encouraged blackmail of homosexuals and meant that they would be unwilling to seek psychological or pastoral help.


This report was a major influence in the setting up of the Wolfenden Committee, whose report in 1957 famously came to the same conclusions as that of the Moral Welfare Council. Chaired by an Anglican layman, Sir John Wolfenden, and made up of public figures, the Committee’s main recommendation was that the State ought to cease making homosexual acts in private between consenting adult males a criminal offence. (Homosexual acts between women have never been a criminal offence.)


The recommendations of this report received support from several bishops of the Church of England, notably Michael Ramsey, who was at that time the Archbishop of York. Ramsey believed that physical homosexual activity was a form of lust and therefore a sin. However, he also believed that the homosexual would benefit from pastoral care, which because of the fear of prosecution he would be unlikely to seek. He expressed the hope that the government would carry out the Committee’s main recommendations. However, for some years, no government was willing to bring in a bill. To do so would bring no political advantage and, although there were many people who supported reform of the law, the ordinary citizen of the country had little knowledge of the subject and the idea of homosexuality provoked disgust in many. It was not until 1964 that someone had the courage to introduce a bill into the House of Lords. This was Lord Arran, a journalist who, like all the Lords, had no constituents to affect his political future.


Michael Ramsey, now the Archbishop of Canterbury, gave his support to the bill and took a lot of trouble to encourage other bishops to do so as well, managing to persuade five or six to vote for it. He found himself attacked by various peers, one of whom accused him of contributing to pornography. Ramsey’s stance was rooted in scripture and the tradition of the Church. He never asserted that homosexual acts were permissible, but he did not regret supporting the bill, which was eventually passed as the Sexual Offences Act in 1967, having passed the Commons in one overnight sitting. His opinion was based on the moral distinction between crime and sin. Coleman (1989) suggests that in the mind of ordinary people this distinction was not clear, and that Ramsey’s actions meant that the Church was contributing to the new permissive society. It will be contended in Chapter 3 that in fact Ramsey’s actions and the passing of the Act went unnoticed by many people, so insignificant an issue was homosexuality amongst ordinary Christians at that time.


Thus the seeds had been sown for the gradual acceptance of homosexuals that took place in society over the next decades. For now, however, there was no need for the Church to engage in the kind of double standards that emerged later.


2. The Seventies


Stephen Bates writes that “The Church of England found itself bowled along by the social changes of the 1960s, which produced unwelcome social developments” (2005:107). Certainly this period marked the beginning of the “permissive society”, symptoms of which included young (and not so young) people having sex while unmarried, the rise of promiscuity, the advent of the Pill having removed the risk of pregnancy, the growth of feminism and the decline of deference towards authority and tradition. During this period and on through the seventies, single parenthood began to lose its stigma and the divorce rate began to increase. At the same time, church attendance began to decline. The Church of England was bewildered by these developments and, in order to survive, had to decide what its approach should be to these trends. In 1963, the Bishop of Woolwich, John Robinson, had published his avant-garde book, Honest to God, which proposed, amongst other startling new ideas, the suggestion that divorce and sexual relationships outside marriage might be acceptable. Bates sums up the dilemma by asking the question, “Should the church move slowly towards a new acceptance of different moral norms or stand out against them and preach a message that fewer and fewer people could be bothered to listen to?” (2005:108)


Gradually, the Church began to take a less rigid stance on certain issues. Baptisms of illegitimate children began to be conducted, as did marriages of couples who had been living together. Divorced people were looked upon with more sympathy, having within recent memory been excluded from polite society, and it began to look less of an impossibility for them to have remarriages blessed in church. The only sticking point for the modification of Church attitudes was homosexuality.


Now that homosexual acts were no longer illegal, it was no longer necessary for homosexual people to be so circumspect. As Norman Pittenger stated in his 1970 publication, Time for Consent, “Homosexuality has become a much more obvious fact in recent years than it has been in the past. In the large cities, but also in smaller communities, the presence of homosexuals, especially males, is an inescapable matter of observation” (1970:27). The Stonewall Riots of 1969 had had a knock-on effect in England. A group of New York policemen raided a bar, the Stonewall Inn, known for being frequented by gay people. This was a matter of routine, but this time the people concerned did not submit meekly, as usually happened, and the ensuing disturbances came to be known as the Stonewall Riots. These further fuelled many homosexuals’ desire and courage to “come out”.
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