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At the outset I want to express my thanks to the clergy and lay deputies and alternates for their dedicated service and hard work at the 75th General Convention, just completed on Wednesday evening, June 21, in Columbus, Ohio.  I am especially grateful for their faithfulness in contributing daily notes to the diocesan “blog” which enabled you to keep up with their thoughts and feelings about the work and worship of convention.  I found it difficult to keep to that schedule, given the pace of the meeting and my somewhat compromised endurance level for long days and nights of working sessions.

What I want to do in this space is share some miscellaneous daily reflections about the Convention, as a way of sharing with you the people, issues, and events that made this a truly historic gathering.  I trust by the time you have read these reflections—each of which is titled separately—you will have a better sense of what happened, as well as my own perspectives, concerns, and hopes for the future in the light of this meeting.
June 13, 2006—Restoring the Ties that Bind
As we have for many Conventions, we gather this morning at round tables of eight to ten persons for the opening Eucharist.  The room is vast, and there are some 2,000 or more deputies, bishops, and visitors in attendance.  We will do this each day, pausing after the sermon for a period of Bible study at our tables.  At my table is a widely known conservative priest from South Carolina, a young female priest from Puerto Rico, a priest from South Texas, a retired priest from Atlanta, and several laypersons from states around the US.  The variety of perspectives is astounding, but we talk, study, and pray together each day.  We make new friends, and meet many old ones.  I finally lost count of the number of old friends and colleagues from around this church that I was able to greet.
The Presiding Bishop’s sermon at this opening service is simply profound, and moves us to a deeper place as “limbs and members of Christ’s Body.” We close with the striking words of a contemporary hymn text:  “From my birth, from my birth, you have known me, O Lord, from my birth.  Before I thought or planned, my life was in your hand; you have known me, O Lord, from my birth.”  We leave the service for the first legislative session, confident that it is so, and will be always.  This first day, like the others that follow, is a long and tiring one.  By the time I finished our “open hearing” on proposed resolutions in our committee tonight, and then had a late dinner, it was after 11 p.m.  

June 14, 2006—Contemplating Resolutions and “Resolution”
As we pointed out in our series of deanery meetings during recent weeks, the business of General Convention takes place primarily through committees and resolutions that, like bills introduced in congress, work their way to passage in legislative sessions—or not.  For a resolution to pass, it must receive a majority of votes (and there are different methods of voting that can make approval less likely) in both the House of Deputies and the House of Bishops.  Indeed, normally if a resolution fails in one House, it never sees the light of day in another (though something like this did happen on the last day of the Convention in a flurry of activity around a particular resolution representing the sentiments of the Special Commission on the Episcopal Church and the Anglican Communion—more about that later).  

I was pleased to serve as Vice-Chair of the Legislative Committee on Evangelism, my first ever assignment to a General Convention Committee.  It was a delight to take part in stimulating discussions of a number of fine proposals, both from individuals and from interim bodies, which affirmed the need to make church development and church growth priorities for the coming years.  Our committee met Monday night, again last night, and again this morning, for sessions lasting several hours each.  
Happily, the main motions we put forward did ultimately make it to adoption and funding, and will promote leadership training and development for new bishops and diocesan teams, major fund raising initiatives for evangelism and church planting (similar to our “Alleluia Fund”), and call on all members of the church to become more proficient in sharing their faith stories with others.  One particularly promising plan will develop a model for the wider church by bringing persons from all around the church together in the areas affected by Hurricane Katrina to help rebuild and restart churches.  What is learned in this shared work will then possibly become a model of cooperative evangelism in other places, utilizing the best work of people from a variety of different places and perspectives.

Wednesday Night, June 14—Windsor Hearings Draw Overflow Crowd
The day began early for me with a 7:30 a.m. Evangelism Committee meeting, and then a second brief meeting during the lunch break following the morning legislative session.  I also attended a meeting to hear several scholars from Episcopal seminaries discuss issues surrounding baptism and confirmation in the Episcopal Church.  Their responses come on the heels of a report from the House of Bishops’ Theology Committee that seemed to some of these scholars to overstate the meaning and importance of confirmation in the Christian life.  My short paper on the centrality of baptism was part of the earlier report of the committee, and led to a published article in the Anglican Theological Review.   I found their comments and presentations to be enlightening and “right on target.”  

Tonight, along with several hundred people, I was joined by many of our deputies in attendance at an open hearing on the Windsor Report, and the work of the Special Commission on the Episcopal Church and the Anglican Communion.  A long succession of very diverse and passionate speakers debated the Committee’s proposed eleven resolutions with candor and respect.  By the time the evening ended, some thirty to forty persons had spoken for four minutes each, and many conflicting and heartfelt pleas, warnings, and concerns were expressed.
Thursday, June 15—Reconciliation is Theme for Presiding Bishop’s Forum

This morning we had a busy legislative session in the House of Bishops, working through many resolutions from the committees and commissions of the church.
During our lunch break today I joined our delegates to the Episcopal Church Women’s Triennial Convention for a noonday presentation by Marty on “Voices Found,” a session on hymns by women writers and composers.  It was a wonderful and engaging talk and “sing-a-long” for all.  

At the conclusion of this afternoon’s legislative session, Marty and I enjoyed a quick bite to eat with a long time priest friend from Sewanee.  Afterwards we attended the Presiding Bishop’s Forum on Reconciliation, for which the headline speaker was the Honorable John Danforth.  He spoke eloquently on “The Episcopal Church: The Right Church for the Right Time,” in which he argued passionately for an end to the acrimonious and simplistic verbal warfare that has particularly characterized the strategies and writings of some in the so-called “religious right.”  He was followed by other national and international guests who also addressed the general themes of reconciliation that has been so much a part of the focus of this Convention.

Friday, June 16—What Price Integrity?

If there is any such thing as a “routine day” at General Convention, this legislative day was certainly one.  The House of Bishops made fast work of several resolutions, putting us far ahead of the pace of legislation in the “senior” House of Deputies.  Some of us have begun to worry that many important resolutions will die for lack of passage simple because time and the calendar may run out before action is taken.

Tonight, several deputies and friends from Nebraska joined us for the “Integrity Eucharist,” sponsored by members of a long time national church organization called “Integrity,” whose members seek to be supportive of and provide education around issues affecting the lives of gay and lesbian Christians.  This service seems always to draw a huge crowd, both of members and interested worshipers, and this night in historic Trinity Church in downtown Columbus is no exception—there is standing room only.  The music and liturgy were splendid and traditional, and the sermon tonight was preached by Gene Robinson himself.  For those who might want to have some insight into his deep faith and generous spirit, finding the text of this sermon online might be a helpful experience.  It is clearly a gathering that deals openly with matters that are subjects of controversy in the church, but I know of no better way or place to engage the Spirit around these matters than in a church and in the Eucharist.  I would be pleased to share more about this service with any who desire to know more.
Saturday, June 17—United in Offering Thanks
One of the great moments in every General Convention is the main Sunday Eucharist, which this year is being held on Saturday, due to the planned election of the Presiding Bishop tomorrow.  Most all of the bishops present for General Convention vested in Rochet and Chimere (red and white vestments often seen in photographic portraits of bishops) and processed into the convention hall which was comfortably full of worshipers—too many to count, even to guesstimate.  It was a profound and moving service, with a very challenging preacher, Dr. Jenny Te Paa, an Anglican theologian from New Zealand.  
A newly composed setting of service music (Gloria, Sanctus, etc.) commissioned for this event was premiered, and it was stunning.   Also, as is traditional at this service, women representatives from almost every diocese in the church presented their United Thank Offering gifts to the Presiding Bishop.  It is an amazing procession of persons representing the rich diversity of the states and nations that make up the Episcopal Church today.

This afternoon we met in a joint session to have the official nominations of candidates for Presiding Bishop—the four committee nominees, and the three additional nominees “from the floor.”  It is my first time to witness such a meeting, and it adds a new dimension of excitement and anticipation to what will be my first time to vote for a new Presiding Bishop in tomorrow’s election.
An afternoon legislative session rounds out the day, and then most folk go their separate ways tonight for seminary, diocesan, and/or provincial dinners.  After a stop off at the Sewanee gathering to greet old friends, Marty and I joined the other members of our “Class” of bishops for dinner.  Ours is a diverse and interesting class—twelve in number—and with our varying perspectives we make up a sort of microcosm of the wider Episcopal Church.  However, we do so without any acrimony.  We have committed to be a community of love and mutual support for one another, no matter what issues may on occasion divide us.
Sunday, June 18—God’s Spirit like Lightening Strikes!

Who would have thought it?  Even though I said over and over again at our deanery meetings prior to General Convention that almost anyone could be elected, and anyone could do a commendable job, I am somewhat stunned that this really happened.  The day began with a Eucharist at the Convention Center, following which the bishops were bussed to Trinity Church.  There we were informed of election procedures, and rules and regulations for the day.  Between ballots, we heard scripture and meditations from our chaplains, and sang great hymns of the Church.  Truly, the spirit of the Lord was in this place.  

And then, what some thought improbable, if not impossible, happened.  On the fifth ballot, the Rt. Rev. Katharine Jefferts Schori was elected with 95 votes, exactly the number needed for a majority.  The nave, which had been rife with tension and wonder prior to the reading of the results, erupted in applause and tears of joy, especially on the faces of the eleven women bishops who, along with Katharine, gathered with the rest of us to participate in the historic vote.  I believe our new Presiding Bishop is an extraordinarily gifted person, whose disarming manner and deep, fresh insight will open channels of communication around the Episcopal Church and the Anglican Communion that have been limited in recent years.  I rejoice at her election, and look forward to her term of service.  These will be good years indeed!  

Monday, June 19—Adopting the Budget, Anticipating Windsor
Following morning Eucharist and Bible study, and a short legislative session, we gathered once again in joint session for the presentation of the Episcopal Church’s budget for the coming triennium.  It is a budget focused on priorities of global poverty and social justice, mission and evangelism, and youth and young adults.  It is a hopeful and reasonable document.  This afternoon, in separate legislative sessions, bishops and deputies continued consideration of these and other matters, and one couldn’t help but notice a rising temperature of concern about the fate of the remaining resolutions (several have already passed) responding to the Windsor Report.
Tonight, most all of the deputies and visitors from Nebraska enjoy a dinner out together at a local restaurant.  It is a joyful and delightful time of visiting and sharing about the events of recent days.  Deputy Grant Wiseman led us afterwards to a famous ice cream shop in Columbus for a special treat!

Tuesday, June 20—Deputies make Headlines

This day continued the press of business to deal with myriad resolutions and final committee reports before time runs out tomorrow night.  However, the big news of the day comes as a surprise to many, in that the House of Deputies defeats one of the more controversial resolutions of the Special Commission dealing with the Windsor Report.  It is rumored that the complicated legislative procedures, combined with opponents on both ends of the theological spectrum, had combined forces to vote “no” on a vote by “orders” (lay and clergy voting separately).  Late in the day word comes to us as bishops and then to the deputies that the Presiding Bishop has called a rare special joint session to convene tomorrow morning immediately after worship.

At the end of an extended and late legislative session in the House of Bishops, Marty and I finally enjoyed a late evening dinner and visit with long time friends Neil and Lynn Alexander.  Neil, who was one of the seven candidates for Presiding Bishop, is bishop of Atlanta.  We ponder together what the events of the morrow may bring.
Wednesday, June 21—We Wrestle with Faith, Fear, and the Anglican Communion
You will recall that we reminded folks at our series of deanery meetings about the difference between delegates (who represent a constituency) and deputies (who are to seek the mind of Christ and what is best for the church).  We are each individuals, with our own passions, faith, and commitments—our own understanding of what it means to be a faithful disciple and member of the Body of Christ in these times.  That may, at times, lead us in all good faith to vote in different ways on different and sometimes controversial issues.  We will do so as we are led by the Spirit, but also knowing that we will return to Nebraska no matter what and continue to serve side by side in this part of God’s vineyard.  We look forward to interpreting to you in more detail what transpired at this important gathering of the Episcopal Church once we return to the diocese this summer.

Such differing perspectives and passions in fact did lead us in different directions—but with common goals—on one crucial issue on this, the last day of General Convention.  It all began with the Presiding Bishop’s rare call for a special joint session this morning, at which he presented a last ditch effort to get one of the key Special Commission’s resolutions approved by the convention, warning us that the precise wording was believed to be necessary to send the right signal to certain quarters of the Anglican Communion that we were indeed serious about not “walking apart.”  
The text of this resolution, hereafter referred to as B-033, was simple and direct, pledging to “exercise restraint by not consenting to the consecration of any candidate to the episcopate whose manner of life presents a challenge to the wider church and will lead to further strains on communion."
This resolution came up for consideration first in the House of Bishops later this same morning, where, after two or three attempts to amend it slightly, it was passed overwhelmingly on a voice vote.  Bishops associated with the very conservative “Anglican Communion Network” immediately disassociated themselves from it as not being strong enough in its language.  
Other bishops, some twenty or so, dissented in the vote on grounds related to the particular wording and implications of the resolution.  Two or three simple amendments were offered that would have made it possible for me to support its adoption, but they were defeated.  Therefore, I was one of the dissenting bishops, and signed a “Statement of Conscience” authored by Bishop John Chane of the Diocese of Washington.
I voted “no” for three fundamental reasons.  First, I believe that the wording of this resolution is in conflict with Title III, Canon 1, Section 2 of the Constitution and Canons of the Episcopal Church, which states: “No person shall be denied access to the discernment process for any ministry, lay or ordained, in this Church because of race, color, ethnic origin, national origin, sex, marital status, sexual orientation, disabilities or age, except as otherwise provided by these Canons.  No right to licensing, ordination, or election is hereby established.”  I realize that some will say that, for example, in the case of “sexual orientation,” the issue is “manner of life,” not “orientation.”  While I understand this contention, I believe Resolution B-033, by pledging us in advance “to exercise restraint by not consenting,” undermines the spirit, if not the letter, of our Canon dealing with access to the discernment process. 
Second, by using the language of “manner of life” in terms of describing situations where this or that potential candidate for bishop might present “a challenge to the wider church,” I am deeply concerned about where and how to draw such a line, and make such a determination.  Will we, for example, have a rule about marriage and divorce, since many in the Communion, including the Church of England, do not provide in a straightforward way for divorced persons to have full share in the church’s life?  Will we draw the line at gender, since most of the Communion does not ordain women to the Episcopate?  I realize that some will say that “manner of life” does not apply here.  I can’t help but recall that the Voting Rights Act of 1965 extended the right to vote to a whole class of citizens in such places as my home state of Mississippi—citizens whose “manner of life,” namely, as persons of color regarded as inherently inferior to Whites, had excluded them from exercising this constitutional right for generations.

Finally, I question whether such a step—taken, like so many others over these past three years in a climate increasingly characterized by fear and anxiety in the face of the “demands” made of us by forces in the Anglican Communion—will really lead to redemption of the relationships that have been “strained.”  The Windsor Report speaks often of the “gift” of Communion, and the “mutuality” of Communion.  I wonder if our action in passing Resolution B-033, which any observer would readily agree was done in an atmosphere of deep concern and anxiety, will really deepen relationships in a Communion in such a way as to promote its reception among us as mutual, or as a gift.  

I wanted desperately to respond to the plea made by our Presiding Bishop, and by our Presiding Bishop elect, to support this resolution as a means of moving forward in such a way that we could “stay at the table” for ongoing conversations with other members of the Communion.  Indeed, I have up until this moment voted to affirm all the other Windsor Report related resolutions that have come before our House of Bishops, and I believe we have made abundantly clear that we wish to remain active and faithful members of the international “communion” of churches known as the “Anglican Communion.”  
However, I am concerned that this final resolution, adopted more in a spirit of appeasement than compromise, will not help deepen that process.  Yet I know by God’s grace that I may be wrong.  And if this resolution, which will bind us only for a season, helps restore the bonds of affection that have been breached by our actions, I will be among the first to recognize the sound judgment of those who so eloquently and passionately called for its adoption.

As soon as our vote was taken, I sent word to Canon Tim Anderson, chairman of our deputation, to let him of our discussion and our decision—and of my dissent.   I also asked him to inform our deputation that I trusted they would consider this resolution conscientiously and seriously when it came before them for concurrence.  I told him that I expected that they would vote in such a way as they felt represented a seeking of the mind of Christ, and the best interests of the whole Church.  This they did, and our deputation concurred with the Bishops in passing the resolution, although not unanimously.

Shortly after the vote in our House of Bishops, we were addressed by the Rt. Rev. John Paterson, who is the current President of the Anglican Consultative Council (one of the Anglican instruments of unity), former Primate of New Zealand, and a member of the Lambeth Commission.  He was with us for this General Convention, along with the 
Archbishop of York and many other international bishops, as a guest of the Presiding Bishop.  
Bishop Paterson had earlier apologized for the treatment our Church received last year from the Anglican Consultative Council.  Now, he rose to thank us for our hospitality during this convention.  He then commended our work as faithful, constructive and very helpful for the ongoing conversation within the Anglican Communion.  Again, let us hope and pray that it will be so.
Concluding Observations

Several things strike me as worth noting following up on this convention.  First, as I have said, the Episcopal Church has taken major steps toward reaffirming the serious of our commitment to remaining faithful partners in the Anglican Communion.  It has not been unanimous in every detail, and there are clearly forces at work in organizations dedicated to “overthrowing” the Episcopal Church who will “spin” what was done in a way designed to bolster their efforts.  However, once again I recall the very positive words of the Rt. Rev. John Paterson, who warned us that our work would very likely be distorted by those who would wish to divide the communion.  Already this distortion is evident in media and web based reports generated by well organized and well funded groups who seek to undermine the Episcopal Church.
There were, however, many very significant developments and legislative actions which, in my opinion, will long outlast the more controversial and sensational elements, and have much more redemptive potential and far reaching implications for the life of the church.  Here are some examples: 
The election of the first female Presiding Bishop in the history of the Episcopal Church, the Rt. Rev. Katharine Jefferts Schori—It was a momentous and incredible experience for those of us in the House of Bishops, and for the Deputies who later endorsed her election. 

Millennium Development Goals—The Convention called upon individuals, congregations, and dioceses to commit 0.7% of their disposable income to the elimination of global poverty.
Mission and Evangelism—The Convention passed a number of resolutions that commit our church to priorities of the “Great Commission,” and to make this a reality through major fund raising, training for evangelism and church development, and leadership development at the diocesan level.

Slavery—The Convention recognized the painful truth of how complicity in slavery had far reaching economic implications for the Episcopal Church, then and now, and among other things called us to reflection and consideration of the ways in which our church had benefited from the institution of slavery and its aftermath in our society.  
Interim Eucharistic Sharing—The Convention took an important ecumenical step by agreeing to enter into a period of interim Eucharistic sharing with the United Methodist Church, involving conversation, shared worship, and disciplined reflection at the judicatory and local levels under strict guidelines for bishops, presbyters, and members in both churches.
Revised Common Lectionary—This document, in use now among Roman Catholic and mainline Protestant churches, as well as in many parishes across the Episcopal Church, offers wonderful opportunities for more constructive and complete readings of the Bible in our Sunday to Sunday worship.  In the last thirty years of its use it has become in many respects “the” lectionary for much of the English speaking churches in the West, including the Church of England.  Guidelines for implementing this new lectionary, which becomes the official lectionary of our Church on the First Sunday of Advent, 2007, will be forthcoming.  Parishes will have three years from that point to complete full implementation.  New Prayer books will not be necessary, as this lectionary will be available as an insert document, as well as on-line.  I will write with more information in the near future.
Title III—The General Convention made further and needed revisions to Title III canons, which govern our process of discerning and defining lay and ordained ministries.  Our local Commissions on Ministry are very well equipped after this last triennium to respond positively to these changes.
Title IV—The General Convention took account of major proposed revisions to our “disciplinary” canons, but decided to refer them for continuing revision and study during the next triennium.  This will not have noticeable effect in our ongoing life here in Nebraska.
Many other actions and resolutions of the convention will invite further consideration and study, and these and other developments will be the focus of a new round of deanery meetings to be held later this summer and into the fall.  We will keep you posted about the time and place of these follow-up meetings.

In conclusion, I want to thank you one and all again for remembering me, and our lay and clerical deputies, in your prayers—before, during, and after General Convention.   I assure you, we return weary, but revitalized and energized, in our common passion and commitment to the mission and ministry of the Body of Christ.  May God bless you, and may God bless the people and parishes of the Diocese of Nebraska. 
Grace and Peace,

+The Right Reverend Joe Burnett
