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Today we convene in State College after more than 40 years at Bucknell University, 
Lewisburg.  Almost 40 years ago my family and I came to our first Diocesan Convention. 
Thirty-five years ago I was ordained Deacon at the University’s Rooke Chapel. I realize 
that many clergy present here today where also ordained deacon or priest at Rooke 
Chapel.  We all, lay and ordained, have many special memories of Convention on that 
beautiful rolling campus. 
 
But your bishop, staff and volunteer leaders have listened to your concerns and ideas for 
a more efficient one-day Convention.  So here we are, with everything under one roof, 
and with full accessibility in the Ramada Inn Conference Center. We thank the members 
of the Altoona Convocation and their many volunteers for planning and hosting; and we 
thank Canon Linda Arguedas for her tireless efforts to ensure that things go smoothly.   
 
Each year I have tried to use a familiar image or metaphor to reflect upon our common 
life together. As you may recall, last year we used the metaphor of bridges.  This year, I 
want to talk about a river, the Susquehanna, focusing on the environment, education for 
ministry and mission, and the gift of diversity. 
 
I travel thousands of miles a year around the 25 counties of our diocese, most often along 
the Susquehanna River.  Season by season, I navigate the roads along the banks of the 
Susquehanna and its branches and tributaries – routes like 322, 11, 15, 147 and 80, 
among others.   
 
It is a beautiful river in every season, rich with the vegetation and wildlife it sustains. 
And oh, how it changes!  In summer it sparkles like blue-gray glass; in autumn it is 
bordered with brown, gold and red plumage; in winter it often becomes invisible beneath 
the ice, and surrounded by frozen water-falls and barren trees with ice-crystal branches.  
And then in the spring thaw the river comes alive as rushing white water, resurrecting 
vegetation, fish, birds and animal life, moving away the ice and debris of winter. 
 
As a boy, I remember playing on the banks of the river. I also remember my father 
bringing home fish or wildlife from the river for my appalled mother to clean and cook.  
My dad loved the Susquehanna River.  In fact, one of my last outings with my father was 
a spring day in 1995, a few months before his death, when I rolled his wheel chair to the 
river bank. There we sat side by side, in silent conversation, as we watched the river 
flowing by. 
 
At 464 miles (747 km) in length, it is the longest river on the American east coast.  From 
its watershed just across the border in New York State it flows through Pennsylvania and 
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Maryland into the Atlantic Ocean.  But the life of the Susquehanna is primarily in Central 
Pennsylvania.  The Susquehanna is “our river” – and the 25 counties of our Diocese have 
historically drawn their identity from, been nurtured by, and had much of their livelihood 
through this river.   
 
Our river is old, very old; geologists think even older than the mountain ridges through 
which it turns and channels. Agelessly, it flows on and on through our lives and 
communities, generation after generation. 
 
At Athens Township, in northern Pennsylvania, just across the New York state line, it 
receives the Chemung from the northwest. It receives the Lackawanna River southwest of 
Scranton and turns sharply to the southwest, flowing past Berwick, Bloomsburg, and 
Danville. It then receives the smaller West Branch at Northumberland, just above 
Sunbury. 
 
Downstream from the confluence of its branches it flows south past Selinsgrove to the 
Mahantongo Mountain. It then, at Duncannon, receives the Juniata River flowing, from 
Huntingdon and the northwest and then passes through the Blue Mountain, just northwest 
of Harrisburg. It passes downtown Harrisburg and flows across South Central 
Pennsylvania, forming the border between York and Lancaster counties, while receiving 
Swatara Creek from the northeast.  Our river then enters the Chesapeake Bay at Havre de 
Grace, Maryland, which connects with the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
In 1997, our river was designated as one of the American Heritage Rivers.  But like any 
living thing, it can be poisoned and polluted.  The environmental group American Rivers 
has also named the Susquehanna one of “America's Most Endangered Rivers” because of 
the excessive pollution it contains. Most of the pollution in the river comes from excess 
animal manure from farming, agricultural runoff, urban and suburban storm-water runoff, 
and raw or inadequately treated sewage. This is to say nothing of the dangers of fossil 
fuel drilling, including Marcellus Shale projects which currently challenge our river’s 
health. 
 
We are children of the river; and as people of faith we realize it is daily a spiritual gift.  I 
am concerned about our river.  So, I have asked Sylvia Neely, environmental educator 
and member of St. Andrew’s, State College; Dr. Pete Ryan, physician, water researcher 
and member of Christ Church, Coudersport; and the Rev. Dee Calhoun, recently retired 
rector of Trinity Episcopal and Zion Lutheran Churches in Renovo, to prepare advisories 
for me on some key ecological issues germane to our region, particularly the Marcellus 
Shale issue and on our river’s health.  These are persons working closely with scientists, 
environmental advocates, faith leaders and others on these matters.  Their “Advisories to 
the Bishop”, due this fall, will help me better discern how we as a diocese might 
contribute to better stewardship of our environment in Central Pennsylvania.  It is also 
my hope that we will have Resolutions for reflection and action ready for next year’s 
Convention. 
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I believe that the Diocese of Central Pennsylvania is much like the river which runs 
through it.  Our river is not self-sufficient; rather, it is fed by other sources of life-giving 
water and, in turn, it nurtures and creates life around it, flowing ultimately into the vast 
reservoir of our planet, the Ocean. 
 
So, too, the Diocese’s essential purpose is to nourish, to purify, to shape and to guide our 
own spiritual life, and that of those around us.  When we are spiritually healthy---open to 
God’s will and purpose---the life of the Spirit flows through us into the greater body of 
Christ and the Kingdom of God.  
 
Like the river, our spiritual journey is not direct but rather takes winding twists and 
meandering turns.  Our Diocese is at some points deeper and wider than we may know; at 
other points it may seem shallow and rocky.  Yet the water of the Holy Spirit flows 
among us.  When we are healthy, we are constantly fed by diversity; we are creating new 
tributaries and going in new directions; new paths of mission and ministry become clear 
to us, even while some older ones die.   
 
Like the Susquehanna River overwhelmed by greed and industrial use, when our faith is 
seen as utilitarian, a faith serving only our interest, it too is polluted.  Polluted by political 
and moral conflict, win-lose power games, parish-versus-diocese, and desperate selfish 
acts committed in the name of institutional survival.  
 
At such times, we forget that our faith is essentially a source of life, not a source of 
status, not a club or political party to advance our individual or parochial interests.  Yes, 
like our river, we must accept our vulnerability to the realities around us which flow 
naturally into our life. 
 
The Reverend Doctor James Simons from the Diocese of Pittsburgh was our keynote 
speaker at Convention two years ago.  He gave us a powerful, relevant image from his 
days in biology and water research.  He reminded us that the healthier a body of water, 
the greater variety and diversity of life will be found within it.  Conversely, the more 
polluted the less diversity it will tolerate.  Diversity is a measure of health! We may not 
like or find useful every form of diversity it nurtures; yet, its essential purpose is not our 
utility or preference.  The essential purpose is rather about life, abundant life in harmony. 
The Spirit’s purpose flowing within us is always sustaining life, reviving life, creating 
and nurturing healthy forms of life. 
 
And, just as the Susquehanna is constantly “baptizing” its fertile banks and valleys, 
nurturing life forms for miles beyond its shores, so it is with the Church.  With 
sacrament, proclamation and mission we are called to baptize with our witness not just 
within the banks of our congregations and our diocese, but far beyond.  In fact, the most 
essential sacramental image and inspiration of our faith is Baptism.  Through it we are 
empowered to create new tributaries, creeks and streams, sources of ministry to carry out 
the mission of God’s Kingdom. 
 



 4

While we clearly have many congregations in statistical distress, the greatest problem is 
not economics or numbers, but leadership (both clerical and lay) and spiritual vision 
(local and diocesan). With this in mind, we are revamping our Diocesan School of 
Christian Studies with two new programs: 
 

1. A NEW PROGRAM TO TRAIN LOCALLY BI-VOCATIONAL PRIESTS.  This will be 
a quality program of education and formation for professionally and 
spiritually mature persons in their fifties or older.  We seek to discern with 
persons who feel a particular call to serve and build small congregations.  
These would be congregations which the diocese has certified as committed to 
spiritual, numerical and mission growth.  This program will not replace the 
norm of seminary education but complement the traditional model with 
mature persons whose call can be discerned to the unique needs of very small 
but otherwise healthy congregations.  Some will remember the “Canon 9” 
model of priestly formation. This would be a more rigorous expression of the 
same. 

2. A PROGRAM TO TRAIN LAY PASTORS.  The canons identify a number of 
specific ministries for which a lay person might be licensed by the Bishop 
(Eucharistic visiting, evangelist, chalice bearers, preaching, etc).  The School 
of Christian Studies will continue to offer training for these select local 
ministries.  However, we will also be providing a comprehensive program to 
license persons more broadly as lay pastors.  These would be persons prepared 
to serve with priests and deacons as part of the pastoral leadership team in a 
congregation or region.  For those who would remember, the role is much like 
the Lay Readers of former years.  Lay pastors would regularly lead worship at 
Morning Prayer, if a priest or deacon is not available; assist the priest or 
deacon in training other lay ministers; make pastoral visits; and perform other 
pastoral roles as directed by their clergy. Such training would be undertaken 
over a number of months, require formal continuing education.  License 
would be for two years, renewable upon satisfactory review. 

 
I have called the Reverend Loyde “Bud” Hartley, Ph.D., a retired seminary professor and 
dean, to lead our School in this new direction.  The Venerable Canon Dan Selvage, a 
seasoned priest with long experience in teaching theological subjects in university and 
diocesan programs, will direct the Priestly Formation Program.  The Rev. Dr. David 
Robson, rector of St. Andrew’s, York, will direct the lay ministry programs.  Dr. Robson 
previously directed a Lay Ministry Program in the Anglican Church of Canada. The Rev. 
Canon Kate Harrigan, former School of Christian Studies Dean, will direct the Deacon 
Program for the next year.  As bishop, I will serve the new school as Board Chair and 
President. 
 
Now, I’d like to return to Dr. Simons’ idea that the healthier a body of water, the greater 
its diversity.  Our Episcopal Church has deemed us healthy enough to honor the diversity 
we have experienced and discerned for more than 40 years.  With the passing of General 
Convention Resolution C056 in 2009, another formal step has been taken.  That step has 
been to prepare a trial liturgy for Same Gender Blessings, a rite which the General 
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Convention will consider in July. The Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music 
(SCLM) of the Episcopal Church has completed the task and forwarded to the House of 
Bishops and the House of Deputies its report: “I Will Bless You, and You Will Be a 
Blessing”: Resources for Blessing Same-Gender Relationships. 
 
Resolution C056, which called for the study, has six component parts: 
 

1. Resolved, the House of Deputies concurring, That the 76th General 
Convention acknowledge the changing circumstances in the United States and 
in other nations, as legislation authorizing or forbidding marriage, civil unions 
or domestic partnerships for gay and lesbian persons is passed in various civil 
jurisdictions that call forth a renewed pastoral response from this Church, and 
for an open process for the consideration of theological and liturgical 
resources for the blessing of same gender relationships; and be it further 

2. Resolved, That the Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music, in 
consultation with the House of Bishops, collect and develop theological and 
liturgical resources, and report to the 77th General Convention; and be it 
further 

3. Resolved, That the Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music, in 
consultation with the House of Bishops, devise an open process for the 
conduct of its work inviting participation from provinces, dioceses, 
congregations, and individuals who are engaged in such theological work, and 
inviting theological reflection from throughout the Anglican Communion; and 
be it further 

4. Resolved, That bishops, particularly those in dioceses within civil jurisdictions 
where same-gender marriage, civil unions, or domestic partnerships are legal, 
may provide generous pastoral response to meet the needs of members of this 
Church; and be it further 

5. Resolved, That this Convention honor the theological diversity of this Church 
in regard to matters of human sexuality; and be it further 

6. Resolved, That the members of this Church be encouraged to engage in this 
effort.  

 
In response to this action of our General Convention, I immediately established a Council 
of Advice to discern with me; and I actively encouraged our congregations to prayerfully 
reflect upon what it means to “seek and serve Christ in all persons” and “respect the 
dignity of every human being”.  Subsequently, I have spent much time listening to our 
clergy and lay leaders, particularly at our Annual Clergy Conference and Annual Vestry 
Conference gatherings, and also during my Episcopal visitations with local vestry and 
clergy.  I have listened to and talked with gay and lesbian Christians, especially those 
from our Episcopal tradition.   
 
I have also spent much time listening to and with persons deeply troubled about how to 
reconcile their understanding of the Bible and past Church teaching with the emerging 
pastoral direction and theological understanding.  In all my listening and interactions with 
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the diverse constituencies of our diocese, I have heard at least five perspectives among 
the people of this diocese: 
 

1) All are committed to at least the most fundamental human and civil rights of all 
persons to safety, dignity and recognition as “children of God”; 
 

2) Most acknowledge that they have seen the grace of God in the lives and ministry 
of openly gay persons; and are actively thinking and praying about how to 
reconcile what they experience with their current theological and moral 
understanding; 
 

3) However, I have also heard among those referenced in #2 persons who sincerely 
cannot find Christian compatibility or virtue in the honoring of any expression of 
same-gender relationships.  These feelings are often a result of a particular 
understanding of scripture or personal experiences. 
 

4) Additionally, some of our diocese are able to recognize life-long, monogamous 
commitment between persons of the same gender within the Christian 
community, but do not feel this commitment can be recognized as marriage, a 
nomenclature which means for them union between a man and a woman. 
 

5) Finally, many others feel it is clear that scriptural interpretation, and the precedent 
of growth and change in traditional church teaching on moral and cultural matters, 
is now influencing the received understanding of biblical stories, church history 
and the life of the Episcopal Church [e.g., slavery, women in leadership, blacks as 
priest and bishop to serve all the church, interracial marriage, divorce…etc.]. 

 
However, wherever the people of this diocese are, in agreement or in disagreement, there 
is articulated a strong and common conviction that our greatest witness is in how we live, 
worship and minister together in diversity of opinion.   
 
I think the “water” of our Diocese is healthy enough to further honor the diversity in our 
Church.  With this in mind, I am committed to, and will continue to: 
 

a) Find ways to honor the faith journey and convictions on this matter of 
everyone in our diocese, whether they are or are not in agreement with 
General Convention Resolution C056. 

b) Insure in practice and spirit that no priest or congregation is coerced into 
accepting or practicing the rite of “Same-Gender Blessing”, nor be treated as 
second-class Episcopalians, if they are not in agreement with Resolution 
C056. 

c) Insist we show respect for one another, especially by rejecting the use of 
pejorative labels, such as homophobic, fundamentalist or revisionist.  We are 
all on a journey, sincerely seeking to know God’s will; and we may not all end 
in the same place on this matter. 
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But, what most made my heart glad in my listening was the fundamental conviction 
among all that we honor the discernment and respect the fundamental integrity of all the 
baptized among us. 
 
Now, I realize that for many the greatest fear on this subject is public embarrassment in 
facing others who do not understand why the Episcopal Church is even considering such 
matters.  You know the questions:  
 

 “Doesn’t your Church believe in the Bible?”  
 “Aren’t you afraid for our children?”  
 “How can you stay in that Church when you don’t agree?”  
 “Aren’t you afraid of what God may do to your Church?”  
 “We’re Bible Christians and we don’t have any people like that in our 

Church.” 
 
I know these are hard questions, especially from loved ones and persons whose respect is 
important to us.  However, we must recognize that there is an historic distinction in being 
an Episcopalian.  In the Episcopal Church we refer to it as our “Anglican Ethos”, the way 
we discern truth. Anglican Ethos is not only about how we worship and govern ourselves; 
but on moral matters has always been the way we define faithfulness to God.  Sisters and 
brothers, to be an Episcopalian means living in the tension between the Biblical record, 
progression of historical understandings of the Faith, and the radical edges of God’s 
unfolding revelation. This is why and how we engage hard questions of faith, culture or 
science in every generation and not dismiss them with dogma.  Many respect the honesty 
of our Church in not denying or ignoring hard tensions between issues of human dignity 
and traditional theological position, and also our efforts to be a church that tries to honors 
differences and diversity within Church.   
 
With resolution C056, our Church has made a decision to permit those who wish to move 
forward on this issue, with discipline and the guidance of their bishop, an opportunity to 
do so.  Our Church, through its democratic pastoral model of discernment, has made a 
decision to take another step forward towards full inclusion of all its members and to 
provide for local liturgical acknowledgment of Christians seeking to make same-gender, 
life-long commitment.  
 
Intellectually and emotionally it is very important to remember that for Episcopalians 
truth is discerned through the Anglican model of theological discernment often called the 
“three legged stool”.  This means discerning within the tensions of scriptural 
interpretation, reasoned discernment (including new knowledge and prayer reflection on 
the contemporary), and the experiences of the tradition (patterns of decisions, theological 
understandings, and manners of “being Church” in history).  While scripture is the most 
essential, there must be congruence in the other aspects of discernment.  If not, we go 
back to exploring ways of understanding scripture…and the cycle continues until we 
know God’s will in the given circumstance.  
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Put another way, neither the Bible, nor the authority of the Church’s current tradition or 
practice, nor the reasoning of our intellect, can dictate a theological or pastoral decision 
in our Episcopal Church. Rather, together these legs of the stool guide our collective 
discernment (i.e. we discern and decide as a Church, not as individuals) towards knowing 
God’s expanding revelation.  Since the 16th century the writings of Richard Hooker have 
shaped the Anglican theological method, including the Elizabethan Settlement. And this 
remains the unique Anglican method of discerning Christian truth in conflict:  scripture, 
reason, and tradition.  Our priests and deacons and lay leaders must be well formed in 
Anglican theology and history.  If not our congregants become confused as to why, in 
many situations, we don’t think or do religion like other Christians. 
   
Remember, we are not Baptist or Presbyterian; we are not Roman Catholics or Lutherans; 
we are not Biblical Fundamentalists or Unitarians. They are our siblings; but as in a 
healthy family, each child has a different way in relating to the parent.  We are 
Episcopalians! And we discern and decide in a different way.  Don’t allow yourself to be 
ashamed or intimidated.  And please stop being timid!  Ours is a beautiful way to be a 
Christian – a beautiful way to discern, to worship, to live with God in the real world.  
While some will not understand or agree, there are many looking for just such a Christian 
Experience (that is, if we weren’t so apologetic). 
 
Now, specifically regarding the proposed liturgy to be decided upon at our up-coming 
General Convention in July, there are several important points I want you to remember:   
 
First, the rite is called “The Witnessing and Blessing of a Lifelong Covenant”.  It is not 
a marriage rite; its purpose and intent is clear in its title: “The Witnessing and Blessing 
of a Lifelong Covenant”.   
 
Secondly, this is not an official liturgy, but a trial liturgy.  Many will remember during 
the revision of the 1978 Book of Common Prayer there were trial books (the “green 
book: and the “zebra book”) but the standard until discernment and study was completed 
remained the 1928 Book of Common Prayer.  What this means for this trial rite is that it 
is not part of the Church’s official standard books of worship (the Prayer Book, Enriching 
Our Worship, or Book of Occasional Services); use is optional. As such, it does not have 
the authority of Canon Law (as does the Book of Common Prayer), nor does it represent 
a definitive theology of the Church. Thus, this rite is neither a sacrament (such as 
marriage), nor a required service.  Rather, it represents where the Church is in its current 
discerning; and it represents the strongest sense and best understanding of the Church as 
to where God seems to be calling us.  
 
I would add that there is a rich and thorough “Pastoral Teaching” from your bishops 
which comes with the liturgy (it is on our website and online).  In a thorough way it 
addresses the questions and deepens ones insights into matters such as sacraments, 
meaning of covenant, ways scripture is interpreted and so on.  One can see by reading it 
that there is an equal commitment to be faithful to the diverse perspectives on scripture, 
reason and tradition within the Church.  While it is thorough, it is written to be accessible 
and useful to lay persons.  



 9

 
Finally, remember that, as with all trial liturgies, this liturgy has authority and use only 
where permission is granted by the local bishop.  Not every bishop has or will give 
approval for use in his/her diocese, even in states where marriage or some form of civil 
union is legal.  
 
If we are to believe that there can be holy virtue in same gender relationships, what does 
that look like? What are the distinct attributes?  In our Church, what might be the visible 
marks that could identify a relationship as holy?   
 
In 2000, General Convention passed Resolution D039, which identified characteristics 
the Church expects of couples living in marriage and other lifelong committed 
relationships: Fidelity; monogamy; mutual affection and respect; careful, honest 
communication; and the holy love which enables those in such relationships to see in 
each other the image of God. 
 
Pastorally, I have seen these holy characteristics in the lives of same-gender couples in 
our diocese.  I have experienced Christians in same gender commitments sharing their 
gifts in every aspect of the Church’s life and ministry, their devotion to God, their deep 
sense of love as holy in their relationship with their life partner; and most of all, I have 
witnessed their confession of faith in God’s revelation in Jesus.  Even in ecumenical 
Christian circles I find that Christians who are not ready to liturgically or theologically 
honor same gender covenants admit that they have seen such marks in homosexual 
Christians.  Yes, there are many gay and lesbian Christians and same-gender couples who 
often sit unobtrusively in our pews and quietly share with us in the faith.  
 
As a bishop and pastor, I cannot ignore what God is revealing to me, as well as to the 
larger Church: that there are homosexual persons whom I know living in a life-long, 
monogamous, spiritually-committed relationship; and their covenants are as holy in their 
union as heterosexual persons in a life-long, monogamous, spiritually- committed 
relationship. I know from past experience that this conviction offends some Christians.  I 
care about those who may be offended, but this is the truth I have come to know and 
believe. 
 
On this journey I have often felt as did St. Peter during the bitter battle in the early 
Church over acceptance of Gentiles. The Church in Peter’s times was essentially a 
Church of traditional Jews and some Gentiles who had become Jews and then Christians.  
To be a Christian for Peter and the early church was to be adherent to kosher dietary 
practice, “The Mosaic Law” (Jewish moral and ritual codes, including those found in 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy), and circumcision.  Living 2,000 years later, we can’t fully 
appreciate what a painful, divisive and fearful time it was for the Christian Church. 
 
Yet, the issue of whether one could be a full member of the Church without the discipline 
of kosher diet, adherence to Old Testament law and submission to circumcision was an 
unavoidable question among the Apostles; especially given the growing number of 
Gentiles whose lives were being transformed by faith in Jesus as God’s resurrected 
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messiah. For the Apostles (the bishops of the Church) and the lay elders the dilemma was 
inescapable, not easily dismissed or answered by traditional dogma.   
The ground of Christian theology was this: The true heritage of faith was given to 
Abraham as a sacred covenant to his “seed”.  The conditions which kept that covenant 
sacred were given to Moses as “the Law”. How could one be a disciple of God’s messiah 
and not be of Abraham’s seed, or at least a convert to the whole of God’s Law? Further, 
how could there be integrity of witness if converts did not have in their life-style the 
marks of purity according to the law, or the marks of Abraham’s covenant in their body 
(circumcision)? 
 
Here is another very important and relevant point in understanding Peter and the early 
Church controversy regarding full inclusion of Gentile Christians.  Although we do not 
like to think of it, circumcision had real and sensitive gender and sexual implications.  
Regarding gender, the church was male-led, as was the custom in synagogue and temple 
life. However, this was not necessarily so in Paul’s Gentile mission. Despite his 
admonition to a conflict in First Corinthians (“women should keep silent in the 
churches”), we have a record of women emerging as House-Church leaders in the Gentile 
mission (Dorcas of Joppa; Lydia of Philippi; Phoebe of Cenchreae to name a few).   
 
Regarding sexuality, circumcision marked males as the progenitors of Abraham’s seed.  
Submission to this most intimate ritual was a sign of submission to God, to God’s 
covenant with Abraham and to God’s law given to Moses. Marital unions and intimate 
sexual relations were not to happen with one other than a circumcised Jew or convert.  
Having such a mark insured purity of union, the continuing of Abraham’s biological, 
spiritual and ethnic seed. So gender and sexuality were not absent in the Gentile question 
of conditions for full inclusion and identity. 
 
At the same time Peter is dealing with the teaching of the Apostle St. Paul of which 
Romans 10 is an example: 
 

4 For Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone 
who believes…..9because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and 
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10For 
one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth 
and so is saved. 11The scripture says, "No one who believes in him will be put to 
shame."12For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is 
Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him. 13For, "Everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord shall be saved." 
 

While we as modern, gentile Christians revel today in such as good news, this was small 
comfort to Peter and the majority Church. Their questions were very similar to ours, as 
we consider issues of full inclusion: “Is this just a slippery slope in the name of 
inclusion?”  “Is this the beginning of the moral decline and spiritual integrity of the 
Church?”  “Will this diminish the evangelism efforts of the Church and its witness to 
Christ?”  And, “How could the world know we were Christians if the traditional marks of 
the covenant were not present or recognizable?” 
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But in Acts (and other New Testament writings) we know that Peter, the leader of the 
majority view in the Church, struggled prayerfully with this dilemma.  This was 
especially evident when a Gentile named Cornelius of Caesarea requested Peter to come 
to his house and, in doing so, grant full inclusion to him and his Gentile household.  In 
Acts 10 we read: 
 

9About noon….Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10He became hungry and 
wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 
11He saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being 
lowered to the ground by its four corners. 12In it were all kinds of four-footed 
creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. 13Then he heard a voice saying, "Get 
up, Peter; kill and eat."14But Peter said, "By no means, Lord; for I have never 
eaten anything that is profane or unclean."15The voice said to him again, a second 
time, "What God has made clean, you must not call profane."16This happened 
three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven.  

 
Peter was discerning faith in Anglican fashion, as an essential and prayerful tension 
between one’s understanding of God’s revelation in scripture, in tradition and in reason 
(which includes experience and forms of theological interpretation).  The writer of Acts 
wanted us to know that Peter heard the voice of God and wrestled in discernment on this 
issue not just once, but over and over again.  It was not a snap judgment.  Finally he 
decided to get up and take a journey of leadership to discover what new revelation he and 
the Church might be called to discover in the experience and story of a Gentile Christian.  
Peter’s decision to take this leadership step towards inclusion was one only he could 
make as chief pastor to the Jewish Christian Church.  Neither Paul nor Barnabas could 
take such a leadership step towards inclusion on behalf of the majority in the Church.  
This is part of the Apostolic reality each bishop faces today, even though as bishops 
much of our discernment is done together.  
 
So, after prayerfully listening to all of the voices and hearts of this diocese, I have 
decided to take such a leadership step within our diocese. 
 

1. I will permit the liturgy of Witnessing and Blessing of a Lifelong Covenant in this 
diocese where a rector or priest-in-charge and the vestry agree and formally 
petition me. I will not approve where the collective, prayerful wisdom of 
congregational leadership chooses not to make such witness or offer such 
blessing. Once a congregation’s leadership formally requests use of the rite and 
receives my written permission, the rite may continue to be used in that parish in 
the triennium between General Conventions 2012 and 2015.   In 2015 the Church 
will either reconsider or produce a revised rite. In giving such permission, I will 
expect that my soon to be published guidelines be followed in considering and 
preparing a couple; and that I be consulted for direction on matters which may 
arise outside my guidelines.  I also ask that periodic reports on what is being 
learned from the pastoral experience be shared with the bishop and my Council of 
Advice.   
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2. Priests who wish to officiate in such liturgy or same-gender marriage in an 
ecclesial jurisdiction other than Central Pennsylvania may petition me on a case-
by-case basis.  

3. Congregations in our Diocese must understand that the result of this liturgy is not 
a marriage and has no civil standing in Pennsylvania law.  Rather, such a 
liturgical act is recognition by a local Church community of the love, commitment 
and Christian faith witnessed in two persons known to that congregation and their 
priest. Together, priest and congregation offer the prayers of the Church and the 
Church’s seal of blessing upon that relationship and covenant made between the 
couple, with God and the congregational community. 

4. Finally, I ask that all congregations continue to be places of welcome and respect 
for persons of all sexual orientations.  In doing so it will allow all members and 
visitors to witness the gift of Christian love and Godly respect.   

5. As Episcopalians we must remember our baptismal covenant.  Even if conviction 
and conscience has not led us or our congregation to affirm same gender blessings 
we can still “seek and serve Christ in all persons” and “respect the dignity of 
every human being”.   

6. In this same regard, remember there are gay and lesbian persons who have found 
cherished places even in some of our conserving churches.  Their continued 
presence represents a respect for the place of discernment of their home 
congregations, in which they otherwise feel loved and accepted.  Many feel that 
should they seek to have their unions blessed they would respectfully use other 
options in the Diocese.  

 
Finally, let us all stay prayerfully reflective and continue in study and discernment on this 
matter.  Do so with the full assurance that your bishop honors you, cares for you and will 
protect the integrity of all congregations regardless of where they are on this matter. 
 
What does this matter have to do with “Revive us Again”?  
I have been thinking and praying about revival and evangelism for some time.  I believe 
that God is calling us, in our diversity (including theological diversity) to renewal, 
sharing boldly our story of God at work in our lives.  
 
And, just as the Susquehanna is constantly “baptizing” its fertile banks and valleys, so it 
is with the Church.  With sacrament, proclamation and mission we are called to baptize 
with our witness within and beyond our banks.  Further, I believe that the most essential 
sacramental image and inspiration of our faith is that of Baptism.  We return to the 
knowledge of our baptism and God’s grace for courage, strength and direction in living 
our individual and collective Faith. 
 
I was baptized in the Susquehanna River at 12 years of age, surrounded by Christian 
community. I was led down the boat ramp of City Island and there submerged into the 
river (which explains the skin rash and intestinal disorder).  Shortly after I assumed the 
ministry as bishop I felt so overwhelmed that I thought I had made a mistake in accepting 
this ministry and considered if I should resign.  One day in exasperation I got up from 
desk, walking away from that symbol of organizational, resource and missional morass.  
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Passing a window as I walked away, my eye focused directly on the spot of my baptism 
on City Island.  I envisioned the experience and felt a grace; a sense of grace that the God 
who had called me would enable me.   
 
Revival begins by seeking God’s transforming grace in ourselves.  God’s grace gives us 
power to go forward in love beyond our fears and uncertainties.  God’s grace, imbued in 
Baptism, allows us to see one another as one in the Spirit, if not one of mind.  
 
This is not done through our own power, but rather by allowing God’s grace to transform 
our hearts if not our minds.  The Bishop of Durham, speaking to the Episcopal House of 
Bishop this spring, explained it this way: “Diversity with out enmity is a gift of the Holy 
Spirit.”  When this happens, we are renewed, even as we work through our challenges.  
AND the world is inspired by this unique witness of community.   
 
The Church witness to the world is what St. Paul called in I Corinthians 12:31 “a more 
excellent way”.  Then he goes on in Chapter 13 saying that, no matter how eloquent, 
wise, correct or committed we are to our views, if we have not love (agape or “Godly 
respect for one another in difference) our eloquence, wisdom, correctness or commitment 
means nothing.  Paul understood that spiritual revival of a spirit of Godly respect in the 
Church community produces an authentic witness to the world.  Something that makes 
our neighbors sit-up and notice.  In a contentious world ---in politics, economics, race 
and religion--- people tend not see the Church more different than any other institution in 
how we deal with differences.  There is no “excellent way,” just the same old way of 
graceless contention and loveless power struggles.  
 
Jesus taught us in the Gospel of John 15: 34, 35: “A new commandment I give to you, 
that you have love one for another. By this shall the world know you are my disciples 
because (in your differences) you have love one for one another”.  Jesus believed that 
more than the works of our mission, or the rightness of our orthodoxy it would be the 
spirit of our lives together, our Godly love for each baptized member, that would make 
the world recognize us as Christians.  As the popular song version of John 15: 34, 35 
says, “Yes, they’ll know we are Christians by our love”. 
 
So, without a revival of love and respect for one another, there can be no unique witness 
by which the world recognizes us or is attracted to us. And, thus, without our authentic 
witness of communal Godly respect there can be no meaningful evangelism – no 
authentic telling of God’s transforming power in our lives and our fellowship.  And when 
we have no power to evangelize – no personal story to tell about the transforming love of 
Jesus – we can’t authentically be about our mission to serve and change the world.  Our 
mission work becomes little more than social work.   
 
So, Central Pennsylvania --- Children of the River and Children of the Holy Spirit --- let 
us love another in this time of our discerning, transition and living in diversity. For how 
we do so is more important to our witness in the world as disciples of Jesus than our 
certainty or agreement on all matters.   
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In the words of the old sixties folk song: 
 

Let us work with each other, let us work side by side; and we’ll guard each one’s 
dignity and save each ones pride.  
 
And let us walk with each other, let us walk hand in hand; and together we will 
spread the word that God is in our land.  
 
And they’ll know we are Christians by our love, by our love; Yes, they’ll know we 
are Christians by our love.    

 
Amen. 
 
 
 


