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Session Two: Church History, Tradition and Theology 
 

Science and Understanding Sexual Orientation and Sexuality 
• A 2014 study of gay men in the US has found fresh evidence that male sexual orientation is influenced by 

genes (http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/feb/14/genes-influence-male-sexual-orientation-study) 
o Scientists tested the DNA of 400 gay men and found that genes on at least two chromosomes 

affected whether a man was homosexual or heterosexual. 
o Other studies suggest that while genes may contribute to sexual orientation, other multiple factors 

play a greater role, perhaps including the levels of hormones a baby is exposed to in the womb. 
o Some scientists argue that genetic factors explain 30 to 40% of the variation between people's sexual 

orientation. 
• Scientists widely agree that a combination of factors – genes, hormones, social environment, and the 

mechanics of personal preference – contribute to a person’s sexual orientation and sexuality. 
• For some, this scientific data supports their theological conviction that homosexual orientation is within the 

will of God and God’s created order. 
• For others, the scientific data does little to alter behavioral ethics, since genetic predisposition does not 

determine behavior or that behavior’s ethical status. Just because something is, in part, shaped by genetics 
and hormones it does not mean that it is not sinful. For instance, psychopathic behaviors that cause harm to 
others may be seen to have genetic predispositions, yet they remain theologically sinful. 
 

NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Changing Role of Lesbians and Gay Men in the Church and Society  
• Since 1967, General Conventions of TEC have repeatedly authorized dialogues and studies regarding 

theological, societal and psychological aspects of homosexuality: 
o E.g. 1976: General Convention resolves to study matter of ordination of homosexual persons and 

resolves that homosexual persons are ‘children of God’ entitled to equal protection under the law 
o E.g. 1994: 88 bishops sign ‘Statement of Koinonia’, affirming support of ordained homosexuals 
o E.g. 2003: General Convention confirms consecration of openly gay Bishop Gene Robinson 

• Since 1967, society has also changed in its relationship to homosexuality:  
o ‘Gay Rights’ movement established and homosexuality no longer illegal 
o Discrimination on basis of homosexuality is illegal 
o Same-sex civil unions and marriages now recognized in several states 

 
NOTES 
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Pastoral Implications of Church’s Relationship to Homosexuals 
• Many homosexual persons have left the church because they felt unwelcome. Some have wondered whether 

they have to check their sexual identity at the church door before there is any real welcome. 
• Yet many have been attracted by and stayed because of the inclusiveness of individual denominations and 

congregations. 
• Today there are millions of gay homosexuals, and they are more visible than in times past. 
• TEC has clear guidelines about pastoral care of its members: (Title I, Canon 18) ‘No one shall be denied 

rights, status or access to an equal place in the life, worship, and governance of this church because of race, 
color, ethnic origin, national origin, marital status, sex, sexual orientation, disabilities or age’. 

• Given that sexual relations outside of marriage are contrary to the Church’s teaching, the question of the 
Church authorizing marriage between homosexuals is also a pastoral question in how the Church will 
respond to the pastoral reality of committed same-sex couples; how it will grant them ‘access to an equal 
place in the life’ of the Church. 

• For some, the guiding principle for pastoral theology and practice should be love and acceptance. 
• For others, while these values are important, such pastoral theology and practice must remain consistent with 

the Church’s traditional theological understanding of what constitutes holy matrimony. 
 
NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
The Changing State of Marriage and views on Same-Sex Marriages in Society  

• Since 2005, households of married couples have been in the minority.  
• Married heterosexual couples with children now constitute less than 25% of US households. 
• 51% of women are living without a spouse.  
• It is estimated that 25% of unmarried women ages 25-39 are living with a partner and more than 50% of all 

first marriages are preceded by living together. 
• There has been growing support for gay marriages and civil unions in society. According to a 2014 Washington 

Post/ABC News poll 59% of Americans approve same-sex marriage; 34% do not.  
• In the same poll 78% thought that homosexual couples can be "just as good parents" as heterosexual 

couples, while 18% disagreed. 
• The poll also found that 81% of people found that businesses should not be allowed to refuse to serve gays 

and lesbians and more people than ever before approve legal rights for homosexuals such as inheritance, 
health insurance and employee benefits. 

 
NOTES 
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Book of Common Prayer and Marriage 
• The Marriage Service of the first BCP of 1549 represented a significant change to tradition.  
• Prior to 1549, weddings would take place in narthex of church, local custom dictated marriage ceremony and 

clergy merely blessed the union 
• Cranmer’s 1549 BCP brought the ceremony into ‘the body of the Church’ and marriage was incorporated 

into ministry life of the church not just as an adjunct to village life 
• Marriage thus became a visible sign to society of the newly reformed faith, as Ephesians 5:24-25 states that 

marriage is a reflection of the relationship Christ has with his Church (‘Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also 
wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself 
up for her’). 

• Cranmer saw marriage as a binding covenant, ordained by God. 1979 BCP: ‘The bond and covenant of marriage 
was established by God in creation’ 

• BCP lays out what marriage is for:  
o ‘intended by God for their mutual joy 
o for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity and adversity; 
o and, when it is God's will, for the procreation of children and their nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord’ 

 
NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Blessings in the Episcopal Church and Same-Sex Blessings and Marriages 

• God’s blessing is not earned on merit but is a gratuitous gift; it is pure grace. 
• When the Church chooses to bless, it is entering that covenantal relationship and publicly asserts that that 

which is being blessed is made holy by God.  
• TEC’s Book of Occasional Services provides liturgical resources for many types of blessings: pregnant women, 

marriage anniversaries, reaffirmation of ordination vows, healing and other life events. 
• TEC relies on the BCP’s definition of marriage as an exchange of vows between a man and a woman. 
• In addition to this, TEC approved a Rite for the Blessing of a Same-Sex Relationship at the 2012 General 

Convention. The Church has authorized the use of this rite - depending on the assent of each diocesan 
bishop.  

• In San Diego Diocese, this Rite has been assented to and so is being used in parishes where the Vestry has 
voted that it wishes for it to be utilized. The rite is authorized for provisional use until 2015, the next General 
Convention. 

• This liturgy offers a blessing close to marriage, but TEC is clear that it is not a marriage liturgy. 
o Rev. Ruth Meyers, chairwoman of the Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music: “There are a lot of 

similarities. The couple give their consent to being joined in lifelong commitment, they exchange vows. There’s the 
possibility of exchanging rings, or, for couples who have been together for some time and already have rings, to have their 
rings blessed. There is a blessing over the couple. But we’re clear at this point that this is not a marriage because the 
Episcopal Church is not in agreement in its understanding of marriage.”  
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• TEC’s approach to liturgical practice is such that there is great freedom granted to individual diocesan 
bishops, such that liturgies from within and beyond TEC can be utilized by parochial clergy with the consent 
of the bishop. 

• Since in California same-sex marriages became legal via a US Supreme Court ruling on June 28, 2013, Bishop 
Mathes, Bishop Diocesan of San Diego, views the approval of marriages in churches in the diocese as an 
extension of the “generous pastoral oversight” given to bishops to approve blessings. 

• Consequently, in this diocese, both same-sex blessings and same-sex marriages are both a legal and 
ecclesiastical option for individual church’s to choose to host should they wish to. 

 
NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Movement of the Holy Spirit in the Church  

• John 16:12-13: ‘I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will 
guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the 
things that are to come.’ 

• Jesus promises his followers that the Holy Spirit will come to guide them in their life of discipleship. 
• Scripture tells us that the Holy Spirit will be our guide and will reveal all things to us: ‘When the Spirit of truth 

comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare 
to you the things that are to come’ (John 16:13). 

• The spiritual disciplines that prepare us to be ready for the Spirit’s work are listening and prayer. 
• Yet we also need a holy community to help us interpret the movement of the Spirit in our lives.  

NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions 

1. What do you think makes a relationship holy? 
 

2. How does the blessing of a same-sex civil marriage differ in your view from same-sex marriage within the 
Church? 

 
3. What do you discern is this parish ready for in terms of its vestry voting to permit or not permit blessings of 

same sex civil marriages? 
 

4. What do you discern is this parish ready for in terms of its vestry voting to permit or not permit same sex 
marriages within the church? 

 
5. How have you grown in your appreciation of others in this congregation as a result of this forum series?  

 
6. How have you grown within yourself? 

 


