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It has become almost common place for the General Convention of the Episcopal Church to have a theme. For this triennial, the 76th General Convention went all the way to Africa just to

ADVANCE \l11find one word that would express what they wanted this Church to be for the next three years. That word was “Ubuntu” - a funny sounding word whose origin is in the Bantu language -  calling on each Episcopalian to let their individualism be absorbed into another, so that the “me” which so often threatens the “us”,  must  now make room for the “I in you and you in me”.
This new proposal for the Episcopal ADVANCE \l0Church sounds wonderful until one seriously begins to appropriate and to live “Ubunto.”  There was wide evidence at the Convention that people were struggling with the concept so long as it remained confined to their friends and their own kind. From my perspective, “Ubuntu” became dangerously difficult when it demanded that we cross social barriers, ethnicity and culture. Imagine “I in you and you in me”!  Unthinkable in the Episcopal Church?  But this Church in recent history has dared to do the unthinkable.  This Church will not even allow the presence of the Archbishop of Canterbury at Convention, nor the assembly of the “cardinals” of Anglicanism to thwart God’s mission to the world as the Convention sees it.

Sitting around tables in the Convention worship space in the past, has been carefully managed to facilitate discussion on the proper of the day. This convention however,  removed us from the moorings of our safety,  and landed us into the minefield of personal story telling, where each person sitting at the table was required to tell some story of his or her life, and to be exposed to the microscopic lenses of those sitting at the table with them. They called it “Public Narrative” and it is understood to be a “ leadership art that can be used by members of the Episcopal Church to articulate the call to action that is rooted in one’s own journey and that of one’s community.” 

This story telling encouraged people to learn to tell their personal stories of faith in ways that call others to action. Of course the down side of it is that it could become dangerously emotional, and it would take all the skill of the leader to handle this with all the sensitivity that he or she could muster.

The daily Eucharist was a welcome release from legislative committee meetings and legislative

sessions. An interesting feature for this Convention was the lovely singing of the “Ubuntu Choir”

‑ a volunteer choir, led by Dent Davidson and Julia Huttar Bailey.  This was the first time that the

Convention had an all volunteer choir with scheduled visiting musicians and ensembles. Of

course during past Conventions, the Union of Black Episcopalians (U.B.E.) have always had an “instant choir” with volunteers: featuring the renowned Dr. Horace Bouyer at their special events.

The “Ubuntu Choir” met daily for rehearsal thirty minutes  before the Eucharist began, and for an hour for each of the many other scheduled rehearsals. My wife enjoyed being part of this choir. She never missed being a member of the U.B.E. “instant choir”.  On the whole the services were uplifting,  with a generous sampling of material from Enriching our Worship, hymns from the various supplemental hymn books, Eucharistic settings, and a variety of sermons preached by The Archbishop of Canterbury, The Presiding Bishop, the President of the House of Deputies, other clergy persons and members of the laity.

At every General Convention, deputies are expected to be familiar with the content of the “Reports to the General Convention” otherwise known as “The Blue Book,” a book which has now grown in excessive proportion, in keeping with the excesses of our current age.  The 76th General Convention Blue Book containing the Reports of the various Commissions, Agencies, Boards, and  the Executive Council of the Episcopal Church, contains approximately 813 printable pages of which 497 pages (more than half of the book) deal with matters liturgical, and thus was assigned to the Legislative Committee known as the “Prayer Book,  ADVANCE \l1Liturgy and Music Committee”,  better known as Committee 13.

The General Convention is made up of two houses: the House of Bishops (which is the Junior House) and the House of Deputies whose membership may include priests, deacons and lay persons.  For the most part, both Houses conduct their business through  resolutions.  This is a document which is given a letter and a number. It initiates legislation,  and begins with the word “Resolve”. 

There are four kinds of Resolutions: “A” Resolutions are those introduced by Committees, Commissions, Agencies and Boards (CCAB) and are found in The Blue Book, “B” Resolutions are introduced by bishops,  “C” Resolutions are introduced by dioceses and provinces, and “D” Resolutions are introduced by deputies.

Before any resolution can reach either house, it must go through the committee process. Each house has its own Legislative Committees, and Dispatch of Business which schedules its Daily 

Calendar. If a legislative committee considers a Resolution to be non-controversial, non-

debatable, it may  place it on the Consent Calendar.

Legislative Committees with identical names in both houses are referred to as “cognate committees.” They meet together to save time, but when making a decision, they vote separately. If they concur, then the resolution/or resolutions are sent to the appropriate authorities to be placed on the Daily 

Calendar or the Consent Calendar. Both Committees working together like this is a prescription for building good relationship between the House of Bishops and the House of Deputies. That was especially felt in Committee 13 where the bishops and the rest of us listened to each other politely, even when we did not always agree with each other.

For the most part, Committee 13 met for the regularly scheduled meetings:

July 7

8:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon

7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m.

July 8

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.

2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.

7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m.

July 9

7:00 a.m. to 9:15 a.m.

2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.

July 10
7:30 to 9:00 a.m.

July 11
7:30 to 9:00 a.m.

July 13
7:30 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.

July 14
7:30 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.

July 15
7:30 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.

July 16
7:30 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.

July 17
9:00 a.m. to 11:15 a.m.

In addition to the regularly scheduled meetings, and because of the volume of the work given to Committee 13, other meetings had to be  scheduled. Some of these took place at night, others immediately after a Legislative Session of the Convention. In addition there were hearings on  the controversial issues.

Now the main focus of Committee 13 was to deal with two important supplemental liturgical resources:   “Rachel’s Tears, Hannah’s Hope” (AO88) and  “Holy Women, Holy Men: Celebrating the Saints” (AO95 and AO96).

“Rachel’s Tears, Hannah’s Hope” was a response to Resolution DO47 of the 74th General Convention of the Episcopal Church, which asked the Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music (SCLM) to develop liturgies supplemental to “Burial of a Child” (Enriching our Worship 2) and in  so doing respond to the pastoral needs of women who have experienced miscarriage, abortion, or other trauma  in the childbearing or childbirth process, for presentation to and consideration of the 75th General Convention. 

Because of its importance, and the long-overdue  ADVANCE \l2of  liturgies addressing the needs of people suffering from reproductive loss and grief, a Reproductive Loss Subcommittee of the SCLM named the pastoral needs to which the liturgies were to speak and minister, and also produced a draft text that articulated these needs and models of liturgies and prayers. Over the course of the triennium this document enjoyed four cycles of revision, and in the year 2008, the final draft was ready to be circulated.

Someone has called “Rachel’s Tears, Hannah’s Hope” “a gem”;  others think that it tends to imply that all abortions is sinful - thus giving credence to the belief that this is a political statement - a fact that the crafters deny.  Still others felt that the Prayer Book was more than sufficient to deal with the kind of loss that the document addressed.

My own sense is that “Rachel’s Tears, Hannah’s Hope” is long-overdue. We need to start to deal with our majority membership -  women,  and not to take them for granted. The document may not be perfect; it may not please all its constituency. It is,  however, a good start; and  the General Convention was on target when it gave its approval to Resolution AO88. Now it will be added to the Enriching our Worship series, and use of this document will be subject to the discretion of the diocesan or ecclesiastical authority.

“Holy Women, Holy Men: Celebrating the Saints” is the largest section of the Convention Report. This replaces  the well known “Lesser Feasts and Fasts,” which contained the published calendar of approved celebrations in the Episcopal Church, along with the approved lessons, collects and historical data. No saint who was in “Lesser Feasts and Fasts, 2006" has been dropped. Some changes have been made in terms of dates of celebration.  Where several saints were lumped together on the same day, for example, Thomas Cranmer, Hugh Latimer and Ridley - these were separated.  Principles for adding persons to the calendar have been included in the document, as well as new categories. The document is greatly expanded to include many women and men: outstanding  in Christian history,  and  persons of colour. Much of the time spent in Committee 13 was expended on this document, where much discussion and editing took place. “Holy Women, Holy Men: Celebrating the Saints was placed on the Convention floor under Resolutions AO95 and AO96 and was passed by both houses.

Liturgies for Blessings (CO56)  By far the most controversial of the resolutions appearing on the floor was CO56 - Liturgies for Blessings. Committee 13 had worked with care and precision on CO56, but the bishops made some changes, though in my judgment, the substance remained the same. So Committee 13 had one of those urgent meetings in the House when it was in recess. We were mindful that there was only one day left of Convention. To insist on the Committee’s version without enough time to have a conference committee to resolve our questions, would in fact, commit the resolution to a sudden death. We did not wish to go this route, so we decided to concur with the bishops. Thus the resolution was passed on the final day of the Convention.

Now what was in this resolution? In order to answer this question intelligently, we have to refer to The Windsor Report (WR) which  asked all churches of the Anglican Communion to address themselves to three proposed moratoria:

1. To refrain from electing or consenting to the election of any candidate for the episcopate whose manner of life would further strain relations within the communion, specifically with reference to any candidate who is living in a same‑sex union (WR, para. 124ff);

2. To refrain from authorizing the development of Rites of Blessing for same‑sex unions (WR, para. 136ff.); 

3. To refrain from interventions by bishops in Anglican jurisdictions not their own (WR, para. 147ff).

The 75th General Convention in the year 2006 in BO33 responded to items 1 and 2 and called on bishops and Standing Committees 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." The Episcopal Church did in fact make representation to the leadership in the Anglican Communion in response to item 3 regarding the intervention of certain African bishops in the Province of the Episcopal Church.

Did this action of the 75th General Convention respond adequately to the concerns of the Anglican Communion? According to the Joint Standing Committee of the Anglican Consultative Council (ACC)  and the Primates, the answer is yes. But the February 2007 Primates Meeting in Dar es Salaam dissented from the assessment of the Joint Standing Committee, and requested further assurances of compliance with the Windsor Report. Neither the House of Bishops nor the Executive Counsel acceded to their request. 

Again in the House of Bishop’s September 2008 meeting in New Orleans, in the presence of the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Joint Standing Committee of the Anglican Consultative Council, the bishops reaffirmed B033 and pledged not to authorize rites for blessing same‑sex unions. But when the Archbishop of Canterbury solicited opinions from Primates and members of the ACC throughout the communion about the Joint Standing Committee’s evaluation, three types of responses were received: about one‑third concurred, about one‑third felt The Episcopal Church had not responded adequately, and one‑third did not respond. 

This seems to indicate that the rest of the Anglican Communion is not of one mind on this issue. Moreover, the Windsor Report gave no indication of what would constitute consensus around the Communion in regard to the  moratorium on the election and consent to the consecration of any candidate to the episcopate living in a same sex union; and finally the 75th General Convention  did not set a time limit on BO33. 

This left the Episcopal Church to either continue a policy of restraint or to give new guidance in its discernment, nomination, election and consent to election of persons as bishops for the whole church.

Resolution D025 was thoughtful, if I might say, an Anglican masterpiece. It sought to  reaffirm the continued participation of the Episcopal Church in the Anglican Communion; it reaffirmed the Episcopal Church’s financial support for the Anglican Communion; but it never abandoned its gay and lesbian membership. In fact, it reconfirmed that gay and lesbian people can and do live in relationships marked by fidelity and love; that these persons  are involved in ministry in the Church; that God has called and may call any individual in the church to any ordained ministry in the Episcopal Church in accordance with the discernment process as set forth in the Constitution and Canons of the Church; and finally it acknowledges that the Anglican Communion is not of one mind on these issues. 

Although DO25 was not assigned to our Committee, the points raised in DO25 strongly influenced our thinking: we were ready to do what had to be done. It was perhaps a good thing that DO25 was passed before CO56. The former paved the way for the passage of CO56. It was time for the Church to move on in a Christian and responsible way.

Of course,  the passage of CO56 was not a fait accompli. Many spoke against it, many spoke in favor of it.  It had strong support from the bishops, the clergy, and the laity. The Resolution calls for the collection and development of theological resources for the blessing of same‑gender unions and allows bishops to provide "a generous pastoral response to meet the needs of members of this church".  It is now in the hands of the bishops. They, and only they must determine on the diocesan level what "a generous pastoral response to meet the needs of members of this church" means. It is so Anglican; for no bishop, no diocesan convention, no congregation, no clergy is required to take any action contrary to its own will. The Anglican Church has been notoriously famous for holding in its system, many points of view. The Resolution honors the Church’s commitment to theological diversity, and a variety of points of view on matters of human sexuality. Thank God, I am an Episcopalian.

Other significant resolutions relating to Liturgy and Music that found passage through the both Houses were firstly to establish the First Sunday in Lent as “Episcopal Relief and Development Sunday”  (A178 ),  and secondly, the “Hymnal Revision Study”  (B004 ). Both were thoroughly discussed in Committee 13.

In regard to the former, there were those who  questioned the advisability of using the First Sunday in Lent with its emphasis on “temptation”. There were also those who drew attention to the enrollment of candidates for baptism at the Great Vigil of Easter which normally takes place on the First Sunday in Lent.  Some saw in the ministry of Episcopal Relief & Development,  the Episcopal Church’s  ongoing commitment to fight poverty and disease around the world.  Others pointed out that the Presiding Bishop had in 2008 designated Episcopal Relief & Development Sunday, as an annual celebration on the first Sunday in Lent. They felt that this action underscored the Church’s collective mission to seek and serve Christ in all persons.

In light of the publication of The Hymnal 1918 with its emphasis on  a standard of excellence for music in congregational worship, and the impact that liturgical, cultural and technological change has made in our Church, there has arisen a need for a new hymnal. The proposed Hymnal Revision Study (B004) will more than likely explore sensitivity to expansive language, the diversity of worship styles, the richness of multicultural, liturgical forms, and the enduring value of our Anglican musical heritage.  No doubt, the study will consider necessary steps to augment the canonical membership of the Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music, as well as additional staffing at Church Publishing, to accomplish the work of revision. The Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music would then prepare texts for submission to the 78th Convention in 2015, with the goal of publishing a centenary hymnal for the Episcopal Church in 2018.

Whether you are a deputy or a visitor the Exhibition Hall is a must. There you will see an array of Church appointments, and everything you want to know about the Church, as well as personal items displayed in all their glory. This is the Church’s Shopping Mall. If you don’t see it, ask for it. They can tell you how to get the item of your desire.

Attending General Convention is an experience every Episcopalian needs to have. One has three years to plan and prepare to attend Convention. Just the way one plans a holiday, one should plan to go to a Convention to see how the Church does business, worships, and yes, have a little fun.
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