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No true solidarity in unity at any cost

By Savi Hensman
25 Nov 2009

To stay united (or appear to be), membersof families, religious groups, social movements and political
parties may play down doubts and disagreements.

On minor matters, thismay be sensible or at least har mless. However, when thisinvolves upholding
injustice and cruelty, it can damage not only those on the receiving end but also the cause which is
supposedly being championed. For instance, those Communists who swallowed their misgivings about
Stalin'spurgesdid a grave disservice to theidealsin which they believed.

Though harmony may be a great virtue, others such as compassion and truth cannot beignored. And on a
practical level, while" singing from the same hymn-sheet” may reinforce a particular message or ideology,
thismay not work if thetuneis off-key. Not all, however, would appear to agree.

For instance, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, in his July 2009 " reflections’ , Communion,
Covenant and our Anglican Future, argued against increasing acceptance of same-sex partner ships by the
Episcopal church. One of hisreasonswasthat the approval of the universal church —the" church
catholic" — was needed.

His claim that no church "isfreeto recognise same-sex unions by means of public blessings that are seen
as being, at the very least, analogousto Christian marriage" haswider implicationsfor ethical decision-
making asawhole.

Heargued against thisin part because of " theway in which the church has consistently read the Bible for
thelast two thousand years' . Any change " would have to be based on the most painstaking biblical
exegesis and on a wide acceptance of the results within the communion, with due account taken of the
teachings of ecumenical partnersalso.

" A major change naturally needs a strong level of consensus and solid theological grounding. Thisisnot
our situation in the communion. Thus a blessing for a same-sex union cannot have the authority of the
church catholic, or even of the communion as a whole."

In reality, therearefew, if any, issues on which Biblical interpretation has not varied and many would feel
that a strong theological case has now been madefor celebrating loving and faithful partnerships, whether
gay or straight.
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However, it istrue that Anglican churchesin some countries have refused even to consider the possibility
and the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches are unlikely to relax their position in theimmediate
future.

Historically, Anglicans have often acted controversially, from breaking away from the pope's control
centuriesago and allowing ordinary peopleto read the Bible, to ordaining women.

I nternational Anglican gatheringsin recent decades have acknowledged a " debt to the host of devoted
scholars who, wor shipping the God of Truth, have enriched and deepened our understanding of the Bible,
not least by facing with intellectual integrity the questionsraised by modern knowledge and modern
criticism”, and urged " every diocesein our communion to consider how through its structuresit may
encourageits membersto seethat a true Christian spirituality involvesa concern for God'sjusticein the
world, particularly in itsown community" .

Dr Williams' view by no meansreflects Anglican tradition. And it isnot certain that even he would be
willing to hold this principle sacred.

For instance, in the 16th and 17th centuries, extreme antisemitism was common in Europe, along with
witch-hunting and other forms of persecution. Different churches, at odds over other matters, often
encouraged this, supposedly justified by a reading of scripture which took passages out of context and
ignored thevital importance of justice and mercy.

Wer e those who stood against thistide of bigotry, such asLadidaus |V of Poland who forbade the printing
of antisemitic material, wrong? It isdoubtful that Dr Williamswould think so. Indeed, in a Remembrance
Day sermon, he spoke of the need " to fight off easy answers, false gods, stifling systems'. And in Rome
recently, he suggested that disagreement on some matters does not necessarily prevent unity on others.

Those who see through the prejudices and errors of their era sometimes have a responsibility to act.
Complex matters cannot rightly be decided on the basis of unity — let alone uniformity — at any cost.
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