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March 2001

STRANGE "DIVERSITIES"

Commentary Report By Lee Penn

The Christian Challenge

March 8, 2001

ON THE EVE of the meeting of Anglican primates from around the world that occurred in March 2001 in Hendersonville, North Carolina, Episcopal Presiding Bishop Frank T. Griswold re-stated his commitment to "diversity":  "We are members one of another, like it or not, and we learn to live together." 

In his March 4 sermon to the primates assembled, the Archbishop of Canterbury described the Devil as "the ultimate fundamentalist,  the quintessential literalist,  the dyed-in-the-wool reductionist."

Both Anglican leaders thus seemingly tipped their hands: there is to be no exclusion of innovative theology within the Anglican Communion, lest those who enforce Christian order act like "fundamentalists," causing a schism in which those of divergent beliefs cease to "live together."

Yet one wonders whether Dr. Carey, at least, knows where this "fundamentalist"-shunning diversity is leading ECUSA --- and this writer is not referring to homosexuality. Alongside the 2000 Episcopal General Convention's resolution supporting "committed" non-marital sexual relationships --- which was startling enough --- was its first visible nod to witchcraft.

It was not the first time elements of neo-paganism had surfaced in the Episcopal church, however.

ECUSA has in fact opened two main doors to the theory and practice of witchcraft. 

The first was California Bishop William Swing's United Religions Initiative (URI), a venture which Bishop Griswold endorsed in mid-1999 when he attended the 150th anniversary celebration for the Diocese of California. Wiccans participate actively in URI summit meetings, and one of the URI's symbols is a globe surrounded by 15 symbols for the world's religions--- including the Wiccan pentagram. Participants in URI events have included the Pagan Sanctuary Network, Druids, the Temple of Isis, the "Goddess Holding the World Mural Project," the Covenant of the Goddess, the Coven of the Stone and the Mirror, and the "SerpentStone Family" coven in North Carolina.

The second door to witchcraft was opened when the "Resources for Jubilee" booklet was distributed to delegates on July 5 during the 2000 General Convention "Jubilee Eucharist" led by Griswold. The booklet carried the endorsement of the Rev. Rosemari Sullivan, convention secretary; it was offered as "a possible source of ideas to carry with you from the Jubilee morning."  Bound inside this booklet was the summer 2000 issue of Spirituality and Health, published by Trinity Episcopal Church on Wall Street.  The publication contained articles promoting "witchcamps," the Wiccan "Pentacle of Iron" (described as "a symbol emphasizing the interconnectedness of many points, rather than a polarized thinking system of good/evil or black/white") and a "shamanic journey into the underworld and back again" taken by the rector of Trinity Church with the guidance of a raccoon spirit.  After some protests within the House of Bishops, the booklet was no longer circulated---but it was not publicly repudiated.

The defenders of Wicca present this religion as a benign way to connect with one's self and with the Earth. Starhawk, author of the Wiccan classic, The Spiral Dance, says, "We're drawn to an earth-based spirituality out of a longing for some true, intimate connection with the earth."  Margot Adler, a Wiccan priestess for 25 years and author of Drawing Down The Moon, says that "when the altar is set, the candles lit, the circle cast, you know it is ritual time. Your deep self knows that you are ready to enter what Wiccans call 'the place between the worlds,' the place we often reach in dreams, or in art. Through dance, chant, gesture, breath, candles, incense, the experience of speaking our concerns and truths, and sharing food and drink together, we can reconnect with each other.  At these moments, we understand once again that we are connected to the cycles of life, to the rhythms of birth, growth, death, and rebirth."  (Like Adler, Griswold refers to plural truths.)  

The public face of Wicca seems benign. The reality is otherwise.  Each February in San Francisco, the neo-pagan Ancient Ways bookstore hosts a 3-day "PantheaCon" convention for witches which is increasingly well attended (more than 1,200 in 2000, double the 1999 attendance). The convention offers workshops that include a full range of ways to explore sacred sex, holy drug use, occultism, and black magic. 

Those serving as workshop leaders also publish books on Wicca, lead classes for the public, and speak at interfaith gatherings. At the 1999, 2000, and 2001 conventions, two active participants in Swing's URI, Rowan Fairgrove and Donald Frew---elders in the Covenant of the Goddess, "the largest Wiccan religious organization in the world"---offered speeches about pagans in the interfaith movement.

Unusual sex-related workshops at the 2001 PantheaCon included "A Bouquet of Lovers: Open Relationships in a Pagan Tribal Context," a ritual dance in honor of "the Sacred Harlot of Rio," a "queer sexmagick" class on oral sex (titled "Slip of the Tongue," with an unprintable course description), and "Sacred Whore: Sexuality for Love, Healing and Fun."  

Other workshops focused on the "five points of the Iron Pentacle," "The scales of the serpent: Aleph," two Labyrinth workshops, "Blending Toltec and Witch Wisdom" (the "wise" Toltecs practiced  large-scale human sacrifice and worshipped the sun), "Experiential Exploration of Shamanic Divination," "Inner Archetypes and the Ecstatic Path of Eternal Tantra," "The Path of the Dragon," "Spell Casting," "root-based sorcery in European folk magic," and "New, Improved Sex & Drugs" (led by a self-described "pagan, poly, psychedelic psychiatrist" and her husband, "fungophile and student of shamanism").  Mixed with these workshops were sessions for pagan children and teenagers, such as one on "Traditional Discordian Ritual & Sacred High Mass of Eris."

The opening ritual of the convention was led by the owner of the Ancient Ways store, a founder of the Covenant of the Goddess---and the mistress of the Sirius Oasis, a lodge of the Ordo Templi Orientalis, which practices the occult rites espoused by Aleister Crowley, the English satanist of the early 1900s.  (In his Confessions, Crowley said, "I was not content to believe in a personal devil and serve him, in the ordinary sense of the word. I wanted to get hold of him personally and become his chief of staff.")   

*Signs Of Things To Come?*

The December 2000 issue of New Oxford Review included this speculative "news release" I composed about the church in 2015:

"On Halloween 2015...a Midnight Communion/Celebration service was held in the remodeled - and just reopened - National Cathedral in Washington, D.C. for All Peoples' Day. This service combined a neo-Wiccan Samhain ritual with an Anglican-style "Rave Mass." Icons of the spirits and the saints, draped in red and black, lined the Cathedral. Male-identified clergy wore black vestments, and female-identified clergy wore red. The service began with a procession of clergy and altar servers down the central aisle of the Cathedral, led by the co-Rectors of the Cathedral - a male-to-female transsexual, and his/her partner, a female-to-male transsexual. In keeping with the Wiccan tradition of "sky clad" rituals, the members of the altar party solemnly disrobed; in single file, they walked the Grand Labyrinth that surrounded the Altar of Unity for All People. The High Priest and High Priestess began the Liturgy of the Word by asking the spirits of the Four Directions and the Five Elements to bless all the participants in the Work of the People. The first lesson, read from the Moon-Altar on the west side of the church, was from the Egyptian Book of the Dead. The second lesson, read from the Sun-Altar on the east side of the church, was from the Tibetan Book of the Dead. The Gospel reading was from the Gospel of Thomas. In lieu of a sermon, the High Priest and the High Priestess performed the Rite of Marriage between the Cosmic Christ and Gaia at the Altar of Unity."

You're probably thinking this is wildly imaginative and something that will never happen. Perhaps. But most elements of the service described have active proponents--or have already happened within ECUSA or the wider Anglican Communion. 

*Icons draped in red and black, used in Episcopalian prayer?  Already happened, in the Meditation Room of last year's Episcopal General Convention.

*Wiccan services for Samhain, the holiday that occurs on November 1?  This was traditionally the Celtic new year; the feast began at sundown on the preceding day---our Halloween.  It is still a major Wiccan feast.

In the May 2000 issue of Mission Bell, (the newsletter for the Episcopal Diocese of El Camino Real, California), editor Stacey Warde wrote an article contending that neo-pagan rituals will renew the church. In the article, titled "Neo-Paganism: Revival of nature religions could be instructive for Christians languishing from Church torpor," Warde said that neo-pagan practices "promise direct and immediate contact with the numinous, seek to honor nature and the body," and "foster the uninhibited experience of the ecstatic...  

"The vitality of Neo-Paganism, the revival of ancient pre-Christian religious practices, including shamanism, suggests to me that the Living Water we seek might also be found in sources other than in official Church doctrines, fables and rituals," Warde wrote.

Odd celebrations also have already occurred on Episcopal turf.  A liberal Episcopal parish in San Francisco, for example, inaugurated the New Year with an "All-Night Dance Celebration" focusing on  "the life force."  This event was run by the Divine Rhythm Society, which on December 21, 2000 also had held a winter solstice program titled "Love in the Dark," a service of poems and songs in which Christ was never mentioned, and Kali, Mother Earth, and Sophia were honored.

And, as noted above, pro-Wicca articles were in the "Resources for Jubilee" booklet given to all General Convention 2000 participants with official approval.

*Formal reconciliation between Anglicans and pagans?  Church of England priests met with Druids and pagans on July 1, 2000 at the "Spirit of the Land 2000" conference to "herald a new era of reconciliation and respect" among the faiths.  The meeting was to "end with short acts of worship from each tradition, Christian and Druid songs, and the saying together of the Millennium Pledge."

*Using the Labyrinth in Episcopalian churches and worship services?  There are permanent labyrinths at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, and in many other Episcopal churches. There was a 35-foot wide labyrinth at the 2000 Episcopal General Convention, placed behind the altar. The labyrinth movement is led by Lauren Artress, a priest at Grace Cathedral.  She got this idea from New Age guru Jean Houston, and describes the Labyrinth as "an ancient symbol for the Divine Mother, the God within, the Goddess, the Holy in all creation."  Phoebe Griswold, the wife of the Presiding Bishop, has led labyrinth pilgrimages in conjunction with Ms. Artress to Chartres in 1999, 2000, and 2001--- indicating that ECUSA's First Family approves of this new devotion as promoted by the Labyrinth Project.

*Nudity as part of an official worship service? In 2000 university professor Dave Leal and Anglican priestess Karen Gorham wrote Naturism and Christianity, calling upon Christians to accept nudism. Nudity is usual for Wiccan ceremonies.

*Transsexual priests?  In the Church of England, the Rev. Peter Stone recently underwent a sex change operation and now---with his/her bishop's support, and prior approval from Lambeth Palace---works as the Rev. Carol Stone.  

*Sun-altars and Moon-Altars in an Episcopal Cathedral?  Yes, these were used at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco when Matthew Fox celebrated a "Planetary Mass" on October 29, 1994.

Somehow, those jokes about renaming ECUSA the Episcopagan Church don't seem so funny anymore.
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"OM," IT'S THE CREED, SORT OF

By Lee Penn

News Of The Weird

The Christian Challenge

October 22, 2001

IT SEEMS THAT THE LITURGICAL ELVES at San Francisco's Parish of St. John the Evangelist are as busy as ever, pointing the way forward for all truly with-it Episcopalians.

St. John's, TCC readers may recall, was previously identified in this column as home to interesting celebrations of the winter solstice and of New Year's Eve, when the theme was the "life force." Operating under its eight-year-old motto, "Diverse people, Inquiring minds, Open hearts," the parish--a former Anglo-Catholic stronghold--apparently finds it hipper now to praise its members rather than God.

Consider some of the verses to the opening hymn used at the September 30 service at which the new rector, Kevin Pearson, was installed:

 "Spirit of our Mother Earth, spring afresh in us.

 Spirit of our Mother Earth, spring afresh in us.

 Both in life and death you hold us;

 Spirit of our Mother Earth, spring afresh in us.

 Spirit of Divine Within, free me now to serve.

 Spirit of Divine Within, free me now to serve.

 Gently coax me, lead me, be me.

 Spirit of Divine Within, free me now to serve."

 At the time of the breaking of the bread, an anthem tailor-made for ECUSA's chief purveyor of pluriform truths, Frank Griswold, urged each congregant to "let your truth shine, illumine the world with your truth!"

Covering all the proper bases, the service ended with this version of "What Wondrous Love Is this, which probably sent one person present--California Bishop William Swing, founder of the syncretistic United Religions Initiative--straight into nirvana:

 "What wondrous love is this, oh my soul, oh my soul,

 what wondrous love is this, oh  my soul.

 What wondrous love is this, undying peace and bliss, 

 The source of all that is, oh my soul, oh my soul,

 The source of all this is, oh my soul.

 And when from death I'm free, I'll sing on, I'll sing on,

 And when from death I'm free, I'll sing on.

 And when from death I'm free, I'll sing and joyful be.

 And through eternity, I'll sing on, I'll sing on,

 And through eternity, I'll sing on.

 This moment we are one, we are one, we are one

 This moment we are one, we are one,

 This moment we are one, not orphans left alone.

 In love we  are one infinite, infinite soul, 

 In love we are one infinite soul."

But there's more. On the two following Sundays, October 7 and 14, the parish bulletin invited members to say the Creed in a new way--either by singing it in monotone "or by chanting 'om' to a note in the musical chord." A current parishioner assures us that a number of congregants took this seriously enough to actually, om, do it.

If the parish really wants to get with ECUSA's new religion, though, it should call in California's New Age Roman Catholic-turned-Episcopal priest, Matthew Fox.  A 1995 article in Fox's Creation Spirituality magazine, titled "Tending the Temple Snakes," exhorted: "To the Snake we must say, 'I love you.  I value you.  You, my spark of God/dess, are important.  Show me how to live my own authentic life - to create and serve what I love'."

This is, after all, right up ECUSA's alley now, given the various forms of paganism (e.g. "witchcamps" and "shamanic journeys to the underworld") promoted in the "Resources for Jubilee" booklet distributed at the last General Convention. 

Perhaps the next step for ECUSA, then, will be for priests and priestesses to hail the earthy wisdom and humility of the Snake, and to hail the Serpent for telling us how to live our own authentic lives and to have knowledge of good and evil.

Coming soon, perhaps, to a parish near you.
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ECUSA's Bishop Swing Denounces Drugs and Dogma

Report/Analysis By Lee Penn

The Christian Challenge (Washington, DC)

July 19, 2003  

After grappling recently with reports of illegal drug use at one of his parishes--a story which THE CHRISTIAN CHALLENGE first uncovered--liberal California Episcopal Bishop William Swing has issued an important policy statement barring any such practices, while also implying that "dogma" is as destructive as drug use.

As TCC revealed early this year, the San Francisco parish of St. John the Evangelist, and ultimately the whole Episcopal Diocese of California, were rocked in the winter of 2003 as reports surfaced of illegal drug use and a non-fatal drug overdose during all-night "rave" dances held at St. John's since 1996 by a parish group called the Divine Rhythm Society (DRS).

Until recently, St. John's had a cutting-edge liberal rector, the Rev. Kevin Pearson, and its own "Bishop in Residence," Otis Charles--the openly gay retired Episcopal Bishop of Utah--both of whom were claimed by some witnesses to support the DRS and its alleged notions about using drugs as "entheogens," i.e., as ways of enhancing or achieving religious experience.

In the fall of 2002, parishioners' discontent with the activities of the rave-oriented DRS and with Fr. Pearson's leadership led to a vestry member's dossier detailing evidence in the matter, and an appeal for Bishop Swing to intervene.  

Swing's response, seemingly accelerated by coverage of this story by TCC [The Christian Challenge] and subsequently the San Francisco Chronicle, was to obtain the resignation of Fr. Pearson from his post; to secure the resignation of the entire vestry so that the congregation could elect an entirely new one in February 2003; and to direct that the DRS would have no further "rave" meetings at any ECUSA facilities anywhere in his diocese.

Now, St. John's is seeking an interim rector; Bishop Charles is no longer active in the parish altar party; most adherents of the DRS have left the parish; and parish liturgies once again follow the norms of the 1979 Prayer Book and the 1982 Hymnal.

Swing has now followed up his decisive action at St. John's with a stern anti-drug message for the whole diocese, published in the Spring 2003 issue of the diocesan magazine, Pacific Church News. The liberal bishop's message was generally remarkable for its clarity and firmness of purpose.

In "Drugs and the Diocese of California," Bishop Swing said, "The time has come for us to be as specific as possible about drug use. Some teaching is heard among the theologically trained and ordained in our Diocese that certain drugs taken in appropriate quantities can be beneficial to spiritual growth. In former days Timothy Leary would tout the use of LSD. Today people are touting 'Ecstasy' or 'entheogens' as the threshold that opens human beings to supernatural realms. The Hopi Indians and their use of peyote are cited as beneficial models.

"What are not mentioned in these endorsements are the ravages of countless lives that trusted in drugs as a path to paradise. There are probably some very sincere pilgrims of the Spirit who have gone on a quest for the Transcendent, and certain drugs may have seemed to advance them. Their individual quests, as vivid as they may have been, will not be given an official platform in the Diocese of California. We have seen too many drug disasters, too many drug-imprisoned souls…

"Rumor has it that the Diocese of California is liberal about matters. Not always so. On the use of drugs in our buildings, at our functions, this is absolutely forbidden. No wink, wink. Drug use in our churches will be absolutely forbidden," Swing wrote. 

"There is a higher path to God, i.e., the path of Jesus Christ. The cross is not a needle. The bread and wine are ordinary, not a hallucinogen. Ecstasy is a path, not a pill. Our drug policy will reflect this."  

However, Bishop Swing, founder of the controversial United Religions Initiative, which critics see as syncretistic, was not quite able to leave well enough alone.  In the same column, Swing equated "dogma" to use of mind-bending drugs.

He said, "When human beings are alert, we yearn for an experience of the Divine, with the Divine. That is not the problem. That is to be encouraged. The question then is how to have a transcendent experience without having your brain fried…by drugs or dogma?"  (The ellipsis was in Swing's original document.)

The bishop's comment leaves an open question for enquiring minds: which articles of the Creed and which dogmatic definitions of the Ecumenical Councils of the Church cause the brain to fry?

Swing went on, moreover, to laud "creation spiritualist" and radical liturgist Matthew Fox, whom Swing received as a priest after Fox was ousted from the Roman Catholic Church.

"It is possible to get high on healthy religion," Swing wrote. "My hero and pioneer in all of this is the Rev. Matthew Fox. He took the old `Rave Mass' and converted it to a `Techno Mass.' No drugs. Period. Yet there is an openness to new forms of liturgy and common life that allow young people to tap into the brilliance of being with God."

Swing's intervention on behalf of the ordinary parishioners of St. John the Evangelist has borne good fruit. However, Swing's continued support for Matthew Fox's liturgical and doctrinal radicalism, and his promotion of the URI--which critics believe is aimed at producing a one-world religion--leave Swing and his diocese planted firmly in the liberal camp.


Sources included Pacific Church News, Spring 2003, Vol. 141, No. 2, p. 5; The Washington Post, February 22, 2003, page B09; The San Francisco Chronicle, February 4, 2002, page A-15.
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STRANGE "DIVERSITIES"

(Or, The Episcopal Church Welcomes You)

By Lee Penn

The Christian Challenge

August 1, 2003

STRANGE NEW FORMS OF SPIRITUALITY have gained a foothold within the Episcopal Church in the United States (ECUSA) - the Labyrinth-walking fad, the weird eclectic spirituality practiced at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City, and the "Creation Spirituality" promoted by Matthew Fox, the renegade Dominican whom California Bishop William Swing received as an Episcopal priest in 1994.

All these new movements have set up shop in ECUSA with little organized resistance, and with the open support of members of the ECUSA hierarchy. The leaders of these spiritual ventures all support Bishop Swing's controversial United Religions Initiative (URI). ECUSA's theological troubles, in other words, extend well beyond the sexual issues that are grabbing today's headlines.

At the Episcopal General Convention now underway in Minneapolis, today's "Morning of Prayer" included several ways to reflect on "reconciliation," including "an outdoor labyrinth."

But Bishop Swing's Grace Cathedral is the center of the modern-day Labyrinth-walking fad that has spread through New Age workshops, mainline Protestant churches, and Roman Catholic retreat centers and convents. The leader of this movement is Lauren Artress, an Episcopal priest who runs Veriditas  - also known as the Labyrinth Project.

Artress, Canon for Special Ministries at Grace Cathedral, says that she first encountered the Labyrinth in January 1991, when she decided to "return to a Mystery School seminar with Dr. Jean Houston, an internationally known psychologist, author, and scholar whom I studied with in 1985."  (In the 1990s, Houston was best known to the public as the guru who helped Hillary Clinton contact the spirit of Eleanor Roosevelt.)

Artress says, "as soon as I set foot into the labyrinth I was overcome with an almost violent anxiety"; the next morning, she "awoke, distressed from a dream of having a heart attack." Nevertheless, she has devoted herself since then to spreading the labyrinth walk as a "spiritual tool" for all faiths.

Labyrinths were built into some medieval Cathedrals in Western Europe before 1500, but no documentation survives to show how - or whether - Catholics used labyrinths as part of their public liturgies or private devotions.  After 1500, most labyrinths were removed from cathedral floors; the Chartres labyrinth is one of the few that has survived from the Middle Ages to the present day. It went unused - and was usually covered with chairs for worshippers - until Artress began taking pilgrims to Chartres in the 1990s.

Those who resurrect the labyrinth now are making up a new religious tradition in ancient costume, as the Neopagans have done since World War II and as the Freemasons did after 1717.

The labyrinth movement has long been intertwined with the URI. Barbara Hartford, a URI staff member in San Francisco, accompanied Artress on her first visit to the Chartres labyrinth in the early 1990s. Artress also acknowledges Sally Ackerly, who has been a URI staffer, as one of those who provided "help in launching the labyrinth."

Since 1995, labyrinth walks have been common at URI events - from many of the URI-sponsored "religious cease fire" events held at the time of Y2K, to the most recent URI Global Assembly, held in Rio de Janeiro in the summer of 2002 (attended by, among others, Canada's Bishop of New Westminster, Michael Ingham, who recently oversaw the first same-sex blessing rite in his diocese).

As promoted by Artress, the labyrinth movement is New Age in form and content. In Walking A Sacred Path, her foundational book on the movement, Artress says, "The labyrinth introduces us to the idea of a wide and gracious path. It redefines the journey to God: from a vertical perspective that goes from earth up to heaven to a horizontal perspective in which we are all walking the path together."

"When I am in the center of the labyrinth … I pause to honor and bring into my being first the mineral consciousness, then the vegetable, then animal, human, and angelic. Finally I come to rest in the consciousness of the Unknown, which is the mystery, the divine pattern of evolution that is unfolding."  She continues, "When walking the labyrinth, you can feel that powerful energies have been set in motion. The labyrinth functions like a spiral, creating a vortex in its center."

With Artress' New Age cosmology comes unorthodox theology - as shown by the following lifts from her book:

"The labyrinth is a large, complex spiral circle which is an ancient symbol for the Divine Mother, the God within, the Goddess, the Holy in all of creation. Matriarchal spirituality celebrates the hidden and the unseen .… For many of us the feminine aspect of the Divine has been painfully absent from our lives, our spirituality, and our Western culture.  The Divine feminine is often the missing piece for which both women and men are searching...

"This Yahweh is supposed to have been the God that created all of the natural order, usurping the role of the Mother, the creator of life. Yahweh, God the Father, is the only version of the Transcendent God that is offered in Western Christianity. He is seen as the first cause of all things, the God of history. He is a faraway God whom we do not know personally. He does not seem to want to know us, either...

"May we lead a spiritual revolution that includes us all, relies on inner wisdom, accepts the guidance of a wisdom tradition, and recognizes compassion as its guiding principle. Let us allow the Father and Mother God to unite in sacred mystery. Let us build a world community in which all people have the opportunity to create meaning in their own lives."

The literature produced by Veriditas (the Labyrinth Project) since 1995 is as heterodox as Artress' book. The project's publications assiduously avoid providing the specific Christian content that anyone could get from the Lord's Prayer, the Creed, the Rosary, the Stations of the Cross (a Catholic walking meditation on the Passion of Our Lord), or the Jesus Prayer. In the Labyrinth Project newsletters published in between 1996 and 2001, there is no mention of the Trinity, the Crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Empty Tomb, God the Father, or God as Lord and King.  The words - and the concepts - of sin, divine judgment, heaven, hell, repentance, redemption, and salvation are likewise absent. The Project's newsletters rarely mentioned Jesus.

This is no accident; the mission of Veriditas is not to promote a specifically Christian use of the labyrinth. Instead, as Artress said in 1995, "the labyrinth is a universal devotional tool. Anyone from any faith can walk it and find refreshment for the soul and renewal of spirit."

In 1996, Artress proposed weekend labyrinth retreats as a way for "all to find healing, self-knowledge and our soul assignments and to continue weaving the Web of Creation."  She added that the Labyrinth is "a perfect spiritual tool for helping our global community to order chaos in ways that take us to the vibrant center of our being. You walk to the center of the labyrinth and there at the center you meet the Divine."

In 2000, Artress wrote of the effects of this tool: "I'm surprised by how perfect the labyrinth is for our times. It provides a fluid pattern that allows the structure between body, mind and spirit to break down. That is a tremendous offering at this time, because we are so divided in this world. The fact that people who walk the labyrinth can loosen their strictures and soften their boundaries is truly amazing."

This all-purpose spiritual tool has the approval of the highest authorities in the Episcopal Church. In 1999, 2000, and 2001, Phoebe Griswold - the wife of ECUSA' s Presiding Bishop - led labyrinth pilgrimages to Chartres Cathedral, under the auspices of the Labyrinth Project;  she also published an article on the labyrinth of Chartres in the Winter 2001 issue of Anglican Theological Review.   As of 2001, thirteen Episcopal cathedrals had labyrinths, "including St. John the Divine in New York, National Cathedral in Washington and St. Mark's in Seattle." Grace Cathedral, San Francisco--the seat of Bishop Swing--has two labyrinths.  One, a large rug with the labyrinth design, is inside the cathedral near the Baptismal font. The other, made of terrazzo stone and open 24 hours a day, is in the plaza outside the cathedral entrance, between the cathedral and the diocesan office.

The labyrinth movement has gained many followers outside the Episcopal Church, as well. In early 2003, the San Francisco Chronicle reported, "Millions of people have walked 1,800 labyrinths around the country, with 1,100 people trained specifically to teach others how to walk them. Dozens of labyrinths have been built in the Bay Area."  Whether they know it or not, these seekers are being led toward the "Divine feminine," and away from God.

-More Weird Spirituality-

If the labyrinth is not to your taste, how about some Egyptian and Voodoo gods?

Another New Age Anglican supporter of the URI is the Very Rev. James Parks Morton, formerly the dean of the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City, and now president of the Interfaith Center of New York.

While at St. John the Divine, Morton said, "The language of the 'Sacred Earth' has got to become mainline."  Morton acted on this belief by holding a St. Francis Day communion service in 1993 that invoked the gods Yemanja, Ra, Ausar, and Obatala during a chant just before the bread and wine were brought to the altar; the celebrant was then-New York Episcopal Bishop Richard Grein. (Yemanja is an Afro-Brazilian goddess of the sea;  Ra is the Egyptian sun god;  Ausar - also known as Osiris and the Green Man - is the Egyptian god of life and death; Obatala is the Voodoo "Father of Wisdom.")  It was from the pulpit of Morton's cathedral in 1979 that James Lovelock first publicly announced the Gaia Hypothesis - that the earth as a whole is a living, conscious organism.  

Morton has worked to spread the Green gospel worldwide; he "co-founded the National Religious Partnership for the Environment, a group that has reached over 53,000 congregations of every faith across America with the ideas of sacred ecology and environmental responsibility." He has also been a board member of the Earth Charter Project and of Global Green, USA  - the U.S. affiliate of Gorbachev's Green Cross International. Morton was a co-chairman of the Parliamentary Earth Summit, held in 1992 in conjunction with the UN Conference on Environment and Development; he filled the same role for the "Wisdom Keepers II" conference, held in conjunction with the 1996 UN Conference on World Settlement. 

-OutFoxed-

Last but not least, there are the activities of Matthew Fox, a former Dominican priest who was received as an Episcopal priest by Bishop Swing in December 1994.

In 1995, Swing told the Diocesan Convention, "this year Matthew Fox and I are gathering an ecumenical group to create an alternative liturgy for young adults."   Swing lent $85,000 of diocesan funds to help Fox establish the University of Creation Spirituality, and joined former Gov. Jerry Brown in dedicating the new university in August 1996.

As of the spring of 2003, the school had about 200 students enrolled in its doctor of ministry program. At the 1997 diocesan convention, Swing praised Fox's "total exploration of the power of God in the goodness of creation" at the University of Creation Spirituality, adding that "The experiment is worthwhile and aims at tomorrow and forever."

Fox leads syncretic worship services that are consistent with the ideology of the URI, which he also supports. He says, "The Techno Cosmic Mass (TCM) has been up and running for five years in Oakland...By altering the form of worship through taking in the elements of rave celebrations, three things happen: First, new life flows through the ancient liturgical formulas, and second, ravers are relieved of the drug aspect of raves and learn they can get high on worship itself. Third, the priesthood is not projected so exclusively onto a single minister but everyone participates in midwifing the grace of the event (no vicarious prayer!). Because everyone dances, everyone offers the priestly sacrifice…

"Themes for the Mass, which attracts not only many kinds of Christians but also Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, Taoists, Jews, pagans and goddess people, are chosen consciously," Fox says. "They include: The Green Man; Imagination, Dreams and Visions; the Return of the Divine Feminine (where we dance in the context of 400 images of the goddess from all the world's traditions including of course the Black Madonna and Mary from the West); the Celebration of the Sacred Masculine, Gaia (usually on Mother's Day); the African Diaspora, the Wisdom of Rumi and the Sufi Tradition, Kabbalah and the Jewish Mystical Tradition, Feast of Lights (in December), Celtic Spirituality, Flowers, Plants and Trees, the Holiness of Animals, Our Lady of Guadalupe, The Sacredness of Our Bodies and more. The themes are of universal attraction just as dancing is and worship is. Dancing of course takes us into our lower charkas [sic] where we literally connect with the earth and so this kind of worship truly serves an ecological era."

Each month, more than 1,200 people attend these services, which are held in a former ballroom in Oakland, California. Two observers of trends in American religion - one of whom is the San Francisco Chronicle's religion reporter - say that Fox's "creation spirituality" has "found an eager audience among lapsed Catholics of the baby-boom generation."

Matthew Fox described the Planetary Mass that occurred at Grace Cathedral on Reformation Sunday, October 29, 1994.  There was a sun altar and a moon altar, used in a "Mass" where sin was "renamed:"

"It was like being in a forest, where every direction one turned there was beauty and something interesting to behold. This included not only the singers, dancers, and rappers …  but also the projections on large video screens, on television sets, on a huge globe suspended over the beautiful altars (one a sun altar, the second a crescent moon altar).  On the screens were hummingbirds hovering, galaxies spinning, flowers opening, humans marching, protesting, embracing and polluting (sin was present and indeed renamed for us at the Mass).  Life was there in all its panoply of forces, good and not so good, human and more than human." Perhaps it's just as well that Fox did not name the "more than human," "not so good" forces that attended this service.

Bishop Swing was present at Fox's 1994 rave liturgy, and loved it.  The bishop said, "the Mass reminds him 'of an experience I had as a 9-year old boy in West Virginia, coming to a sense of God through Nature. That gets so layered over by generations of study and theology, but this Mass leads one back toward that great awe.'  Swing...bobbing to the techno-music, says it's 'so nice to see the church with a new song and a new language.'" He added: "The whole business of having the Eucharist in the context of Nature, and the planets, and the unfolding of life is a context that has to happen. This is probably around the time of the genesis of liturgies like this, and I'm sure that there will be more and more. It's coming … So we brought a lot of people in their 20s and 30s who don't go to church, and they were struck by this. I love it. I think we're on our way."

Fox's teachings have led other Anglican leaders to greater sympathy for New Age beliefs.  George Carey, who was Archbishop of Canterbury from 1991 through 2002, "said he had initially been 'hostile' to New Age ideas but had come to appreciate their emphasis on creation and the environment. He told a conference on new religious movements at the London School of Economics that the Church had much to learn from New Age spirituality. He first thought New Age was a muddle of beliefs at odds with mainstream Christianity until he read Christian writers such as Matthew Fox on the subject."

Here follow some examples of the theology supported by ECUSA's Bishop Swing:

--- Fox has said that his theological agenda is to overturn Christian doctrine as it has been understood since the first ecumenical Council at Nicaea:  "What is the rediscovery of the Cosmic Christ if not a deconstruction of the 'power Christology' that launched the Christian empire in the Nicean [sic] Council in the fourth century and an effort to reconnect to the older, biblical tradition, of Christ as cosmic wisdom present in all beings?"

--- Fox quotes Shiva, "creator and destroyer of things" and "lord of the dance," as saying: "The phallos is identical with me. It draws my faithful to me and therefore must be worshipped;" Fox then says, "This is Cosmic Christ language."

--- He also identified the Virgin Mary as a goddess: "As far as the Goddess tradition goes, for years I've recognized that the Goddess in the Catholic tradition was, of course, Mary.…Recently, I taught a class entitled the 'Goddess and the City,' about how things were in the 12th century. As Mary, the Goddess sat on a throne, ruling the universe with justice and compassion, as well and the intellectual and artistic life of the medieval European city." (Leave it to a radical ex-Catholic to lend support to the Fundamentalist canard that Catholics worship the Theotokos.)

While not (yet) "mainstream," certainly, all of the foregoing is nonetheless included in the "diversity" in ECUSA proclaimed by its liberal leaders.

====================

The sources used in this story include, among others:  Lauren Artress' book Walking a Sacred Path, newsletters and leaflets issued by the Labyrinth Project between 1996 and 2001, documents from the Labyrinth Project web site (http://www.gracecathedral.org/labyrinth/index.shtml), the spring 1995 issue of Grace Cathedral Magazine, articles from the San Francisco Chronicle about the Labyrinth movement (Don Lattin, "Leader of labyrinth movement builds new empire upon sand," San Francisco Chronicle, May 13, 2001, and Heather Knight, "The peaceful path: In troubled times, more people turn to labyrinths to walk their worries away," San Francisco Chronicle, Feb. 28, 2003), Terry Mattingly's report on the St. Francis Day service at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in 1993 ("Liturgical Dances With Wolves 1993: Ten Years As An Episcopalian - A Progress Report," http://tmatt.gospelcom.net/tmatt/freelance/wolves.htm), articles from the Pacific Church News (the magazine published by the Episcopal Diocese of California) from 1996 through 2002, two books by Matthew Fox (The Coming of the Cosmic Christ and Sins of the Spirit, Blessings of the Flesh), articles from 1995 issues of Fox's magazine Creation Spirituality, and Victoria Combe, "Carey 'has learned' from the New Age," London Telegraph, April 20, 2001, on-line at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2001/04/20/ncarey20.xml.  Another valuable resource on the Labyrinth movement is Mark Tooley, "Maze Craze: Labyrinths Latest Fad for Spiritual Seekers," Touchstone, September 2000 (on-line at http://www.touchstonemag.com/docs/issues/13.7docs/13-7pg46.html).

This version of the article is on-line at:

http://www.mail-archive.com/ctrl@listserv.aol.com/msg107305.html 

A shorter version of this article is on-line at:

http://www.challengeonline.org/modules/articles/article.php?id=30 
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Yes, Virginia, There Really Are Episcopagans
By Lee Penn

Recently, some commentators have begun calling the Episcopal Church (ECUSA) the Episcopagan Church. The intent is satirical, but in today’s Episcopal Church, satire is quickly outpaced by reality.

We are, as the saying goes, not making this up. Until recently, a husband/wife team in Pennsylvania–both of whom are Episcopal priests–were promoting modern-day Druidry, including nude mating rituals and invocation of the "Horned God" and "Mother God."

The seeds of the controversy were sown on October 8, when ECUSA’s Office of Women’s Ministries (OWM) posted "A Women’s Eucharist: A Celebration of the Divine Feminine" and a "Liturgy for Divorce" on its section of the national church website. 
The "Women’s Eucharist"–written by Glyn Ruppe-Melnyk, an ECUSA priest since 1993–made no mention of Christ, or of his Body and Blood. Instead, it praised "Mother God," menstrual blood and lactating breasts, and offered up milk and honey, and raisin cakes. The latter were presented with the words: "Mother God, our ancient sisters called you Queen of Heaven and baked these cakes in your honor in defiance of their brothers and husbands who would not see your feminine face. We offer you these cakes, made with our own hands." (Old Testament prophets Hosea and Jeremiah denounced offering raisin cakes to the Queen of Heaven as idolatry and defiance of God.) This same rite has been on a Druid website since 1998; its author was (until the scandal broke) listed as being Glispa–a Druid name for Mrs. Melnyk.

The "Liturgy for Divorce" aimed to "witness and bless the separation of this man and this woman." It contained an "undoing of the vows" by the couple, and its version of the Lord’s Prayer invoked "You who are Mother and Father to us all."

The controversy over these odd rituals erupted in earnest on October 25, when Episcopal News Service announced the OWM’s "Women’s Liturgy Project," which had "begun collecting worship resources written by women for women in order to create a resource that is accessible to all." The Rev. Margaret Rose, director of the OWM, hoped the resulting rites would provide "a working template for any and all who want to pastorally, ritually, and liturgically embrace women’s lives." That prompted observers to go to the OWM webpage for a look-see.

The Washington-based Institute for Religion and Democracy condemned the women’s and divorce rites. Christianity Today Online denounced them as "promoting the worship of pagan deities." Archbishop Drexel Gomez, of the West Indies, said that the posting of these rites on the ECUSA website "showed a ‘total disregard’ for the Windsor Report’s call for greater respect for the bonds of Communion." Gomez added that ECUSA is "on a path of self-destruction."

The two offending rites were soon removed from the OWM webpage. In her October 28 reply to Christianity Today, Rose said that the "resources" listed there "are not approved liturgies of the Episcopal Church. These liturgies are intended to spark dialogue, study, conversation and ponderings around women and our liturgical tradition."

Still, the OWM says that liturgies posted there could be used for "gathering communities of worship." It did not apologize for posting pagan rites on the church website. Also, the book from which the divorce liturgy came–Elizabeth Geitz’s Women’s Uncommon Prayers–is still listed on the OWM site as a "liturgical resource," praised by Presiding Bishop Frank Griswold.

REPORTERS SOON DISCOVERED, as well, that there was more to the story: that not only was Mrs. Melnyk leading two lives–as an Episcopal priest and as a practicing Druid–her husband, W. William Melnyk, was doing the same. He was serving as rector of St. James’ Episcopal Church in Downingtown, Pennsylvania, and she as rector of St. Francis-in-the-Fields in Malvern. Each parish has 600 members, and is under the oversight of ultra-liberal Pennsylvania Bishop Charles E. Bennison.

After the scandal broke, the Melnyks renounced their Druidic beliefs and activities. In a November 4 letter to Bishop Bennison, Mr. Melnyk "recanted and repudiated" his involvement in Druidism, and asked for "the mercy of the Church and of our Lord Jesus Christ." He now recognized that his activities went "beyond the bounds expected of a Christian and a Christian priest." The letter was comprehensive and forthright. Melnyk stated that his wife had sent a similar letter to Bishop Bennison, though it was not publicly released.

Bennison gave the Melnyks a written reprimand, but imposed no further discipline. At the request of his parish vestry, William Melnyk resigned as rector. Mrs. Ruppe-Melnyk, however, kept her job, with the support of her vestry. The bishop stated that the couple had made a "small error of judgment that has been very costly to their ministry and their church." And, he accused the Melnyks’ opponents of trying "to intimidate people in our church who would exercise theological imaginations, who would think out of the box."

It appears, however, that–until their repentance–the Melnyks had been involved in this "small error of judgment" since the mid-1990s.

Under the names of OakWyse, Druis, Thrum, and Bran, William Melnyk wrote hundreds of messages on Internet sites for Druids, starting in 1994. In 1998, he composed eight rituals for the major feasts of the Druid calendar year. One of these, copyrighted by OakWyse, was a mating rite for Beltane, May Day. At its conclusion, a couple is to "join in love-making on the mattress, taking whatever time is needed." In early 2004, Fr. Melnyk wrote that he and his wife were both Episcopal priests. "Between us, we lead two groves (some call them ‘congregations’) of Christians learning about Druidry numbering about 1,200." He had advanced to the "Druid grade," the third and highest level of Druidry, as a member of the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids. 

Glyn Melnyk, writing as Raven and Glispa, left behind a similar electronic record. In 1998, she and OakWyse posted a "Wiccan Lunar Ritual" on the Tuatha de Brighid website. Early in the ritual, the priestess says, "In the Face of the Moon we honor Our Lady, who was of old called among humankind Isis, Artemis, Astarte, Aphrodite, Diana, Mary, and by many other Names." There are different rites for each phase of the moon; part of the full moon rite was to be performed nude.

In a 1998 document, OakWyse suggested that "Men may wish to make a devotion to the Horned God, and honor the life cycle of Youth, Father, and Sage." In 2003, he and his wife won praise from the "Chosen Chief" of the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids for organizing "a powerful ceremony at Stonehenge…to bring together Druids and Christians." 

================

This story is also on-line at:

http://www.challengeonline.org/modules/articles/article.php?id=40 

and at

http://www.challengeonline.org/pdf/Nov04.pdf 
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More Weird Liturgy?

"Our Lady" Rite Author Inspired By Labyrinth Walk

Commentary Report By Lee Penn

The Christian Challenge

June, 2006

For those wondering what inspired the Episcopal Church's newly-elected, female presiding bishop to refer to "Mother Jesus" during the General Convention, the answer might be found on the "Office of Women's Ministries" (OWM) page on the official national church website. 

Indeed, this is not the first time that the OWM has gotten into liturgical mischief.

The phrase used by Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori appears in a "Eucharist Using Female Nouns and Pronouns" on the OWM's section of the Episcopal Church (TEC)-sponsored website. The rite is accompanied by "Morning Prayers to the Lady" - and this does not mean our Lord's mother. Both services offer worship to "Our Lady" and to the "Holy Mother," and end with the salutation "Blessed be" - a common statement of farewell among Wiccans.

The author of the services, Sandra Thomas Fox, wrote them in 2001, five years after she had a feminist epiphany during her first walk in a labyrinth - a spiritual exercise that actually has New Age roots - at the National Cathedral. There, she became sensitized to "the misogyny in the liturgy."

The webpage that leads to the two feminist liturgies has an all-capitalized disclaimer for each: "NOT AN OFFICIAL LITURGY -FOR USE IN DISCUSSION." Nevertheless, the pages from which each of the services can be downloaded invite readers to use them as well in "gathering communities of worship." Therefore, these services can be used anywhere.

The feminist "Eucharist" invokes God thus: "Blessed be the Lady who births, redeems and sanctifies us."

The threefold Kyrie Eleison becomes this: 

(Celebrant): Loving Lady, have mercy; 

(People): Mother Jesus, have mercy;

(Celebrant) Loving Lady, have mercy"

- thereby giving Jesus both a sex change and children.

The prayers of the people - addressed to "Mother" - include the request that "every member of the Church may be your handmaiden" - thereby praying that all men in the church get a sex change.

The prayer of confession is addressed to "Most Merciful Lady."

The Great Thanksgiving begins, "May the Holy Mother be with you," and continues: "It is truly right, Mother, to give you thanks; for you alone are the I AM, living and true, dwelling in light inaccessible from before time and forever," and adds: "Blessed is she who comes in the name of Love." 

With the prayer "Mother, you loved the world so much that you sent your only Son to be our Savior. Incarnate by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary," the consecration prayer claims that Jesus has two mommies - and no Father.

Immediately after the consecration of the bread and the wine, the celebrant says, "Mother, we now celebrate this memorial of your redemption." (A Freudian slip, perhaps?) 

Oddly enough, the Lord's Prayer is unchanged - so this is the only spot in the service which addresses God as "Father."

The "Mass" ends when the celebrant tells the congregation, "Let us go forth empowered by the Love of our Lady," and the congregation replies, "Blessed be."

THE FEMINIST "MORNING PRAYER" service is similar in spirit. After the confession of sin (again addressed to the "Most Merciful Lady"), the celebrant says, "Nurturing Mother, have mercy on us; forgive us all our sins. Through your beautiful Son, Jesus Christ, strengthen us in all goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit sustain our eternal life."

Before the psalms, the celebrant says, "The mercy of our Lady is everlasting: come let us adore her." After the Psalm readings, the celebrant sings a new age Gloria Non Patri: "Glory to the Mother, and to her Son, and to the Holy Spirit: as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever."

In this service, too, the Lord's Prayer was unmolested - but the celebrant precedes it with "May our Holy Lady be with you...Let us pray the words of her beautiful Son, Jesus Christ."

The prayers of the people include "Keep your example of Motherhood ever before us; Let us see in all our children a sacred trust from you" - an invocation that seems out of place here, since the Women's Ministries site lists the pro-abortion Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice among "social justice" groups.

The General Thanksgiving at the end of the service starts, "Most merciful Mother, we your handmaidens give you thanks for your great love for us and for all you have made." The service ends when the celebrant says, "Let us give thanks to our Lady;" the congregation replies, "Blessed be." 

AS EARLIER NOTED, this all began with Ms. Fox's first experience with walking the labyrinth at the 1996 Sacred Circles conference at Washington National Cathedral. That day, "during a guided meditation led by Dr. Sarah Fahy, I had met the wise woman who had told me, ‘Women are beautiful. You are beautiful,'" Fox wrote. "Immediately after I...walked one of the labyrinths set up in the nave. To my surprise, as I entered the path I dissolved into tears. Questions welled up inside of me. Why had no one ever told me I was beautiful? Why did I need to be told that women were beautiful? I sobbed my way into the center, where I sat until I was once again composed. As I began my walk out, the Eucharist was being celebrated at the high altar. I decided I would silently say these comforting, familiar words as I walked...But on this day, to my horror, these words I loved turned to dust and ashes in my mouth. All I could hear was `He, Him, Lord, Son, Father'...I had heard the misogyny in the liturgy, and there was no going back."

Fox continued, "I realized that I did not see my mother, my two daughters, or myself as made in the image of God. When I looked at the liturgy I discovered there are 195 male nouns and pronouns in Rite I and 145 in Rite II. In both cases, there is one reference to a woman - the Virgin Mary in the Creed. If our liturgy is our story, the telling of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, where are the voices of the women that Jesus loved, respected, and held dear? Where is an understanding of the holiness of being a daughter, wife, or mother? Wondering what it would be like to have a service to the Divine Feminine, I used Rite II, Prayer D [from the 1979 Prayer Book] as a starting point and wrote such a Eucharist in 2001.

"If one feels that reading this service is blasphemous, I can only say that writing it felt even more so. Yet I felt called to continue, for what else would allow us to see the narrowness of our current liturgy?...My hope is that this Eucharist will begin a dialogue about the ways in which language affects the quality of our worship, our feelings towards God, and our sense of being created in God's image."

As earlier indicated, this was not the first foray into the bizarre for TEC's Office of Women's Ministries. In 2004, there was an outcry over two other offerings on OWM's section of the official church website: "A Women's Eucharist: A Celebration of
the Divine Feminine" and a "Liturgy for Divorce." The Women's Eucharist made no mention of Christ, nor of his Body and Blood, but gave thanks to "Mother God" for things like menstrual blood and breasts.

It emerged that the Women's Eucharist had been on a Druid website since 1998. What's more, it had been penned by "Glispa," who turned out to be part of a husband/wife Episcopal clergy couple who up until a short time earlier had also been involved with and promoting modern-day Druidism, including nude mating rituals and invocation of the "Horned God." Once exposed, Pennsylvania clergy Glyn Ruppe-Melnyck and her husband, W. William Melnyck, repented of their Druidry; Mr. Melnyk lost his parochial job over the issue but Mrs. Melnyk kept hers. 

The two offending services, which were removed from the OWM website in the 2004 controversy, were part of OWM's "Women's Liturgy Project" to collect worship resources written by women for women - an initiative that, given the latest from the OWM, is evidently ongoing. 

================

Sources included: 

Sandra Thomas Fox, "Reflection on the Holy Eucharist," Women's Ministries, http://www.ecusa.anglican.org/41685_60499_ENG_HTM.htm; 

Women's Ministries, "Liturgies Using Feminine Images," http://www.ecusa.anglican.org/41685_60497_ENG_HTM.htm, a page that links to texts for the two liturgies; 

Women's Ministries, http://www.ecusa.anglican.org/41685_31001_ENG_HTM.htm, a blurb for the Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice. 

This article is also on the Net at:

http://www.challengeonline.org/modules/news/article.php?storyid=130 

and

http://www.challengeonline.org/pdf/45-3.pdf 
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Adventures In Episcopal Liturgy
ECUSA Commission Offers Mixed Bag Of New Rites

Report/Analysis

By Lee Penn For The Christian Challenge and VirtueOnline

The good, the bad, and the ugly. That's what's in the grab bag of new rites that the Episcopal Church's Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music (SCLM) has offered up to the 2006 General Convention, about to get underway in Columbus, Ohio.

Before we get to the prayers the Commission produced for almost any occasion of life - from going away to camp, to dating, to getting out of jail - let us give credit where credit is due.

There's definite "good" in some surprisingly reverent and traditional funeral prayers that SCLM says should be added to the options in the liturgical supplement, Enriching Our Worship.

There is this prayer for the dead: "Deliver N., our Savior Jesus Christ, from all evil, and set her free from every bond, that she may feast with all your saints in light, where with the Father and the Holy Spirit, you live and reign, one God, for ever and ever."

The following prayer, which is based on Eastern Orthodox funeral prayers, speaks explicitly of sin, judgment, and the peril of Hell: "In the midst of life we are in death; from whom can we seek help? From you alone, O Lord, who by our sins are justly angered. Lord, you know the secrets of our hearts; shut not your ears to our prayers, but spare us, O Lord. O worthy and eternal Judge, do not let the pains of death turn us away from you at our last hour. Holy God, Holy and mighty, Holy Immortal One, have mercy upon us."

Another prayer, in a similar spirit, is: "Blessed Jesus, Son of the Living God, we pray you to set your passion, cross, and death between your judgment and our souls, now and in the hour of our death. Give mercy and grace to the living, pardon and peace to the dead; to your holy church peace and concord; and to us sinners everlasting life and glory; for with the Father and the Holy Spirit you live and reign, one God, now and for ever."

The Commission has proposed, for use until 2009, an unusual but rather moving prayer in its "Common for Space Exploration." This is SCLM's response to a resolution (D049) referred to it for further work by the 2003 General Convention. The resolution asked the Commission to commemorate in several ways "The First Communion on the Moon" on July 20, 1969, during the first Moon landing, when astronaut Buzz Aldrin communicated himself with pre-consecrated elements.

The year 2009 will be the 40th anniversary of that event. The Commission might be criticized for not offering the commemoration requested for what it admits was a "unique and memorable moment." But in its "Common" it offers a way to commemorate "those who have died in the course of space exploration - among them a significant number of Episcopalians. In addition, it provides a way of praying for future space explorers and for the thousands of people whose work make the space program possible." The "Common" reads: "Creator of the universe, your dominion extends through the immensity of space: guide and guard those who seek to fathom its mysteries [especially N.N.].

Save us from arrogance lest we forget that our achievements are grounded in you, and, by the grace of your Holy Spirit, protect our travels beyond the reaches of earth, that we may glory ever more in the wonder of your creation: through Jesus Christ, your Word, by whom all things came to be, who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever." The Commission also proposed a draft of this prayer in "Rite I" style. Of seven proposed trial additions to the ECUSA calendar, the Commission has chosen two well known worthies:

The martyred Oscar Romero, the Catholic Archbishop of San Salvador (who would be honored with the "Martyrs of El Salvador" on March 24), and the Eastern Orthodox Tikhon, Patriarch of Moscow, who was persecuted by the Bolsheviks for confessing the Faith; he is to be honored on April 7. In the possibly controversial, possibly not category is the Commission's proposal (A077) that ECUSA adopt the Revised Common Lectionary (RCL) as the standard for the church, beginning on the first Sunday of Advent, 2007. This would replace the present 3-year schedule of Biblical readings in the 1979 Book of Common Prayer with a new 3-year cycle, bringing ECUSA into line with Anglican provinces overseas, and with other Protestant denominations.

The current BCP lectionary uses Old Testament readings that link to or foreshadow the day's New Testament texts; the RCL follows the Old Testament story straight through during the readings for the Sundays between Pentecost and Advent: Genesis through Judges in year A; the Davidic Covenant and Wisdom literature in Year B; the prophets in Year C. The RCL also includes some Scriptures on women's role in salvation history, texts that have not previously been part of the Sunday liturgy.

The Revised Common Lectionary has been authorized for trial use in ECUSA since the 71st (1994) General Convention, so it is not exactly new. But some observers strongly contend that it should not supplant the BCP Lectionary but remain an alternative to it. 
BUT, AS IS INEVITABLE in the Episcopal Church (ECUSA), there are also some new prayers that clearly qualify as "bad." In these, ECUSA's liturgists lift up the standard of what H. Richard Niebuhr described in 1937 as the modern "Gospel": "A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross."

The SCLM's designers have proposed a dazzling array of new prayers and "Rites of Passage" that seem to rely on the ideas that hot button issues can be deftly glossed over and license given with sleight of pen, and that most everything in life must be liturgically affirmed. As You Like It Several of the SCLM prayers that touch on the possibility of intimate relationships are very big on love and loving but clearly intent on leaving it up to the person being prayed for to decide what form that love or loving will take.

Take the proposed new prayer "For Godly Expression of One's Sexuality." This prayer makes room for all sexual permutations, not mentioning anything like chastity, marriage, lust, sin, or temptation: "O God, you have made us in your image and called us to the joys of human love. That love, the sign and seal of your own love for each of us, is shown through companionship and caring, and, powerfully and mysteriously, through the mystery of godly sexual expression shared with each other. This young person, N., is opening his heart to learn the wideness of love. As he strives to discover who he is, whose he is, and the person he is given to love, may he be guided, protected, and encouraged by you, O Love Incarnate. Give him wisdom in choosing, courage in loving, and patience in waiting for the marvelous truth of his life to unfold in your grace, most holy and undivided Trinity, alive through all the ages." The Commission also proffers prayers on "Reaching Puberty" and "Dating Relationships" which are similarly silent on the new temptations facing youth at that stage of life.

As well, we cannot imagine any young person willing to be publicly singled out as the subject of such prayers. Nevertheless, the "Reaching Puberty" prayer reads: "Creator of Life, you have formed us in your image, male and female, and we are wonderfully made for the joy of human love. We thank you for this girl, N., whom you have brought to maturity.

In the freedom of childhood she has come to this time, and she needs your grace and guidance for the responsibilities of adulthood. You have designed her days for love and for work, for sharing and for growing, for searching and for finding. Keep her safe throughout her life, and give her the courage to follow her heart, and walk in your ways; through Jesus, our true Companion in our journey to you."

The "Dating Relationships" prayer, similarly content-free, reads: "Our greatest joy in life, O God, is to love. We thank you for showing us through Jesus that loving a child, a friend, a dream or a companion makes us more fully human, created in your image. As N. stands ready to begin dating, help her to remember that she will be learning that love is sacred. May she bring to each new date hope for a true friendship. May she listen, and speak, and act with the greatest respect for herself and for her companion. May she strive for a relationship that is truthful, patient, courageous, and kind. Above all, may love teach her to love you more and more as, through the Spirit's care, she grows in the image of your holy child, Jesus Christ our Redeemer."

The SCLM prayer for those being released from jail or prison (surely there's a big call for that among Episcopalians) takes a fairly lightweight approach: "Liberating God, we lose our true freedom when we wander from your love, but when we come home to you, we receive fullness of joy. Our sister, N., ends her prison/jail sentence and returns to a world that waits for her. Calm her fears and guard her from stumbling; surround her with friendship, and fill her with hope, reassured by your love and ours; through Jesus your Christ, our Redeemer and Liberator."

This "I'm OK, You're OK" attitude also underlies the prayer "at the ending of a relationship" - with no specification of the marital status of the partners: "God of Love, you ask us in your name to be faithful to the covenants we create with one another. Yet the relationship between N. and N. seems damaged beyond repair. We grieve with them as they say farewell to set off on separate paths, sorrowing for a love broken beyond our power to make it whole again. But you in your mercy rise in every death and your love is new every morning. Help us to uphold N. and N. as they discern the future you hold in store for them: abundance of life in the love of Jesus Christ our Lord."

Some of the suggested new prayers for use by mourners take for granted that everyone goes to Heaven; there is little recognition that the dead may need, and benefit from, the prayers of the living 
THEN, THERE ARE proposed new prayers and rites that could be classed as "ugly" - or maybe merely silly, banal, or trendy. First, there are the "Rites of Passage" - which one wag characterized as "liturgies composed by people with entirely too much time on their hands." Alaska Bishop Mark McDonald, however, gives them more significance. He thinks they are the working out of the "currents of renewal" that have moved through the Church for the last 50 years, and a realization of the revolutionary intentions of the authors of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer. (And whatever he means by "renewal" is likely not the same thing that conservatives mean when they say it.)

Said McDonald: "I once heard Boone Porter describe the vision of the primary architects of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer. He said they had placed a number of 'land mines' in what we might call the implicit ecclesiology and missiology of the Book. Only a few of these land mines have appeared, since most of us use the current prayer book as if it were a supplement to the 1928 Prayer Book. In the same way, many of us used our personal computers as fancy typewriters, without discovering that they are completely new instruments. With joy, we can say that, in these Rites of Passage, a visionary group of folks have begun to live into the promise and power of a number of the currents of renewal that have been beckoning the church forward over the past 50 years."

To be fair, before we go any further, we must note that, in producing these rites, SCLM was responding to a call from the 2003 General Convention. But, in addition to the already-noted prayers for reaching puberty, dating relationships, and "godly expression of one's sexuality," the SCLM suggests new rites for a child's moving from a crib to a bed, becoming a big brother (or sister), beginning and ending a school year, "becoming a reader," learning to ride a bike, going away to camp, coping "when a friend moves away," obtaining a driver's license, reaching significant teenage birthdays (including "Quinceañera ( a girl's 15th birthday), Fiesta Clavel (a boy's 15th birthday) Sweet Sixteen, Debut or "Coming of Age"), graduating from high school, going to college, entering the work force, and moving from the family home.

During a proposed "Blessing of a Betrothal," the celebrant prays thus: "May God join together all the pieces of your lives into a fine and sturdy quilt to cover your days with grace. And may all who bless you be blessed!" For adults, the proposed new rites include prayers not just for release from prison and "the ending of a relationship" but for beginning (or ending) a job, earning a General Equivalency diploma, returning to a community of faith, surviving a tragedy, "healing after a divorce," "reclaiming health," taking on the care of older parents, and receiving a new name (such as "a woman after a divorce reclaiming the surname she was born with or a child taking the name of his adopted parents"). The service for a person taking a new name may, according to the Commission, "include such elements as ritual cleansing, confession, incense or smudging, singing, and drumming."

The old get their new rites, too: for retirement, for becoming a grandparent or great-grandparent, celebrating a significant wedding anniversary or birthday, and leaving home to go into care or to move to a smaller space. For the dead and their mourners, there are prayers for one week, one month, and one year after death; prayers when visiting the site of death, when coming home without the departed, when giving away the belongings of the deceased, and visiting the graveside.

There are also prayers for use by those who grieve a violent death. By way of coming attractions, in the fall of 2005, the SCLM considered a collection of prayers "that would respond to the pastoral needs of women and men who have experienced miscarriage, abortion, or other trauma in the childbearing or childbirth process." The Commission examined the drafts, and sent them back for revision.

A list of the titles of some of the draft prayers shows the spirit of these petitions: "Before a Difficult Decision," "After a Difficult Decision," "Following the Termination of Pregnancy," "For Unresolved Grief or Guilt," "on the Anniversary of an Abortion," "Of the Pregnant Woman's Parents," "Of the Pregnant Woman's Spouse or Partner," "For Help to Conceive or to Accept Infertility," "For Letting Go the Hope of Childbearing," and "Before Surgeries That Will Prevent Conception." This set of prayers is not dead, however; the SCLM plans to reconsider them in November 2006, and will "send liturgies out for informal trial use in the remainder of [the] triennium" before the 2009 convention.

Keep your eyes open; prayers for justified abortion and sanctified sterilization might come to a liberal parish near you. 
And, the Commission appears poised to follow a trail blazed by theater-style denominational mega-churches and the Techno-Cosmic Masses produced by California Episcopal priest Matthew Fox.

The SCLM has within it a committee that has spent the last three years studying and experiencing "multi-sensory worship" - which they describe as worship that includes "electronic/computer generated music, visual imagery projected on screens/monitors, and artistic expression in a variety of media."

At General Convention, the Multi-sensory committee seeks a $60,000 budget to spend the next three years developing more "multi-sensory resources," preparing "theological statements" to justify use of the new expressions, and training congregations in the new ways of worship. (Some ECUSA parishes are already "trained," in fact, reportedly offering "U2 Eucharists" - services featuring the music of the Irish rock band U2.)

The Multi-Sensory Committee pointed Blue Book readers to the worshipwell.org web page, that offers "words of wisdom on everything from worship planning and guiding principles to inclusive language and multi-cultural liturgical development."

This "wisdom" includes many references to the parish of St. Gregory Nyssa in San Francisco - the "dancing parish" which offered a same-sex union service for former Utah Bishop Otis Charles and his partner in 2004.

Other advice from the worshipwell.org web page includes: "It's more important to do liturgy well than to do it right. Give yourself permission to experiment with liturgy-start by moving furniture! Re-arranging our worship spaces rearranges relationships and prayer life...Good liturgy takes work.

True, the Book of Common Prayer and centuries of history and tradition structure the way we worship as community. But how can ministers and congregants make liturgy a vibrant, dynamic collaboration rather than rote ritual?" It appears that for this committee, "liturgical fidget" is not a disease, but a blessing.

=================


Sources:

**Standing Commission on Liturgy and Music, General Convention 2006 proposals (section 16 of the Blue Book), http://www.episcopalarchives.org/e-archives/bluebook/16.html; **The Worship Well, "Wisdom," http://www.theworshipwell.org/wisdom.html.
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Lent is nearly upon us, and in The Episcopal Church (TEC) this year that means that – if TEC’s Presiding Bishop has her way – those who go to an Episcopal parish February 10 may be invited to take part, not in the Stations of the Cross, but the Stations of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), complete with grammar school-type coloring and painting.

 

No, as the saying goes, we’re not making this up.

 

Carrying forward the new TEC tradition of world-centered piety, Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori has declared the first Sunday of Lent to be Episcopal Relief and Development (ERD) Sunday, from 2008 onward. ERD, TEC’s official charity, has designed a new rite for the occasion: the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) Liturgy. Luke Fodor, Network Coordinator at the Office of Church Relations at ERD, said in an e-mail to TEC dioceses that this “Stations of the MDGs” liturgy is “designed to be used during Lent in lieu of the traditional Stations of the Cross service.”

 

The MDGs are eight goals for world development, adopted by the UN in 2000 in a drive to “cut extreme global poverty in half by 2015.” The Goals include: “eradicate extreme poverty and hunger,” “achieve universal primary education for children,” “promote gender equality and empower women,” “reduce child mortality,” “improve maternal health,” “combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases,” “ensure environmental sustainability,” and “create a global partnership for development.” TEC endorsed the MDGs at its 2003 General Convention, and made them a “mission priority” in 2006; Mrs. Schori has made them a centerpiece of her tenure. It seems that Jesus’ Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20) is no longer sufficient as a “mission priority.”

 

The MDG liturgy, posted by Mike Angell of the “Office of Young Adult and Higher Education Ministries” at “815” (TEC HQ), begins when the service leader tells the congregation, “Today, we will pray and experience the MDGs as Stations as we commit ourselves to living out the Baptismal Covenant by working to achieve the MDGs. We see ourselves and the Church as on a pilgrimage in the world, journeying with each other toward the justice of the Reign of God as manifest in the goals.” Next, all recite the Baptismal Covenant as given in the 1979 prayer book baptism service. 

 

Members of the congregation then go to each of the eight Stations of the MDGs, and perform symbolic activities at each stop:

 

*Preparing bag lunches to be given to a local food pantry;

 

*Writing down “the names of women who have inspired them and why”;

 

*Coloring-in outline drawings of children’s faces, while a bell rings to remind the participants that a child dies of a preventable water-borne illness every 15 seconds;

 

*Placing hand prints (in ink or finger paint) on a bed-sheet every 30 seconds, while the leader explains that “the number of hand prints on the sheet symbolize how many children have died from malaria during the time you were at the station”;

 

*Computing carbon footprints; and

 

*Filling out cards to lobby Congress to spend on the MDGs.

 

The prayer at the beginning of each Station starts, “God, you created us and call us to be in this world, part of your creative force.” The prayer at the end of each Station is a with-it, activist form of the Trisagion: “Holy God, Holy and Mighty, Holy Immortal One, Transform us, That we might transform the world.”

 

After the procession through the Stations of the MDGs is done, the congregation is to recite the MDGs in unison - as Christians have traditionally said the Creed - committing themselves to “God’s Mission” as they pledge to realize the eight UN objectives. At the end of the service, the dismissal – said by all – is “We go in peace to love and serve” – unlike the usual TEC post-Eucharist dismissal, which tells worshippers, “Go in peace, to love and serve the Lord.”

 

In her announcement of ERD Sunday, Schori said, “2008 will mark the first year of what will be an annual celebration of Episcopal Relief and Development’s role in our mission to seek and serve Christ in all persons. The Episcopal Church’s ongoing commitment to fight poverty and disease around the world is lived out in a variety of ways. Advocacy with our government for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals is one vital way. Another is through the ministry of Episcopal Relief and Development, which works with the worldwide Church to alleviate hunger, fight disease, and strengthen communities.”

 

Despite the worldly bent of ERD Sunday, the TEC authorities still invoke Christ. Schori put her call to alms in a classical Lenten context, saying that, “Almsgiving is one of the traditional disciplines of the season and one of the ways in which we participate with Christ in walking to the foot of the Cross and into the light of Resurrection.” The prayer offered for meditation at one of the Stations of the MDGs seeks spiritual as well as secular education for children: “Lord, we pray for open hearts and open doors to allow all children to learn and grow in knowledge of your world and your Word.” Participants in the MDG liturgy are told to reflect on Matthew 25:37-40, in which Christ tells the elect, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”

 

The Presiding Bishop also called on her flock to lobby for increased government spending on MDG-related programs: “I urge you also to deepen your advocacy efforts for robust financial commitments from the U.S. government toward achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. Faith-based institutions like Episcopal Relief and Development are proving that poverty can be eradicated if the proper resources and strategies are brought to bear. However, private action alone will not be enough – collective action as a nation is necessary, and our voices are what will inspire our government to act.”

 

The Archbishop of the Southern Cone, Gregory Venables, recently offered a polar opposite view of the place that the MDGs should have in the Anglican Communion. He said the primary focus should be on “mission, not the Millennium Development Goals…The MDGs are not without value, of course, but the Gospel is far more urgent, and eternal in impact. The world is on a downward spiral, but Jesus came to turn it around. That’s why we preach Jesus and not millennium goals.”

 
================

Sources: Episcopal Relief and Development; Episcopal Life; Millennium Development Goals Liturgy; blog post by Canon George Conger; Stand Firm in Faith.
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