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Humans of #GC79

If the sheer number of related 
resolutions is an indication of passion 
about an issue (and it usually is), then the 
desire to name and openly address sexual 
misconduct in our Church is strong. The 
presence of hundreds who sang, prayed 
and entered holy silence in the worship 
space on Wednesday evening during a 
service of repentance and truth-telling 
gave further evidence of that desire. The 
Spirit is moving powerfully in this Conven-
tion and lending voice to those who cry 

out, “no more” and “never again” to sexual exploitation, abuse and ha-
rassment in our congregations and other Church institutions. The Spirit 
is strengthening women, and men as well, to claim their dignity and their 
right to determine how their bodies will be treated. 

At this same moment in history, the claim of women to determine 
another dimension of how they live in their bodies faces potential 
challenge. The impending appointment by President Trump of another 
justice to the Supreme Court could lead to changes in reproductive 
rights and to the overturn of Roe v. Wade, which has provided for legal 
abortion throughout the United States since 1973. 

The Episcopal Church has had much to say about the legal and 
moral dimensions of family planning, birth control and abortion over the 
decades, and we have strong and clear General Convention resolutions 
on record. The 69th General Convention, meeting in Detroit in 1988, 
adopted a statement that recognizes the complexity of issues related to 
childbirth and abortion. It emphasizes: 

“All human life is sacred from its inception until death … Human life, 
therefore, should be initiated only advisedly and in full accord with this 
understanding of the power to conceive and give birth which is bestowed 
by God.”

The 1988 resolution went on to assert that the legal right to a 
medically safe abortion is to be exercised only in “extreme situations,” 
and that members of this Church must treat with “grave seriousness” 
decisions about any pregnancy that is considered problematic.  It also 
stipulated that national and state governments “must take special care to 
see that the individual conscience is respected, and that the responsibil-
ity of individuals to reach an informed decision in the matter is acknowl-
edged and honored.”  

The 71st General Convention, meeting in Indianapolis in 1994, reaf-
firmed that statement in a resolution that also added a second resolved 
clause: 

“That this 71st General Convention of The Episcopal Church ex-
press its unequivocal opposition to any legislation, executive or judicial 
action on the part of local, state or national governments that abridges 
the right of a woman to reach an informed decision about the termination 
of pregnancy or that would limit the access of a women to safe means of 
acting on her decision.”

Our statements from as long ago as 30 years have significant 
bearing on our lives and ministries today. As Christians, we have much 
to say about human bodies and how women and men live as incarnate, 
embodied beings. We have been given a voice and we are compelled 
by the Spirit to use that voice to speak our faith in the Church and in the 
public square. We are called to hold accountable politicians who assert 
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Getting to know thousands of Episcopalians, a handful at a time
 

Dr. Catherine Meeks, Executive Director, Absalom Jones Center for 
Racial Healing in Atlanta, Georgia

My hope is that my presence, 
in addition to the Center’s presence 
and the presence of those who are 
volunteering here with us, will result 
in spreading the word about this 
resource, which is truly meant to be 
church-wide. As I’m traveling and 
meeting people, I find hope in peo-
ple’s desire to do this work and to 
be who God truly wants them to be. 
There is a hunger and a desire to 
reach out and to do this work, even 
if people don’t quite know how. My 

hope is affirmed through the energy in speaking with people about how 
to do this most important work.  

The mission of the Absalom Jones Center is to provide tools and 
experiences that allow faith communities – and the larger community of 
individuals – to engage in dismantling racism through prayer, dialogue, 
pilgrimage and spiritual formation.   
 

Dr. Courtney Cowart & the Rev. Dr. Hillary Raining 
Cowart: I am a formation person, and I am excited about the incred-

ible collaboration that’s taking place between networks and groups here 
at General Convention. Collaboration is necessary to having a bigger 
impact, and I really feel a new spirit in the air and an excitement about 
what’s possible. This is in part due to leadership.  

Raining: This is my fifth time as a deputy, and it’s the most I’ve heard 
about Jesus 
yet. And, it’s still 
early. The energy 
and conversation 
around Jesus 
feels both old 
and new at the 
same time. I am 
excited about 
how the Epis-
copal Church is 
embracing its 
Christian identity.  
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by Patrick Keyser, Staff Writer
La Palabra Importa (Language Matters)

The first Book of Common Prayer was crafted to offer rites in a lan-
guage accessible to the people who would pray them. As chief architect 
of the 1549 Prayer Book, Thomas Cranmer introduced the revolutionary 
shift in the language of the liturgy from Latin to English. It was Cran-
mer’s contention that liturgy must be conducted in a language that is 
accessible to the people. This Cranmerian principle has continued to 
guide Anglican liturgical thought in the succeeding centuries, and it once 
again is informing the current discussions of Prayer Book revision in the 
Episcopal Church.

On Wednesday morning, an open hearing was held to consider the 
two proposals for Prayer Book revision brought to General Convention. 
Much of the testimony centered around the need for revision of liturgical 
language. The near exclusive use of masculine language for God was 
cited by many as a major impediment to the Episcopal Church and its 
mission and evangelism. The refrain “language matters” was repeated 
many times. As Episcopalians, we believe that the way in which we 
pray shapes and forms us in fundamental ways. Much more than just a 
collection of liturgical texts, the Prayer Book is a guide for our spirituality 
and sets out a pattern for discipleship. Many fear, however, that the 
Prayer Book’s reliance on masculine language for God presents such an 
unbalanced set of images that we are being de-formed as participants in 
the liturgy. Gender-inclusive language in our liturgies is seen not only as 
a matter of liturgical necessity but fundamentally as a matter of justice. 

Although much of the conversation about liturgical revision centers 
on gender-inclusive language, there is also a need to address transla-
tions of the Prayer Book into other languages of the Episcopal Church. It 
has been widely noted across the Episcopal Church that the translations 
of the Prayer Book into Spanish and French are woefully inadequate. 
In addition, there is currently no edition of the Prayer Book in Haitian 
Creole, a much-needed resource for many communities in the Episcopal 

Church. The 
current Spanish 
and French 
translations, 
completed 
soon after the 
adoption of the 
1979 Prayer 
Book, were 
authored by 
translators who 
were instructed 
to conduct their 
work using the 

approach often called “formal correspondence,” meaning that the goal 
of translation is to remain faithful to the original language and translate 
literally, word-for-word. The resulting translations have been criticized for 
containing awkward language that is sometimes grammatically incorrect. 

In their report to General Convention, the Standing Commission on 

Liturgy and Music clearly addressed this issue and the urgent need to 
produce new translations: “The continued use of these flawed transla-
tions sends a clear message to Episcopalians whose first language is 
not English: Their culture and mother tongue are not valued enough to 
warrant the investment of resources necessary to address this problem 
professionally.” Far from being an obscure question of translation meth-
ods, it is an issue, again, 
of justice. 

I spoke with Santi-
ago Rodriguez, a board 
member of Forma, about 
his experiences with El 
Libro de Oración Común 
(LOC) as a native Span-
ish speaker. Though 
he said that it is a good 
resource that has helped 
Spanish speaking 
communities, he noted 
that it is not situated 
within a cultural context 
that resonates with those 
who use it.  “El Libro de 
Oración Común may help introduce people to the Prayer Book,” said 
Rodriguez, “but it is not prayer that is true to Spanish speakers and their 
contexts. The language feels outdated, and LOC is seldom used for 
anything besides Sunday worship.”

The SCLM has asked General Convention to act to redress these 
issues. The proposed translations will be produced using a method 
much different from the word-for-word approach of formal correspon-
dence used to produce the current translations. The method of dynamic 
equivalence, a term penned by linguist Eugene Nida, seeks to create a 
text that captures the meaning and spirit of the source text as contained 
in its cultural context. Instead of “word for word,” the approach stresses 
“idea for idea.”

As General Convention considers the question of Prayer Book 
revision, it is imperative that new and better Prayer Book translations 
be authorized and funded. Producing translations of the Prayer Book 
that are natural and representative of the cultural context of the target 
language, translations that are truly accessible to the people who will 
use them is not only a matter of justice for our siblings in the Episcopal 
Church, it is deeply consistent with the history of Anglican liturgy.

 
Patrick is a seminarian at Berkeley Divinity School at 
Yale. He is currently serving as an intern at Grace  
Episcopal Church and La Gracia in Alexandria, Virginia. 

that they defend human life while at the same time neglecting to ad-
dress the desperate needs of people living without adequate healthcare, 
access to contraception, better education, public transportation that 
allows people to travel to places where jobs are, and a means to rise 
out of crushing poverty - all systemic problems that, left unaddressed, 
likely contribute to the rate of abortion.  

As the Episcopal Church, how will we respond in love when con-
fronted yet again with the political decision about the ethical complexi-
ties of reproductive rights?  How will we hear the voices of women and 
men who have been caught in the web of these complexities?  How will 
we incarnate these conversations so that they are not merely abstract 
theological debates?  

We had experience with these questions when we grappled with 
them 30 years ago.  Our deep desire to speak about sexual harassment 
in our Church today arises, I believe, from the same heart that motivat-
ed our deep desire to speak about reproductive rights then.  That moti-
vation, by the power of the Holy Spirit, will continue to lead us to honor 
and bless women’s bodies and women’s stories in this era of changing 
Church, changing society. 

Women’s Stories, continued
The Rev. Alastair Votaw, Chaplain to the Retired Clergy in the 
Episcopal Church in South Carolina 

My hope for General Con-
vention is that the Church will 
make reasoned and inclusive 
decisions that represent the 
full spectrum of the Episcopal 
Church. I believe we need a 
recommitment to reconciliation 
internally - within our own 
body. How can we be a recon-
ciling force in the world if we 
are not first reconciled within 
ourselves? I feel strongly that, 
if we focus on reconciliation, 
the issues will begin to take 
care of themselves.  

Humans, continued

Prayer Book translations 
that are truly accessible 
to the people who will 
use them is not only a 
matter of justice for our 
siblings in the Episcopal 
Church, it is deeply  
consitent with the history 
of Anglican Liturgy. 
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