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e A hurricane has brewed for two years in ‘
the worldwide Anglgcan Church. It has ®
exhausted its front-page news cycle in the

U.S., but has been gaining speed and

power overseas and threatens to make
landfall with devastating impact in the
coming months. The winds of change sig-
naled by the ordination of the first openly
gay Episcopal Bishop may even be strong
enough to split this ecclesiastical bulwark.
The world will hear about the controversy

as it unfolds, but here, in the calm before
the storm, meet the New Hampshire man
in its eye. By Meg Cadoux H irshberg
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t's a perfect afternoon for softball:

warm but not hot, a little overcast,

a light breeze ruffling the trees —a
desultory summer day. For a precious cou-
ple of hours, the women players doing pre-
game stretches on the scruffy field can
actually forget that they are in prison.
“Gene!” they call out, as Gene Robinson,
Episcopal Bishop of the Diocese of New
Hampshire, trots onto the field and joins
them in jumping jacks. Once again, he'’s
come to play ball, enlisting with parish-
ioners at a local Episcopal church, St.
Matthew's of Goffstown, to challenge the
women prisoners to a game.

Before the game begins, Bishop Robin-
son mingles with the inmates, who are
clad especially for this game in colorful
shirts and baseball hats. Several of the
women have come to know him well, from
his previous visits. Many have corre-
sponded with him by mail. He offers hugs,
smiles, words of encouragement, a willing
and attentive ear. “I don’t get into their
pasts too much,” he explains later.
“Instead, we talk about what they’re think-
ing now, and what they’ll do when they get
out.” Robinson huddles with a heavy-set
woman convicted of murder. “We've
become very close,” she says later. "We
have a connection.”

The bishop strides over to speak with a
prisoner who has set herself apart, seated
on the ground and leaning against a chain

link fence. She is subdued and withdrawn
as she watches the other women buzz
around the field eating popcorn and dis-
cussing their batting order. Allison (not
her real name), now in her early 20s, was
convicted of murder at the age of 15.
Robinson plops down next to her on the
ground, rests his back against the fence
and they begin to chat quietly.

Robinson has a special relationship
with Allison. After he was elected Bishop
of New Hampshire, she wrote him a letter
stating that she was not a Christian, but
that she had read about his election, and it
gave her hope that if “someone like you” —
an openly gay man living with his partner
— could be elected bishop, then maybe
somewhere there was a community that
could love “someone like me,” in spite of
what she had done. Bishop Robinson con-
tacted her immediately after receiving the
letter, and so began building relationships
with many of the women imprisoned in
Goffstown.

After their chat on the ballfield, Allison
reflects on what moved her to write the let-
ter: “He seemed courageous to me. |
admired him. So | wrote him and he wrote
back. It's been amazing to have him here.
He's very down-to-earth, which is important
to inmates. He’s not too important to come
down to the level of the bottom of society.”

“These are exactly the kinds of people
who Jesus was interested in,” says Robin-
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Above: Members of the St.
Matthew’s Episcopal Church
accompany Bishop Robinson
to the ballfield at the women’s
unit of the N.H. State Prison in
Goffstown.

Right: St. Matthew’s and the
bishop challenge the inmates
to a game of softball.
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Bishop Robinson officiates at a
memorial service for Jonathan
Daniels, an Episcopal minister
from Keene who was one of the
martyrs of the civil rights
movement in the 1960s.

son later. “In both Old and New Testaments,
they talk about visiting those in prison. I've
baptized several women there. After my
consecration they wanted to see my vest-
ments, so [ went over there and put them
on for them. I've spent the last two Christ-
mas Eves with them. It's a very difficult
time for them. Most have kids — it’s so hard
for them to be without their kids on Christ-
mas eve. We sing carols. It's the highlight of
my Christmas. It means a lot to the women
that the bishop would care to spend time
with them on such a day. | take any oppor-
tunity to reach out to those on the margins
and bring them the good news.”

hat could possibly be the good

news for these women behind

bars? “The ultimate good news,”
says Robinson, “is that they are loved and
accepted by God. They have 24 hours a
day to sit there and think about what
they’ve done, all the people they've let
down. There are countless ways for them
to feel unworthy of God's love. I don't
have to even say these words to them —

just by showing up, they get that mes-

sage. One of my favorite philosophers is
Woody Allen, who says that most of life is
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just showing up — the ministry of pres-
ence. It's not what you say, when you visit
someone in a hospital or prison, it's that
you show up.”

It's Robinson’s turn at bat. He's dressed
in shorts, sneakers and a T-shirt saying
“Proud Episcopalian” that he had been
given at a gay pride march he'd recently
attended in New York City. Though on the
opposing team, the prisoners shout out
encouragement to the bishop — “Wait for
yours, Gene!” “Go, Gene!" He hits solidly to
center field — “Run, Gene, run!" There's
much cheering and excitement, and high
spirits abound. After Robinson has had a
few at-bats (and a few runs), the St.
Matthew’s team captain asks him to rotate
out so another player can have a turn.
“Sure,” Robinson replies, and with a merry
twinkle in his blue eyes, adds words that
might apply to his entire ministry: “Until
you get into trouble. Then call on me again.”

Robinson’s affinity for those on the mar-
gins, those in trouble, go back to his roots
in rural Kentucky. His father, Victor, was a
tobacco sharecropper, and the family didn’t
even have running water until Robinson
continued on page 63




Above: Bishop Robinson greets the
parishioners after a Sunday service. He
tries to visit each church in the diocese in
a circuit that takes more than a year to
complete.

Above and Right: The Bishop relaxes at
home with his iPod and with his partner,
Mark Andrew.
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BISHOP GENE ROBINSON ... continued from page 38

was 10. Born in 1947, Robinson had a tenu-
ous beginning: he was paralyzed on one
side of his body and his head was bruised
and deformed. He was placed in an incuba-
tor and fed with an eyedropper. His father
was asked to sign both birth and death cer-
tificates, and was told that even if the baby
survived, he would likely be severely
impaired physically and mentally.

As a young boy Robinson began to
realize that he was different from other
boys — reacting differently to Playboy
magazines than his peers — but he knew
better than to say anything about his feel-
ings. Robinson went on to college at Uni-
versity of the South in Tennessee, which
was owned by southern dioceses of the
Episcopal Church. Though he grew up a
Disciple of Christ, at college Robinson
became enamored with the Episcopal
Church: “I loved the church for its liturgy.
And for the history, and the notion of the
laying on of hands going all the way back
to the apostles. There is a physical con-
nection to all those who have worshiped
God in this way.”

obinson went on to the General The-

ological Seminary in New York. He

had relationships with women but
still felt that he was gay. He entered thera-
py for two years. Believing that this had
heiped him and that he was ready to com-
mit to a heterosexual relationship, Robin-
son married Isabella Martin in 1973, after
sharing with her the concerns he had about
his sexuality. The couple had two daugh-
ters, Jamee (now 27) and Ella (now 23). In
1985 the couple separated amicably, when
Robinson, who had entered counseling
again, came face-to-face with his sexual ori-
entation. Eighteen months later Isabella
remarried and Robinson met the man who
is now his partner, Mark Andrew. Andrew
and Robinson remain friendly with Isabella,
and they all enjoy cooing over their two
granddaughters, Morgan and Megan. At
daughter Jamee’s wedding, Mark Andrew
walked Isabella down the aisle.

Robinson moved to New Hampshire in
1975, where he co-owned and directed a

The bishop inspects a photograph of civil
rights martyr Jonathan Daniels at a
memorial service in Keene.

girls’ summer camp. For the next decade
he worked in a variety of youth programs,
and, after coming out and divorcing, he
founded Concord Outright, a support
group for gay and lesbian teens. In 1988,
Robinson became “Canon to the Ordi-
nary,” which is the term for the bishop's
assistant, under Bishop Doug Theuner. He
served in this role until Theuner decided
to retire in 2002, at which point Robinson
was nominated for the job.

The New Hampshire diocese formed a
search committee, and received applica-
tions from all around the country. They
narrowed the list to five. All applicants
submitted answers to written queries,
and appeared at several question-and-
answer forums around the diocese of
New Hampshire. For the election, each
congregation in the diocese sent four del-
egates, in addition to clergy and retired
clergy. On June 7, 2003, the delegates
who gathered at St. Paul's Church in Con-
cord elected the first openly gay, non-
celibate man to the office of bishop in the
history of Christianity. In August of that
year, Robinson received the consent of a
majority of U.S. bishops, and finally was
consecrated in November of 2003, under
heavy security due to the many threats
on his life.

“Gene was the homeboy, everyone
knew and liked him,” says Mike Barwell,
who is a communications consultant for
the diocese. “They weren't electing a gay
bishop; they were electing a bishop who
happens to be gay.” This thought is
echoed by Judith Esmay, an attorney who
chaired the election and transition com-
mittee for the diocese, and who joined the
Episcopal Church in 1986. “Gene was so
well-known. He was held in the highest
possible esteem as an administrator and
as a preacher. In a sense we'd already
tried him out as bishop material and knew
exactly what we were getting. I know this
sounds soupy, but he is beloved. He is the
most disarming guy, because he bears no
arms at all.”

However, much of the worldwide
Anglican Communion (of which U.S. Epis-
copalians are a part) is up in arms about
Robinson’s election as bishop. The storm
surrounding his consecration two years
ago this month continues to rage, to the
point where some have predicted an
inevitable schism in the Anglican Com-
munion if Robinson does not step down.
The fierce debate over homosexuality in
the Church has pitted traditionalists,
notably from the African branch of the
Anglican community, against those with
more liberal views. Most conservative
Anglican leaders want the American Epis-
copal Church suspended and even
expelled if it does not repent of Gene
Robinson’s election, and promise never
again to ordain a gay bishop.

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr.
Rowan Williams, considered something of
a leader and spokesperson for the Angli-
can Church, has not taken a clear stand on
the controversy, and clearly wishes it
would all just go away. He has acknowl-
edged that he doesn’t expect the next few
years “to be anything other than messy as
far as all this is concerned.” Archbishop
Williams has refused to meet with Robin-
son, despite many entreaties by Robinson
and by others on his behalf. Last year, a
study group commissioned by the arch-
bishop asked that the bishops involved in
Robinson’s ordination apologize for caus-
ing “deep offense” in the Anglican com-
munity. The U.S. Episcopal Church was
asked not to attend international meet-
ings for the next three years. “We've been
un-invited from Thanksgiving dinner,”
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says Mike Barwell, the diocese communi-
cations consultant.

Leading the charge against Robinson
and the ordination of gays is Nigerian Arch-
bishop Peter Akinola, who has called homo-
sexual conduct “lower than that of beasts.”
Akinola stated that “the consecration of
Gene Robinson clearly demonstrates that
authorities within the U.S. Episcopal
Church consider that their culture-based
agenda is of far greater importance than
obedience to the word of God.”

“The word of God” is the touchstone
here, and the sticking point. What exactly
is the word of God on this matter? Liber-
als would say that Jesus said much about
love and compassion, and nothing at all
about homosexuality. Conservatives
counter that there are several places in
the Bible, such as Leviticus 18:22, which
reference homosexuality as a sin. Yet the
same Leviticus “Holiness Code”
deems sinful cattle inbreeding, round
haircuts, wearing garments of two materi-

also

als and sowing fields with two kinds of
seed. Clearly, posit the liberals, Scripture
is not followed to the letter, and was writ-
ten in a certain historical context, so why
single out those few passages?

ecause, says Tim Rich, the Episcopal

priest who is Robinson’s assistant,

“the way evil works is that it cloaks
itself in righteousness ... Since June of '03
we've spent all this time talking about the
gay issue. Meanwhile a child dies every 10
seconds in Africa from poverty. So shame
on us, and shame on the African bishops
for breaking relationships with caring
groups in the U.S. because of Gene Robin-
son. Shame on all of us for getting so con-
sumed with sexuality, which Jesus didn't
mention at all in the four Gospels.”

The storm surrounding Robinson has
swirled through New Hampshire as well.
While numbers are fuzzy and hard to
come by, it appears that while a minority
did leave the Episcopal Church in New
Hampshire after Robinson’s election,
many have come back, and other new
members have joined. There has in fact
been a slight decrease in donations to the
church in the last few years, but that
decline is hard to disentangle from gener-
al economic conditions. However, one of
the more painful results of Robinson’s
ordination was the dissolution of one
New Hampshire congregation, the Church
of the Redeemer in Raochester.
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“The day Gene Robinson was elected
bishop, I thought I would die,” says Sue
DelLemus. She had attended Church of the
Redeemer since 1995. Her husband Jerry
was the senior warden of the church. “Bish-
op Robinson — I hate to even call him bish-
op — is not up to the standards of being a
bishop. He’s a practicing homosexual. And,
he’s not married and he’s having sex. Chris-
tianity is exclusive, it's hard. You can follow
the word of God as it is in the Bible, or not.
A leader in the church needs to be held to a
higher standard. You can't do whatever
you want as long as it feels good.”

After Robinson’s consecration in
November of 2003, the parishioners of
Church of the Redeemer ultimately decid-
ed they would rather dissolve than be
subject to a homosexual bishop. They
turned over their church keys at a dramat-
ic meeting with Robinson, rented space at
another church in Rochester and re-
formed independently. The congregants
recently celebrated their first year as St.
Michael’s Church, and although Episco-
palians, are not recognized by the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury and do not commu-
nicate with the Episcopal Bishop of New
Hampshire. Similarly, dozens of parishes
all over the United States are in open
revolt over Robinson’s election, and have
asked to be guided by bishops who did
not vote for Robinson.

About Robinson, Sue DelL.emus says:
“He’s an extremely smart and charismatic
man. He cares about people, but he's
twisted and lost. He's putting his seal of
approval on homosexual behavior." Later
she adds, “l hope | haven't come off as a
bigoted person. Homosexuals are wel-
come in our church. I don't reject their
orientation, just the practice. We're called
to respect the dignity of each person. But
the issue is the leadership role of Gene
Robinson. His homosexual behavior is my
business if he's a leader in my church.”
Clearly, the subject of the rift in the
church is a difficult one for her: “This is
all really hard,” she says, "because the
desire is to just get along.”

Delemus’s husband Jerry, the former
Redeemer vestry warden, foresees immi-
nent schism in the Anglican Church: “His
election is a deal breaker, definitely.” He
adds: “1 fear for Gene on judgment day. |
pray for him. People at my church grum-
ble that 1 do that. But who needs a doctor
but the sick? Gene is in great peril spiritu-
ally. He is misleading his flock. He is caus-
ing great destruction within his church.



He has put himself in harm’s way with
Christ. The gay issue is his main platform.
Everything else takes second seat to that.
It would be a great victory for Christ if
Gene repented.”

Robinson views his homosexuality not
as a curse, but as a blessing: “I'm grateful
for the experience of being gay, of being
on the outside,” he says. “It's my little win-
dow on what it's like to be a woman, to be
black, to be handicapped, to be a prisoner.
1 know about experiences that push peo-
ple to the margins of life. [ know what it’s
like for the church to tell you that you are
an abomination. That’s the good news that
changed my life: to hear God saying, you
are my beloved. In you I am well pleased.”

“The fact is,” says Tricia Rose Burt, an
artist in Peterborough who sought Robin-
son’s counsel during a personal crisis,
“we're all ‘not normal’ in some way. As an
artist, I often feel different from other peo-
ple. Gene showed me that my real issue
was not about feeling like an outsider, and
not about my heartbreak, but about feel-
ing unloved by God. He nailed it. Against
the backdrop of God’s love, my problems
take on a different perspective.”

ene Robinson is an unlikely agent
provocateur. He is a small man,
with close cropped graying
brown hair and lively blue eyes aided by
rimless glasses. He has a relaxed
demeanor, is an attentive listener, has a
quick sense of humor and loves a good
joke. His office is filled with books and
photos of his family. Everything about
him is calm and comfortable — he is not
one to pontificate or harangue. He seems
so ... normal. Which is exactly how his
assistant, Tim Rich, describes him: “He's a
pretty ordinary guy. He’s a great dad, a
giddy, sloppy, stupid, crazy grandpa and
a loving partner, whose mate happens to
be a man. The most profound thing about
his ministry is that he is such an ordinary,
warm decent guy. It's pretty hard not to
like him. He makes God accessible to all
kinds of people. He brings this ability to
show people how Scripture bears on our
daily lives, and how God’s forgiveness
challenges our daily lives, because he
himself is so forgiving and walks with
such grace.”
One of Robinson’s parishioners recent-
ly remarked that the bishop "preaches
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with the Bible in one hand and the daily
newspaper in the other.” Robinson agrees:
"If I can’t make my way from the 2,000-
year-old scriptures to today’s newspaper, |
would consider that a failure. Something
there points us in the right direction for
today's issues — the Bible talks about care
for the poor, peacemaking, loving your
enemies, the danger of accumulating
wealth.” Robinson tries to stay focused on
these values in his ministry. He is clearly
deeply saddened by the loss of the
Rochester parish and by all the turmoil in
the church, but feels called by God to con-
tinue on this path. According to Tim Rich,
“Gene hasn't gotten sucked into this back-
drop. The controversy over his election
hasn’t sidetracked him. He has a vibrant
and fruitful ministry.”

“There are two things I love the most as
bishop,” says Robinson. “The first is my
regular visitations to the parishes. There
are forty-nine, and I get to each one about
every year and a half. I deliver a sermon,
meet with the local minister, youth
groups, parishioners and the vestry; go to
a potluck supper; perform baptisms and
confirmations. I visit shut-ins and people
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in the hospital, and take communion to
people who can’t make it to church. I do
open forums, and answer any questions.

“The second thing I really love is the
chance to use the opportunity I have to
represent the church in places we've been
sorely missing, like the prison. I testify
before the Legislature about issues affect-
ing the poor and the most vulnerable,
including children and women. Also
about issues like gay and lesbian rights,
affordable housing and MLK day.

“I have administrative duties at our
office in Concord. 1 have a staff of 15 —
mostly part-timers. We have a budget of
around $1 million. We provide services
and perform outreach. There’s the com-
munication aspect, too — we have a dio-
cese newspaper and Web site. And | have
canonical requirements, like approving re-
marriages. 'm responsible for the pastoral
care of the clergy and their families — I
drop everything for that.

“ love being the bishop. It's so wonder-
ful to do what you feel called to do.”

Robinson is not surprised that his elec-
tion has provoked a strong reaction: “Ulti-
mately,” he says, “this is about the end of
patriarchy, the end of a time when straight
white males make most of the decisions. Is

it any wonder there would be some resist-
ance to that?" If anything, he adds, “the
controversy has deepened my faith. From
the time | was elected, the pressure on me
to back down was so extreme. 1 felt God’s
presence so palpably then. | was reassured
in my prayer life that I was doing the right
thing. Scripture came alive for me. Scrip-
ture discusses the peace which passeth all
understanding. God has kept a calm place
in my soul. My assistant Tim gave me a
piece of calligraphy that reads: ‘Sometimes
God calms the storm, and sometimes God
lets the storm rage and calms his child.’
That's what God’s done for me — calmed
his child.”
. Il over New Hampshire, at meet-
\\ ings, sermons, baptisms and visi-
.. .tations, Robinson is for the most
part just The Bishop, not The Gay Bishop.
Without fanfare he energetically attends
to the duties, both mundane and spiritu-
al, of his job. And yet the hostility, shame
and prejudice he's endured because of
his homosexuality fuel his frequent
exhortations to congregations to move
outside of their personal comfort zone,
to reach out to the afflicted and unloved.
“Jesus was always in a little trouble,”
Robinson reminds parishioners. “He con-
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fronted the powers-that-be on behalf of
those who'd been cast aside.” Compas-
sion, Robinson says, is God’s love coming
through us. “You are,” he sermonized
recently, “the only Scripture some people
will ever know.”

True, Robinson was selected by his
diocese because of their belief that, com-
pletely unrelated to his sexual orienta-
tion, he had the faith, vision and skills to
be their bishop. But in the end, his
homosexuality is integral to his ministry.
It not only informs his message, but for
his supporters, the very controversy
generated by his election has added a
justice component to his service that no
one anticipated.

Tim Rich puts it this way: “l used to
downplay the gay issue, but not any
more. We were never seeking a gay bish-
op. But after his selection, I finally got
that maybe there’s an important theolog-
ical piece here that has to do with Gene
being gay. The kingdom of God was built
just a little bit more when a gay man
could be open about his sexuality and
still be selected bishop. Isn’t it a beauti-
ful thing that this happened not in San
Francisco but in crusty, conservative
New Hampshire?” M
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