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By now you have all heard that Bishop Bennison is back and has taken his place at the head of our Diocese of Pennsylvania.  Needless to say the news came as a shock to most everyone.  I confess that I, along with most of the rest of the Diocesan leadership was simply waiting for his conviction to be upheld so that we could at long last break out of the holding pattern we have been stuck in since November 1st, 2007.   The range of reaction to his acquittal and reinstatement has been largely negative and some of it has been quite passionate and even nasty but in general an atmosphere of frustration and anxiety has gripped our Diocese.  And our parish of St. Timothy’s is by no means immune.  Some of you are quite upset.  Others are may be nonplused by the whole affair.  But regardless what you feel about the Bishop and his return, it is important that we take the time to clarify what has happened, what it will mean for our Diocese and most importantly, how it affect our community and our ability to do the work of the Gospel.  

So first let’s go over the facts.  Back in 2007 Bishop Bennison was charged with “Conduct unbecoming a member of the clergy” in relation to a matter stemming from the 1970’s at his first parish in California.  In essence he was charged with not doing enough to stop or disclose the fact that the parish youth minister (who also happened to be his brother) was sexually abusing a teenage girl from the church’s youth group.  Despite his protestations of innocence Bishop Bennison was ultimately convicted of this charge and then sentenced to be defrocked.  No one was surprised when he appealed.  Yet even as the appeal dragged on and on, no one was seriously expecting the appellate court, which was composed of nine bishops, to overturn the guilty verdict.  This in itself was quite a shock.  To make things even more unsettling the court wrote the following in their opinion, “…while we agree with the Trial Court that (he) was guilty of conduct unbecoming a member of the clergy, those actions do not constitute sexual abuse…, therefore, because the statute of limitations has run out on that offense we have no choice under the canons of the church but to reverse the judgment of the Trial Court finding that [he] is guilty…"  That is a direct quote taken from judgment.  

What it means is this: although the court found that Bishop Bennison had indeed failed in his duties as a priest, he could not be convicted of the charges because they were subject to a statute of limitations.  It is important to note that for the abuse of minors there is no statute of limitations but since he himself was not the actual abuser, the court had to respect the ten year limitation. With this decision the inhibition that kept him from exercising his ordained ministry was lifted and on August 16th, Bishop Bennison returned to work at Church House as head of our Diocese.  

Those are the facts and regardless of what you think about them they are at least clear.  From this point onward we venture much more into the realm of speculation, uncertainty and opinion. Both leadership groups and some prominent clergy have called upon the Bishop to resign or retire but most consider this unlikely.  In his public statements to this point he has expressed his intent to continue on as Bishop.  Of course that leaves him with a lot of catching up to do.  All during his trial he was prohibited from work or other involvement in the life of the Diocese.  Fortunately, Bishop Michel, who has been helping the Standing Committee run the Diocese since spring of 2009, has agreed to stay on and help with the transition for an as yet undefined length of time to assist in the transition.  But even with that assistance the task before Bishop Bennison is monumental.  Not only does he have to adjust to the many differences in how our Diocese operates now, he also has to try and reestablish relationships with many staff and clergy.  And it is this part that will particularly difficult.  In my opinion, Bishop Bennison had lost the trust of most of the Diocesan leadership as well as many individual clergy and lay people before he went on trial and it compromised his ability to lead us.  Now this problem is compounded by a nearly three year absence and the Appellate Court’s statement that although the statute of limitations prevented them from upholding the verdict, that in their opinion, the Bishop was still guilty of “conduct unbecoming a member of the clergy.”  To put it another way, if I had lost confidence in his ability to lead the Diocese back in 2007, I have even less now.  

In response some people are actively trying to formulate a plan to force Bishop Bennison from office.  I have heard theories that range from non-cooperation (in which all the elected leadership would resign and leave the Bishop alone and unable to run the Diocese) to an Amish style shunning.  But whatever method people might come up with, the whole idea is fundamentally flawed.  To begin with, it has little chance of success.  In the Episcopal Church, unless they are found guilty of wrong doing by a trial court, a bishop can stay at their post until they reach the mandatory retirement age of 72.  Therefore, regardless of whether we think it is right or wrong, if Bishop Bennison chooses to dig in his heels and stay, he cannot be removed by us, by the Presiding Bishop or even by the Archbishop of Canterbury.

This is a very frustrating, uncertain and anxious place to be.  We are here because of years of failure on many levels.  Failure by Bishop Bennison to acknowledge his past mistakes and a continuing inability to recognize that, regardless of whether he think he is right or not, the best thing for the Diocese would be for him to resign.  Yet his opponents have also failed.  While many of those who have called for his resignation have been honorable throughout this conflict, nothing can justify the depths of slander and maliciousness to which some people who call themselves Christians have sunk to in their efforts force the Bishop out.  And finally failure by the National Church which allowed this matter to drag on much longer than it should have and, at least publically, seems to be washing its hands of the whole matter.  

But that is all in the past.  What matters now is not how we got here or who is to blame.  What matters is that we start to deal with the real and lasting consequences this crisis has created for us as individuals, as a parish, and as a Diocese.  There will be those who feel that the Episcopal Church, which likes to portray itself as a bastion of enlightenment, has instead acted shamefully by returning someone who was complicit in the sexual abuse of a teenager to power based solely on a technicality.  Other will look at our Diocesan Civil War and conclude that, just like all the other churches, that we are just another bunch of hypocrites.  Still others will throw themselves into the fray and find themselves consumed by trying to either remove or defend the Bishop.  Then there will be those who choose isolation.  So long as things are good at their parish, then whatever happens down at Church House doesn’t really matter.  And finally some will detach from the Church altogether, at least until this whole painful mess is resolved.  

While it is easy to justify any of these responses, they are all flawed.  Rather than trying to figure out how to make him resign we should instead be worried about what kind of community exists among our 55,000 members? Instead of putting our energy into slinging mud we should instead be concerned with the image we are creating for those outside our Church.   Instead of detaching we must engage.  As ugly as it may be right now this crisis still represents an opportunity.  As Paul writes, it is through our weakness that G-D can be glorified. (2 Cor 12:8-10) When we fail there is, at the same time, a divine opportunity to live out our baptismal vows and show the world that we can indeed act as the Body of Christ.   We can meet disappointment with hope, to respond to anger with humility and to respond to hurt with compassion, to confront lies with the truth spoken in love and to respond to the abusive of power with justice and ultimately even forgiveness and reconciliation.  
If that is the kind of Church you want to be a part of then we must redouble our efforts to support one another through this struggle and to show everyone that there is more to being an Episcopalian in the Diocese of Pennsylvania than the bitterness and infighting that gets covered by the newspapers and blogs. We must seize this opportunity to show the world that in spite of all this mess there are some of us who still remember what is most important.  In that spirit I ask your continued prayers for our Diocese.  We must continue to pray for everyone involved, including Bishop Bennison, the Standing Committee, Diocesan Council and all other Diocesan leaders.  We must also not forget to pray for the victims of John Bennison’s abuse and for all those who have been wounded and disillusioned by the failures of our Church.  While we wait for a clearer picture to emerge I will do my best to keep you all updated as to what is going on and as always, I invite your questions and your concerns.  This crisis will not last forever and there will again come a day when we know what it means to again be a healthy and functional Diocese.  But in the meantime we have important work to do, exercising our common ministry to serve as agents of justice, reconciliation and healing.  AMEN

