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Abortions, Married Priests, Homosexuals

CHURCHES START
FACING UP TO THE
SEXUAL REVOLUTION

Sex has become an explo-
sive issue for major faiths,
which used to steer clear of
the subject. Today it's out in
the open—causing strains.

A surprising new Dbattleground is
emerging at the center of America’s
sexual revolution—the church.

At every level, organized religion is
being challenged by feminists, abortion
fighters, advocates of contraception, ho-
mosexuals, divorced Catholics and mar-
ried priests—all seeking changes in the
old order.

The results of the upheavals are only

beginning to be seen. But there is little | in marriage.”
doubt that the soul searching is subject- |-~ Rel
ing many faiths to their greatest strains = are being influenced by a host of other

in decades.

The main reason for involvement in
issues once considered too hot to handle
is that both advocates and opponents of
change want the church’s stamp of ap-
proval. That is considered important be-
cause religion plays a big role in setting
standards for a nation in which more
than 130 million people are listed as
belonging to a church or synagogue.

So far, these pressures have brought
only a few changes in official policies
toward sex. Among them: the Episcopal
Church’s sanctioning of women priests.

But at the grass-roots level, signs of a
profound shift in attitudes are appearing
among believers. One of these is the
growing demand for sexual advice from
religious counselors, especially in conser-
vative faiths, where such questions often
were frowned upon a few years ago.

Frank discussion. Says Paige Patter-
son, associate minister of the First Bap-
tist Church of Dallas: “I don’t know
anyone in counseling who does not have
an incredibly heavy load right now.”

To help meet this demand, many pas-
tors hold sex seminars in church. In
addition, most major denominations
sponsor week-ends during which cou-
ples and counselors get away for frank
discussions of personal and sexual prob-
lems. The biggest of these efforts is Ro-
man Catholicism’s worldwide “marriage
encounter” program that involves about
100,000 couples a year. Members report
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cy—do whatever makes you feel good as
long as you don’t hurt anybody else.”

Some church leaders say that one of
the most explosive issues they face is
how to deal with the many homosexual
members and clergy who proclaim their
affectional preferences in public.

In the Episcopal Church, a wave of
protest was triggered when a New York
bishop ordained an acknowledged lesbi-
an as one of that denomination’s newly
sanctioned female priests.

The ordination, along with a contro-
versial revision of the Church’s historic

that the advice they receive is some-
times unexpected, often the opposite of

sources, including so-ealled Christian sex
manuals that are appearing on the lists
of best-selling religious books. These vol-
umes mix inspirational quotations with
advice and sociological findings on sex
matters.

“This is all part of the new narcissism
that has gripped the churches,” says the
Rev. Martin E. Marty, professor of
church history at the University of Chi-
cago. “Instead of the language of the
cross, love and sacrifice for others, we're
getting the message of the new intima-

official Church teachings.
A new survey of Catholi prayer book, has sparked a secessionist
Chicago shows that, when coungeling movement. Leaders of the proposed
breakaway say that they hope to draw as
clergy support the Church’s/ stand
against birth control while 40 tq,50 per members to a new Episcopal Church.
cent reje 00s against homosexuality Members of other denominations, too,
aﬁ&gremantal Sex. “=—— have been caught in the turmoil. The
leading the way. Explains @bert C. | major group to ordain an avowed homo-
Outler, professor of theology at Perki sexual, has accepted a report suggesting
that the Bible should not be the only
ministers are better trained in now is \ Churches also have been heavily in-
pastoral counseling. I can’t imagine any- |volved on both sides of the campaign by
one leaving this school with a knee-jerk /' singer Anita Bryant, a Southern Baptist,
A Ceaf?R04~) ties across the U.S.

Religious best sellers. Laymen also Governing bodies of several Protes-
tant denominations have passed resolu-
homosexuals’ campaigns for secular
rights. But most faiths retain the view
that homosexual behavior, like adultery,

“Basically the doctrine is ‘hate the sin,
but love the sinner,” ” says the Rev. G.
William Sheek, director of family minis-
tional Council of Churches.

At the heart of these and other sexual
disputes lies a basic conflict in interpret-

members, only about 10 per cent/of the
many as one third of the denomination’s
7~ In many cases, the younger clergy are | United Church of Christ, the only other
guide to morality in sex.
M&b&&mﬂ_@gﬂdﬂﬂg@y to repeal “gay-rights laws” in communi-
tions  expressing  sympathy with
is a sin that should be corrected.
tries and human sexuality for the Na-
ing the Bible, say theologians. Members

Appointment of Beverly Messenger-Harris as first female priest to head an Episcopal
parish in the U.S. fed a controversy that led to a threatened split in the denomination.
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