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BROADLEY


Interview with the Reverend Rodger C. Broadley by Clark Groome, Episcopal Diocese of Pennsylvania Oral History Project, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, June 18, 2014.
CLARK GROOME:   You’re a Philadelphian?

RODGER BROADLEY:   I am.

CG:
Where’d you grow up?

RB:
I grew up—I was born in West Philadelphia.  My parents were members of Saint Barnabas Church.

CG:
Okay, so you’re a lifelong Episcopalian?

RB:
I am, and I was baptized there at Saint Barnabas.  My parents had moved that same year to Drexel Hill, and then we moved a few years later to Springfield, Delaware County, which is where I was raised.  And I went to Springfield Public High School, as did my sister.

CG:
Where’d you go to college?

RB:
I went to Middlebury College in Vermont.

CG:
Right.  What was your major?

RB:
My major was German.  I knew at the time that I was interested in ordained ministry, and so there wasn’t a lot of pressure from my family to study something that would be immediately usable—

CG:
Like lawyer, or medical, or something like that?

RB:
—because they knew I was going to go on to that, and that suited me just fine.  I’ve always been interested in language and the whole issue of language.  I did Latin in high school.  So I did that, with kind of a sub-text of history and religion.  I spent some time in a monastery in Austria as part of my junior year abroad thing.  So all those pieces sort of wove together for me, which was great. 

CG:
Go back.  When did you begin to feel the call?

RB:
I was probably one of the odder kids, you know.  Other kids maybe wanted to do something more dramatic.  I remember telling my parents that I thought I might want to be a priest when I was in the eighth grade, maybe, eighth or ninth grade.  And in fact, I went to see Bill McKean, who was our rector at the time, who had just come there.

CG:
How do you spell that?

RB:
McKean, M-C-K-E-A-N.  His father was a priest here for many, many years, and Bill recently died.  And he was the rector at Holy Comforter, Drexel Hill, which is the parish that I was raised in, and my parents—my mother is still a member there.  And I remember telling him that I thought I would do this, and he was very polite, but basically said, “Well, relax.  There’ll be plenty of time for you to decide.” [Laughs]

CG:
Yeah, when you’re twelve or thirteen years old, there’s time to decide it, right?

RB:
To decide that.  And I have to say, one of the great things about doing this for so long is I’ve never regretted doing it.  In fact, I’ve always loved being a priest.  And I would probably have to say that over the years your understanding of what that means, and why you want to do it, certainly change.  In retrospect, I would say, since some of this interview is about sort of me, personally—

CG:
Oh, absolutely!

RB:
I would say that in those early days, there was something—I knew that I was sort of a little bit of an outsider in different ways.  I guess I wouldn’t have had the words to say that I knew I was gay, but I always felt that I was a little bit different from other kids, and fascinated by kind of the larger world.  I was already an avid reader when I was a little kid.  In fact, I used to get in trouble, because I was reading—whatever the kids were reading two years ahead of me, I was reading those books, and so the teachers would call my father and mother and say, “He’s reading Catcher in the Rye,” in the sixth grade, or whatever.  
CG:
Great book.

RB:
So I was always interested in the bigger world.  And I think that I liked the idea of the priesthood, at that point was something that I—I loved church.  I was a very church-y kid.  I went every Sunday.  We never missed church.  I always went to the youth programs in the evening.  I was sort of your classic [church] kid.

CG:
Were you an acolyte, and all that?

RB:
Acolyte, choir member.

CG:
The whole nine yards.

RB:
Yeah, and all those things.  And I think I liked the idea of being involved.  This is really very important, actually, and I think hard for clergy to admit, that we love—I’m attracted to the idea of community, and I believe in it wholeheartedly, in being part of a group.  But I also clearly enjoy being somewhat separate from that group.  So here you are in the middle of the church; you have all these people around you.  You’re engaged with them all, but you’re still a little different.  You’re up front; you’re preaching, you’re teaching.  You’re celebrating communion.  And so there’s this way in which you can participate in community, and still preserve some of your own sort of integrity or separateness.  This is a confession, frankly, because I think that most clergy don’t admit how many of us feel that way!

CG:
Right.

RB:
And so here we are, trying to build community, which is supposed to be, really, mutual relationship, good mutual relationship, and yet we ourselves enjoy that sense of being able to be just slightly outside of the circle.

CG:
Just a little detached.

RB:
And I think that was very important for me.  Again, in retrospect I see it as part of almost a psychological, understandable need, as a gay child at that point, and now man of 62 years old, who really want to—you want to be safe, to some degree, and you’re aware that that might not be possible.

CG:
I understand that, yeah.

RB:
So the whole story of my relationship with the church all these years, as a man, as a gay man and as a Christian—Christian first, in the sense of self-aware Christian; gay man a little later—has been working around those issues, of acknowledging that the church at times has wanted to, and chosen to exclude me, if it could, running the gauntlet for ordination.  I mean, I remember—it’s so long ago now, 36 years—but I remember the anxiety at the seminary for those of us who were gay, as we sort of navigated the shoals.

CG:
Do you know who all—was everybody pretty much clear about who they were, when you were in seminary?  Where’d you go to seminary?

RB:
I went to the Episcopal Divinity School, so the answer to that would be yes.

CG:
Yes, because that’s a fairly liberal seminary.

RB:
In fact, a fundamental event—first of all, that’s the other thing.  The timing of my life is almost perfect, because I never had to deny my sexual orientation.  I had to not play it up a lot, but by the mid-seventies, when I went to seminary, things were opening up pretty quickly.  There was a lot of anger on both sides, I guess, and some frustration.  But I remember distinctly, a very important memory for me is arriving at seminary.  I had spent a year doing translation work in Germany after graduating from college.
CG:
When did you graduate?

RB:
I graduated in ’73, and went off to teach German and English as a second language, and then to do some translation in Germany.  Because the Commission on Ministry had said that it was their policy that a person have at least two years of non-academic experience.

CG:
Which in many ways makes a lot of sense.

RB:
And I agreed with that at the time.  That was sort of the rule.  

CG:
Who was the bishop then, Lyman?

RB:
Lyman Ogilby had just become the bishop, [elected diocesan after serving as suffragan].  He transitioned into the job, into the position, the same year I started the process under [Bishop Robert] DeWitt, but I really got involved under Lyman.  And that was the policy.  And I think also for me, looking at me—you have to have seen me then—I really was kind of—looked very immature, certainly:  kind of a baby-faced kid, and funny, bad long hair, and all the rest, you know, that everybody had in the early seventies.
CG:
The seventies! [Laughs]

RB:
So fortunately, I lost my hair pretty early, so I don’t have to live with that.  But I arrived at seminary, and I was not—I was self-aware that I was gay—again, that word probably wasn’t the first word I would have used.  I would have said that I was attracted to boys, or men.  I mean, I was a boy myself, eighteen, nineteen years old.  But I walked into the dormitory at Episcopal Divinity School, and the very first dorm room—they were all singles—had two men’s names on it.  And they had these—hanging from the doorknob were two tiny little teddy bears. [Laughs] And I just realized these men were celebrating the fact that they were living together.  And I walked down the hall stunned, and frightened.

CG:
Frightened?

RB:
Because I thought, this is going to be the job for me, to integrate and bring together the disparate parts of my life, which I had not really thought about as being life’s great challenge and goal, which I now believe it is.  Always, bringing the pieces together—the unity, and all that stuff, unity in diversity.

CG:
Must have been scary as hell.

RB:
It was very, very scary.  And in fact, I had probably close to what I would call not a nervous breakdown, would be a way overstatement.  But I certainly had a spiritual emotional crisis that fall, as I began to think about the implications of being gay in the church.  First of all, that it would require the kind of honesty that I had avoided for a while, for a long time, and that kind of integration.  I had my first vague crush.  I mean, there wasn’t anything sexual about it; it was sort of an emotional crush on one of the other students.  And I remember just going, like, “Whoa!  This is going to make me crazy.”  So that fall, that first fall, was wonderful and hard at the same time.  
But I, even then, was thankful, because—wave the flag for Episcopal Divinity School.  It really was and is a remarkable place, certainly prone to the latest and most important things happening in the Church.  But it really was a place that encouraged that kind of unifying thing, spirit, action, service, community, all coming together.  My priest at the time, from Middlebury, from the church in Middlebury, was very committed to General Seminary.  He was sort of more Catholic than I had been raised, and he called me desperate, desperately, sort of insisting that I not go to EDS, which he said [laughs] did not have the same gospel that he felt I had.  
I came to realize that he was wrong.  They had the same gospel, and expressed it differently.  And sometimes, I didn’t always agree with some of the stuff, but it really was a wonderful place for me.  So I went there. I was accepted at General and Virginia [Theological Seminary], and EDS.  I mean, it’s not that difficult to get into seminary.  But after a lot of thinking and praying, I went to EDS, not knowing, really, what I was going to get into. 
CG:
But it was the right place for you.

RB:
Absolutely.  It was a wonderful place.  And of course, that was the year that the very first women were coming to teach there.  Sue Hiatt arrived my first semester; Carter Heyward my second semester.  It was just a dynamo of a place, you know, and I loved it.  I left seminary again after the first year, because of the requirement for two years of non-academic.

CG:
Oh, right.  Okay.

RB:
So I did—

CG:
You split it, in other words, one year between college and seminary, and then one year after your—?

RB:
Yeah.  That was just sort of accidental.  I mean, I wanted to get on with the process, and after my clinical, CPE, Clinical Pastoral education summer out in Washington state, I came back and got a job at Somerville Hospital, which was in Massachusetts, in the Boston area.  And they had a very interesting outpatient—sorry, inpatient alcohol and drug detox program.  Alcohol, public intoxication had just been decriminalized in Massachusetts and many other states, so they had all these people that they didn’t quite know what to do with.  So instead of putting them in the jail, they would bring them to these units for five- and seven-day detox.  And that was a very important experience for me.  
I worked there for fourteen months, full-time, with a lot of people that I would not have otherwise met, just great, wonderful people.  And I had an experience there that I’ve held onto, just like walking into the dorm and seeing the two teddy bears on the single room.  We would bring people who were drunk out of the police wagons and things, and get them settled for their detox.  And they would often be quite—on the edge of violent, which today they would do it differently.  They wouldn’t tolerate it, frankly, but it was a very different era.  And I would be—I was terrified.  I’d never been in a fistfight in my life.  If I had seen a fist coming in my direction, I’d run the other way.  I was kind of a wimpy kid.  
So the other guy who was working with me, who was a long time sober person, and a tough—from the northern end of Boston, Chelsea person—he said to me, “You’re afraid of him, aren’t you?”  I said, “Yeah, sure.”  “What are you afraid of?”  “That he’s going to punch me.”  He said, “It doesn’t hurt that much.” [Laughs] And it was just a great line.  I was like a bubble was popped.  It doesn’t hurt that much!  And you know what?  He’s right.  I haven’t gotten punched a lot, but a couple times I have, and you’re more shocked than hurt.  Maybe later, you’re feeling it.  

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
But it was just one of those great moments when I let go of fear in a deep way, and I never—never returned there again.  It’s so amazing.  I am very much [laughs]—this is probably not the right grammar—very much not afraid of people.  And I’ve never been afraid of people again.  It was a miracle.  It was really a healing miracle.

CG:
Interesting.  So after you finished seminary, which was what, ’78?

RB:
Right.
CG:
You were ordained to the deaconate, I assume in Pennsylvania.

RB:
I was ordained at the Church of the Good Samaritan, by Lyman Ogilby.

CG:
The Church of the Good Samaritan, the famous Church of the Good Samaritan?

RB:
And Frank Griswold was the MC for the service, and I have a picture of him and Lyman and me all together there.

CG:
Oh, isn’t that funny!

RB:
So, yes.

CG:
Was he at Yardley at that point?

RB:
He was already at Chestnut Hill, I believe.

CG:
He was at Saint Martin’s then?

RB:
Yeah.

CG:
And he’s back there now.

RB:
Yeah, so I was ordained.  And basically at that point, I sailed through the process—sailed through wouldn’t be quite the right word.  But academically I always did well at school, and did all my paperwork, and passed the exams.  I always tell the story that in those days, the psychiatrist who did part of the evaluations, the pre-ordination evaluations, was a child psychiatrist.  And so we went to have the testing, and we walked into his office, and all the furniture was about a foot and a half high.

CG:
[Laughs]

RB:
And I thought, “Is this the first test?  Where am I supposed to sit?”  He did get a real chair for me, but it was just like one of those moments.  I came through the process, and my last interview, the year before—a candidacy interview, I guess, the year before ordination—I’m going to forget his name.  He was the rector at Whitemarsh at the time.  Richard—

CG:
Oh, Hawkins.

RB:
—Hawkins, who was quite a character in his own right.

CG:
Yup.
RB:
He was the chair.  And he looked at my facts and all that, and he said, “I have one question for you.  I notice that you’re 25 years old, and you’re not married.  So I would like to know whether you’re planning to be married, or are you planning to take a vow of celibacy, or are you having problems in this area?”  And I said, “I think the answer to all three questions is no.  I’m not planning to be married, and I don’t believe that celibacy is a vow that one should take alone.  It’s best in the context of community.”  I’d been in monasteries; I know how that works.  And I said, “I certainly don’t feel I have a problem in this area.”  That was as close as it got.  And that was that moment when it was almost okay to ask people directly if they were gay, but not quite.

CG:
Mm-hm.

RB:
And it was almost possible for me to say that I was gay.

CG:
But not quite.

RB:
Not quite.  The next ten years were more complicated, because at that point, A, the question was asked more frequently, directly, and if the answer was yes, I am gay, it was not clear you would move forward in the process.  I don’t really know exactly how that worked in this diocese, because those first few years I wasn’t too involved with people in the ordination process, but I do know that that decade that followed that, from let’s say ’78 to ’88, was a very hard decade for gay and lesbian people in the ordination process.  It was hard for me, but I more or less assumed that I would not be asked directly if I was gay.  So in some sense, I’ve always said I never had to deny the fact that I was gay to the powers that were going to make decisions about my ordination, but I also know that I was selectively out to people.

CG:
Okay, your first—if I remember the biography, which I checked in the Clergy Directory, your first assignment was the Church of the Redeemer.

RB:
In Bryn Mawr, yes.

CG:
In Bryn Mawr.

RB:
Again, not a place that I wanted to go to work.  I applied half a dozen places, and was hoping to get a job in New York, and there was one on Long Island I was interested in.  I interviewed a couple places here that were interesting to me that I did not get.  Tim Pickering was the rector there, and he wanted me to come.  And I was afraid of him, because I knew he had taken a more conservative position on many of the social issues.  He was, in the end, finally, an old-fashioned liberal, a kind of hands-off sort of liberal, and he had certainly come here to the diocese as a liberal when DeWitt was here, Bishop DeWitt.  But by the time I was going to work for him, he had become kind of—the diocese saw him as a kind of a curmudgeon.

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
As he said, he couldn’t get elected to any positions.  It was a wonderful job, and I owe many, many things to Tim Pickering.  He was not a mentor in a traditional sense.  He didn’t talk about stuff, but he modeled conscientiousness; he modeled industriousness.  He modeled good order.  He also modeled a great—he had a big heart that you didn’t always see, because he was so prickly sometimes.  But there was, again, a story.  In the parish, a very prominent family—the son, middle aged man, married, with children, decided that he was transgender, and he was going to begin the process of becoming a woman, including surgical reassignment.
CG:
Right.

RB:
Well, the family went a little berserk, because this man, now woman, wanted to tell her father that she was trans.  And the father was the scion of this big very prominent family, and everyone was convinced the father was going to die, hearing this “horrible news.”  So, the woman called Tim very distraught, and said, “I want to come and speak with you.”  And so—classic Tim—he said, “Can you come on a Saturday morning?”  Which I heard—he didn’t say, I heard it being to protect him, perhaps, from having to engage with this woman, or maybe not, maybe as a kindness to her, because this was the big news in Bryn Mawr, you know!  So she came, and afterward Tim came into my office, and he said to me, “I told her that this is fine, that her father is certainly strong enough to take in this information, and withholding it would be unfair to him and to her.”  And so, that happened.

CG:
How could the father not have known that he was going through all this change?

RB:
Well, the father was in a life care community, and I think the decision had been made for this woman to begin to only dress as a woman.

CG:
I see.

RB:
But it was one of those great moments, where he kind of preserved the Tim Pickering thing.  He thought it was odd, and he said a few things that weren’t right, you know, but he knew what was right, and he was going to do it. 

CG:
Okay, so you were there, and then you became the curate here.

RB:
Yes.  I came—

CG:
In 1980 you became the curate here.

RB:
Yes.

CG:
You were that for four years.

RB:
Well this is, again, since I have the mike, it was a very good experience.  I was the second of two curates at Redeemer.  I was a junior curate.  And although Tim gave me a lot of authority, I preached a lot. He liked my preaching, and I’ve always enjoyed preaching, so I was surprised that I was given more opportunities to preach than the senior associate.

CG:
Who was the senior associate then?

RB:
Tom Martin, who then moved down to Georgia, who is just a great man, also a good mentor for me.  He had been there for several years before I came there.  So spring came.  My two-year commitment was up, and Tim came to me and said, “I can’t make you the senior associate,” Tom was leaving, “But I’d like you to stay on, and I’ll give the same salary as if you were the senior associate.”  And I said, “Well, why can’t you make me the senior associate?”  He said, “Well, we really need a married man with children in that position.”  Again, at this point, Tim and I had never talked about my sexual orientation, and in fact didn’t until much later.  He came here later to speak to me about it.
CG:
Did he know, in retrospect?

RB:
He knew at the time.  He even knew when he hired me.  Again, it was that great—what I’m trying to—I’m really remembering it now.  It wasn’t that there was a lot of lying going on, but there was a lot of just—

CG:
Not saying anything.

RB:
—not saying anything.  That really was the way it worked in the seventies, especially in institutions, let’s say.

CG:
Yeah, I know that.

RB:
Maybe not on the street.  Certainly, it was post-Stonewall, and I went to the Gay Pride Parade and stuff.  But in terms of the way institutions worked, it was basically:  let’s keep this quiet.  So Tim was no dope; he knew.  But I said, “No, Tim.  I think if Tom’s leaving, and I’m going to stay, I’m going to become the senior associate.”  And I went around, and around, and around, and I actually got interviewed for another job in the diocese.  And Tim, being Tim, came to me and said, “Do not take that job.”  He kind of knew it was not going to be a great job.  He said, “I’ll find a way for you to stay here.”  And I said, “Well, I can’t stay unless I become—get the senior position.  If the only reason I’m not getting it is because I’m not married?  So he [makes hesitation sound].  So just at that moment, the associate here was leaving, and John Bird called me.  He was the rector here since ’76.

CG:
B-I-R-D.

RB:
B-I-R-D.  His picture’s right behind you, on the wall.  He called, and I didn’t even know anything about this parish.  It’s one of the odd things about Saint Luke’s and the Epiphany.  Thirteenth Street is sort of a canyon between—

CG:
It really is, yeah.

RB:
—Old City, and Rittenhouse Square.  And so many people in the diocese, in fact very involved people, don’t even know we’re here, even though we’re the largest Greek Revival building in the diocese, by far.

CG:
Well, they know you’re here now, but that’s different.  We’ll get there. 

RB:
Different.  So John called me, and we interviewed at the Union League, which was very—he loved to go to the Union League.  And I intentionally wore one of my more sort of sloppy outfits, clothes, kind of wrinkled seersucker suit; I think at the time it was May.  And John was extremely fastidious in his dress and manner and carriage and everything.  So we sat down to dinner, and I was interviewing, and I said, “One of my problems is probably going to be that you’re so neat and clean and I’m a little bit more rumpled, and not so into that.”  He said, “That’s probably more my problem than yours.”  
CG:
That’s a great answer.
RB:
And so he offered me the job, and I was happy to go back and tell Tim that I—“Thanks for trying to work this out for me,” and I know he had my intentions—best intentions for me, but that I was going to take this other position.  And I came in town to work; started in June of ’80, and here I am, 34 years later.
CG:
Years later.  I think you and McClellan, Tom McClellan, soon to be retired from Saint Mary’s, Cathedral Road—I think you’re probably the two longest tenured priests in the diocese in one place.

RB:
I think we probably are.

CG:
All right.  Well, tell me about the—we’ve got a lot of things to talk about.

RB:
We do.

CG:
And I want to get into some other things, but tell me about your ministry here.  And let’s do it this way, if we can:  when did people in the parish—when did you come out to the parish?  And tell me what the AIDS ministry was about.

RB:
Right.

CG:
And Integrity, which I remember used to meet here, or did on occasion meet here.

RB:
Very infrequently, actually.  We, of course, started at Saint Mary’s in Hamilton Village.

CG:
Right.

RB:
And then moved into Center City, on Twelfth Street, sharing an office with Dignity Philadelphia on Twelfth Street, from the fall of 1979.  And I know that because I had come to Integrity occasionally, but not regularly.  And in the summer of ’79, after I’d been ordained a priest, Integrity leadership—David Lauer, at the time, was the [convener]—approached me and asked if I would be one of their regular chaplains.  They were hoping to move the—

CG:
Russell Bechtel was also one of them.

RB:
Russell, right—move the meeting day and time to Saturday evening, thinking they would pick up people Saturday on their way out to restaurants, and other stuff.

CG:
Bars, and what not, yeah.

RB:
So I don’t know whether that really worked, because we always remained a fairly small group, a dozen, fifteen maybe.  And that, I think, reflected many things, including the fact of the good progress that we were making as gay and lesbian people in the Episcopal Church. 
CG:
Go to your story here.

RB:
My story.  So anyway, I became—so once I moved into town that next spring, it became easier for me.  So I was probably the principal chaplain for Integrity for several years, in terms of coming to the service every Saturday night.

CG:
Did your parishioners here know that you were gay do you think?

RB:
Well at that time, the congregation was overwhelmingly middle aged and older unmarried women.  One of the things that I held out to people, which I think is very important for our history, is that those women were of an era when being unmarried was not considered completely okay.

CG:
Right.

RB:
And this was one of the parishes, from the twenties, that had opened its doors to unmarried working women.

CG:
Spinsters, I think they were called.

RB:
Well, they were, but it’s a word that I’ve kind of eschewed! [Laughs] It got out of my vocabulary!  But that’s what they were called.
CG:
Yeah.

RB:
And these women, of course that also was part of our history.  We had started Coles House, which was a residence on Clinton Street, for women who were working women, who needed to be in a respectable environment.

CG:
Right.

RB:
And that was a great operation.  It only closed a decade ago, believe it or not.  We founded that in the nineteenth century.  It’s called Coles, C-O-L-E-S.  And then we had a residence for aged women, as it was called, three houses, row houses, along here, which we opened turn of the century, 1900, and kept open through the fifties, when the laws about fire access and accessibility and all that stuff were changed.

CG:
So that was really an early Cathedral Village, or a Foulkeways, or something?  It’s really a retirement home.
RB:
We really were engaged with the needs of this neighborhood.  This neighborhood was always quite complicated.

CG:
Yes.

RB:
It’s at the northern end of the largest traditional community of free northern blacks.  This is the neighborhood that W.E.B. DuBois wrote about when he studied Philadelphia African Americans.  And the immediate neighborhood had always had a lot of single room, kind of, occupancy, recent immigrants.  So the tradition of being open to the neighborhood was deep.  So when I came here, the women were really—they were here, and they knew what it was like to be somewhat disparaged because of their chosen life.

CG:
Because they weren’t married?

RB:
They were teachers, and nurses, and secretaries, and working people.

CG:
Sure.  And some of them lived with their friends.

RB:
And some of them probably lived with their friends.  Several, I know, did.  Some of them lived with their sisters; that was one of the models, too.

CG:
Right, I know.

RB:
So I always wanted people to hear that it was those women who really allowed the place to open up to the men with AIDS.  My sexuality was not publicly discussed in this congregation while I was the assistant.  The rector knew I was gay.  He met friends of mine.  The predecessor was gay, and lived with his partner in the curate’s house, the assistant’s house.  The vestry had voted that that would be allowed, that the clergy housing was available for the use of the clergy, as if it were rented on the open market, meaning they could not control who lived there.  So they already made a lot of decisions that allowed the place to be pro-gay.
CG:
Okay, so the AIDS epidemic—

RB:
Is coming later.

CG:
—is coming in the early eighties, after you were rector.

RB:
Right at the time.  Actually, the very first case of AIDS that I knew about among Episcopalians was in ’83, the year that I was the priest-in-charge.

CG:
So that was before you were rector.  Yeah.

RB:
John Bird left the Epiphany, [January] 1983, and I wasn’t the interim I was the priest-in-charge.
CG:
All right, let me ask a question, because things have changed.

RB:
Yes.

CG:
And I’ve been involved in this a little bit.  Today, if you were the priest-in-charge or if you were the interim or if you were the curate or the assistant you would be basically ineligible to be the rector.  But it wasn’t that way then, was it?

RB:
Well no, it was that way then.  In fact, it is not so much that way now, believe it or not.  I mean, Saint Mark’s [Locust Street] recently appointed their assistant.
CG:
I know.  There are exceptions.
RB:
I mean, there are exceptions, and that’s really the canon.

CG:
That’s the problem.

RB:
The canon is that, I mean, the only—the only way the bishop can really not allow a person to be elected if they’re called, and they have nothing else against them is to just make a big scene about it.  And Lyman Ogilby tried to do that here.  When I was—I did not apply for the job.  I sat back and I hoped that maybe they would consider me, but I never applied for the job.  They went through the entire process of a year, and I was not the interim. They had a consultant helping with the process.  I was just priest-in-charge, and that was an important distinction for me, because I knew that the policy was you couldn’t go into an interim and get the job.  But I was there for three and a half years already.  The place was not all that—people were not climbing the walls to get the job.  I mean, it wasn’t like the hot spot in town so in a way it was a little bit under the radar screen.
CG:
It wasn’t Christ Church.

RB:
Right.  So I didn’t do anything.  And then in the fall—and Tim Pickering actually helped with this, by the way.  He gave me counsel; he said, “Just keep your mouth shut.  Keep your head down, and do the work.”  So at the end of November, after almost a full year, as they looked at all the people they had, the senior warden came to me and said, “Rodger, we’ve really thought about it, and we’ve seen the work you’ve done alone here this year.  Would you consider us interviewing you for the job?”  And I said yes.  So I had an interview for the job, having not really applied for it.
CG:
Okay, so the AIDS ministry—let’s get back to that.
RB:
Well, let me just finish one thing, because Lyman came—because it is kind of about that.  Lyman was very upset that I had kind of betrayed him, that I had taken the job.  And he wrote to the vestry, and they had a very tumultuous meeting apparently—I wasn’t there—in January, very beginning of January.
CG:
’84.

RB:
’84, maybe even December of ’83.  And he insisted on coming, and explaining to them.  The subtext of the whole conversation was that the place was going to blow up once they found out I was really gay.  Like at this point, about half—

CG:
Lyman knew that?

RB:
Lyman knew that, and he said, “I worry that it’s going to go—it’s going to fall apart, and this is going to be a big deal.”  And I said, “Lyman, I can’t promise you that won’t happen, but I believe I know the place very well.  I know the people very well.”  I mean, probably to a fault I take other people’s opinions into account more than my own life, frankly.  That’s the down side of being a priest at 24 or 5 years old.  So I said, “I really believe I can do this.”  That year of interim, the first person died of AIDS that we knew about, and that was a member of Saint Mark’s.  I remember going to the funeral, and thinking, I wonder what this is going to mean?

CG:
Boy, and it meant something, too.

RB:
The summer of 1980, ’81, sorry, was the first publication of the list of people dying in LA, I believe it was.  We did not really see a lot of AIDS until I was already—

CG:
The gay cancer.

RB:
—I already was the rector.

CG:
So how did that ministry develop?

RB:
The way it developed was, again, the way everything develops around here—responding to the need.  I’d love to say it was all planned, you know.

CG:
Of course not!

RB:
But we started seeing people in the neighborhood with AIDS, and we did not have any members, at the time, that I know of.  I’m trying to think; it was a long time ago.  But people started showing up, you know.  Nothing like being very sick to—you want to connect with spirit, you want to connect with community.  People were kind of wandering in.  And the women of the parish were extremely welcoming.  Like someone here who’s still alive says he came here, and at the peace—we were gently doing the peace at that point—not real enthusiastically, we were doing it.  This woman, who was about 4’10”, and this man who was about 6’6” were sitting next to each other.  And she said, “If you’re going to give me the peace, you’re going to have to lean down, because I’m shorter than you are.”  And it was clear that he was sick.  I mean, he looked like he was sick.
CG:
A lot of people were scared, and she was not.

RB:
And nobody here was scared.  I remember going out to the suburbs and seeing how quickly people stopped using the common cup, and starting doing more intinction, which I know was standard in some parishes, but never here.  And I wish I had a photograph, because I have, in my head, pictures, every Sunday, of the mix of very sick men, at that point, and all these—

CG:
All these women.

RB:
—senior women kneeling next to them, still wearing hats, some of them, right?  

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
All taking the common cup, one after another.  I mean, that’s amazing witness, to me.

CG:
Particularly when they didn’t know what the hell they were dealing with at that point.  This was very early on in the medical—

RB:
They didn’t, but pretty quickly, frankly, people knew.  Within about two years people knew that it was a virus that was not going to be—that was blood-related.  I think.

CG:
That it was an STD.

RB:
Yeah.  But really, I mean, this place is just phenomenal!  So that’s the spirit that was here.

CG:
Well, a lot of people have told me, and I’ve known the diocese for a long time, and I’ve known you for a long time.  A lot of people have told me that part of that was your welcoming.  Whether you actively planned it or not, the fact is that you made it, or you allowed it, or you encouraged that kind of atmosphere to happen.  What did you do?  Did you do anything intentional?

RB:
Well, what I did intentional was, again, Tim Pickering believed this, but even more so it was a rector the summer I worked in Maine, at Saint Paul’s in Brunswick, Don Nickerson, who later became the president of the General Convention.

CG:
Oh!

RB:
He was the staff person for General Convention.  

CG:
Okay.

RB:
Very, very good man.  He was in this town, Brunswick, Maine, fairly good-sized town.  And he said, “Well, the one thing that we do here is we bury anyone who wants a funeral.  That’s what we do as Episcopalians.  We don’t have rules about that.  We’re open.”  So almost tapping into the English tradition, the Church of England tradition.

CG:
Right.

RB:
And I inherited that.  And Tim did funerals for all kinds of people.

CG:
Yeah, well, Redeemer was the churchyard for people, regardless of where they went to church.
RB:
And I opened up, even when I was the assistant, before AIDS, I was doing funerals for neighbors.  So we started doing the first AIDS funerals.  We weren’t afraid of it.  Got amazing calls—I mean, the dramatic stories are wild.  I mean, there were bodies that I claimed at the morgue, you know, for families that would not take their own child’s body to be buried.  

CG:
Because he was gay?

RB:
Because he was gay; because he had AIDS.  My assistant, the parish administrator, died of AIDS in ’87 or ’88, and I took his ashes down to his family in Florida, and they told me to take them back, because even if the neighbors heard that the ashes were in the house, they might burn their house down.  So they lived within about 20-minutes drive of that family that was burned out of their home, in ’87 or ’88.
CG:
Okay.

RB:
So the level of fear and anger and everything was tremendous.  And remember, at this point the drugs were not working very well, and they were very high doses.  People were getting sick from the drugs.

CG:
And a lot of gay people, as I remember the history, were saying, “We’re not going to change our lifestyles.”  Safe sex had not become something that people really were believing in yet.

RB:
Right.

CG:
And again, I gather it’s changed again.  But that’s not what we’re talking about.

RB:
Well what happened was, first of all it was just funerals.  It’s still my pastoral specialty.  I do many, many funerals here, and I’m very open to doing funerals for people who are not technically part of our parish.  I think it’s just a basic mitzvah, to use the Hebrew term.  It’s a basic way to be a responsible person, is to help bury the dead in a respectful way.

CG:
It seems to me to be exactly the right term to use, is a mitzvah.

RB:
So I believe in that, and it’s meant that I’ve become very open to all kinds of ways of doing funerals.  I love the Prayer Book, but I don’t necessarily have to use it.  I have very few rules at funerals.  And this all came from the needs of the people coming to me who had AIDS.  They were young; they were often unchurched.  Before you leave, I’ll show you our book which has the list of people that were buried here, from AIDS, in those days.  Amazing.  But that was the beginning of the AIDS ministry.  I felt overwhelmed by it, to be honest.  These were my peers, age peers mostly, and also sort of my peers in the coming out process.  People had come out around the same time that I had.  So it was quite overwhelming, and at that point I did a couple things.  One, we had invited some people on the cutting edge to come and do some training around safer sex.  This would have been ’87, ’88, maybe ’89.  Funny story—Allen Bartlett had just been elected, although he changed over time.

CG:
Yes, he did.

RB:
He was elected as sort of the conservative candidate, and he had said at the election that he would not ordain an openly gay person, or a practicing gay person.

CG:
And then later on, he almost went to jail because of it!

RB:
Right.  So, poor Allen.  Someone from another parish, center city parish, sent him a copy of the brochure for our safer sex training, which was somewhat salacious.  It had two naked men standing very close together, and holding between them a condom.  And it said, “Come and learn about safer sex,” and everything.  So Allen was just beside himself, he was so upset about everything about it.  So he called me on the phone, and he said, “What’s with this safer sex?”  I said, “I’ll be right down.”  Fortunately, I could walk ten minutes and be there.  
So I ran down the street, and I was ready at this point.  First of all, I’d probably already done fifteen funerals, right?  So he comes in, “I don’t think this is good, blah, blah, blah!”  And he started quoting me stuff about scripture’s [being] pretty [clear] about homosexuality.  I said, “Well, scripture’s clear about several things.”  And I said, “Healing, hope, love, community.” [Laughs] And I said, “To withhold information, now that we know how this disease is—

CG:
Transmitted.

RB:
—transmitted, to withhold that information is actually a sin.”  And I said, “So I need to do this training, because I’ve done fifteen, twenty funerals already, and I would rather not do any more if I don’t have to,” not knowing that I was going have to do another 150.

CG:
Is that how many you did?

RB:
I’ve done over 200.

CG:
200 AIDS funerals?

RB:
Yeah, yeah.  Now again, a lot of the people whose funerals I’m having now have AIDS, but now that they’re long-time survivors, a lot of people are dying of other things.

CG:
They’re dying of other stuff, yeah.

RB:
Especially of heart problems, liver—problems basically related to the medications.

CG:
So what did Bartlett ultimately do?

RB:
He knew I was right!  Allen is a wonderful person!

CG:
He certainly is.

RB:
And you know that he—this is where he worships.  He and [Jerrie] are here every Sunday.

CG:
Every Sunday?

RB:
Even now that they’ve moved out to Cathedral Village.  So he made his home here, which I just thought was such a great tribute to both of us, in a way, that we kind of moved through a lot.  And I think it’s because we both were pretty honest about where we were.  And Allen is extremely honest.

CG:
Yes, that’s right.

RB:
He’s kind of flat-footedly honest in a lovely way.  So we just—we did it.  But then at that point, two other things happened real fast.  One was we decided that we needed to really respond in a more organized way to the crisis.  Next door, Sisters of Mercy run a hospice, which was initially for women who had mental illness, and were on the street.

CG:
Right.

RB:
It’s now primarily for women with addictive diseases.  But at the time it was really an interesting place for women that were coming off of homelessness, coming out of homelessness.  And Kathleen Schneider, a Sister of Mercy, had been the director there, and we were close.  She had gone off for a year to be a hermit, to learn—to kind of have the chance to refresh.  And at the end of that year, she called me and said, “I have this vocation to be with women with HIV/AIDS.”  Women were just beginning to appear who had AIDS.

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
And I said, “We know a lot about AIDS, so why don’t you think about coming to work for me?”  And I ran around the neighborhood and the parish, and put together a very minimal package for her to come and work here full-time, and she was here for seven years.  And the first thing we did was start a women’s support group, to say that we knew about AIDS around men, that we were going to now use to support women.  We had the first women’s support group in the city, and we began doing a lot of other things that were happening at the same time.  ActionAIDS, which is still the largest AIDS organization, or one of them—Fight is probably larger now—they used this room for almost two years as their office, and several years after that, downstairs, as their major training space.  So we have an incubator space for organizations.  So between ActionAIDS getting sent off to do their thing, which was primarily a buddy model, and Sister Kathleen being this—I always called her the little prayer machine in our basement; she had an office downstairs, and as a Sister of Mercy she was just praying all the time.

CG:
When did it begin to slow down?

RB:
[Sighs]

CG:
Late nineties?  Mid-nineties?

RB:
Well, two things happened that slowed it down for us.  First of all, by ’92, and certainly ’93, we were doing fewer funerals.  We went from 30 plus funerals—
CG:
So the drugs were working better, and safe sex was working better?

RB:
Not so much.  Not so much.  What was happening was people were able to go to their own congregations.  It was more acceptable to have a funeral in another—in a Roman Catholic parish, perhaps, or in a Pentecostal church.

CG:
Or wherever.

RB:
Or wherever, but I mean, the traditions that maybe had struggled a little bit more, or people felt not accepted or not welcome, even when they had died—that changed.  So we started to see a decline in the deaths.  Some of that was the drugs, but mostly in the early nineties it was the growing awareness of the disease.

CG:
Of the disease.

RB:
And acceptance.  I buried five Jewish men who were a group of friends, who were just tight, tight friends, and one by one they all died.  And they felt very alienated from traditional Judaism, which was kind of hard.  And I ended up getting invited to speak at the rabbinical seminary, the Reconstructionist Seminary, because—this caused kind of a stir.  I was actually written up, because people felt this was wrong.  Not so much that I was wrong, but that it was wrong.

CG:
Who wrote you up?

RB:
I forget now.  There was an article—

CG:
A Jewish group?

RB:
Yeah.  Well, there was an article in the Jewish Exponent, the local paper, saying that this was a scandal.  To some degree, people were mad at me.  I don’t know what I was supposed to do, because they came to me and asked for the funerals, and I was very sensitive to the fact that they were Jews.  I did them in their homes.  I was very—but it—the Jewish community in Philadelphia, in my experience, really began to talk more openly about AIDS.  This would have been around 1990, so things were really well along at that point.  Up to that point they were still saying, “I don’t think Jewish men get AIDS,” or something like that.  Or, “There aren’t many gay Jews.”  And I’m thinking, “Oh, that’s not true.”  So there were a lot of things that were happening that were good, in terms of people were beginning to recognize this is a larger community.  That’s the first thing.  The second thing was 1995, the new drugs came onboard, and they completely changed the disease.

CG:
Began to control it.  It became a manageable disease, rather than a—yeah.

RB:
Completely, fast.  Fast!  If you lived to 1996, you may well still be alive.

CG:
Right.

RB:
Less other things, aging and such.

CG:
That aging thing gets a lot of us. [Laughs]

RB:
It gets most of us!  So Sister Kathleen Schneider retired.
CG:
Schneider, is that S-N-I-?

RB:
S-C-H-N-E-I-D-E-R, like the German spelling.

CG:
Okay.

RB:
She retired in ’95, ’96, I guess, and in ’97 Marlene Haines, Mike Haines, was ordained, and came here to work full-time.  She’s Tom Wand’s wife, not that that matters, but he was already in the diocese.  She was at seminary, General.  She was looking for work, and we were now at the point we wanted to have a full-time associate, clergy associate.  So she came that year, ’97.

CG:
What’s her name again?

RB:
Mike Haines, H-A-I-N-E-S.  Marlene, but she calls herself Mike,

CG:
And her husband is?

RB:
Tom Wand.

CG:
Okay, great.

RB:
Tom Wand was the rector at Phoenixville for quite a while.  He’s on the finance committee and such.
CG:
How do you spell?

RB:
W-A-N-D.

CG:
Wand.  Oh, Wand, okay.

RB:
So Mike came here to take on the responsibility of running the Hospitality Center, which is what we called our AIDS ministry, and also to be a priest associate.  And she was here until three years ago January, so 2011, January of 2011.  And she was a great gift to us.  We had never had a full-time assistant since I had had the job.

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
And so it was great.  I loved having a colleague.  I loved having Sister Kathleen, too, and then having a priest associate was just a great gift.

CG:
Also, it lets you breathe a little bit, doesn’t it?

RB:
Right, right.

CG:
You don’t have to do everything. 

RB:
Right.

CG:
Let me change the focus of our conversation now, because the AIDS thing has been terribly important, and you’ve covered that with some painful memories.  The national church, with which you were also involved as a deputy to General Convention, starting in—?

RB:
The convention in Indianapolis, before this last one in Indianapolis, which would have been ’94.

CG:
’94?  The one before—?

RB:
Here.

CG:
And your M[aster of] C[eremonies] was elected presiding bishop?

RB:
Right.

CG:
The Church has changed its view about homosexuality, and same sex couples, and ordaining openly partnered priests and deacons.  I remember as a reporter, in 1997, at the convention center here, that the topic was then the ordination of gay priests.

RB:
Right.

CG:
In 2000 in Denver, the topic was blessings, and I asked—all the bishops who were the press briefing bishops came to the conference after that DO39 had passed, and I asked the question, “Look, three years ago you were talking about ordaining gay priests.  Where’s that in the discussion?”  And Charles Duvall, bless his heart, said, “Oh, Clark, for heaven’s sakes, we’re all doing it, and we all know who they are!  That’s not an issue anymore.”  Tell me about how the Church has changed around issues of sexuality.

RB:
Well, I wish I could really explain it.  It’s kind of an odd thing.

CG:
Or is just that time heals all wounds?

RB:
Here you are in this diocese, where the last real anti-gay resolutions were way back, in the early eighties, maybe.

CG:
Right.

RB:
In fact, at one of the conventions that was held here at Saint Luke and the Epiphany, which we had three or four of them in a row were held here, whether it had been ’78, ’82, that era.  I was here working, so it was probably ’81 or ’82.  They’re like the last really anti-gay resolutions that were passed.  Electing Allen Bartlett was discouraging at the time. [Laughs]

CG:
Yeah.

RB:
Because in a kind of a slate of five progressive people, four progressive people, he was the one conservative, and that seemed to be stepping backward for me.  So in my sense, by that point, I was very out, with Integrity.  I was out at the diocesan level.  Again, what’s funny about me is I was probably not talking about—I still don’t, much—about being gay, from the pulpit, or things like that.  I mean, I sort of mentioned it in passing, but I always felt it was one of those things that at the time, especially, that saying it sort of stopped the conversation in a funny way.  I can’t explain it.  I’ve never—probably somewhat ashamed to admit that I’m not really big on necessarily starting out every conversation with, “By the way, I’m gay,” or something.  That’s not what I do.  At the same time, I don’t want to pretend that it’s not important that people know that, because I think knowing people who are gay is the reason we’ve come so far, to be honest with you.  If gay people were still sort of this mysterious “not us” thing, we probably wouldn’t be where we are today.

CG:
And this diocese has been one of the more progressive dioceses about that.  But the national church has also changed.

RB:
Completely.  Two things, I’d say.  One is that for me, going to General Convention was always sort of odd, because here I was in a diocese where this conversation was already, not over, but it was going to another level, to how do we really fully include gay and lesbian people in the Church?
CG:
Right.

RB:
And a lot of out clergy.  We’ve had trouble getting the clergy, the gay/lesbian clergy, together in this diocese, in part because it’s a very comfortable place to be, and most of us don’t feel the need for that. 

CG:
You don’t need a group.

RB:
So to go to [General] Convention was so odd.  And I remember, not that many—I wish I could tell you, because I went to seven, so twenty years of going.  But it was maybe only ten years ago, one of the last big battles around some gay issue that ended up not passing.  But we were way in the front with these big screen TVs, with the proceedings projected, and someone was speaking very derogatorily about gay people in the Church.

CG:
Was this in 2003, when Gene Robinson was—consented?

RB:
Yes, it was probably when Gene Robinson—it was probably during the Gene Robinson consent discussion.

CG:
In Minneapolis.

RB:
So that level of real vitriol was amazing.  So I’m standing there in front of this big screen, and I suddenly realized that despite the fact that the screen was really big, I was protected, because it was a TV screen.  So I decided that I would take my chair and turn it around, and face the person, who was only 20 feet behind me, at a podium.

CG:
At a microphone.  

RB:
At a microphone. And in doing that, I literally felt—probably it’s unfair to label it hate, but I felt something like hate coming in my direction, out of this man’s mouth! I mean, it was so physically—

CG:
I don’t necessarily think that it is overstating it to call that kind of thing hate.  That’s hate speech.

RB:
It was very—

CG:
Not Fred Phelps, maybe, but that’s hate speech.

RB:
It was very powerful, and I remember thinking very quickly, the way you do in such situations, first of all, whoa!  This is really something.  I’m feeling this.  And immediately I always think, and I’m very well protected.  I’m ordained; I have a job.  I’m out at the job.  I am very safe from this, but there are still so many people who are not, including people in this man’s diocese.  So I was feeling all of this coming towards me, but then I looked beyond that face.  I looked at the whole crowd sitting there, and what I saw were probably still about half, unfortunately, but lots and lots of women, clergy and lay people.  Lots and lots of women, and I thought, as long as these women are in this room, I’m safe.

CG:
We’re okay, yeah.

RB:
I really can’t overstate the importance of the witness of women, in terms of the full inclusion of gay and lesbian people in the Church.  I mean, the work really was done.  And I would say that’s what I learned here with AIDS, from the women that were the primary constituents here.  Eighty percent of the congregation w[ere] women when I came here.

CG:
Let’s take you back to General Convention.  What other issues, other than the issues of sexuality, and this included the acceptance of Gene Robinson, and the discussions about one thing or another, and now we’ve got rights and stuff; we’ve got marriage in whatever it is, nineteen states, and five more are coming.

RB:
Right.

CG:
What other issues do you remember about the national church as being important?

RB:
Well, I was always on the education committee, which sounds dull, but I found it fascinating.  I’ve served on that committee, I think, four or five times; I’m not sure, to be honest with you.  Three times, certainly.  Things like the very subtle things that we’re doing, that we don’t even know about.  I was very moved by the several traditionally black colleges that are part of the Episcopal Church tradition.
CG:
Right.

RB:
And the ability that they had to sort of recreate themselves in terms of creating communities that allowed women with children to come to college, for example.  I think Saint Paul’s has an amazing program, in which you could actually—seeing that the women that they were hoping to get are coming often from small communities in the South.  They often have children before they finish high school, or soon after.  These women would normally not be able to do college for lots of reasons.  So let’s create this environment at the college where women can come with their whole families!  And we’ll have day care, and we’ll have school, and we’ll have the program.  I mean, and that was just one—I just thought, that’s incredible.  That’s really incredible!
And there are so many similar things.  I remember going to one of the panel discussions years ago on worldwide mission, and just, kind of like, again, worldwide mission, you kind of go, okay, I guess so.  And even the conversation about what it means, what part does evangelization in the traditional sense play?  What part does developing things, water, and access to food, and all the rest?  I think we underestimate the leverage that we have as Episcopalians, with this tiny church, and we’ve got lots of gifts.  We’ve got financial gifts, material gifts. 
CG:
Historic gifts.

RB:
We’ve got historic gifts.  And we’ve got a lot of people with financial, mental, and physical muscle.  So I think that we really—the General Convention is a reminder of that to me, just how much we’ve got going for us.  At the same time, go to General Convention, and you realize that we’re varied.  Recently the Church Pension group, as you know, allowed gay marriages to be accepted, so that gay couples who are married are fully entitled to the benefits of a pension, which sounds good.  Except that you have to be married.  You cannot have a blessing.  You cannot have—anything else is not acceptable, or an affidavit that you lived together for 25 years.  You have to be legally married.

CG:
Which is happening, of course.

RB:
But the problem is that if I’m from southern Mississippi, I’ve got to drive a long way to get married, you know.  There’s huge swaths of the country that does not have marriage equality!  And I’ve written to the pension people saying, “This is great.  I’m so happy for you, and I live in a state where that’s really possible.  But what accommodation, if any, can you possibly make for those couples that would be married if they could be?”  And there are still dioceses where if you were to come out as a married couple, you might lose your job, so that’s the other thing.  So these are the things that we’re not quite there yet, but we’re getting there.  Certainly the other thing—I remember distinctly, because for some reason, I guess it was Father’s Day?  I think it was Father’s Day, when Katharine Jefferts Schori was elected by the House of Bishops to be the presiding bishop.  
CG:
I didn’t remember it was Father’s Day.  I was there when it happened.  It was a Sunday.

RB:
The reason I remember is because I was calling my father.

CG:
Ah!  Well, that would be a good reason.

RB:
There was a break, because we were waiting for the news of who had been elected, and I know I’m very clear to remind people that the House of Deputies does not have anything to do with the selection; it’s the House of Bishops that elects.   It’s a little unfair, given our polity, but nonetheless.

CG:
Well, the House of Deputies has to affirm it?

RB:
Yes, yes.  When the presiding bishop’s role was minimal, then that made sense to me, but now that it’s a very important, very visible and public role that the presiding bishop plays in our church, and in the nation, I would like to see the House of Deputies have more say about it.  But leaving that aside, I was on the phone with my dad, saying happy Father’s Day, or whatever, and they came in to announce that she had been elected.  And I burst into tears.  My father thought something was wrong.  I said, “Uh, uh, uh!”  And I started crying! [Laughs] And my father said, “What’s wrong?”  “Oh, nothing’s wrong!  We just heard that Katharine Jefferts Schori’s been elected presiding bishop.  A woman has been elected presiding bishop!”  My father said, “Oh, that’s great!”  It was just this kind of electrifying moment.

CG:
It was an electrifying moment, wasn’t it?

RB:
Wasn’t it?

CG:
Yeah, it really was.  Okay, let’s come back to the diocese now, and from the time that the General Convention was here.  Charles Bennison was our diocesan bishop, and I gather fairly soon after he got here, he began to become controversial in some areas, particularly, I gather, among the aided parishes. What was it like as an active and leadership priest in this diocese during the Bennison years, as things got uglier between the Standing Committee and him?  In 2006, they called publicly for his resignation, and then he was inhibited for something that had happened on somebody else’s watch, in what Jim Trimble describes as an “out to get you” move by the Standing Committee.  It may not have been that.  How was it for you, and how do you think the diocese reacted?  How could it have been avoided, or don’t you think it could have?  A lot of questions in there.
RB:
Yeah!

CG:
But it’s an important time.

RB:
I don’t know that it could have been avoided, given the personalities involved.  That’s my one thought.  We’re obviously all still working on this issue.

CG:
Of course we are.

RB:
And I’m part of the team.  I’m not on the transition team, but I’m on the team of eight of us, mostly older people, which is interesting, I think, people who’ve been around for a while, who are facilitating the key workshop, which is this Remembering, which is basically a timeline in which you fold your timeline and the timeline of other people.  And we’ve been doing that since the spring, and will be doing that over the next year, trying to tap at least as many of the leadership as we can, but also taking it to parishes, to try to help people continue to keep the conversation going.  
And the one thing I’ve heard already is that, as someone said, “All of us had some connection to the story,” whether we were distant or not.  And all of us had a different experience, and so sort of acknowledging that.  My experience is complicated, and I have felt—I know there are people who were disappointed, if not angry at me, for being less—not being part of Concerned Pennsylvania Episcopalians, which I never joined, for example.
CG:
What is that group?

RB:
That was the group that was really, very early on, actively engaged in trying to find out a way to have Charles resign.
CG:
Oh, okay.

RB:
Concerned Pennsylvania Episcopalians, CPE.  And they met, actually, in this building a number of times, because it was a convenient location for them to meet, and I just didn’t go.  Why?  I’d love to say it was a real clear conviction on my part.  It probably was a bunch of reasons, some of which were self-serving; most of which were not.  The self-serving part was that, you know, I’m in a parish that’s freestanding.  We’re not receiving any support from the diocese.  We have good colleagues around us, in terms of the churches that surround us.  We’re pretty good together as a clericus.  I, when I compare my own position vis-à-vis the bishop, until the very end—Charles Bennison until the very end, I say most of us were on the same page.  We were working with him.  We recognized that he was going to do what he was going to [do] himself, that he was not really a team player at all.
CG:
He’d been described as a monarchical bishop.

RB:
Monarchical, probably.  I mean, people used diagnoses; I don’t like to use diagnoses, psychological diagnoses, for people.  But there was some dysfunction there that made it very hard for him to get allies.  The thing I would say about him that was most interesting to me, given the nature of the job in our Church, given the limited authority that a bishop actually has, that Bishop Bennison was singularly unable to get political allies.  I mean, I’ve never seen anyone, a bishop—he was unable to get the aided congregations on his side, from the beginning, because we all—I mean, I was on the team that voted for John Midwood to be elected, and I voted for John Midwood [on] all of the ballots.  So that was kind of a given.  And then the Bishop made terrible mistakes in publishing, within a year or two, that summary of the status of all the parishes, implying that basically all the aided parishes were going to have to close, because they didn’t have 250 people in the pews on Sunday.  That’s a summary.  But also, he was not able to get wealthy congregations on his side.  I mean, he alienated the Main Line.  He alienated Wissahickon Deanery.  It really—it was surprising how he was able to do that.

CG:
And yet for many people, one on one, he was very pastoral.

JB:
Extremely gracious.

CG:
And the other thing that’s interesting in talking to you, Rodger, about Charles, is that he was also terribly supportive, and early on supportive, of gay rights across the board, within and without the Church.

JB:
This was always a conflict, of course.

CG:
I was wondering how that played out.

JB:
Because politically, let’s say politically, gay and lesbian issues, LBGT issues, women’s issues, theoretically even in terms of race, theoretically, on paper, he was very, very progressive, and outspoken.

CG:
And I sensed in personal conversations that he meant that.

JB:
He did mean it.  I think that he—this may or may not be something that I’m going to want to keep in the report, but he had a way of assuming, which I kind of do think is because of his sense of privilege as an upper class, white, well-educated man, bishop, that he understood everyone else’s issues, like he made them his own, in a weird say.  It felt sort of proprietary, and a little bit—a little bit arrogant.

CG:
Yeah.

JB:
We went out to lunch, one of our—breakfast.  He had breakfast with you, if he was coming to visit you.  And he came, and we had breakfast at the Omni.  And we sat down to breakfast, and he said to me—and the man came around to give us our orange juice.  And he looked up at the man, whose name was Byron, and he said, “Byron, this is Father Broadley.  He’s a homosexual, too.”  And I said, “I beg your pardon?”  And Byron looked at me, awkwardly.  He’s waiting on us.  And I looked at him, awkwardly, thinking, where are we going with this?  Byron leaves the table, and Bishop said, “The reason we came here while Byron was working, and I asked for this table, was because Byron’s told me that he struggles with his homosexuality as a Christian, and his church does not accept him.”  I said, “Well, you could have warned me.  I’m not here for breakfast with Byron; I’m here for breakfast with the bishop, who’s coming to—

CG:
[Laughs]
JB:
So Byron and I did our, like, three sentences of exchange.  He’s a Pentecostal, an African American Pentecostal.  He’s probably not going to really feel comfortable in the Episcopal Church!  Or, he might.  I told him when we have services.  I said, “And also, every other Episcopal Church that I know of is very welcoming of gay and lesbian people, so try it out.  But, you probably won’t ever find the [same] spiritual satisfaction that you’ve had in your Pentecostal Church.”  Byron and I kind of went, like, okay.  It was fine.  But I thought, that was kind of classic Charles.  It’s like grabbing your issue and assuming that he was going to make it right for you.  That’s a very classic story for me.  So that wore thin.  
So, for example, a lot of women in the diocese will tell you that they did not have very positive experiences with him, one on one.  They felt that there was a very deep-seated sort of sexism there that was not acknowledged, or engaged.  But the other real reason that I—beside the fact that I was outside of his orbit; I didn’t really have to interact with Charles very much, to be honest with you, in terms of the way this place was run, and I wasn’t one of the big players, in terms of money.

CG:
Right.  You weren’t Saint David’s.

RB:
So I was kind of invisible.  But, he did appoint me to the Commission on Ministry, and towards the end of his tenure, I was the chair.  And I was on the commission for almost twelve years.  So while I was serving in that capacity, as an Episcopal appointment, I did feel responsible to be an Episcopal appointment, responsible to do my job, for him.  He was asking me to do a job for him.  

CG:
We are a hierarchical church, so he’s the bishop. 
RB:
And I took it on, and I loved that work.  It was probably, along with my funerals, and just being in a parish, it was the most rewarding work I’ve done.  I loved doing it, because I loved to revisit the whole question of what ordination means, and what does call mean, and all these things.  So I felt that I was a good assistant, too, remember, for five years before I became the rector here.  I felt that my job was to be supportive—not supportive of him, necessarily taking his side on every issue, but just not getting involved in the fray, more than necessary.  
I also felt—and this, again, is probably something I wouldn’t have said, even a few years ago—it felt to me like it was getting kind of breathless, like everyone was getting so hyped up that there was no backing down.  It was like we were just on this absolute collision course, and the sheer rancor, and energy, and the almost—when I said that, I just pictured a couple of the kind of key anti-Bennison figures.  I pictured them as charging about the room.
CG:
Yeah.

RB:
They were like physically, sort of like, lurching.  It was extremely—it just felt out of control!

CG:
It seems to me, looking at it from the outside, there was plenty of misbehavior on both sides.

RB:
Yeah!  And questions of power would kind of be thrown about.  I mean, if I heard “ecclesiastical authority” one more time, I was going to just like, scream, you know! [Laughs] We were always reminded of who was in charge, even though it seemed like no one was really in charge.  It was a very—it was an extremely hard time!

CG:
Are we doing better now?

RB:
I think we are doing better.  We’re doing better for lots of reasons.  One is, I think we’re all kind of tired! [Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs] That’ll do it—exhaustion!

RB:
I think that certainly the bishop’s return was extremely shocking, I think to everybody.  Maybe not to him, but it was shocking to me.  I remember, I was driving out to the suburbs.

CG:
It wasn’t shocking to him.  He told me it wasn’t.  He said he was going to be all right.

RB:
Yeah, yeah.  And the relatively tepid, tepid enthusiasm of the acquittal was just itself kind of damning.  And so I was shocked.  The fact that we were able, without a lot of real—real mess, to have him realize that he had to resign, once we had the canon in place from last Convention.

CG:
Yeah, and also once his pet project, which was the history, was finished.

RB:
Right.  That’s right.

CG:
And he wanted it very definitely.  And that was a positive contribution.

RB:
But the work that the deputation did, with a lot of help from the national church, to craft that resolution that allowed the canon to include a process for ending an Episcopal relationship really was key.  And going to Charles, and saying—the Standing Committee, Ledlie Laughlin going to Charles and saying, “We’re going to move forward with this if you don’t resign.”  And I think it was done very well.  I mean, hard, but very well, and I think that we said good-bye to Charles, I think, in a good way.

CG:
We did.

RB:
It felt real to me.  And again, I think Ledlie Laughlin gets a lot of credit for doing a beautiful job with that ceremony.  And now we’ve been a year and a half, or more, and—
CG:
And I gather Bishop Daniel is doing a good job?

RB:
He’s doing a good job.  He’s very, kind of—he’s bishop-y, but he’s very friendly, and he’s very encouraging, and you feel like he’s acknowledging you.  He’s good for us.  But I think the other thing, which is that over those years, three years of inhibition, and two years back, a lot of new people came into the diocese.  There’s a lot of new people, and they don’t really have the memory.  The thing we’re trying to do with this process that we’re running, the re-membering workshops, is acknowledge that we can’t lay all the blame on Charles Bennison, or any one person, or one group, that there is—

CG:
There’s plenty of it to go around.

RB:
There’s a history of our diocese being kind of contrary, you know.  And that goes back to DeWitt, but even before that.

CG:
Onderdonk.

RB:
Even in the nineteenth century, right.

CG:
Yeah.  I mean, you read the history, which you, I’m sure, have done.

RB:
Yeah.

CG:
It’s fascinating.

RB:
So we have this thing, and some of it’s just native to the Philadelphia way.  We don’t want to be pushed around.  We don’t particularly like authority.  We’re kind of simultaneously—

CG:
Quaker Philadelphia.

RB:
Simultaneously sort of self-satisfied, and a little bit—a little bit—what’s the word?  We feel like we’re beleaguered, a little bit.  So we’re just kind of a funny people.  And so as we move forward, probably we’re not going to be able to shed our history completely!  We’re probably still going to be, sort of, a little quirky, but we want to be aware, I think, as we elect a new bishop, that we do have these tendencies, maybe to look for a savior that we don’t really want, just to solve all our problems, which really are more endemic, and systemic, and historic, than we want to admit.

CG:
Well, I think there’s also something else about this diocese that people know, but don’t think about too often, but it may be in the—in the blood, in the DNA, and that is that this is the mother diocese of the Episcopal Church, and it is also the mother diocese of the Anglican Communion.

RB:
Right.

CG:
And that history, and that building [Christ Church] down at Second and Market, is very special.  And somehow, I think—and I don’t know how people react to it, but somehow people know that, and so maybe they think they’re more important, or maybe there’s an inferiority complex because they’re not—

JB:
Right.

CG:
We’ve only sent—since we’ve elected them, we’ve only had one presiding bishop come from Pennsylvania, and he came from Chicago, really, because that’s where he was bishop.

RB:
Right.

CG:
I just wonder if, as you say, I think the word is complex.  But you think it is healing, at the moment?

RB:
I think we’re in a good place right now.  I think people wanted to heal, which is the first step towards healing:  “Do you want to be healed?”  Jesus asked the man at the side of the well.  So I think we want to be healed—my sense; everyone I’m talking to does.  We want to be honest about what healing is going to require from all of us.  I think the looming conversation that’s going to be front and center for the next generation is going to be how we are going to do ministry in places where we don’t really have the financial resources.  And that’s going to bring up very hard things for us to face.

CG:
Which are some of the things that Bennison brought up, in terms of having to close or merge some congregations.

RB:
Right.

CG:
And as tough as that was, perhaps in a practical way he was often right about some of that stuff, which still makes it difficult.
RB:
Well, he was right about the fact that this was a challenge.  I think that the sense on the part of aided congregations, and I would say especially African American churches, those that are African American, was that he was out to get them; he was out to close them.  And I think that that hints at the other issue that’s always related to racism in our country, is class, and money.  It’s always about money!  And that given the large financial gifts of this diocese, we’re still very resistant to giving it away to people, without controlling it.  

CG:
Right.  Let’s stop.

[End of Interview]
