
THE CHURCH IN WALES AND SAME-SEX PARTNERSHIPS:
SUGGESTIONS FOR UNDERTAKING 

THE CONSULTATION PROCESS

Purpose and principles of the Consultation

This consultation is intended to give church members the opportunity to explore the 
different experiences and beliefs that inform the Church’s reflection on marriage and 
relationships in general, and at this point in time, same-sex relationships in particular.
The purpose is not to attempt to make a definitive proclamation and parish groups, 
PCCs, Deanery Conferences etc are not encouraged to pass formal motions or seek to 
form a single statement giving ‘the position of the Church’.  Rather it is intended to 
allow the discovery and sharing of the range and distribution of views on the issues at 
stake.

More importantly, the process is an opportunity for members of the Church to listen 
attentively and respectfully to diverse opinions and voices and to recognise Christ 
in each other, even as we disagree.  The Anglican Communion has drawn on the 
Indaba process to shape its own discussions on divisive issues and this approach is 
commended here.

The Indaba process

Indaba is a Zulu word for a process common among many African ethnic groups.  The 
Anglican Communion has expressed “The Essence of Indaba” as “[To meet and con-
verse,  ensuring that everyone has a voice, and contributes (praying that it might be 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit) and that the issues at hand are fully defined and 
understood by all. The purpose of the discussion is to find out the deeper convergenc-
es that might hold  people together in difference and come to a deeper understanding 
of the topic or issues discussed. This will be achieved by seeking to understand exactly 
the thinking behind positions other than my own. 

In other words, Indaba seeks not to change the mind of another and get them to 
agree, but rather to help the other understand why I think as I do, and in turn to 
understand why they think as they do.  It is a process of being invited as a guest into 
another person’s experience and perspective and learning to appreciate it, even if one 
does not end up in agreement.  

The Anglican Communion Continuing Indaba says “in the words of Archbishop Justin: 
“we are unbelievably attractive, distinctively prophetic, not because we all agree, but 
because we disagree with passion in love, and set the bar high for the world around. 
And then reach out and help people over the bar.”  Continuing Indaba is an ongoing 
and intentional way of working as the body of Christ that:

•	 trusts God and acknowledges the faith-journey of all involved 
•	 builds trust and creates space for disagreement to be heard 
•	 insists that all groups referred to are fully included in the process 
•	 requires stepping out of comfort zones and a willingness to see the world through 

the eyes of another 
•	 commits to listening and being open to hear other perspectives, without pressure 

to change position 
•	 demands commitment, transparency, vulnerability and authenticity in relationship. 



A model?  One Parish’s experience

This experience, from a group of five rural churches, is shared in the words of their 
Vicar who facilitated the conversation.

We arranged an evening session of an hour and a half maximum in one of the church 
halls and issued the invitation. We invited anyone to come and to be prepared to 
express a view. Because we anticipated that some people might be reluctant to speak 
themselves they were offered the opportunity to have someone read their contribution 
– but stressed it had to be attributed to them.
 
We began the session in prayer. Both myself and our then curate were there to 
facilitate the event and to try to answer particular questions but not before initial 
views had been aired. We stressed that we were not principally there to provide 
a personal view but to help if they wanted, for example, Biblical references or 
information about the history of marriage. We did say that we would be prepared to 
state our personal view if asked.

About 25 people attended. We sat in a circle. After the prayers each person was 
invited in turn to speak or to ‘pass’. The ground rules were, no interruptions, no open 
disagreement, no affirmations of what was being said – this was about listening.

When all had the chance to speak as we went around the circle (most did), we went 
round again. This time those present were allowed to react to re-state their view, to 
say something they had not said before or, if it had been affected by what they had 
heard to speak about that but not in a way which disrespected either the other view 
or the person holding it.  By this process we went around the circle three times before 
everyone ‘passed’. Only once did there have to be any gentle intervention about 
‘keeping the rules’.

This results in:

•	 being better equipped to work together for God’s Mission 
•	 deepened relationships, with Christ and one another 
•	 enriched lives which allow people to grow together. 

More information can be found here - http://continuingindaba.com/re-
sources/a-guide-to-continuing-indaba/participants-guide-to-continuing-indaba/

A Conversation with LGBT people

To truly be an Indaba process, and to be consistent with the promises that the 
Church in Wales has made on this issue, our conversations need to recognise that 
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people are part of the ‘us’, not a ‘them’.

This is not ‘the Church’ discussing ‘the gays’. It is a Church, which is itself a di-
verse body, seeking to honour and be faithful to Christ in all its members and in 
all their relationships.  

Gay and lesbian people are participants in the conversation, not merely its object, 
and the conversation itself needs to be set in the context of our shared reflection 
on the nature of marriage, love, commitment and relationships more generally and 
as they apply to all people.  LGBT people have consistently asked the Church “Talk 
with us, not about us”.



At this point (and partly encouraged by a warming of the ‘atmosphere’ since the start 
of the meeting – it had been a bit tense but not uncomfortably so) we took the risk of 
inviting a more open question and discussion session. We had some anticipation that 
we might try to do this and had a variety of materials in support available including 
a list of what might be some helpful biblical passages, some documentation about 
‘marriage’ in sociological context, and  a summary of arguments ‘in support of’ same-
sex marriage, some in support of same-sex blessings and some arguments not in 
support of same-sex relationships from earlier work.

The general discussion took a shorter time than the ‘round the circle’ conversation 
– several people expressed the view that they had changed their position in some 
way, and several others said that they had been prompted to think further about 
their position. Nobody expressed the view that they had taken a completely changed 
position.

The meeting was drawn to an end with prayer, and most people took away some of 
the supporting material. People were encouraged to continue to think and pray and to 
consider coming back together, and/or with others in the future.

This experience is offered to anyone considering these issues at a parish level. I believe 
the keys to making it valuable were a) a structure in which people felt ‘safe’, b) a 
recognition that not everybody held, or would necessarily hold the same position, c) an 
understanding that this was not about achieving a resolution or a particular course of 
action, d) listening, respect and prayer were vital.

Resources for the consultation

You may like to circulate the accompanying document “THE CHURCH IN WALES 
AND SAME-SEX PARTNERSHIPS: A RESOURCE FOR THE CONSULTATION PRO-
CESS” before your session.   This contains summaries of the Church In Wales 
Doctrinal Commission Report on Same Sex Partnerships and suggested discussion 
questions. It is designed to encourage participants to try to understand the different 
positions people hold and why they hold them, as well as reflect on the varied and 
changing experiences of marriage and relationships in our culture.

Further resources
Gay relationships - yes or no?- http://www.surefish.co.uk/faith/features/2003/110703_gay_yesorno.htm

An accessible summary of 10 arguments in support of Christians being in same-sex relationships and 10 arguments 
against. 

Church in Wales Doctrinal Commission. - The full report “The Church in Wales and Same-Sex Partnerships” and 5 
supporting papers are available from http://www.churchinwales.org.uk/faith/doctrinal-commission/ 

A Resource from the Anglican Communion - “The Anglican Communion and Homosexuality” edited by Philip Groves, 
SPCK 2007 ISBN 978-0-281-05963-8.  A comprehensive book on the varied theological approaches taken within 
Anglicanism and their application to the current conversation.

Resources from the Episcopal Church of the USA- ECUSA have published extensive documentation to facilitate their 
own conversations.  Among these are “I will bless you and you will be a blessing”  http://s3.amazonaws.com/dfc_at-
tachments/public/documents/3164622/Blessing_Same_Sex_Relationship_Resources.pdf This provides an example of 
what an order of service for the blessing of a same sex relationship might look like, together with a theological justifi-
cation and parish discussing material.  

“Dearly Beloved” is a tool kit for the study of marriage, issued in 2014 and available here https://extranet.generalcon-
vention.org/staff/files/download/10613

Reports and studies are also available online from a number of other Anglican provinces and from other denomina-
tions in the UK. 



Introduction

The Church has always been called to reflection in the light of new experiences and un-
derstandings. The Church also calls society to reflect on itself in the light of the Gospel.  
Understandings of sex, relationships, commitment and marriage have always changed 
over time, but perhaps have done so particularly quickly in the last few decades. The 
Church has often found itself living with the tension of listening to new insights and 
relating them to traditional understandings.  Consideration of same sex relationships 
is one particular aspect of this larger process of striving to be faithful to the God who 
calls us to love and faithfulness. 

In 2004, civil partnerships were introduced for same-sex couples in England and Wales.  
These conferred almost identical rights to marriage, but were initially an entirely ‘civ-
il’ (secular, legal) arrangement.  In 2011, it became possible for civil partnerships to be 
celebrated and registered on religious premises with the agreement of the religious body 
concerned.  In March 2014, it became possible for same-sex couples to marry in Eng-
land and Wales, and to have exactly the same rights and responsibilities as heterosexual 
married couples.  

Some religious bodies had already begun to offer ceremonies enabling same-sex cou-
ples to celebrate their partnerships:  in fact, some churches had been doing this since 
before even civil partnerships became possible.  The Government was keen to ensure 
that churches could offer same-sex marriages if they wished, but that they should not 
be compelled to do so.  Therefore it is for the Church to decide whether it wishes to ‘opt 
in’ to performing weddings for same sex couples, or to provide other liturgical options 
such as blessings instead, or to maintain its current position of offering no formal rites for 
same sex couples.  

This resource is intended to assist local groups to reflect on and share the issues at stake 
and the positions that members of the church can hold with integrity as we seek to make 
this decision. It is intended to help us explore what we believe and why we believe it 
and to recognise Christ in each other, even when we disagree. It should therefore be 
read in conjunction with the accompanying paper on facilitating discussions.  

THE CHURCH IN WALES AND SAME-SEX PARTNERSHIPS:
A RESOURCE FOR THE CONSULTATION PROCESS

Discussion 1 - Marriage and Commitment

Experiences and expressions of relationships, commitment and marriage in Britain 
today are varied. From 1764 to 1836 marriages by law in England and Wales had to 
be conducted in Anglican Churches, between a man and a woman who were over 
21 (or younger with parents’ permission).  From 1836 civil marriages have once again 
been legal, and today the majority of weddings take place in civil contexts.   (In other 
countries the pattern is more usually that a marriage always takes place legally in a civil 
ceremony and then a church or other religious blessing can follow).  

In 1857 divorce became a possibility for ordinary people in some circumstances (having 
previously only been possible for the rich) and in 1969 divorce became possible without 
fault or blame having to be apportioned or proved. Today around 42% of marriages 
are expected to end in divorce and many people are subsequently remarried.  Couples 
are entitled to be remarried (following one divorce) in their local church, although there 
is provision for the priest to opt out of conducting the ceremony, being replaced by a 



colleague, if they are not able in good conscience to conduct it.  

Bishops can give consent for a person’s third or subsequent marriage to be held in 
church.    Meanwhile around 6 million people in the UK cohabit with a partner to whom 
they are not married, a figure which has doubled since 1996.  A roughly equal number 
of children are born each year to married and unmarried parents.   

Christian reflection on these trends in society is varied. For some this is a sad story of the 
decline of an important institution and way of life that has provided a stable basis for 
society and family life. For others it is a story of liberation from an institution and way of 
life that could be oppressive and leave some, particularly women, bound in inequality or 
open to abuse.  It is likely that most people recognise something of both of these stories 
and can relate them to their own experiences and experiences of loved ones and friends..

Questions for Reflection:

What are your experiences of relationships, marriage and commitment 
and have these changed for you over time?

In what ways might these experiences be both similar and different for 
same-sex and opposite-sex couples?

What do you understand commitment in a relationship to involve?

What is the place and purpose of marriage for a Christian couple?

Discussion 2 - Possible Responses to Same Sex Couples

Three options for responding to the present situation in law were brought forward 
by the Church in Wales’ Doctrinal Commission (DC).  Each option was written by 
different members of the Commission.  This report “The Church in Wales and Same 
Sex Partnerships” can be downloaded from http://www.churchinwales.org.uk/
faith/doctrinal-commission/ These options are summarised below but it is strongly 
recommended that the full report be read.

This report was discussed in small groups at the Governing Body meeting in April 2014.  
The issue will be considered again by the Bishops and the GB when this consultation has 
taken place – approximately one year on from the previous GB discussion.   The Bishops 
and GB members were clear that whatever action is taken should be pastorally sensitive 
to different shades of opinion and experience.  Consultation on these options is now 
open to all members of the Church in Wales.  

Option 1: Marriage as the Union Only of one Man and Woman

The argument of section of the DC report – paragraphs 56 to 77 can be summarised as:

People who experience attraction to the same sex are loved by God and belong in the 
Church. The question in debate, however, is this: can a Christian church rightly and 
faithfully bless same- sex partnerships?  Many Anglicans (probably the great majority 
worldwide) are not persuaded by the arguments in favour of such blessing. What 



Option 2 - Blessing same-sex partnerships

In summary, paragraphs 78 to 102 argue:

The argument for blessings, rather than marriage, is in three stages.  First, across the 
world the Anglican Communion is experiencing the reality of faithful Anglicans forming 
same-sex partnerships.  This is true in Britain, North America, and now (during 2013) in 
Australia and New Zealand.  

Secondly, marriage is in the view of many theologians to be understood as being only 
between a man and a woman.  This view is expressed in terms of scripture, tradition 
and systematic theology.  Nevertheless, we need an appropriate liturgical and pastoral 
response to faithful same-sex partnerships, and that is a blessing.  

makes marriage different and unique is that it brings together a woman and a man in 
a potentially procreative, publicly-acknowledged union which is lifelong and exclusive.  
The distinctive characteristics of marriage can only apply to a man and a woman.  These 
characteristics are laid out in the creation narratives in Genesis 1 and 2, where we 
find the foundations and structure which distinguish marriage from all other forms of 
relationship.  These foundations, which are then unfolded throughout scripture, have 
been consistently affirmed in Christian teaching ever since. 

The distinction of male and female. It was on male and female that God pronounced his 
blessing in Genesis 1.28.  From their union would spring the fruitfulness and the right 
stewardship over creation about which Genesis 1.28-30 speaks.  So the union of these 
two sexes is the union which God can bless.  Fruitful human flourishing springs from this 
union.  Texts in Leviticus (Lev 18.22 and 20.13) and in the Pauline letters (Rom 1.18-27, 
1 Cor 6.9-11 & 1 Tim 1.8-11) forbid the sexual activity of men with men or of women 
with women, but these passages add nothing to Genesis 1 and 2.  They merely spell out 
the implication of Genesis: not only is the physical union of the two sexes that which 
God can bless, but the physical coming together of the same sex with itself is that which 
God does not bless.

Discussion of same-sex partnerships often downplays the significance of the procreative 
potential of marriage.  But we should not minimise the significance of this potential.  No 
other relationship than that of a man and a woman has the potential to generate new 
life, and no other relationship stands under the blessing of God proclaimed in Genesis 
1.28.  The love of a man for a man or of a woman for a woman, when physically 
expressed, is a type of sexualised friendship.  But lacking the potential to generate new 
life, and not expressing the coordination of male and female towards procreative union, 
it is not a marriage.  

The good news for same-sex attracted persons is the same good news which comes 
to all: that all need the washing of sanctification; that anyone can be justified in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ; and that every justified believer will be sanctified, made 
more like Jesus, by the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, even though that process will 
be demanding.  This gospel perspective gives the Church its theological context for 
approaching the pastoral care of those attracted to their own sex. Churches [should] 
be safe spaces where everyone, including those with same sex attraction or bisexual 
attraction, is able to share and explore his or her story with fellow believers for mutual 
encouragement and support as we help each other grow together into maturity in Christ.  
[But] a faithful Church, a Church which the apostles would recognise, cannot presume to 
bless as holy what God has said is not holy.



Thirdly, a liturgical blessing of same-sex partnerships would be a novelty in the history of 
Christian liturgy.  That should be recognised as part of the challenge of living under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, but it is important to be clear what we are about.

A blessing is not the same as a marriage.  As [an Episcopal Church of the US] 
spokeswoman said, “We have authorized a blessing, and a blessing is different than 
a marriage.  A blessing is a theological response to a monogamous, committed 
relationship.”   A marriage of one man and one woman is both ‘an honourable estate, 
instituted by God himself’, so grounded in our created nature, and a sign for us of ‘the 
mystical union between Christ and his Church’, so in that respect speaking to us of the 
nature of redemption.   It is also understood as a sign of the unity-in-difference of the 
Trinity.  It is on this basis that a marriage is blessed by the Church: such relationships 
are signs of God’s faithful union with the created order.  Marriage of one man and 
one woman is not a social construct, still less a political invention, but a given of our 
creaturely nature.  Furthermore, Christian tradition witnesses to the unchanging nature 
of that reality: it is between a man and a woman.  

Nevertheless, a pastoral response is called for to those of the same sex who fall in love 
and form partnerships.  There are theologians who are very sympathetic to homosexual 
relationships, but who wish to protect the nature of Christian marriage (as opposed to 
marriage as a civil institution in society which is recognized by law).  Such arguments do 
not deny the reality of homosexual relationships, nor that they are loved and cherished 
by God, nor therefore that such unions should be joyfully and properly celebrated in 
the Church.  However, marriage is not the right expression of this. [Theologian John] 
Milbank argues “It may well be best if the Anglican Church were to move swiftly 
to permit the blessing of gay civil partnerships in church.  For this would render the 
strongest possible theological statement of the view that it is possible to recognise the 
legitimacy of faithful homosexual union without conceding that this is tantamount to 
marriage - a view that is entirely logical and has many historical precedents in different 
cultures.”

It should be noted that this argument from the Doctrine Commission Report only 
addresses blessing civil partnerships. Now that same sex couples in our Parishes enter 
legal, civil marriages, you may wish to consider whether this argument also applies to a 
couple who have entered into a such a marriage. Is there a difference between blessing a 
couple who have had a civil marriage and conducting the marriage service with them, so 
that a blessing could be offered in these circumstances as well?

Option 3 - Marriage as a Union of Loving Equals Irrespective of 
Sexual Difference

Summarised, paragraphs 103 to 136 argue:

Marriage has evolved [over time] in ways that are consistent with the Gospel … 
The trend has been towards a vision of the equality, mutuality and character of the 
relationship.  To open marriage to same-sex couples would continue this trajectory …
[and] may help to strengthen our understanding of marriage, moving away from a 
concept of marriage as a matter of fixed biological categories and roles, and towards one 
of marriage as a union of loving equals in the Spirit.  

In Christ there is no male or female, or any other category of worldly and fleshly 
distinction. The Church has… determined over time that circumcision of the heart 
means rejecting circumcision of the flesh; that our spiritual slavery to Christ means 
rejecting the physical slavery of other people; that our understanding of the impartiality 



of God’s calling means rejecting an exclusion of women from being ordained as priests 
and bishops.  This is part of the consistent trajectory of the work of the Spirit found 
within scripture itself and in the tradition of the Church in Wales.  To continue to follow 
the Spirit on this faithful path with regard to marriage is to affirm that a good marriage 
evidently bears the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23)… The Church in Wales understands 
marriage as an embodiment of love in Christ, describing it as a state “in which each 
member of the family, in good times and in bad, may find comfort, companionship 
and strength, and grow to maturity in love.  Marriage enriches society and strengthens 
community.” (Marriage Services 2010) 

[The ability to have children] is rightly seen as a particularly celebrated gift of God [and] 
is acknowledged as part of the sacramentality of marriage.  But not every marriage must 
include procreation.  The Church does not bar from marriage those who do not want or 
who are unable to conceive, or who are past child-bearing age.  Married couples who 
are childless or celibate do not weaken our corporate understanding of marriage; indeed 
they can deepen it.  

Just as the Church welcomes married couples who cannot be biological parents, 
extending marriage to non-heterosexual couples does not weaken the connection 
between marriage and procreation. The Church in Wales’ affirmation of contraception 
does not redefine sex or remove any connection between sex and procreation, but it 
does draw attention to the other purposes and meanings of sexual activity…emphasising 
it as a physical expression of love, rather than a purely biological action…  It is the way 
people treat each other that counts, not the … fleshly tools they use to express this.  

Christ prioritis[ed] the ‘reconstituted family’ of the Kingdom over the biological families 
[Luke 14:26, Mark 3:33] and the theology of St Paul prioritised adoption as children of 
God over claims deriving from biological descent.  In this way, families who raise the 
children of others increase, not decrease, the sacramentality of marriage and human 
relationships.  They have children after the Spirit and not after the flesh and speak to 
the Church of God’s activity in the new creation just as biological parents speak of God’s 
creative activity in this world.   The raising of children by same-sex couples has this same 
quality.  Marriage would provide these couples [as well as childless couples] with the 
security of public recognition and support; those who desire to enter into a committed, 
loving relationship would not be faced with a choice of committing either to celibacy or 
to a secular form of cohabitation.

It is … remarkable that gay and lesbian people should wish to be married by a 
Church that has caused them so much pain. We must be humbled that some do, and 
unsurprised that some do not.

Questions for Reflection:

For each of the three options in turn, ask:

In what ways is this option seeking to be faithful witness to Christian truth?

What do you find convincing or unconvincing in this option?

Once all three options have been discussed, ask:

Which of the three options do you feel that the Church in Wales should pursue? 

How should those who disagree with your preferred option be affirmed and taken care 
of in this process?


