Proposed PEP Name Change
by Lionel Deimel (with thanks to Nancy Righter, Joan Gundersen, and Christopher Wilkins)

Background

Although I had watched and encouraged TORO and its successor from afar, I was late in joining the group. At the first meeting I attended, the final decision was made to adopt the name “Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh.” Being the new guy on the block, I did not feel competent to say much about this decision, although I did argue against the name “Progressive Episcopalians in Pittsburgh.” The name chosen seemed to fit what I knew about the people in the group and fit PEP actions such as encouraging the Diocese of New Westminster and The Rev. Canon V. Gene Robinson.

As PEP became increasingly active, it became obvious that what the Diocese of Pittsburgh needed was not so much a liberal voice, but a moderate, centrist voice able to attract support from the broad spectrum to the left of the ultraconservatives who predominate in this diocese. This was most obvious in my own church, St. Paul’s, Mt. Lebanon. My rector, Bob Banse, considers himself a moderate. Although in sympathy with much of what PEP has done, he displays conspicuous discomfort whenever PEP is mentioned. The term “progressive” simply makes him wince. I suspect other moderates have a similar reaction.

No organization in any other diocese has been as active as ours has been in opposing the actions of its ultraconservative bishop, but the Diocese of Albany rallied substantial and effective resistance against Bishop Herzog. The group that came together to spearhead this effort was led largely by clergy, and was called Albany Via Media. When I saw this group’s materials and read its name, I knew that the Albany people had struck just the right tone to reach the broadest possible audience

Via media, of course, is Latin for “middle way,” a term derived from Aristotle’s notion that any particular virtue can be found in the middle between two extremes. The term gained currency in the sixteenth century to describe the Church of England’s position between Roman Catholicism, on one hand, and Protestantism (specifically that of Calvinists and Puritans), on the other. It is still appropriately used in that sense, although it is today often used to describe a tendency toward moderation and avoidance of extremes within the Episcopal Church. The virtue of moderation is not always clear-cut, of course, and the advocacy of it can be used to play less-than-honest rhetorical tricks. One only has to recall Barry Goldwater’s famous remark to appreciate the rhetorical slipperiness of “moderation”: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice; moderation in the defense of liberty is no virtue.” Nonetheless, via media captures an enduring and valuable characteristic of Anglicanism and suggests caution, though not mindless conservatism in all things. To urge unity and tolerance in the Episcopal Church is to embrace of the concept of the via media.

Proposal

I propose that we change the name of “Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh” to “Via Media of Pittsburgh” and that we work to develop a national organization called “Via Media, USA” with chapters in individual dioceses. (I have raised this idea with people in Albany, for example, who seemed disposed to the idea of becoming Via Media of Albany. Integrity provides a good model of an organization with both national and chapter components that has no official connection to ECUSA.) PEP’s current mission statement is rather tortured, but, thinking in terms of via media suggests something like the following, more succinct statement for the new organization (orienting the mission statement neither for Pittsburgh nor the U.S.):

Via Media, an association of clergy and laypeople of the Episcopal Church, USA, seeks to promote and protect the faith, unity, and vitality of the Episcopal Church and of the Anglican Communion by fostering greater understanding of Anglican tradition and Episcopal polity and by working to preserve the Episcopal Church as an independent, participatory, welcoming, inclusive, and responsive institution. Members of Via Media look to the Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral as a succinct statement of the essentials of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church; seek to respect the dignity of every human being; acknowledge that Holy Scripture must be understood within the context of tradition and the mediation of reason and the Holy Spirit; and celebrate the existence of diversity of opinion on matters outside the basic tenets of the church as indicative of humanity’s struggle to understand God’s will for contemporary societies.
I believe there will be a continuing need for an organization like Via Media. (I think we can drop the italics for everyday use.) When not fighting the sort of battle we find ourselves in now, we can engage in educational efforts.

Analysis

Obvious advantages of the proposal include the following:

1. The more centrist-sounding name will be more attractive to moderate (and perhaps even conservative) Episcopalians.

2. “Via Media” is more suggestive of what PEP has actually been about and needs to be about in the immediate future.

3. The name is more euphonious than “Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh,” which is something of a tongue twister and does not fit easily on a television screen.

4. “Via Media” is more easily “franchised” to other dioceses. I think there is a need for Via Media in all dioceses, though some dioceses (Albany, Fort Worth, etc.) have an acute need. (Admittedly, one could have “Progressive Episcopalians of Albany,” etc., but see [3].)

5. In changing the name, we can likely get some publicity through an explanatory press release.

There are, of course, some disadvantages:

1. It may not be appropriate to do everything under the “Via Media” banner that would seem natural for PEP. Too “liberal” actions might jeopardize the Via Media centrist image.

2. We may lose liberal members, although whoever is on board now is likely here for an arguably centrist fight.

3. PEP has struggled for public recognition, and it has done a good job of achieving it, though our organization is not exactly a household name. Clearly, our recognition will take a hit by changing our name, despite any press release.

Alternatives

Instead of simply metamorphosing into Via Media, we could spin off Via Media or otherwise create two organizations, possibly leaving PEP as a shell organization that could become active should the need arise. Long-term, there may be a need for both organizations, but I do not think we have the personnel or energy to create two active organizations right now. Should we effectively become Via Media but feel the need to keep PEP alive, PEP should have its own formal president and perhaps other officers. We might be subject to criticism if we simply seem to be one organization with two names.

Appendix

The current PEP mission statement (“Statement of Identity and Mission”) is reproduced here for reference.

WHO WE ARE

 Progressive Episcopalians of Pittsburgh (“PEP”) is an organization of clergy and laypersons living and worshipping in the Episcopal Diocese of Pittsburgh, a component of the self-governing Episcopal Church, USA, and a member of the worldwide Anglican Communion. Although we are diverse in our social, political, and theological understandings and passions, we share an unfaltering commitment to the foundation of our Catholic faith: In love, God sent His Son to be our Savior, and all who believe in Christ's redemptive power, through God's grace, will have eternal life. We believe that the Holy Spirit continuously leads us to engage the changing world with the unchanging love of Jesus Christ. We seek a fuller understanding of God and His plan for us through study of scripture, honor of tradition, careful application of reason, and acknowledgment of experience. We recognize that, in order to respond to the challenge of the Gospel, our faith must be vitally alive. PEP is wholeheartedly inclusive; and all persons who share our commitment and mission are invited to participate.

WHAT WE DO

PEP seeks to preserve and build our church through local, national, and international action. We provide a forum within the Diocese of Pittsburgh for the free expression of ideas on contemporary issues, where all persons are afforded respect and Godly grace and kindness.

We act to promote better understanding of and fuller participation in the church at large by the members of our diocese through collecting and disseminating information and advice. Moreover, we seek to communicate to the wider church that our diocese is not of one mind regarding theological or social thought, but is a living entity comprising Christians who take seriously their duty to struggle prayerfully and continuously with the application of their faith and God's love to issues of the moment.

We all share an identity as Christians and as Episcopalians through our baptismal vows. We are united in our conviction that the promises made in our baptismal vows must be acted upon by striving for justice and peace among all people, and respecting the dignity of every human being.

We are committed to comforting, strengthening, and emboldening those who, for any reason, feel themselves marginalized, oppressed, or excluded from the life of the Episcopal Diocese of Pittsburgh. Each of us, as a member of PEP, commits to praying for guidance in our communications with one another, within our church, and with the world at large, always treating with respect and Godly charity all people with whom we interact.
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