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Whetherto Adopt Statementson Homosexuality
in Two Denominations:A ResearchNote
PAULA. DJUPE
LAURA R. OLSON
CHRISTOPHERP. GILBERT

Some of the most contentiousissues in Americanreligion today concern homosexuality.In 1998, we asked 2,300
clergy in the Evangelical LutheranChurchin America(ELCA)and the Episcopal Churchwhethertheir denominationshouldadoptofficialstatementson homosexuality.A year later,we asked the same questionof1,600 church
membersin 60 of those clergy's congregations.In this researchnote, we analyze the attitudesof clergyand church
membersabout beginningthe process to composeformal denominationalstatementson homosexuality.Wefind
greatdifferencesbetweenthe twodenominations,reflectingestablishedconflictin theEpiscopalChurchand a lack
thereofin the ELCA.The attitudesof both clergy and churchmembers,shaped by denominationalcontext,reflect
theirgeneralattitudestowardgay rightsand thepublic involvementof the denomination.Clergyexhibitparticular
concern about how a denominationalstatementmight affect their own congregation,and churchmemberstake
significantcuesfrom their clergy.

INTRODUCTION

MainlineProtestantdenominationshave been embroiledin public debate abouthomosexuality since the 1970s (Anderson 1997; Cadge 2002; Wood and Block 1995). The past 10 years
have witnessed a dramaticintensificationin these debates as some mainline Protestantdenominations have adopted more accepting attitudestowardgays and lesbians. Clergy have played
importantroles in structuringdebatesabouthomosexuality,speakingfrom the pulpitandin other
public forums about their stances on gay rights. Some have joined national and local interest
groups that work on homosexuality-relatedissues. Above all, clergy ministerto people in their
congregationswho areconcernedaboutbothhomosexualityas a conceptandgays andlesbiansas
people. Clergycan initiatediscoursewith the capability,if they choose to take advantageof it, to
shapeattitudesaboutcontroversialissues like homosexualityamongtheircongregationmembers
and even denomination-wide.However,relativelylittle researchhas been conductedabouteither
clergy's attitudestowardhomosexuality(but see Olson and Cadge 2002; Wellman 1999) or the
effect clergy have on churchmembers' opinions (but see Djupe and Gilbert2002a). Except for
the present study, no researchhas been conducted on attitudestowardformal denominational
statementsabouthomosexuality.
One of the most importanttides in denominationalpolitics concerning homosexuality in
recent years has been the developmentand refinementof formal denominationalstatementson
policy regardinghomosexuality.To whatextentdo mainlineProtestantclergy andchurchmembers
want to begin the process of adoptingofficial denominationalstatements?In this researchnote
we analyze the circumstancesunder which clergy and laity might supportthe implementation
of official denominationalstatementsabout homosexuality,as well as the effect clergy have on
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churchmembers' attitudestowardthe denominationundertakingthe process of producingsuch
statements.
DATAANDDESIGN: ELCA ANDEPISCOPALCHURCHCLERGYAND CONGREGATIONS

We undertooka two-stage study of clergy and congregationsin two mainlineProtestantdenominations:the EvangelicalLutheranChurchin America(ELCA)andthe EpiscopalChurch.In
the first stage (conductedin 1998 and 1999), we surveyed2,400 clergy from the two denominations,1 asking detailed questions about their political activities and beliefs, as well as assessing
their perceptionsof congregationalpolitical views and activism. Following the clergy surveys,
in 1999 we surveyedmembersin 60 congregations(38 ELCA, 22 Episcopal) whose clergy had
respondedto ourinitial survey.We sent mail surveys,parallelingthe clergy surveyin content,to a
randomset of membersfrom each congregation;approximately1,050 ELCA and 550 Episcopal
congregationmembersresponded.2
We felt thatthe ELCA and EpiscopalChurchwere particularlyimportantdenominationsto
study because they were not includedin recentresearchon the political activities of U.S. clergy
(Guth et al. 1997). With a combined membershipof 7.5 million people, similarworship styles,
and a formal bilateralagreementon aspects of theology and worship practices,the ELCA and
EpiscopalChurchremainparticularlysignificantactorsin AmericanmainlineProtestantism.
At the time of the datacollection,bothdenominationshadbeen attemptingto grapplewith the
issue of homosexualityformallyfor at least a decade. In the early 1990s, the ELCA attemptedto
draftan official statementon homosexuality,but the debateover the statementcaused deep intradenominationaldivision, and the resulting statementwas brief and vague (Cadge 2002). Since
1999, the ELCA has been engaged in an ongoing effort to come to terms with homosexuality,
but that effort had not yet begun when our survey was in the field. In the Episcopal Church,
formal discussion of homosexualitybegan in 1976. Since that time, the denominationofficially
has been supportiveof gays and lesbians, and it has undertakennumerousstudies and organized
conversationson the subject of homosexuality(Cadge 2002). Moreover,unlike the ELCA, the
Episcopal Churchordainsopenly gay priests and deacons, and has done so for some time (for
more, see Coulmont(2005)).
This rich data set allows us to examine the calculus thatreligious people use in formulating
their opinions about denominationalpolicies. Because our researchdesign is conceived specifically to connect clergy-reportedactions and attitudeswith those of congregationmembers,we
also have an opportunityto assess the efficacy of clergy attemptsat persuasion.In this particular
instance,we are concernedwith the extent to which clergy might be able to lead congregational
opinion on issues relatedto sexual orientation.

SHOULDTHE DENOMINATION
ADOPT STATEMENTS
ON HOMOSEXUALITY?

We begin in Table 1 by showingthe distributionof clergy andchurchmemberopinionon the
question of whethertheir denominationshould take a formal stand on homosexuality.We also
provide data on clergy's perceptionsof where they think their congregationsstand on making
denominationalstatements,as well as the actualattitudesof the churchmembersthemselves.Do
clergy accuratelygauge the views of their congregationmembers?For a more direct test of the
accuracyof clergy perceptions,Table 1 also lists the perceptionsof clergy from the 60 churches
where we surveyedchurchmembers.
Majoritiesof both sets of clergy (54 percentof ELCA pastorsand 56 percentof Episcopal
priests) disagree that their denominationsshould adopt such statements.Roughly a quarterof
ELCA clergy and a thirdof Episcopaliansagreethatthe denominationshouldtake a stand.While
opinionsareclearlypolarized(relativelyfew areneutral),Episcopalpriestsaremore dividedthan
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TABLE 1
THE
SHOULD
(ELCA/EPISCOPAL CHURCH) ADOPT STATEMENTS ON
HOMOSEXUALITY? CLERGY STANCES, CLERGY PERCEPTIONS OF CHURCH
MEMBER STANCES, AND ACTUAL CHURCH MEMBER STANCES
Strongly
Agree
Agree
ELCA
Clergy
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
all clergy
Churchmembers,actual
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
churches
clergyin participating
EpiscopalChurch
Clergy
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
all clergy
Churchmembers,actual
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
churches
clergyin participating

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

7.3
9.6

19.2
28.0

19.5
29.0

39.8
27.9

14.3
5.5

6.0
2.0

24.4
43.1

39.2
26.6

19.5
21.2

10.8
7.1

16.6
18.9

15.9
30.5

11.7
29.2

26.4
15.2

29.5
6.3

10.8
4.1

23.8
38.8

32.4
29.0

18.1
14.8

14.9
13.2

Source:ELCA/Episcopal
Church1998-1999ClergyStudyand1999-2000Congregational
Study.

ELCAclergy: 17 percentof Episcopaliansstronglyagreethatstatementsarenecessary,compared
with 7 percent of ELCA clergy, and half as many Episcopal priests (12 percent)are neutralon
the issue comparedto ELCA pastors(20 percent).In partthis findingis likely due to the fact that
unlike the ELCA, the Episcopal Churchordainsopenly gay individualsas priests and deacons.
Moreover,since the time of our survey,the EpiscopalChurchhas been roiled by homosexualityrelatedissues; some parisheshavenow left or arethreateningto leave the U.S. church,forgingnew
ties with more conservativebranchesof the worldwideAnglican Communioninstead (Banerjee
2004). The 2003 elevation of Rev. CanonV. Gene Robinson, who is openly gay, to the position
of Bishop of New Hampshiresurely has been one of the majorreasons behind the exacerbation
of the polarizationwe alreadyobserve in our 1998-1999 data.
ELCA clergy perceive their churchmembersto be divided on the issue of denominational
statementson homosexuality(38 percentfeel that their congregationswould supportstatements
and 34 percent think they would oppose them). Episcopal priests perceive more supportfor
denominationalstatementsamong their church members:nearly half of all congregationsare
perceivedto be supportive,with just one-fifthopposed.
Table 1 suggests that clergy perceptionsare not especially accurategauges of congregant
opinion.In the aggregate(thatis, withoutmatchingindividualclergy to theirchurches),farfewer
ELCA congregationmembersagree that the denominationshould take a standthan their clergy
predict (30 percentvs. the ELCA clergy's perceptionthat majoritieswould agree in 45 percent
of congregations),and many more are neutralthan the clergy had expected. On the otherhand,
fewer Episcopalcongregationmembersare neutralon the questionof whetherthe denomination
should take a standon homosexualitythanthe clergy predicted.In fact, they are evenly divided:
one-thirdof churchmembersagree, are neutral,and disagree.This finding is importantbecause
it suggests thatclergy who limit themselves from public advocacy on homosexualityout of fear
thattheircongregationmemberswill not agreewith theirviews may perceivetheircongregations'
attitudesincorrectly.
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TABLE 2
ELCA AND EPISCOPAL CHURCH CLERGY STANCES, CLERGY PERCEPTIONS
OF CHURCH MEMBER STANCES, AND ACTUAL CHURCH MEMBER STANCES
ON WHETHER "HOMOSEXUALS SHOULD HAVE ALL THE SAME RIGHTS AND
PRIVILEGES AS OTHER AMERICAN CITIZENS" (ROW PERCENTS)
Strongly
Strongly
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Disagree
ELCA
Clergy
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,all
clergy
Churchmembers,actual
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
churches
clergyin participating
EpiscopalChurch
Clergy
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,all
clergy
Churchmembers,actual
Perceivedcongregational
majorityview,
churches
clergyin participating

43.4
4.7

39.4
27.3

7.9
31.5

6.8
29.5

2.6
7.1

21.6
2.3

36.3
15.2

23.5
36.2

11.0
39.5

7.5
6.8

65.0
18.1

21.6
38.6

4.9
24.5

4.2
13.5

4.1
5.2

34.8
16.1

39.3
71.3

14.4
8.8

5.5
3.8

6.0
-

Source:ELCA/Episcopal
Church1998-1999ClergyStudyand1999-2000Congregational
Study.

Perhapsthe difference in how the two denominationsaddressthe issue of homosexuality
reflectsdifferinggeneralattitudestowardgay rights.The positionsof clergy andchurchmembers
on gay rights are shown in Table 2. This table shows that over 80 percent of clergy in both
denominationsoverwhelminglyfavor equal treatmentof gay and lesbian people. Congregation
membersare more conservativeon the issue, but not by much. Over 70 percentof Episcopalian
churchmembers and just over half of ELCA churchmembers supportequal treatmentof gays
and lesbians.
Clergy in the two denominationsdiffer markedlyin how accuratelythey perceive the views
of their denomination'smemberson the legal treatmentof gays and lesbians. Episcopalpriests
who lead a congregationfrom which we sampled membersprovide a fairly accuratesnapshot,
even overestimatingsupportfor equal treatment.On the otherhand,ELCA clergy are off in their
perceptionby a factor of three, which shows that they drasticallyunderestimatecongregational
supportfor gay rights.Again, the effects of denominationalcontroversyappeardramatic.Yearsof
denominational(and in many cases, congregational)dialogue abouthomosexualityseem to give
Episcopalpriestsa fairlyaccurateunderstandingof wheretheircongregationsstandon gay rights.
It is also clear that supportingequal treatmentfor gays and lesbians in society does not spill over
neatly into supportfor the denominationtakinga position on homosexuality.Clearly,some other
dynamic is at work with regardto the formulationof attitudesaboutwhetherthe denomination
shouldproduceformalstatementson homosexuality.
It is importantto acknowledgethe obvious fact thatourdependentvariableis not directional.
It does not ask respondentswhat specific stance the denominationought to take on matters
relatedto homosexuality;instead,it asks whetherthe denominationshould begin the process of
composing such a statement.Therefore,our hypothesesto explain this attitudeare differentthan
if the dependentvariableincorporateddirectionality(by askingwhetherthe denominationshould
condone or condemnhomosexuality).
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Instead,the dependentvariableasks about whetherthe agendaof the denominationshould
be set to include issues concerninghomosexuality.We suspect that participants/representatives
might weigh the answers to severalquestions as they contemplatewhetherthey should "decide
to decide" a conflict over an issue: (1) Will my policy preferencesprevail in the prospective
process?(2) Is it appropriatefor the institutionto addressthis issue? (3) How will addressingthe
issue affect the integrityof the denominationas an institution?(4) How will addressingthe issue
affect the level of discord in my constituency?Note that it is easy to have intereststhat conflict
directly, especially when the answers are necessarily tentativedue to informationuncertainty
(as an illustration,see the clergy's (mis)perceptionsof their congregationmembers' attitudesin
Tables 1 and 2). Many clergy prefertheirdenominationto be a public witness on currentissues,
but they also wish to reduce conflict in their denominationand congregation.Some feel it is
inappropriatefor the denominationto addresssocial issues, but also oppose the actions of some
of their cohortand thereforedesire a uniformpolicy.
This dependentvariableis highly appropriatefrom an institutionalpoint of view: the first
decision an institutionmust make concerning a controversialissue is whether to discuss it in
the firstplace. This decision is certainlynot reflexive;the very fact of beginning an institutional
process may have seriousramificationsthatarenot perfectlyunderstood.Choosingnot to discuss
an issue formally, where the agenda is being set in such a way that forbids discussion of the
issue in the firstplace, is an exercise of power (Kingdon 1995) and organizationalcontrol (e.g.,
Wood 1970) and is strongly related to policy change (Baumgartnerand Jones 1993). When it
comes to homosexuality,what kinds of considerationsdo participantsuse when contemplating
the denominationalagenda?
MULTIPLEREGRESSIONMODEL RESULTS:CLERGY

We now examine the factorsthataffect clergy's attitudesaboutwhethertheirdenominations
should take a standon homosexuality.Because of the differencesin how the two denominations
have confrontedgay rights (Cadge 2002), we estimatemodels for each denominationseparately.
For ease of presentationand interpretation,the explanatoryvariables are grouped under four
headingscorrespondingroughlyto the questionslisted above:(1) gay rightsengagement;(2) denominationandchurch-stateseparation;(3) congregationalfactors;and(4) personalfactors,which
correspondto the questionsparticipantsmight consideraboutsetting an institutionalagenda.
Gay Rights Engagement
We contend that both clergy and congregationmembers consider how their denomination
is likely to act before they decide whether their denominationshould take a formal stand on
homosexuality.Because homosexuality-relatedissues are so divisive, denominationsareunlikely
to embracesweeping pro-gaypolicies, at least in the shortterm. This is particularlytrue within
mainlineProtestantismas it continuesto face challengesposed by dwindlingmemberships(Kohut
et al. 2000) andmanyclergy fearthatspeakingout on controversialissues will drivecongregation
membersaway (Crawfordand Olson 2001; Djupe and Gilbert2003; Hadden 1969; Jelen 1992;
Quinley 1974).
Accordingly,our first guiding expectationis that clergy who supportgay rights will oppose
denominationalstatementson homosexualityout of fear that such statementswill be more likely
to curtail gay rights than expand them. On the other hand, clergy who oppose gay rights will
supportdenominationalstatementsbecause of theirdesirefor clarityon the issue and a belief that
the statementwill place restrictionson gay rights.
We also contendthatregardlessof theirnormativeposition on gay rights,clergy who engage
in public advocacy on gay rights will be most likely to oppose denominationalstatementson
homosexuality.Strong interestin a political issue can mobilize activism (Olson, Crawford,and
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Deckman 2005; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993), but in this context it may lead to the opposite
outcome.The absenceof a strongdenominationalstatementmay give clergythe freedomto define
the parametersof their own activism aroundthe issue, especially because any such statementis
likely to constrictthe church-relatedprivileges of gays and lesbians. Thus, our second guiding
expectation is that clergy who speak out frequently on mattersrelated to homosexuality will
be likely to oppose denominationalstatements.We also include in this analysis the question of
whetherthe minister'schurchholds adult education sessions about gay rights, and we expect a
similar negative relationshipto result: sponsoringsuch sessions should drive opposition to the
denominationtakinga stand.
Denominational Factors
There are still some people, though a diminishingnumber(Kohutet al. 2000), who wish to
avoidentanglingthe churchin political matters.We employ two measuresthatcapturenormative
attitudesaboutthe entanglementof the denominationandgovernment:whetherthe denomination
shouldlobby government(Djupe,Olson, andGilbert2005) andwhetherthe denominationshould
be moreinvolvedwith social andpolitical issues. In both cases, we expectthatthose who wantthe
denominationto be substantiallyembroiledin governmentand politics, showing a belief in the
value of public witness, should also desire theirdenominationto take a standon homosexuality.
How clergy and congregationmembersfeel aboutthe denominationtakingaction on homosexuality is also likely to be colored by how they view other denominationalenterprises(Djupe,
Olson, and Gilbert 2005). One importantventure in these two particulardenominationsis the
recent full communionagreementbetween them, which drew some controversyand significant
opposition (Djupe and Gilbert2003). Clergy who agree with the pursuitof the ELCA-Episcopal
Churchfull communionpact, which signals a general agreementwith and trust in the denomination, should be more supportiveof the denominationtaking a stand on homosexuality.Note
that this effect would be independentof theological conservatismsince supportersof full communion tend to be relatively liberal (Djupe and Gilbert 2003:196-200), whereas supportersof
denominationalstatementson homosexualitylean in a conservativedirection.
Congregational Factors
It is a clear and consistentfindingthatthe political behaviorof clergy is constrainedby their
congregations.Clergy generally cannot do or say whateverthey want with impunity(Campbell
andPettigrew1959; DjupeandGilbert2003; Guthet al. 1997;Hadden1969;Quinley 1974). That
notion of the congregation'srelationshipwith their clergy is incomplete, however,since clergy
also tend to pursue activities in which they representtheir congregationin public life, while at
othertimes, clergy exercise a propheticvoice for theircongregations,leading them to reconsider
theiropinions or thinkaboutnew issues (Djupe and Gilbert2002b, 2003).
We include two measures assessing the level of political constraintclergy feel from their
congregations.The first of these measures takes the absolute value of the opinion difference
between clergy and their congregationmembers (the churchmean opinion) on gay rights. We
expect this to be a negativerelationship:the largerthe opinion difference,the more clergy will
be reluctantto see theirdenominationtake a standon homosexuality.Largeropinion differences
almost always mean thatthe clergypersonis more liberalthanthe laity (Djupe and Gilbert2003;
Guthet al. 1997;Hadden1969), butwe have alreadyincludedthe clergy's stanceon gay rightsand
theirpoliticalideology.Thus,we can assess with some confidencewhetherthereis an independent
effect of wishing to avoid more conflict.
On a similarnote, we includethe lengthof clergy tenureat theirpresentchurch.While clergy
may buildcreditovertime, allowingthemto pursueprojectsthatthe congregationmightotherwise
oppose (Olson 2000), a longer tenuremight also build risk avoidance:a desire to avoid further
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controversyin the church.Therefore,we expect to observe a negative relationship,in which a
longer tenurewill predictmore oppositionto the denominationtaking a stand.
Personal Factors
Clergy'spersonalviews aboutthe denominationtakingaction are also likely to be structured
by their own religious, political, and demographicattributes.Of course, personalfactorstake on
meaning only in context. Thus, we might consider where clergy fit in denominationalspectra
relative to these attributesand attitudes:Are they religious conservativesor liberals; political
liberalsor conservatives?Are they women clergy?Are they pastorsin ruralparishesor particular
regions of the United States?How much educationdo they have?How long have they been in the
ministry?
Our specific expectationsare as follows. We suspect that both religious and political conservativesfavorthe denominationmakinga statementon homosexualitybecause they know that
denominationalpolitics make it unlikely that such statementswill be unequivocallysupportive
of gay rights.Female clergy,in partbecause they are substantiallymore supportiveof gay rights
thanmale clergy (Djupeand Gilbert2003; Olson Crawford,andDeckman2005), shouldbe more
likely to oppose the denominationtaking a stand.More highly educatedclergy on the coasts and
in urbanareasshouldbe more supportiveof gay rights (Brewer2003; Loftus 2001) and wish the
denominationto take a stand,as should those who addressthe issue more often. Longer serving
(and, we would suspect, more traditional)clergy should want the denominationto take a stand
on homosexualityin orderto clarify the denomination'sposition and to inhibit change (Brewer
2003; Loftus 2001).
Empirical Results
The resultspresentedin Table3 confirmmanyof theexpectationsarticulatedabove,although
the resultsdiffermarkedlybetweenthe two denominations.The clearestindicatorof the difference
is that the Table 3 model explains nearly three-quarters(adjustedR2 = 0.726) of the variance
for Episcopalpriestsbutjust underone-sixth (adjustedR2 = 0.147) for ELCA pastors.Attitudes
abouthomosexualityareby farmorecrystallizedandrationalizedin the EpiscopalChurch,which
speaks to longer,more entrenchedbattlesover sexual orientationissues.
ELCA Results
At the time these datawere gathered,the questionaboutthe denominationtakinga standon
homosexualitywas not on the table within the ELCA. Absentpresentconflict, when clergy think
aboutpolitical issues in the abstract,they fall back on their general attitudestowarddenominational political involvementand otherdenominationalendeavors,such as full communion.More
specifically,ELCA clergy who want the denominationto lobby and generallybe more engaged
in political life are more in favor of the denominationtaking an official standon homosexuality.
This is an intriguingfindingconsideringthatliberalsare more likely to want the denominationto
be politically engaged (Djupe and Gilbert2003).
Only one of our measures of the clergy's engagement with gay rights-the frequency of
their speech on the issue-has a significantrelationshipto supportfor making denominational
statementsamong ELCA clergy. The more clergy speak out on gay rights, the more they oppose
the denominationtaking a stand. Moreover, and contraryto our expectations, more religious
conservativesthanreligious liberalsoppose the denominationtakinga standon homosexuality.
At the same time, clergy who have served longer in the ministry favor the denomination
taking a stand, suggesting a desire for clarity from the denominationand some opposition to
an updatingof the church'svalues. Clergy in the northeast,where the political environmenthas
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TABLE 3
WHETHER CLERGY BELIEVE THEIR DENOMINATION SHOULD ADOPT
STATEMENTSON HOMOSEXUALITY BY DENOMINATION, OLS REGRESSION
ESTIMATES
ELCA
Variables
Independent

EpiscopalChurch
Coeff.

Coeff.

(S.E.)

0.031
-0.139

0.250
(0.038)
(0.030)*** -0.215

(S.E.)

Gay RightsEngagement

Clergystanceon gayrights
Clergyspeechon gayrights

-0.108
Adult educationon gay rights
Denominationand Church-StateSeparation

shouldlobbygovernment
Denomination
shouldbe moreinvolved
Denomination
withsocialandpoliticalissues
Fullcommunion
stance

(0.085)

(0.033)***
(0.028)***

-0.112

(0.072)0.120

0.116
0.166

(0.033)***
(0.040)***

0.111
0.140

(0.030)***
(0.033)***

0.133

(0.025)***

0.099

(0.024)***

CongregationalFactors

Clergy-church
gayrightsopinion
difference,absolutevalue
Yearsatpresentchurch

-0.016

(0.034)

-0.084

(0.030)***

-0.001

(0.005)

-0.009

(0.004)**

-0.077
0.024
0.009

(0.047)*
(0.044)
(0.004)**

0.332
0.356
0.005

(0.039)***
(0.043)***

0.117

(0.075)0.120

0.026

(0.003)0"119

-0.040
0.175
0.024
-0.157

(0.065)
(0.077)**
(0.035)
(0.230)

Personal Factors

Religiousconservatism
Politicalideology
Yearsin theministry
Ruralchurch

0.148
-0.096
0.000
1.940

church
Northeastern
Male
Education
Constant
Numberof Cases=
AdjustedR2 =
S.E.E. =

(0.078)*
(0.095)
(0.071)
(0.384)
1192
0.147
1.064

(0.066)

751
0.726
0.762

***p< 0.01; **p< 0.05, *p < 0.1.

Church1998-99ClergyStudy.
Source:ELCA/Episcopal

forcedthe issue most visibly onto the agenda,favorthe denominationmakinga statement;in this
context, a denominationalstatementmight take some of the pressureoff of individualclergy.
Overall, ELCA clergy reporta reasonablyhigh level of supportfor the denominationbecoming more engaged in politics, andthis generalprincipledrivestheirevaluationof whetherthe
denominationshould take up the subjectof homosexualityagain. Only clergy who advocatefor
gay rightsrevealoppositionto thatmove, surelybecause they have carefullyconsiderednot only
the natureof the statementsthe ELCA would be likely to propose,but also because they understandthe implicationsof such statements.The very act of makinga statementon homosexuality,
which would surely involve detailingthe extent to which gays and lesbians may serve openly in
the pulpit and whethersame-sex couples may marryor receive denominationalsanctionfor their
relationships,suggests that gays and lesbians are differentand should be treatedas such by the
ELCA. Naturally,clergy who supportgay rights would oppose such a statement.
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Episcopal Church Results
The Episcopal Churchmodel results show abundantsigns that the debate is in full swing
for Episcopal clergy, has reachedall cornersof the denomination,and has drawnsharplines of
conflict. The same influences seen in the ELCA model are in evidence here, but they are just a
few among many.Most prominently,the extent of Episcopalclergy engagementwith gay rights
structureshow they think about their denominationgetting involved. Clergy who supportgay
rights, who speak out on gay rights frequently,and whose churches have held adult education
sessions abouthomosexualityall oppose the denominationtakinga stand.The significanteffect of
ideology shows thatin the EpiscopalChurch,clergy havemadethe connectionbetweenAmerican
politics and churchpolitics: liberalsoppose the denominationtaking a stand.
Like their ELCA counterparts,Episcopal priests' supportfor denominationallobbying and
political involvementleads to supportfor a formal statementon homosexuality.It is instructive
to point out again that liberals are more likely to want their denominationto get more involved,
which contradictsthe way ideology and opinion on gay rights work here.
Priestswith a longer tenurein theircongregationoppose the denominationtakinga standon
homosexuality,but not because they are more liberal.Longer-servingclergy have a greaterstake
in the communityand may thus be more conflict-aversethan newer clergy; they do not wish to
add to the numberof contentiousissues they have to navigate.Similarly,the greaterthe opinion
difference on gay rights between Episcopal priests and their congregations,the less that priests
want the denominationto take a stand, signaling a reluctanceto be called out to offer their own
opinion publicly. Clergy do often exercise a propheticvoice on political matters,but there are
exceptions, and Table3 suggests thatgay rights may be one of them.
Supportfor full communion,which signals supportfor the overalldirectionof the denomination, builds supportfor the EpiscopalChurchtakinga standon homosexuality,as is also the case
among ELCA pastors.In the Episcopal Church,however,religious conservatives,who opposed
full communion(Djupe and Gilbert2003:196-200), aremore likely to supportthe denomination
taking a stand.Perhapsthey have concludedthat the statementwill be to their liking or that the
denominationneeds to have an official policy because individualdioceses are taking divergent
positions and actionsrelatedto homosexuality.Similarly,those serving longerin the ministryare
more supportiveof making a statement.
Womenpriests standout as more likely to addressissues relatedto gay rights and homosexuality,drivenby a social justice agenda(Djupe and Gilbert2003; Olson Crawford,and Deckman
2005). In Table 3, we see that female Episcopal priests oppose the denominationcomposing a
new statementon homosexuality,quite likely due to memoriesof the limits imposed on women's
advancementin the denominationuntil relativelyrecently.
MULTIPLEREGRESSIONMODEL RESULTS:CHURCHMEMBERS

The explanatoryfactorsfor churchmembersparallelthose used to explainclergy's attitudes.
The majordifferencein the Table4 models is that we include the clergy's speech on gay rights
and their stance for or against gay rights as independentvariables. The Table 4 results also
stronglyparallelthe resultsfrom the Table3 clergy models. As before, the model of the opinions
of Episcopaliansexplains much more variance (adjustedR2 = 0.654) than the ELCA model
(adjustedR2 = 0.209).
ELCA Results
Ourresultsagainconfirmthatthe ELCA was not in the throesof conflict over homosexuality
when our survey was in the field. Like their clergy, ELCA congregationmembers' opinions on
whether the denominationshould take a stand on homosexuality are strongly shaped by their
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TABLE 4
WHETHER CHURCH MEMBERS BELIEVE THEIR DENOMINATION SHOULD
ADOPT STATEMENTSON HOMOSEXUALITY BY DENOMINATION (OLS
REGRESSION ESTIMATES)
ELCA
Coeff.

Variables
Independent

(S.E.)

EpiscopalChurch
Coeff.

(S.E.)

Gay Rights Engagement

Personalstanceon gayrights
of gayrights
Importance

0.038
0.169

-0.369
(0.041)
0.498
(0.042)***

0.231
0.155

(0.044)***
(0.045)***

0.194

(0.041)*** -0.071

(0.079)***
(0.075)***

Denominationand Church-StateSeparation

shouldlobbygovernment
Denomination
shouldbe moreinvolved
Denomination
withsocialandpoliticalissues
stance
Fullcommunion

0.089
0.038

(0.068)
(0.082)
(0.067)

CongregationalFactors

Clergyspeechon gayrights
Clergystanceon gayrights
Adulteducationon gayrights

-0.022
-0.025
0.157

(0.047)
(0.044)
(0.108)

0.428
-0.128
-0.857

(0.189)**
(0.196)
(0.383)**

-0.009
-0.058
0.020
-0.232
-0.113
-0.059
-0.000
2.111

(0.019)
(0.050)
(0.123)
(0.131)*
(0.082)
(0.036)*
(0.000)
(0.476)

0.048
-0.261
-0.091
0.258
-0.318
-0.071
-0.004
10.606

(0.034)
(0.080)***
(0.255)
(0.177)
(0.128)**
(0.064)
(0.005)
(8.932)

Personal Factors

Religiouscommitment
Politicalideology
Ruralchurch
church
Northeastern
Male
Education
Age
Constant
Numberof cases=
AdjustedR2 =
S.E.E. =

623
0.209

158
0.654

0.935

0.699

***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p < 0.10.
Church1998-1999ClergyStudyand1999-2000Congregational
Source:ELCA/Episcopal
Study.
sentimentson whetherthe denominationshould lobby governmentand engage more in political
activism. The more ELCA members want their denominationto engage in politics and lobby
government,the more they want it to take a standon homosexuality.
Few other variablesattain significance in the ELCA model. Better educatedmembersand
those who live in the northeastaremore likely to oppose the denominationtakinga stand.These
findingssupportouroverallargumentthatmoreliberalindividualsopposedenominationalposition
taking on this issue. ELCA members who oppose full communion,like their clergy, are more
likely to oppose the denominationtaking a stand. Again, this finding illustratesthe contention
thatskepticismtowardthe denominationandits actionscan spill overto affectotherwiseunrelated
matters(Djupe, Olson, and Gilbert2005).
Episcopal Church Results
The EpiscopalChurchmemberresults in Table4 show thatthe conflict over homosexuality
is more widespreadthan in the ELCA, but also that the Episcopal membershiphas come to a
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differentconclusion thantheirclergy aboutthe likely directionof any denominationalstatement.
For Episcopal congregationmembers,oppositionto equal treatmentfor gays and lesbians leads
to oppositionto the denominationtaking a stand.Political conservativesand men are also more
likely to oppose the denominationtaking a stand. However, Episcopalianswho prioritizegay
rights wish their denominationwould take a standon homosexuality.
Theoreticalconcernsaboutchurch-stateseparationarenot at issue for Episcopalians,nor are
theirfeelings aboutfull communion,both of which suggest again thatthe debatehere is present,
personal,and well worn.
Unlike manymodels of churchmemberpolitical behavior,in which clergy arefound to have
minimal, if any, effect on political opinions (Djupe and Gilbert 2002a), clergy speech on gay
rights in this case has a strong effect on how members think about the denominationtaking a
stand. Consideringthe results in Table 4, Episcopal priests may not be having the effect they
would like, however. The more they speak out on gay rights, the more their members would
like the denominationto producea statementon it. Yet, holding adult educationforums on gay
rights in the congregationleads lay Episcopaliansto oppose the denominationtaking a stand.
The differencein effect is surely attributableto context. In the pulpit, clergy may talk aboutthe
imperativeof treatinggays andlesbiansequally,whereasin an adulteducationsession deliberation
is possible-the likely outcome of a denominationaldebateon the issue can be exploredin more
detail and with greaternuance.
Previous work on clergy as political leaders laments the fact that few studies are able to
demonstratethe consequencesof clergy'spoliticalefforts(CrawfordandOlson 2001). The results
of ourpresentanalysisoffer a rareglimpse into clergy's actualpolitical effectiveness.Put simply,
Episcopalpriests affect their members,whereasELCA pastorsdo not. In part,Episcopalpriests
are more likely to be addressingissues concerninghomosexualitywithin the denomination,but
Episcopallaity can also attachany informationprovidedaboutgay rightsto somethingconcrete;
ELCA membersdo not have thatoption. Why is it thatclergy can affect opinions aboutwhether
the denominationshouldmakestatementson homosexuality,butnot opinionsregardinggay rights
itself? This differencein effect affordssome important,if tentative,lessons aboutthe exercise of
clergy influence. It appearsthat the issue has to be salient (hence no ELCA effect), targetedat
an issue on which clergy have expertiseor are provideddeference(here, denominationalaffairs),
and one on which clergy and churchmemberslargely agree.
CONCLUSION

The determinantsof clergy and churchmemberopinions on homosexualitydepend heavily
on the specific nature of conflict over this issue within the denomination.At the time of our
study, conflict over homosexuality-relatedissues was betterdeveloped and closer to the fore in
the Episcopal Churchthan it was in the ELCA, "eroding[member]apathy"(Wood 1970:1058).
Takingon a controversialissue drivesmembersto rationalizetheiropinionsalong theological but
also externalpoliticallines-surely a resultthatdenominationalleaderswantto avoid.Underthese
conditions,we suspectthatthe EpiscopalChurchwould have a difficulttime reframingthe debate
along more favorableor appropriatelines. Moreover,unfavorableopinions on a controversial
issue like homosexuality will draw down the goodwill and effectiveness of the denomination
regardingother mattersin the same way feelings of legitimacy affect secular governments.It is
not a stretchto say thattakingon a controversialissue is potentiallydangerousto the organization
as it may exacerbateexisting weaknesses (Hadden1969; Wood and Zald 1966).
In his study of conflict in churches over civil rights, Hadden concludes that the conflict is
rooted in clashing views on civil rights and the role of the church in public affairs (1969:159).
We do not disagree, as these factors are on prominentdisplay here, but we also find that the
organizationalcontext of the conflict is important,and not just its polity, since that is essentially
held constanthere. Organizationalhistory drives the natureof currentconflicts. A more general
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sense of supportfor the organization,such as that representedin opinions on full communion,
shapes views on even unrelatedorganizationalpolicy matters.As in the Episcopal Church,a
history of issue conflict may also handicapcurrentefforts at policy change and control as there
is certainlylittle apathyleft to help diffuse tensions among Episcopalianson issues related to
homosexuality.
Before a policy is enacted,the agendamust be set. And "decidingto decide"is an exercise of
significantpower as well as a gamble since participantsmay not have perfect informationabout
how theprocesswill go-different interestsandquestionsmay emergeat the stageof policy choice
(Kingdon 1995). In the case of these two denominations,especially in the ELCAat the time of the
study,there is still uncertaintyabout where everyone standsand what launchinga debate about
homosexualityin the denominationmight entail. The questionsposed at the agenda-settingstage
may generateconflictingdesires. Many clergy andmembersbelieve theirfaithmust bearwitness
to society and are supportiveof their denominationbecoming more active in public debates.At
the same time, such public debates are divisive, the outcomes are uncertain,and conflict over
issues can strike at the organizationalrobustnessof the denominationand local congregations.
In the end, the denominationis left in an uncomfortableposition, with serious ramificationsno
matterthe action committedor omitted.
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NOTES
1. Surveyswere sent to 3,000 clergy in each denomination,selected randomly.We receivedresponsesfrom 1,450 ELCA
clergy(47.5 percentresponserate)and930 Episcopalclergy (31 percentresponserate).The surveycoverletterindicated
a clear affiliationwith an ELCA college locatedin the uppermidwest (wherethe majorityof ELCAcongregationsand
clergy reside);this factoraccountsfor the higherresponserate among ELCA clergy.
2. Surveys were mailed to approximately80-100 membersof each congregation.In mid-sized to large congregations,
respondentswere selected at randomfrom the congregation'scurrentmailing list; for congregationswith fewer than
200 adult members,surveys were mailed to one adult memberfrom each household on the mailing list, alternating
women and men in households with more than one adultmember.Two waves of surveys were sent to each selected
respondent.The overallresponseratewas approximately27 percent,with the ELCA responserateclose to 30 percent
and the Episcopalresponserate 25 percent.
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