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ECC Ethical Code of Conduct:  A primer 
 

The following information is provided for the benefit of HOL and HOP delegates to the 

2012 ECC Synod, and all other interested individuals, as an overview of some issues 

relating to Ethics and Ethical Codes.  A Code of Ethics for our Communion will be 

presented at the Synod for discussion and affirmation by the delegates.  It is assumed that 

the reader is completely unfamiliar with the field of Ethics and the development and use of 

Ethical Codes.  It is recognized that this will not be true for every individual who reads 

this; that some will have a more advanced understanding.  But, it seems best to begin at the 

beginning, and help everyone get on the same page.  The information is provided in a 

simple Question/Answer format.  

1. What is Ethics?  

Ethics is a branch of philosophy that is concerned with the study and analysis of moral aspects 

of behavior. There are a number of branches of the study of ethics.  For our purposes, the most 

relevant are include Normative ethics (i.e., determining a moral course of action); and Christian 

ethics (i.e., the consideration of behavior, whether virtue or vice, based upon commonly accepted 

Christian principles).   

2.  What is an Ethical Code of Conduct? 

 

An Ethical Code of Conduct is a statement by an individual or a group about which behaviors the 

individual or group determines are acceptable (or desirable) and which are unacceptable (or 

undesirable) for them.  We are probably all familiar with common ethical formulations, although 

we may not have thought of them as Ethical Codes:  the 10 Commandments; the tradition’s 

formulation of the Seven Deadly Sins (aka, the Capital Vices); and the lists of vices and virtues 

in several places in St. Paul’s epistles. Each of these, in its own way, is an Ethical Code.   

 

3.  I am relatively unfamiliar with Ethical Codes.  Do other groups have Ethical Codes? 

 

Yes.  It is common for groups of various types to have an Ethical Code.  Most professional 

organizations, such as the American Medical Association, the American Dental Association, the 

American Psychological Association, etc., have an Ethical Code for their members.  And, 

perhaps more relevant for our purposes, most major religious denominations, many local 

churches (i.e., a diocese), most religious orders, and many organizations involved in a 

specialized ministry (e.g., Chaplain's Association, Spiritual Directors International, etc.) have 

Ethical Codes for their members. 

 

4.  What purpose(s) do Ethical Codes serve? 

 

Briefly, Ethical Codes serve several related purposes. 

 

a) Ethical Codes may articulate the lower spectrum of acceptable behavior, below which an 

individual and/or members of the group member dare not go. For our purposes, a straight 

forward example might be: 'we will not murder other people.'  By stating this guideline, this 
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group is making a straightforward statement that this behavior is out of the bounds of acceptable 

behavior for the group.  As a result, these types of guidelines can have a positive effect in terms 

of moving the group away from behaviors which are less desirable or healthy for the group. 

 

b)  Ethical Codes may articulate the upper spectrum of behavior which the individual and/or 

members of the group value, and aspire to achieve or exhibit.  For our purposes, an example 

might be: 'we will treat everyone with respect and dignity.' By stating this guideline, this group is 

making a straightforward statement about the value and desirability of this behavior for them.  

As a result, these types of guidelines can have a positive effect in terms of moving the group 

towards behaviors which are viewed as more desirable or healthy for the group. 

 

c)  Ethical Codes specify the normal and customary behaviors which participants in the group 

can expect of the group leaders, and the general tone of the interaction within the Community or 

ministry.  As such, the Codes can help to shape the psychosocial culture of the group.  A perhaps 

extreme but nevertheless instructive example would be when members/participants in a 

Community have a history of having been victims of trauma or abuse.  Ethical Codes, in this 

case, which exclude such behavior and articulate healthy behavioral limits may help those who 

have experienced trauma or abuse to develop a beginning sense of security and trust within the 

community. 

 

d)  Ethical Codes can be an effective tool to help orient new members of a Community.  For 

example, a simple overview of the Code with new or potential members can communicate to 

them that this is a place where these types of behaviors are accepted, and those types of 

behaviors are not accepted; this can begin to shape their behaviors within the group in the 

direction(s) seen as desirable from the perspective of the Community.   

 

e)  Ethical Codes can be an effective tool to help train new employees of a Community or 

ministry.  When a community begins employment with a new staff member (whether it be a part 

time Religious Ed. teacher, a liturgist, an office manager or a new pastor, etc.) reviewing the 

Ethical Code will both provide a context to discuss behavioral expectations for the employee, 

and to help them learn and live the "culture” of this particular Community or ministry. 

 

f) Sometimes individuals are "checking out" one of our communities or ministries, without our 

awareness or involvement.  Often they are observing; noticing how we treat one another; how we 

treat 'visitors’' who are not formal members of our community; etc.  An Ethical Code that is 

posted and visible in the physical space can help someone who is "visiting" feel safe and 

comfortable. What is even more helpful, and impactful, is if such an individual sees members of 

the community (whether lay or clergy, paid or volunteer) live the behaviors addressed in the 

Code.  Living the message trumps reading the message, every time! 

 

e)  Finally, particularly with a relatively young group such as the ECC, a formal Ethical Code 

can serve several positive functions in interaction with those who know little about us.  First, the 

simple fact that we will have an Ethical Code suggests a degree of organizational maturity and 

stability.  Second, having an Ethical Code allows us to more readily and efficiently communicate 

to the outside world who we are, what we value, and to what we aspire.  Third, infrastructure 
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pieces, such as an Ethical Code, may provide additional opportunities for us as Ecumenical 

Catholics to engage in fruitful dialogue with other religious groups.   

 

5.  What is the relationship between an Ethical Code and the laws in our town/state which 

regulate certain behaviors? 
 

In most situations, Ethical Codes are not tied to particular statutes or laws.  Ethical Codes are 

statements by a particular group about what that group identifies as acceptable/desirable and 

unacceptable behavior.  Generally, individuals voluntarily agree to abide by the Code as a 

condition of being a member of the group.  Failure to abide by the Ethical Code may carry some 

consequence within the group, including a sanction or perhaps termination of membership in the 

group.  Ordinarily there is no direct legal consequence connected with the failure to abide by the 

Ethical Code, unless there happens to also be a law which is similar to the Ethical Code (e.g., a 

group may have a statement in their Code to the effect that members of the group will not 

become sexually involved with a minor; and there may also be legal statutes about that type of 

behavior, which carry various criminal sanctions or penalties).  

 

6.  This seems to have come out of the blue.  Help me understand the history leading up to 

the development of an ECC Ethical Code. 

 

The process of developing an Ethical Code for our Communion has been evolving for some time.  

Those involved in the formation of the Communion, and the development of the Communion's 

Constitution in 2002/2003, foresaw the necessity and value of having an Ethical Code for our 

Communion, and called for the development of such a Code (see ECC Constitution, Cannon 29 

and Subcannon 5).  The necessity of developing a Code has been discussed during past Synods, 

including the most recent Synod in 2010.  Subsequently, the issue was taken up by the 

Leadership Council, where the Presiding Bishop meets with the leaders of both Houses. 

Members of the Ethical Code of Conduct Committee were chosen by the leadership of their 

respective Houses, and confirmed by the Presiding Bishop.  The Committee was charged with 

the task of developing an Ethical Code of Conduct to be presented at the 2012 Synod.  The 

Committee included:   

Michelle Smith, J.D., M.A.P.S., HOL Delegate 

    member, Presiding Bishop Nominating Committee 

    member, St. Clare & Francis Community, St. Louis, MO 

Michelle is a licensed and practicing attorney, and has frequently been required to 

address ethical issues in the course of her work.  

Mr. Patrick B. Augustine, J.D., HOL Delegate 

    Co-Chair of Pax Christi ECC Church, Denver, CO 

Patrick is a licensed attorney and a U S Administrative Law Judge.  He often hears 

cases, and participates in adjudicative decisions which include ethical considerations.  

Rev. Martha L. Rogers, Ph.D., HOP representative 

    Pastor, St. Junia's House, Anaheim, CA  

Martha is a licensed Clinical/Forensic Neuropsychologist and has served for over 10 

years on State Psychology Ethics committees charged with receiving, processing and 

adjudicating Ethics complaints of other neuropsychologists and psychologists.  
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Rev. Thomas S. Altepeter, Ph.D., HOP Delegate; Committee Chair 
    Pastor, St. Clare Community, Spokane, WA; 
    Past Pastor, Emmaus ECC Community, Oshkosh, WI.  

Tom is a licensed Clinical Psychologist.  For a number of years Tom taught Ethics to 

psychology graduate students, and consulted with practicing clinicians regarding 

ethical dilemmas which they were encountering.  

Bishop Peter Hickman, Episcopal Council representative;  

    Pastor, St. Matthew ECC Community in Orange, CA. 

Bishop Peter is the Presiding Bishop of the ECC; and Chair of the ECC Theology and 

Ethics Commission 

 

7.  How was the ECC Ethical Code developed? 

 

The ECC Ethical Code of Conduct Committee decided, from the outset, to consult broadly and 

solicit input widely.  Their goal was that the emerging document should arise from the collective 

voice of the Communion, rather than from the work of a small committee; and that the outcome 

should, as much as possible, reflect the consensus opinions of the members of our Communion 

(e.g. opinions and thoughts about how to proceed; what to include and what to omit; etc.).  The 

Committee maintained frequent, in depth, spirited discussions among themselves throughout this 

process.   

 

Briefly, the Committee engaged in the following steps through the process of their work: 

 

a)  identified, obtained, reviewed, studied and discussed a wide variety of existing Ethical 

Codes; 

 

b)  developed and administered a semi-structured interview to a cross section of members 

of our Communion, soliciting from them their thoughts about what should and should not 

be included in this Ethical Code; 

 

c)  collated, integrated, and discussed the extensive interview data; 

 

d)  based upon the study of existing Codes, the interview data, and extensive discussion, 

the Committee developed drafts of portions of an Ethical Code.  (In some cases these drafts 

went through 6 or 7 revisions before the committee was confident that the drafts reflected 

what they wanted to say, and how they wanted to say it).   

 

e)  Once the drafts were completed, they were sent to an Advisory Committee for review 

and feedback.  For the most part, members of the Advisory Committee were HOL and HOP 

delegates to the 2010 Synod, had already served as participants in the Ethics semi 

structured interviews, and were willing to meet the agreed upon obligation of reviewing 

various drafts and providing timely feedback to the Committee.   

 

f)  based upon feedback from the Advisory Committee, drafts were revised, and the final 

version of the Ethical Code of Conduct was completed. 

 



ECC Ethics Primer                                                                                   September, 2012 

Page 5 of 5 
 

g)  the revised working draft of the Ethical Code of Conduct, in its entirety, was sent back 

to the Advisory Committee, the Leadership Council, and the Episcopal Council for review 

and feedback.   

 

h)  based upon the feedback of the Advisory Committee, the Leadership Council, and the 

Episcopal Council, the Ethical Code of Conduct was revised into its current form.    

 

8.   Why does the Ethical Code not address certain contemporary ethical issues/situations, 

such as stem cell research or the death penalty? 

 

The Ethical Code of Conduct Committee was charged with developing a Code of Ethical 

Conduct for our Communion.  The Committee was not charged with formulating and articulating 

the Communion’s teaching or position on controversial or cutting edge ethical issues.  Based 

upon our constitution and our polity, it is the purview of our Bishops to provide us with formal 

teaching in these areas.  It should be recalled that within the past year the Episcopal Council has 

formed the Theology and Ethics Commission. Although the scope of their responsibilities have 

not been announced in detail, it is likely this group will work in a collaborative manner with the 

Episcopal Council to address further contemporary ethical issues.    

 

9.  Can a local diocese, community, religious institute or special ministry amend the ECC 

Ethical Code to better fit their circumstances? 

 

Yes and No.  The Ethical Code of Conduct will apply to all entities, and individuals, within the 

ECC.  Groups within the ECC (e.g., a local diocese, community, religious institute or special 

ministry) may develop additional ethical guidelines which supplement the ECC Ethical Code of 

Conduct, to address circumstances unique to their situation.  This is already anticipated in the 

Constitution; for example, Canon 39 states that a ‘religious order shall publish a code of ethical 

conduct to which all members of the order shall subscribe.”  

 

10.  How will the ECC Ethical Code be implemented? Who has responsibility to oversee the 

implementation of the Code?  

 

Subcanon 5 of the ECC constitution states: An Ethical Code of Conduct shall be developed by an 

ad hoc committee comprised of both houses and administered and amended by the Episcopal 

Council. Thus, once the work of the Committee is complete, the Ethical Code of Conduct will be 

turned over to the Episcopal Council to administer and amend as needed.  The details about how 

this will be accomplished are yet to be worked out by the Episcopal Council.  

 

Prepared by the ECC Ethics Work Group Members 
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