Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church Awareness Task Force
Report on ’09 Churchwide Assembly Decisions on Sexuality

OVERVIEW AND HISTORY

The purpose of this special newsletter is to fully inform you about important decisions about sexuality, with particular regard to homosexuality, made at the 2009 Churchwide Assembly (“CWA”) by the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (“ELCA”), with whom we are affiliated.  Since these critical decisions may change the history of our denomination and did not get our full attention at the time it occurred, Grace Church Council agreed to allow the Awareness Task Force to be formed with the following goals:  1) to make sure you know and understand what happened using reliable sources, 2) to reveal what the Scriptures have to say about these issues, 3) what does our local Synod have to say, and 4) to come to a conclusion as a congregation in order to move forward into the pastoral call process.
Why is this important?  There are two reasons:  The first depends on the answer to this question, “Are we a Bible-based church?”  We define a Bible-based church as one that believes that “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17).” We believe this refers to the entire Word of God, not just those words in our Bibles as spoken by Jesus, and that Scripture is without error as described in Psalm 12:6a, “And the words of the Lord are flawless….”  Because of this, the Bible is the foundation on which decisions are made in matters of the Church ministry and life.  If we are a Bible-based church, it is important that these CWA decisions are in accordance with God’s Word because it pleases Him, it impacts the witness of our church, and speaks a message to our children—the future of this church.  The second reason this is important is because of the impact of these decisions within our Synod.  They have informed the church (wide) council in a letter describing what changes are happening within our midst—lifetime members are leaving congregations, faithful and active congregations are withholding mission support, and pastors dissociating with the ELCA, etc.  Since that letter was written, at least one church in our synod attempted to leave the ELCA, but did not obtain the required amount of congregational votes.2
Overview

The items adopted relative to sexuality were: the “Human Sexuality:  Gift and Trust” social statement (“the social statement”) and the four Ministry Policy Recommendations.  

Social Statement:  The social statement addresses a spectrum of topics relevant to human sexuality from a Lutheran perspective.  “ELCA social statements are theological and teaching documents.  They assist the ELCA and its members to reach informed judgments on social issues from a perspective of faith.”3  Although marriage is defined in the document as between a man and a woman, the last paragraph says that “some … conclude that marriage is also the appropriate term to use…for same-gender couples in lifelong monogamous relationships”, but recognizes that this conclusion differs from the historic Christian tradition and the Lutheran Confessions. 4   “Consensus does not exist concerning how to regard same-gender committed relationships.5” Because the social statement takes the position that our sexuality is important to faithful living, but not central to determining our salvation,6 differing Scripture interpretation about morality or church practice falls under the category of Romans 14 where we are  called to respect each other’s conscience-bound belief to his/her interpretation of Scripture.7  On the basis of bound conscience it describes four different positions that members in this church hold which stem from strongly held different understandings of Scripture and tradition:  1) homosexual behavior is sinful and contrary to Biblical teaching, 2) such relationships reflect a broken world, aren’t patterned after the creation God intended, and not equated with marriage, 3) because the Scriptures do not address homosexual relationships in the way that many people experience them today, such relationships may be recognized and supported but not equated with marriage, 4) lifelong same-gender relationships should be equal with marriage.8  The church is agreeing to disagree but will live together in continued discussion despite this.9     (Note:  Our synod finds the term “bound conscience” to be an inadequate basis on which this church took action to change its ministry policies and approve a teaching document.10)   
Ministry Policy Recommendations:  Two of the most talked about ministry policy recommendations adopted can be simplified as a commitment to allow the ELCA to:  1) find ways for people in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship to serve as rostered leaders of this church (includes ordained ministers, associates in ministry, deaconesses and diaconal ministers); and 2) find ways to allow congregations to recognize, support and hold publicly accountable lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships if they choose to do so.11   There will be no official churchwide rite of blessing, liturgy, or other standard way of recognizing same-gender unions12 because “this church does not have biblical and theological consensus on this matter.”13  

History
Since at least the 1990s, the ELCA has allowed gay and lesbian people to serve as ordained ministers and rostered lay leaders as long as they do not engage in same-gender sexual intimacy.14   Prior to the implementation of CWA ministry policy decisions in April 2010, former policies stated that rostered leaders were expected to remain abstinent and that practicing homosexuals were prohibited.15 

As mandated by the 2001 CWA, the ELCA directed the church to study homosexuality (the blessing of same-sex unions and the ordination, consecration, and commissioning of people in committed, same-gender unions) and develop a social statement on human sexuality.  The responsibility to study and make recommendations was given to the Task Force for the ELCA Studies on Sexuality.  In ‘05 and ’07 their recommendations weren’t approved, so they were asked to specifically address and make recommendations to the 2009 CWA on changes to any policies that disallow practicing homosexual persons (those who engage in same-gender sexual intimacy) from the rosters of this church16.    The ELCA developed the Journey Together Faithfully series of studies for use in the churches, where responses were sent to the Task Force on Sexuality.  In 2009, that task force developed the Social Statement and wrote the Report and Recommendation on Ministry Policies.  Both documents list the perspectives that exist in this church, and expresses lack of consensus among the ELCA Task Force on Sexuality and the whole church as to whether or not it should roster practicing homosexual persons in lifelong monogamous relationships.  Some of the disagreements are “the interpretation of the Bible, including not only the contemporary meaning of particular passages, but also how it guides our lives; the determination of what will be best for people who have a definite orientation towards others of the same gender…[and] the level of disagreement the church can bear.”17A brief summary of the two sides are:

· Advocates for continuing current policy of disallowing practicing homosexuals [but still allowing celibate homosexuals] have studied the seven texts [relative to homosexuality, to be discussed later] but does not believe that there is sufficient basis for making changes to teachings and practices.  In addition, they recognize that most of the church bodies have declined to make policy changes similar to the ELCA and are concerned about the loss of members and congregations if policies are changed.  Scripture is the decisive concern and it wouldn’t proclaim the Word.  There is also deep concern for the ELCA’s relationship with other Lutheran Churches (Report and Recommendation on Ministry Policies pp. 3-4).

· Advocates for changing current policy to include practicing homosexuals argue that the seven biblical texts do not address the contemporary situation of homosexual couples living in a comparable relationship to those in heterosexual [man/woman] marriages.  These homosexual couples can have the gifts of the Spirit, experience God’s call to rostered ministry and are concerned that the church doesn’t yet include/use their gifts (Report and Recommendation on Ministry Policies p. 5).

The Report and Recommendations on Ministry Policies is neutral in the report section since it presents both sides, and the recommendation part of it takes the perspective that if the CWA wants to recognize these same gender relationship and roster them, then this is how it can be accomplished.18 

Even though the ELCA and the ELCA Task Force on Sexuality within itself disagreed about whether or not we should accept practicing homosexuals into the rostered ministry, and the church disagrees on the interpretation of Scripture to support this decision, the CWA voted to change the policies and we are required to respectfully live with disagreement.  One dissenting opinion in the Report and Recommendation on Ministry Policies (p. 18) was to observe a ten-year moratorium on all matters concerning the blessing of same sex unions and the rostering of practicing homosexual people until that time when a strong consensus might be reached.  Rev. Peter Strommen, Chair, of the Task Force for ELCA Studies on Sexuality said, “Since the likelihood of agreement appears extremely remote in the foreseeable future, we must face the question of whether and how we choose to live together amidst such divisions.19” Within our Synod, our Bishop Kusserow said, “Some believe that it is not only possible, but a very positive thing for our church to live as one church with these differences.  Others believe that it is not a positive thing, or not even possible for one church to exist with these differences.20”
HIGHLIGHTS OF WHAT WAS ADOPTED RELATIVE TO SEXUALITY

Social Statement adopted, “Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust”

The assembly adopted by a vote of 676-338——“Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust,” the ELCA's 10th social statement, with editorial amendments.  This vote total satisfied the required two thirds majority.  Note: Social statements require a two thirds majority vote to gain approval. It also adopted 15 implementing resolutions by a vote of 695-285. The social statement is a theological and teaching document that builds on the key Lutheran principles of justification by grace and Christian freedom to serve the neighbor. It emphasizes that central to our vocation, in relation to human sexuality, is the building and protection of trust in relationships. It affirms that people are called to be trustworthy in their human sexuality and to build social institutions and practices in which trust and trustworthy relationships can thrive. The social statement addresses, among other topics, marriage, same-gender relationships, families, protecting children, friendships, divorce, sexuality outside of marriage, commitment, social responsibility and moral discernment.21   It also speaks about social issues, including sexual abuse, global sex-trade exploitation, commodification of the body, professional misconduct, and social structures that support relationships and enhance trust.22   “This social statement addresses the question:  how do we understand human sexuality within the context of Jesus’ invitation to love God and love our neighbor?” (Romans 13:9-10; Galatians 5:14; social statement p. 2)  What the social statement says:
Regarding the impact and importance of our sexual behavior:  The social statement says (p. 4) that it is not “purely a personal matter, but one that affects the witness of the Christian community and the well-being of the larger community.”  It also says (p. 6), “Therefore, we believe that the way we order our lives in matters of human sexuality is important to faithful living, but is not central to determining our salvation.  We are able to be realistic and merciful with respect to our physical and emotional realities, not striving for angelic perfection as if our salvation were at stake.”  

Regarding marriage:   The social statement (p. 9) says that the historic Christian tradition and the Lutheran Confessions have recognized marriage as a covenant between a man and woman, reflecting Mark 10:6-9 where Jesus recalls Genesis 1:27 and 2:23-24.  Despite its awareness of the presence of sin and failure in marriage, the Christian tradition places great emphasis on the value of marriage for a husband and wife (p. 10).  At the end of this section, there is a paragraph that says, “Recognizing that this conclusion differs from the historic Christian tradition and Lutheran Confessions, some people, though not all, in this church and within the larger Christian community, conclude that marriage is also the appropriate term to use in describing similar benefits, protection, and support for same-gender couples entering into lifelong monogamous relationships (p. 10).”

Regarding homosexuality:  The social statement says:  the ELCA “is opposed to violence or discrimination against homosexuals and is committed to welcoming all people, regardless of sexual orientation, and their families into our congregations.23”    Regarding lifelong, monogamous, same gender relationships, it says (p. 10), “This church has begun to understand and experience in new ways the need of same-gender-oriented individuals to seek relationships of lifelong companionship and commitment as well as public accountability and legal support for those commitments…We in the ELCA recognize that many of our sisters and brothers in same-gender relationship sincerely desire the support of other Christians for living faithfully in all aspects of their lives, including their sexual fidelity.  In response, we have drawn deeply on our Lutheran theological heritage and Scripture.  This has led, however, to differing and conscience-bound understanding about the place of such relationships within the Christian community.” It also says (p. 11), “This church also acknowledges that consensus does not exist concerning how to regard same-gender committed relationships, even after many years of thoughtful, respectful, and faithful study and conversation.  We understand that, in this discernment about ethics and church practice, faithful people can and will come to different conclusions about the meaning of Scripture and about what constitutes responsible action.”  There is an important footnote in the document at this point that indicates that this is a genuine disagreement between interpreters and is not Scripture twisting (defined as changing the meaning by taking it out of context), as this refers to an essay we will discuss in the Scripture section of this report.  “We further believe that this church, on the basis of “the bound conscience,” will include these [four] different understandings and practices within its life as it seeks to live out its mission and ministry in the world.  This church recognizes that, with conviction and integrity” (paraphrased from p.11):

1. Homosexual behavior is sinful, contrary to Biblical teaching and understanding of natural law.  Homosexual behavior should be repented and a celibate lifestyle adopted.  To allow a neighbor to remain in sin, endorsed as acceptable, is to allow that neighbor to persist in grave danger of unrepentant sin and betrays Christian responsibility to the neighbor (Report & Recommendations on Ministry Policies p. 4, lines 135-137).

2. Homosexuality, even lifelong and monogamous, reflects a broken world with relationships that aren’t patterned according to God’s creation.  While they acknowledge the relationship, it shouldn’t be publicly recognized as traditional marriage.

3. The Bible doesn’t address context of sexual orientation and lifelong, committed relationships that we experience today.  The couples should be honored and held to high standards and public accountability but not equal with marriage.

4. The Bible doesn’t address context of sexual orientation and lifelong, committed relationships that we experience today.  The couples should have same standards and status as heterosexual (man/woman) marriage.

(See the accompanying page, the reverse of the cover letter included with this report, that includes an excerpt from the social statement on human sexuality which contains the complete language for the above four stated convictions.)

About bound conscience:  “Although at this time this church lacks consensus on this matter, it encourages all people to live out their faith in the local and global community of the baptized with profound respect for the conscience-bound belief of the neighbor (pp. 11-12).”  “Bound conscience” is the idea that your conscience is bound to a particular interpretation of Scripture.24   The social statement contains an important footnote (p. 11, footnote 26) that makes a distinction between how we handle issues depending on whether our salvation is at stake.  It says “…if salvation is not at stake in a particular question, Christians are free to give priority to the neighbor’s well-being and will protect the conscience of the neighbor who may well view the same question in such a way as to affect faith itself.  For example, Paul was confident that Christian freedom meant that the Gospel of Jesus Christ was not at stake in questions of meat sacrificed to idols or the rituals of holy days (p. 11)” as in Romans chapter 14, 1 Cor. 8:10-13 and 10:23-30.  Grace Awareness Task Force translates this to mean that sexuality is not a salvation issue, therefore, the foundation of the co-existence of these four different understandings and practices of churches is based on the concept of respecting the conscience bound belief of our neighbor as found in Romans 14.  
It is important to note that the section on homosexuality sites no Bible passages in the body of the argument to support anything.  It does, however, refer to an Essay on the Scriptures studied but the document does not decide on any particular interpretation (to be discussed in the Scripture section).  That section ends by stating that as we live together with disagreement, the people in this church will continue to accompany one another in study, prayer, discernment, pastoral care, and mutual respect (p. 12).

Regarding varied sexual orientation and gender identity:  “…this church must work toward a greater understanding of sexual orientation and gender identity” (p. 13).  The definitions are:  “Sexual orientation is generally used to refer to an enduring pattern of emotional, romantic, and sexual attraction [i.e. your preference for same or different gender, or both].  Gender identity indicates a person’s own sense of identification with a gender [male or female] regardless of physiological characteristics (p. 13, footnote 34).”  It also states, “This church also will attend to the need for equal protection, equal opportunities, and equal responsibilities under the law, and just treatment for those with varied sexual orientation and gender identity.  Such individuals are disproportionately and negatively affected by patterns of stigma, discrimination, and abuse.  Likewise it will attend to the particular needs of children and the families of those with actual or perceived differences in sexual orientation or gender identity because they are especially vulnerable to verbal, physical, emotional, spiritual, psychological and sexual abuse (p. 17).”
Ministry Policy Recommendations Adopted25
Voting members adopted resolutions proposed by the Church(wide) Council based on those contained in a “Report and Recommendation on Ministry Policies” [as set forth by the ELCA Task Force on Sexuality].   The assembly determined Aug. 17 that majority votes would be required on each resolution for adoption.  The actions direct that changes be made to churchwide policy documents to make it possible for people in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships to serve as associates in ministry, clergy, deaconesses and diaconal ministers in the ELCA. The assembly adopted the resolutions in the following order:

Resolution 3: Adopted by a vote of 771-230 as amended: “Resolved, that in the implementation of any resolutions on ministry policies, the ELCA commit itself to bear one another's burdens, love the neighbor, and respect the bound consciences of all.”  (*i.e. respect to both sides must be given during implementation.)

Resolution 1: Adopted by a vote of 619-402: “Resolved, that the ELCA commit itself to finding ways to allow congregations that choose to do so to recognize, support and hold publicly accountable lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships.”  “This public affirmation [was] already happening in many congregations.26” As mentioned in the overview, no official or standard liturgy will be mandated because the church does not have biblical and theological consensus.28
Resolution 2: Adopted by a vote of 559-451: “Resolved, that the ELCA commit itself to finding a way for people in such publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships to serve as rostered leaders of this church.”  Rostered leader includes ordained ministers, associates in ministry, deaconesses and diaconal ministers.    Note:  The ELCA Task Force on Sexuality felt that without Resolution 1 to recognize those relationships they could not be held publicly accountable in the ways that are required of people holding the public offices of rostered ministry.28
Resolution 4: Adopted by a vote of 667-307 as amended: This resolution called on members to respect the bound consciences of those with whom they disagree; declared the intent to allow structured flexibility in decision-making about candidacy and the call process; eliminated the prohibition of rostered service by members in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous same-gender relationships; recognized and committed to respect the convictions of members who believe that the ELCA should not call or roster people in committed same-gender relationships; called for development of accountability guidelines; directed that appropriate amendments to ministry policy documents be drafted and approved by the Church Council; and urged that the church continue to trust congregations, bishops, synods and others responsible for determining who should be called into public ministry.

WHAT DO THE SCRIPTURES SAY ABOUT HOMOSEXUALITY?
In 2003, the ELCA published a Bible study called Journey Together Faithfully, Part Two:  the Church and Homosexuality.  After studying, praying, and considering these things, churches of the ELCA were asked to submit a response form that would be used to make recommendations to the 2005 CWA (which were rejected at that time).  The companion to this study was the Background Essay on Biblical Texts (“the Essay”) that was put together by two highly respected ELCA Bible scholars and attempts to show how contemporary scholars can come to different conclusions studying the same seven Scriptures often looked upon as relevant to homosexuality.29   The Essay discussed the possible interpretations, excluding the normative issues30, for the purpose of background information on the texts not really to prescribe a course of action31.   This document was very long and difficult to understand and summarize, but we feel that it is important for you to see.  All of the views listed here are from the Essay but anything marked with an asterisk is additional information provided by the Grace Awareness Task Force:
Sodom & Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1-11):  The Lord just shared with Abraham in Genesis Ch. 18 that He was about to destroy Sodom but Abraham negotiated with Him and pleaded that if ten righteous people were found that He would not do it, so two angels were sent to check it out (18:20-21).  In Genesis 19 Lot insisted that the angels stay with him.  ALL the men of Sodom surrounded the house and they wanted him to bring out the men so that they could have sex with them (v. 5; some versions say know them). Lot told them not to do this wicked thing (v. 7) and in place of him he offered his two virgin daughters to protect his guests, but they wouldn’t accept the trade-off (v. 9).  The angels made Lot send away his family before Sodom and the surrounding cities were destroyed (v. 29).  (*Note:  during these times the host was to protect the stranger at all costs, and to offend the stranger was to offend the host.)

· The particular sin of Sodom & Gomorrah is not mentioned in Genesis but in Ezekiel 16:49 it mentions that they were arrogant, overfed, unconcerned, didn’t help the poor and needy, also haughty, and did detestable things.  Jude 7 made additional references to the sin being sexual immorality and unnatural lust, but it was interpreted in the Essay as lust for the angelic visitors.  *Note:   The Bible gives no evidence that the men of Sodom realized these men were angels when they originally wanted the men to be brought out.
· *2 Peter 2:6 states that Sodom & Gomorrah is an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly.

· The Essay (p. 4) refers to this narrative as suggesting gang rape rather than a private act of sodomy (sodomy is defined as unnatural sex such as anal penetration) or any specific homosexual act. 

Levite and his concubine at Gibeah (Judges 19:16-30):  The Levite was traveling home with his concubine (*defined as secondary/inferior wife) and was invited to stay with a man.  Some of the wicked men of the city surrounded the house and demanded that the owner of the house bring out the guest so they could have sex with him (v. 22; some versions read know him).  He told them not to be so vile and not to do this disgraceful thing to his guest.   He offered them his virgin daughter and the Levite’s concubine (v. 24), and they raped and abused the concubine until she died (v. 19:27-28 & 20:5).  In the next chapters this was the last straw that caused a civil war.

· Since the Essay (p. 5) refers to both Sodom & Gomorrah and Gibeah as acts of violence, not of homosexual attraction or activity, they are labeled irrelevant about homosexuality at least in the case of consensual homosexual activity.  Some interpreters say there’s no essential difference between consenting or forced homosexual intercourse (except the first degrade themselves and the second case one is forced into self-degradation). 

Leviticus 18:22:  Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable.

Leviticus 20:13:  If a man lies with a man as one lies with a woman, both of them have done what is detestable.  They must be put to death; their blood will be on their own heads.

· Some versions use abomination instead of detestable.  It has a strongly negative meaning and its theological use refers to things that are incompatible with God’s nature and are thereby rejected by God (Essay p. 6).

· The Essay (p. 5) indicates that these verses are located within Leviticus chapters 17-26 which are designated as part of a Holiness Code or Law of Holiness and it presents the details for various prohibitions dealing with the dangers of entering the land of Canaan.  “The people were expected to live in ways different from the people of Canaan and follow God’s statutes and ordinances.  God’s laws manifest a basic concern for the life, health, and good order of the community; put negatively, they are concerned to shelter the community from disease, instability, and death (p. 6).”

· The Essay (pp. 6-8) presents six different views to determine if applicable to today:

· The laws were valid for that time and place because it was about carrying out a command to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28), but not valid in modern times because of the population explosion.

· The laws are relevant because this behavior denies the God-created intention for sexuality.

· The laws deal with Israel practicing cultic prostitution and aren’t relevant today (although some object that this existed).

· The laws deal with Israel’s purity concerns and are not relevant.  Some conclude that it guards against non-Israelite cults but others argue that it doesn’t show a cultic context and this is a general prohibition of male homosexuality.

· The laws deal with Israel’s understanding of creation but that understanding doesn’t have to be normative today, i.e. the laws are based on human anatomy and not sexual orientation.

· The laws deal with what the Israelite culture understood as “abnormal” sexual behavior in their culture because it was considered dangerous to the community.

The Essay (p. 9) indicates that the problem for interpreters is to discern which passages speak of what Christians should regard as enduring or universal standards and which reflect matters specific to the culture of Israel (i.e. should this still apply to us), and it’s very important to make sure things weren’t overturned in the New Testament (e.g. dietary laws).  Some interpreters say that homosexual activity specifically remains in the New Testament, but others conclude that it prohibits certain kinds of same-gender sexual behavior and is silent on others.

Romans 1:26-27:  Because of this, God gave them over to their shameful lusts.  Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones.  In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another.  Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion.

· This is the only biblical passage that speaks of same-gender sexual activity among females.

· These verses were written within a section where Paul discusses God’s wrath against mankind as a result of “godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness (Romans 1:18).”  After explaining this he declares that now the righteousness of God has been revealed in the death and resurrection of Jesus, by means of which God justifies all who believe in the Gospel (Essay p. 9).

· The Essay (p. 12) says that some interpreters indicate the problem is that the passages don’t brand any one kind of behavior as against nature and that he didn’t spell out exactly what he had in mind.  Nevertheless, Paul does depict same-gender sexual activity known to him or to his tradition in negative terms and places it at the top of the list of misbehaviors of the Gentiles (p. 10).  The question that the scholars gave the church in the Essay is whether or not the activities Paul described as typical for them are symmetrical with the activities of today.

· *Romans 1:32: Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

1 Corinthians 6:9-11:  Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God?  Do not be deceived:  Neither the sexually immoral [italics added for discussion below] nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders [italics added for discussion below] nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.  And that is what some of you were.  But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.

· The Essay noted the three phrases in italics as those relevant phrases studied for these issues.

· The first is also used as “fornicators” in other versions that is a general term that can be applied to a wide range of sexual activities.  Since it is listed first and not immediately connected with the terms referring to same-gender sexuality (the other 2 words studied) it doesn’t seem related to homosexuality (Essay p. 14).

· They believe the second and third words are linked.  The translation of these two words differ widely, e.g. NRSV “male prostitutes, sodomites”, NKJV “homosexuals, sodomites”, NAB “boy prostitutes, practicing homosexuals”.  (Essay p. 14)

· In verse 9 they believe that Paul is stressing the ongoing relevance of the Leviticus passages applying them to what he observed in his own time but how this is applicable to now is debated (Essay p. 15).  If an interpreter defines it in general terms such as homosexual activity in a general sense then it is relevant today.  If it is defined more narrowly like prostitution, pederasty (on-going relationship between adult man and a boy, which the man takes an active role and the boy the passive, in sexual relationships; p. 10), and/or as a call-boy, it is not applicable to today (p. 16).

1 Timothy 1:9-10:  We also know that law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders [italics added for discussion below] and liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine.

· The Essay noted the words in italics as those relevant phrases studied for these issues.

· Other translations for these words are “fornicators, sodomites, and slave traders (NRSV)”, “sexually immoral, homosexuals, slave traders (NLT)”, “whoremongers, for them that defile themselves with mankind, for menstealers (KJV)”

· The ELCA interpreters think the first word reflects a wide range of sexual behavior, the second is usually the active partner in a male same-gender relationship but there’s no agreement on the kind of relationship involved, the third is a slave dealer or kidnapper (p. 16).

· Two theories were presented depending on the interpretation of these three words either together or separately:  1) it doesn’t condemn same-gender sexual relationships in general, only pederasty; or 2) it refers to people who break the commandment against adultery—whether that means that they break the marriage vow or are unchaste (p. 17).

Final Essay observations (Essay p. 17-18):

· As far as they can tell, biblical writers knew nothing about “homosexuality” as a sexual orientation and since the concepts of homosexuality, homosexual, heterosexuality and heterosexual are modern terms it can be said that the Bible teaches nothing concerning homosexuality (p. 17).

· The Bible does have things to say about sexual relationship between persons of the same gender.  

· Some interpreters conclude that even if you put the Genesis and Judges passages aside, the remaining passages speak clearly of same-gender sexual relationships as prohibited.  You don’t need to narrow it down to any particular kind of same-gender sexual relationship.  The relationship themselves are “against nature” and contrary to the will of God expressed in creation from the beginning.

· Other interpreters say that Leviticus is clear but some question their relevance today.  Most interpreters agree that the Corinthians and Timothy passages relate to Leviticus but it is possible Paul could have made the statements based on a specific type of same-gender activity that was highly visible and abominable in his own time. 

Since the Essay is the only document the ELCA provided on the Scripture background (to our knowledge), Grace Awareness Task Force felt that it would have been helpful if the work of the Essay would have included more than two scholars, and also discussed the normative issues (they were listed, but not discussed).   In fact, Dr. Taylor, one of the two scholars, said to his knowledge, the normative issues were not studied; in addition, he would like to have had a discussion on which interpretations are accepted in Lutheran circles.32   
WHAT’S GOING ON WITHIN OUR LOCAL SYNOD?

This is what our Synod adopted relative to the August ’09 CWA33:

· Require a 2/3 vote on the four parts of the Ministry Policies Recommendation.  The CWA declined this and it remained a majority. 

· Rejected the churchwide council’s motion to adopt the four parts of the Ministry Policies Recommendation (this means we wanted to vote on the four individually).

· Reject the Human Sexuality:  Gift and Trust social statement and uphold existing policies.

· Reject the proposals from the Report & Recommendations on Ministry Policies from the ELCA Task Force on Sexuality and uphold current standards (homosexuals must remain celibate) for pastors and rostered leaders.

Bishop Kusserow made some post-CWA statements in his October letter called Reflections of the Bishop to churches in our synod that we don’t know how this will work out yet.  “Some believe that it is not only possible, but a very positive thing for our church to live as one church with these differences.  Others believe that it is not a positive thing, or not even possible for one church to exist with these differences.”  He believes that it is important for us to be patient and to remain in open and direct conversation with each other.

Our Synod Council of Southwest PA wrote a letter on 9/25/09 to the Church Council of the ELCA expressing our concerns about the actions of the CWA.  They requested a written response (not yet received).  The following paragraphs are highlights from this important letter:
Our Synod Council of Southwest PA rejected the social statement and ministry policies recommendations because of their conviction that “the language of the social statement that allows divergent conclusions of ‘bound conscience’ to be recognized as valid expressions of this church’s faith and teaching is both internally inconsistent with other language of the social statement and unfaithful to Scripture, the Ecumenical Creeds, and the Lutheran Confessions.”  They find the term “bound conscience” to be an “inadequate basis on which this church took action to change its ministry policies and approve a teaching document.  The resulting actions, with no firm foundation underneath, have left many in this synod confused, feeling hurt, angry, betrayed, and moved to react in bold ways. Lifetime members are leaving our congregations; faithful and active congregations are withholding their mission support; pastors are disassociating themselves from the ELCA or considering affiliating with associations like Lutheran CORE (Coalition for Reform); congregation members are losing trust in their pastors who either do express their convictions powerfully or who refrain from doing so out of respect for the various positions in the social statement…This is the deeper reality for us than a simple disagreement.  It is the great stress of trying to live in a structure that has a foundation too weak to support it.”

The letter goes on to state that one logical conclusion is that this church will become “a collection of so many ‘bound consciences’ that it has no teaching voice on the matter of the authority of Scripture, except the voice which demands the recognition of each one’s ‘bound conscience’ by all the others.”

“Our Synod Bishop has counseled patience, love and respect for each other and a renewed study of Scripture, Creeds, and Confessions as we wait to see how the churchwide assembly actions may be put into practice.  For the moment, that patience has been exercised.  We do not believe it can be exercised widely in this synod for very much longer, and for some it has already been too long.” 

According to this letter, some members of this synod are requesting a churchwide referendum on the actions taken in August concerning sexuality.  Others among us desire to call a Special Synod Assembly to make a formal response to the CWA actions.  The Synod Council sincerely desires that members of this synod remain in the ELCA, and it deeply hopes to resist a reactionary path.  “But we also deeply desire to remain faithful to the witness of Scripture, Creeds, and Confessions, which we believe the “bound conscience” language of the assembly actions (more so than the actual outcomes) has made very difficult if not impossible to do.” 

They urged them to act with deliberate restraint and with respect for those in this church who are still waiting to clearly see the Scripture, Creeds, and Confessions as a foundation underneath the assembly actions.  In particular we request them to do the following:  acknowledge that this is a painful theological, moral, and institutional struggle for our Synod Council, congregations, and members; provide a summary of the scriptural basis on which the assembly actions were taken that can be distributed to our congregations; discontinue the use of the phrase “bound conscience”; don’t quickly change any current rostering without using careful and collaborative decision making.

CONCLUSION
We believe it is important to realize that from the documents that we read it appears that both sides, for change and not for change, were debated respectfully, prayerfully, and considered Scripture as their basis.  We believe that the difference between the two is separated by Scripture interpretation.  For those in favor of changing current policies, they believe the Bible wasn’t specific enough toward homosexuals in committed relationships but was relevant to the situation in Bible times.  For those in favor of continuing current policy, they believe the Bible is clear in its interpretation that practicing homosexuality is not supported by God’s Word.  
One of our major concerns about these decisions, no matter which of the four different understandings and practices we embrace, pertains to the influence on and teaching of our children either expressed or implied.  Churches are not required to change any teaching on sexuality because of these decisions but it will impact the children if they attend ELCA events.  We are called to love and respect all four, but we are adults with understanding—they are works in progress and we wonder if the differing interpretations will cause them to doubt the absolute Biblical truth of the one we choose to embrace, and that the Bible is open to wide interpretation.  An analogy in their terms is how do we explain that their own teammates use different rules?  In addition, the social statement reaffirmed the ELCA’s priority to the sexual education of children and teens within the context of Christian faith (p. 14).  The ELCA supports differing sexual orientations and differing views on interpretations.  How can this be carried out without further confusing them?

As we went through the process of reading these documents and Scriptures, we presented the facts that we felt were important to you, but it should also be known that there were a lot of positive things in the social statement in areas that this document was not designed to elaborate.  We will provide you with a list of suggested reading if you want more information.  We cannot express strongly enough that we want you to read these Scriptures that are relevant to these issues.  With that in mind, we developed something for you to use as we are reviewing, reflecting, and praying about these things.  This will help us determine:  1) How do we feel about the CWA decisions from a Biblical perspective by looking at the pivotal areas of interpretation, and 2) How do we interpret the Scriptures on homosexuality as it pertains to leadership in the church?  During this process we ask you to set aside your feelings toward these issues in order to focus on what the Bible says.
Questions we need to ask ourselves while reviewing, reflecting, and praying about these issues
1. Are we a Bible-based church?  Definition: A church that believes in the entire God-breathed, Word of God (2 Tim. 3:16-17) and that it is flawless (Psalm 12:6a).   The Bible is the foundation upon which decisions are made in matters of the Church ministry and life.  In matters that seem unclear, Scripture is best interpreted with Scripture because the Bible does not contradict itself.
a. If we are a Bible-based church,  it is important that these CWA decisions are in accordance with God’s Word because it pleases Him, it impacts the witness of our church, and speaks a message to our children—the future of this church.  If we are a Bible-based church, we will commit ourselves to search the Scriptures about these issues, and pray for direction in our church and pastoral call process.
b. If we are not a Bible-based church, we should ignore these issues and do nothing.  We should then question or clarify the foundation upon which Grace Lutheran Church exists). 
2. If we are a Bible-based church, based on Scriptures do we believe that the Bible was written for the culture of Biblical times, for the culture of present times, or both?
a. What does the Bible say about the Word today?  Scripture reference: Hebrews 4:12

b. We all realize that culture can change, but does God change?  Scripture references:  James 1:17b, Malachi 3:6a, Hebrews 13:8

In order for us to determine our thoughts regarding a person in a publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship as it pertains to leadership in the church depends on these things: 1) the structure in place that allows this type of relationship in rostered leadership and the public accountability aspect required for it must stand on a strong Scripture foundation, 2) the definition of this type of relationship must keep the Biblical definition of marriage intact in order to publicly recognize it, 3) how do we interpret Scriptures on homosexuality, and 4) who do we accept as a leader that would also influence our children?  These next four questions deal with these issues:

3. If we are a Bible-based church, based on Scriptures do we believe that sexuality is a salvation issue or not?  We think that one of the pivotal statements of interpretation is listed in the social statement, p. 6:
“Therefore, we believe that the way we order our lives in matters of human sexuality is important to faithful living, but is not central to determining our salvation.  We are able to be realistic and merciful with respect to our physical and emotional realities, not striving for angelic perfection as if our salvation were at stake.  Even marriage is an earthly blessing on this side of heaven (Matthew 22:30).”
What makes this a “pivotal statement” is that the position presented is that our sexuality is not a salvation issue—but what if it is?  Things that are not issues of salvation fall under Romans 14 where, according to the social statement p. 11 footnote 26, we can be less adamant about questions of morality or church practice and called to respect the bound conscience of the neighbor.  Bound conscience is the foundation for how the four different understandings and practices co-exist with different Biblical interpretations, and the allowance to publicly recognize and roster lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships.  Questions and Scriptures to reflect on this:

a. Can the impact of our sexual behavior affect our relationship with God either in this world and/or in the next?  Scripture references:  1 Corinthians 6:9-10, 15-17; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8, Revelation 21:8
b. Should sexuality fit into the same category as those mentioned Romans 14, with things that aren’t issues of salvation?   Scripture references:   Romans 1:18-32  and 1 Corinthians 6:9-20, as compared to Romans 14
c. Based upon the Scriptures, do you believe that sexuality is a salvation issue or not?
d. If sexual behavior is interpreted as a salvation issue, therefore does not fit into “morality and church practice” of Romans 14 using bound conscience as a foundation, could we publicly recognize and roster a person in a lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship, and also, could the church co-exist?  Scripture reference:  1 Corinthians 5:9-13
e. Regarding our sexual behavior, what goal should we strive for?  Scripture references:  1 Corinthians 6:20, 1 Thessalonians 4:7, Romans 12:1
4. In these adopted changes, does the Biblical definition of marriage remain intact or is it altered?   Bishop Kusserow reminded the members of this synod that the ELCA has not endorsed “homosexual marriages.” The language of the documents does not use “homosexual marriage.”  The phrase used in the documents to describe the relationships in question is “publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships” and the definition of marriage is between a man and a woman.   The social statement says (p. 10), “Recognizing that this conclusion differs from the historic Christian tradition and Lutheran Confessions, some people, …in this church…conclude that marriage is also the appropriate term to use in describing similar benefits, protection, and support for same-gender couples entering into lifelong monogamous relationships.”  In another section (p. 11--about the fourth type of different understanding and practice) on the basis of bound conscience says that they should be “held to the same rigorous standards, sexual ethics, and status as heterosexual marriage…They believe same gender couples should avail themselves of social and legal support for themselves, their children and other dependents, and seek the highest legal accountability available for their relationships.” 
a. Is there a difference between “publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships” and “homosexual marriages?”
b. What is the Biblical definition of marriage?  Scripture references:  Genesis 2:24 and Matthew 19:4-6
c. If the definition of publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship alters the Biblical definition of marriage, could we publicly recognize it?
d. What is the danger in adding something to the Bible?  Scripture reference:  Revelation 22:18
5. If we are a Bible-based church, based on Scriptures, what is our interpretation on homosexuality as it pertains to leadership in the church?

a. What does the Bible say about homosexuality?   Scripture references:  Genesis 19:-1-11, Judges 19:16-30, Leviticus18:22, Leviticus 20:13, Romans 1:26-27, 1 Corinthians 6:9-11, 1 Timothy 1:9-10.  Also see “What do the Scriptures say about homosexuality?” in this report.
b. How might the view of a homosexual in reading Romans 1:26-27 differ depending on the perception of the word “natural?” 

c. What does the Bible say a church leader should look like?  Scripture reference:  1 Timothy 3
6. Based on Scriptures and discussions here, what is our Biblical interpretation regarding a person in a publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship as it pertains to church leadership?: 1) Does the structure in place that supports the public accountability and rostering of a person in this type of relationship stand on a strong Scripture foundation? 2) Does this type of relationship, in effect, maintain the Biblical definition of marriage? 3) Do Scriptures support homosexuality?  If these three have been met, the fourth thing is who do we accept as a leader that would also influence our children?
This question deals with how we feel about the CWA decisions overall from a Biblical perspective:
7. Based on Scriptures and the discussions here, do you feel the CWA decisions were (pick one):
a. Absolutely in accordance with your interpretation of Scriptures, with no further action required.
b. Somewhat in accordance with your interpretation of Scriptures, with little or no further action required.
c. So incredibly different from your interpretation of Scriptures that we need to define a course of action.
END OF REPORT
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Do you have any questions about the CWA decisions or anything contained in this document?

You can get your question to us in the following ways:  1) contact Linda Plavchak or 2) fill out a form below and place it in the box in the back of the Narthex or in the offering plate.   A special congregational meeting will be held on June 6, 2010 in the downstairs Social Hall immediately following the Worship Service with the sole purpose of discussing this report, express your convictions, and help Grace Lutheran establish a survey with the input from the members concerning this matter.  A list of suggested reading for more information will be placed in the Narthex or can be obtained by contacting Linda Plavchak.
*********************************************************************
QUESTION FOR THE AWARENESS TASK FORCE ABOUT THE CWA DECISIONS

Name (optional)
____________________________________________________
Question:
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