Open & Affirming Policy

Welcoming Gay & Lesbian Persons to MIPC

Questions & Answers provided by the Session

“Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many.”  

~1 Corinthians 12:14
Question #1:  Why did the Session choose to adopt this policy now when we are experiencing so many significant transitions and so much change in the life of MIPC?

Answer:  Church-wide leadership, including the Session, pastors and staff acknowledges the stress that transitions and change can put on a congregation.  However, we also know that MIPC is a congregation who has time and again followed the Spirit’s leading when human timing or logic didn’t quite make sense.  Whatever starting position one takes with regard to this policy, MIPC leadership deeply believes that this is the beginning of a journey and an opportunity for us to grow together in our understanding and experience of being a community, and discerning together how to navigate these waters with Jesus as our guide.  

Having said this, hindsight is always 20/20 and we also acknowledge that, among other things, we would not have planned such a change to occur during a major pastoral transition.  When the task force began its work, it was not possible to know the changes the church might be facing when its work was completed.  We are grateful for the opportunities that lie before us to prayerfully discuss, dialogue and learn together.

Question #2:  What does the policy say? Can you outline the task force process thus far that led to Session’s adoption of the policy?

Answer:  A full copy of the Session policy is attached for your review.  In short, the policy says that, based on our understanding that scripture encourages us to welcome and affirm all people, and especially those who are marginalized or condemned in our society, MIPC will act to intentionally and genuinely welcome gay and lesbian people into the life, ministry and leadership of our faith community.  For details about the process, please refer to the document entitled: Open & Affirming: Task Force Timeline.

Question #3: Why is one demographic being singled out for a special welcome and treatment when MIPC is already a friendly and welcoming congregation for all people?

Answer: Members of a majority culture (most of us at MIPC) often think that genuine friendliness is enough to let people know they are welcome. Honest dialogue with minority people will educate us that this is not so. Members of minority groups often do not feel safe and welcome just because we are friendly.  We must consider the welcome we are extending from the point of view of those who we are trying to welcome. The homosexual community particularly has been the recipient of significant hostility and even hatred from some very verbal segments of the Christian community.

Even among congregations that have felt they were “welcoming” (like MIPC), the exclusion of gays and lesbians from leadership (or inclusion only through “don’t ask/don’t tell”) has created a “second-class” citizenship status, which is not welcoming to those on the receiving end.  Because gays and lesbians have been so explicitly discriminated against by people of faith, they have sought refuge in faith communities that affirmatively indicate that they welcome the gay community.

Our Open & Affirming Task Force concluded that our welcome must be intentional and specific if we want gay members of our community and their family members to know they are welcome and that MIPC is a safe church in which they can participate.

Question #4: Does adoption of this policy mean that MIPC is going to become a “one issue” congregation?

Answer: No, not at all.  In fact, this change is very intentionally not intended to become the focus of our life together. Rather it is intended to create a sense of safety for members of our families and our community who are homosexual. Most gay Christians do not want to participate in a one-issue church where their sexual orientation is highlighted. 

Question #5:  If MIPC is not going to become a “one issue” congregation, what will the church “look like” as a result of the policy?

Answer: Ultimately, the vision is that MIPC will be experienced by the gay community as a safe place to be—one that offers unconditional love and celebrates the gifts of all people.  As life stages pass by, the church will be there to baptize, pray for, celebrate, give meals, bless, and support all members of our church family, regardless of sexual orientation. 

Question #6: How does the adoption of our Open and Affirming policy affect our relationship to our denomination, the Presbyterian Church (USA)? Is this policy in defiance of the PCUSA polity on ordination of church officers and clergy? Does this policy make us rebels in the PCUSA?

Answer: Our policy does not defy the PCUSA polity, and does not affect our relationship to our denomination in any way. As part of our discernment, the Session proactively requested that the Seattle Presbytery Executive (Scott Lumsden) and the Stated Clerk of Seattle Presbytery (Dennis Hughes) review our proposed policy. The Stated Clerk also checked with Laurie Griffith, Manager of Judicial Process and Staff for the General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission.

  All three denominational executives assured us that our policy is within PCUSA polity, and that our status with the denomination is not affected in any way by the passing of our policy. 

MIPC Session and clergy are fully committed to not take any action that is in violation of PCUSA polity and/or ordination vows.

Question #7: In that case, what does PCUSA polity say about ordination standards for gay and lesbian people?

Answer:  Sessions and Presbyteries have historically had the right to determine their membership without specific regard to sexual orientation.   Any decision about membership may also be tested or reviewed if a complaint is filed against any governing body.

The 218th General Assembly of the PCUSA (2008) adopted a new “Authoritative Interpretation” regarding previous statements and actions of the PCUSA concerning gay church members (Item 05-09). It reads:

Interpretative statements concerning ordained service of homosexual church members by the 190th General Assembly of the United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America and the 119th General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States (note: these two predecessor denominations united to form the PCUSA) and all subsequent affirmations thereof, have no further force or effect.

What this means is that this identical wording from those 1978 and 1979 predecessor bodies is no longer in effect:  “For the church to ordain a self-affirming, practicing homosexual person to ministry would be to act in contradiction to its charter and calling in Scripture, setting in motion both within the church and society serious contradictions to the will of Christ”.  The action of the 218th (2008) General Assembly restores the historic right of sessions and presbyteries to determine their membership, and to determine whether any particular standard bars a particular candidate from ordination and installation as an elder, deacon or pastor.

The intention of MIPC’s Open and Affirming policy is to guide and exhort us to nominate and elect elders and deacons based on criteria such as commitment to Christ, maturity of faith, evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit and gifts of the Spirit in the life of the candidate, high moral standards, and conviction that the candidate is called by God to this office, without also considering sexual orientation.

Accordingly, at the 219th meeting of the General Assembly (2010), the assembly voted 373-323 (53% - 46%) to delete the current G-60106b from the Book of Order that requires “fidelity within the covenant of marriage between a man and a woman or chastity in singleness,” and replace it with language reading:  “Standards for ordained service reflect the church’s desire to submit joyfully to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in all aspects of life.  The governing body responsible for ordination and/or installation shall examine each candidate’s calling, gifts, preparation, and suitability for the responsibilities of the office.  The examination shall include, but not be limited to, a determination of the candidate’s ability and commitment to fulfill all requirements as expressed in the constitutional questions for ordination and installation.  Governing bodies shall be guided by Scripture and the confessions in applying standards to individual candidates.”  

This will be the fourth time proposed amendments to G-6.0106b have been submitted to the presbyteries since the provision was placed in the PCUSA’s Book of Order following the 208th General Assembly in 1996.  The first 3 have been defeated.
Question #8: If our Open and Affirming policy is within the polity of the PCUSA, what is meant by the statement in the policy (paragraph 3, last sentence) that “We recognize and disagree with our denominational polity regarding ordination standards…”?

Answer: PCUSA ordination standards allow the most local judicatory (Session or Presbytery) to make an exception to the general standard by ordaining a gay deacon or elder (session) or pastor (presbytery). MIPC’s Open & Affirming policy takes the position that sexual orientation should not be considered, and therefore should not require an exception, when choosing ordained officers; rather that anyone called and gifted by God should be affirmed in the use of those gifts in ministry without regard for sexual orientation.  

Question #9: What, then, is the congregation’s role in choosing its elders, deacons and pastors?

Answer: The congregation elects its church officers and pastors by vote at its congregational meetings. No elder, deacon or pastor serves the congregation without the affirmative vote of the congregation.  In addition, any pastoral call extended by a congregation to a Minister of Word & Sacrament must be approved by the governing Presbytery as well as the congregation. 

Question #10:  How does this policy change our current practice with respect to ordination standards?

Answer:  In 1997, in response to the addition of the “fidelity and chastity” amendment to the Book of Order, the MIPC Session formally adopted a position that in considering candidates for ordination, the church would neither inquire nor investigate the sexual orientation of a candidate. MIPC informed Presbytery of this position.  We have a number of gay and lesbian members. That said, gays and lesbians do not generally feel free to disclose their sexual orientation here. Our “neither inquire nor investigate” stance has created a de facto policy of “don’t ask/don’t tell” regarding sexual orientation.  The new policy removes the “don’t ask/don’t tell” stance and simply states openly what has been our practice since 1997.   

Question #11: Does a Session have authority to adopt a policy such as the Open & Affirming Policy without a vote of the congregation?

Answer: Yes, it does.  Session members are elected by the congregation to govern the church. This governance includes the adoption of policies to guide the church’s life and mission. Session members are charged with listening to the promptings of God’s Spirit, and following their consciences regarding their decisions. Our Session has been prayerful, deliberative and conscientious in considering and adopting the Open & Affirming policy recommended by the Session’s task force after a cumulative three-year deliberative process.

Question #12:  What issues does a congregation reserve the right to vote on within PCUSA polity?

Answer: According to PCUSA polity, congregations vote to call their pastors, to elect their church officers (elders and deacons), and to authorize debt (usually related to property issues). All other issues are voted on by the Session.  Pastors are voting members of the Session and Presbytery.  Pastors do not have the right to vote at meetings of the congregation.

Question #13: Is there a single or authoritative Biblical position on this issue?

Answer: There is not consensus among committed Christians, theologians and Bible scholars. Within our own denomination and many others, faithful Christians have with great integrity studied the Bible, asked how particular passages apply, and have come to very different conclusions. Because Presbyterian theology teaches the basic principle that all scriptures must be read through our knowledge of Jesus, who is the “Living Word” and the focal point of scripture and our salvation, we cannot read the Bible simply or take brief verses as the direct answer to our inquiry. Jesus said “You have heard that it was said…but now I say to you…”  How Jesus himself responded to scriptural teachings makes our quest for understanding all the more complex, but also necessary in our faith and life together .

The PCUSA’s 30+ years of dialogue concerning this issue has shown that there is not one understanding that is the Biblical position and the other side that is not Biblical. To claim such may minimize beliefs and practices of brothers and sisters in Christ who hold different views from our own.  

Question #14: What about gay marriage?  Are MIPC pastors going to officiate marriages for gay and lesbian persons?

Answer: MIPC’s Session and pastors are fully committed to not taking any action that is in violation of PCUSA polity. Our polity does not recognize gay marriage and does not permit PCUSA clergy to officiate at weddings of a same gender couple.  The legal authority of clergy to officiate at marriage ceremonies is governed by the state. The state of Washington currently does not recognize or permit gay marriage.

However, “blessings” of same gender relationships are permitted by PCUSA polity with the understanding that such blessings do not alter the status of the relationship.

Question #15: Will the congregation have opportunities to discuss and ask questions about this policy before any action for implementation is taken?

Answer:  Yes, the process of determining how the policy will be implemented will be open to feedback from the congregation.  Several individuals and groups have already had in-person meetings with Elders and pastors.  Others have shared feedback via written communications, which have been passed along to all members of Session.  An Open Conversational Forum is planned for Thursday, September 9, 2010 @ 6:30pm in the Community Life Center at MIPC which will provide an opportunity for meaningful discussion, dialogue and prayer together.   All of this feedback will be prayerfully reviewed and considered by the Session as we continue to discern the Spirit’s leading for the journey ahead.  Accordingly, the communication efforts between the Session and congregation have been further modified and increased in response to congregational requests for updated feedback.  Official Minutes of all general meetings of Session are available for member review by contacting the front office and the Session has and will continue to extend open invitations for interested congregational members to attend Session meetings.  While the Strategic Planning efforts this fall will focus on the opportunities and challenges that lie before us as a church navigating an important time of transition, Strategic Planning Forums will also provide a place to offer any affirmations or concerns about the policy.

Question #16:  When I first saw the announcement of the policy, it was a surprise to me because I hadn’t heard much about it prior to that point.  

Answer:  The Task Force has been working for 3 years on this project, and intentional effort was made to try to be transparent and thorough in the work of both the Open & Affirming Task Force and Session.  However, and again, hindsight is 20/20 and we deeply apologize if any flaws in the process left anyone feeling unadvised, excluded or surprised.  We can only reiterate what we did do, but the fact that our actions caused anyone to feel left out of the process was an error on our part, and we as MIPC leadership own this. To demonstrate our sincerity, we have extended this process of collecting further feedback and providing requested information, which hopefully allows each one of us some additional space and time to feel heard and valued so that we can move forward, to the best of our ability, in discerning and following Christ’s call for us as a church community.

Some history may be helpful in understanding what gave rise to the “surprise.”  The Task Force originally planned for a detailed congregational communication phase prior to session’s vote on the policy.  But it became clear that session needed to fully understand what it was ultimately going to be voting on, so there was no confusion later on.  Therefore it decided to approve the policy with the knowledge that nothing was really changing until the implementation phase, which would be occurring after sufficient time for congregational communication and education.  In retrospect, we understand now that this was not communicated clearly at all, but this is why extra time has now been devoted to communication with the congregation and collection of feedback. 

Question #17:  As a congregational member, what can I do to be a part of this ongoing work and process?

Answer:  As we see it, the work of the congregation is four-fold:

1)  Pray without ceasing for our congregation:  As Christian sisters and brothers, we believe that prayer is as necessary as the air that we breathe.  And we need both prayer and deep breathing for God to create sacred spaces where we can share, grow, learn and trust one another when we agree and particularly when we disagree.  

2) Show up and speak the truth in love:  As Christian sisters and brothers, it has often been said that “they (the world around us) will know we are Christians by the way that we love one another.  If we believe that the image of God exists in one other then we should be encouraged to act accordingly in both the good and harder times of life together.

3) Educate yourselves beyond your current viewpoint:  Challenge yourself to read articles and talk with others who may hold a different viewpoint from your current beliefs.  Be open to the Spirit’s leading no matter what you believe on this issue.   

4) Stay close to the body:  For many, MIPC has been a place that has been silent for too long on this issue, but you have remained a part of the body.  For others, this policy represents something that you are very uncomfortable with and you are questioning your place within this body.  Let us take our lead from the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians who reminds us, “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.  Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many.  If the foot were to say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body’, that would not make it any less a part of the body.  And if the ear were to say, ‘Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body’, that would not make it any less a part of the body.  If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose.  If all were a single member, where would the body be?  As it is, there are many members, yet one body.  The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you’, nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of you.’  On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another.  If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.

