Open and Affirming Task Force

Summary and Timeline

·  Historical Context Prior to 2007
· History:  Over the course of many years, MIPC has thoughtfully considered how best to be open and affirming to gay and lesbian individuals.  These efforts have been guided by our understanding that scripture encourages us to welcome and affirm all people, especially those who are marginalized or condemned in our society.  Input and interaction on this topic has taken place on a variety of levels, including outreach to the pastors from congregants, numerous interactions involving youth staffing decisions, and continuing dialogue with Presbytery.  Regarding the latter, in response to the addition of the “fidelity and chastity” amendment to the Book of Order, the 1997 MIPC Session formally adopted a position, and informed Presbytery of its position, that in considering candidates for ordination, the church would neither inquire nor investigate the sexual orientation of a candidate.  That said, MIPC’s staff continued to receive input from gay and lesbian members that they did not generally feel free to disclose their sexual orientation in the church. MIPC’s “neither inquire nor investigate” stance created a de facto policy of “don’t ask/don’t tell” regarding sexual orientation.  
· 2007

· Commissioning of Task Force:  The historical context mentioned above, along with a letter from a member of the congregation, moved the 2007 Session of MIPC to commission a task force to explore the process of becoming a fully inclusive faith community, welcoming and accepting of individuals who are gay and lesbian.
· Size and Composition:  The O&A task force was comprised of 13 people including clergy, staff and lay people

· Charter:  The charter given to the task force was to determine how MIPC could become more welcoming of gay and lesbian members, their families, and prospective members.  

· 2008 - 2010
· Task Force Discernment: The task force started their work by first discerning their own feelings regarding homosexuality and Christianity.  Members of the task force met during regularly scheduled bi-weekly meetings, attended discussions and classes, conducted outreach and research, and had numerous other focused meetings throughout its existence.  Conservatively, the members of the group had more than 40 gatherings over the tenure of the task force. 

· 2009
· Outreach to Other Churches: The task force reached out to other churches and church leaders for their perspectives on how they have approached the topic of becoming open and affirming 

· CE Classes:  Three continuing education (CE) tracks were organized, broadly communicated to the congregation, and ultimately conducted over four separate Sunday mornings in order to stimulate discussion and input.  

· The first CE track was a series of discussions related to the biblical interpretation of scripture related to homosexuality.  

· The second was a CE discussion with a partnered Episcopal priest.  

· The third was a discussion with the Barretts and the Cases regarding HIV and the importance of the gay community to their overall emotional and spiritual health.  

· Focus Groups:  The task force then conducted focus group meetings to hear the opinions, questions, encouragement and concerns of the broader MIPC congregation.  In order to reach a large and diverse audience, a total of five focus groups were conducted.  

· All combined, more than 200 people were invited to attend focus groups, resulting in attendance by approximately 80 people.
· The first four focus groups were held during previously scheduled committee/group meetings (e.g. Super Seniors, Ministries for Children and their Families, Deacons, and The Rock), to which more than 150 people were invited to attend.  
· A fifth focus group was held amongst the general congregation, to which more than 50 people were invited to attend

· Outreach to Presbytery and PCUSA: Local Presbytery leaders including the Presbytery executive and the stated clerk of Presbytery were given copies of the Task Force documents to examine and the document was passed on to officials at the national denominational level. In addition, consultation was sought from a former Moderator of General Assembly and the President of the Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary both having been involved in the issue. Individually each of the members of the Task Force found sources for input on both a local and national level.  The judicial process within the denomination was followed closely to help understand the current temperature of the process.
·  Policy Recommendation:  After the ensuing period of time from 2007 to 2009, the task force delivered a recommended policy statement to the Session for a vote.  In summary, the recommended policy was:
· first and foremost, influenced by considering what Jesus would do regarding welcoming homosexuals into the church;
· based on our understanding that though scripture has been interpreted by many throughout the ages to explicitly condemn homosexuality, many respected scholars, pastors and followers of Jesus believe that those same texts can and should be interpreted differently in light of their original context.
· 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;
· respectful of the fact that the pastors, and the Session, are committed to not taking any action that is in violation of PCUSA polity;
· consistent with PCUSA polity, as endorsed by three denominational executives consulted during the task force’s exploration work;
· intentional and specific so that gay members of our community would know they are welcome and that MIPC is a safe church for them to worship;
· different from a de facto “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy that is destructive to people and to the community, forcing people to keep secrets about important aspects of identity, cutting off family members from their church, and damaging the integrity of the faith community which is called to embody the love of Jesus for all people;
· mindful of the fact that the culture of MIPC will remain the same rather than becoming a single-issue gay church;
· submitted with the recognition that a policy statement in and of itself has little impact; rather, it represents a guide for decision-making about how to become more open and affirming to gays and lesbians; and,
· aware of the fact that a truly open and inclusive process will involve the eventual support of the entire congregation.
· 2009 and 2010
· Session Discernment:
· The task force began discussing its recommended policy statement with Session in August of 2009, ultimately asking for Session to vote to approve the policy
· Session made the decision to postpone a vote on the task force’s recommendations to allow for much rich discussion and discernment
· The Session had a series of intensive discussions from Summer of 2009 through May of 2010. We valued and respected all views represented in our discussions, and our final policy was clearly guided by all who participated.
· Session Vote:
· In May of 2010, Session voted 13 to 3, with 1 abstention, to approve the policy statement, which had been revised after Session input.
· It should be noted that while the 2010 Session voted to approve the task force’s recommended policy, four separate Sessions (2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010), involving a wide variety of Elders that rotated on and off of Session, were involved with the task force’s work
· Communication to Congregation:  
· The ongoing work of the Task Force was communicated regularly to the congregation in Window articles, through prayer requests published in the Bulletin, and through announcements made during worship by Clergy.     A document detailing Session actions, along with communication to the congregation, is attached.
· This overall process led to the Open and Affirming Policy Statement being published for the entire congregation in June 2010 through the Window newsletter and Bridges e-newsletter
· Fall, 2010 and Into 2011
· Open Conversational Forums

· A forum will take place on Thursday, September 9 @ 6:30pm at MIPC. Other forums will be planned based on congregational feedback.
· Forum objectives are to listen, dialogue and stimulate further discernment by Session
· Session will deliberate upon, and vote to approve, a resulting implementation plan
