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Charleston Lutherans may leave denomination over gay, lesbian ministers
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CHARLESTON -- A local congregation could break away from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, which voted Friday to allow sexually active, monogamous gays and lesbians to serve as clergy. 
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CHARLESTON -- A local congregation could break away from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, which voted Friday to allow sexually active, monogamous gays and lesbians to serve as clergy.

The Rev. Richard Mahan, pastor at St. Timothy Lutheran Church, spoke against the proposal as a delegate to the ELCA's national assembly in Minneapolis last week.

Mahan predicts a majority of his congregation will want to leave the ELCA.

"I can't believe the church I loved and served for 40 years can condone what God condemns,'' Mahan said after the vote to allow gay clergy.

"Nowhere in Scripture does it say homosexuality and same-sex marriage is acceptable to God. Instead, it says it is immoral and perverted," he said.

The ELCA -- the nation's seventh largest Christian church -- reached its conclusion after eight years of study and deliberation.

On Friday, the church's national assembly voted 2-to-1 to overturn a policy requiring any gay and lesbian clergy to remain celibate.

The assembly also signed off on finding ways for willing congregations to "recognize, support and hold publicly accountable lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships.''

The church fell short of calling that gay marriage, but conservatives see that as the next step. 

While congregations will not be forced to hire gay clergy, conservative ELCA members decried the decisions as straying from clear Scriptural direction and warned that defections are likely.

"This will cause an ever greater loss in members and finances," Mahan said.

St. Timothy's has a reputation for attracting families with children and hosts a lively choir. In 2004, it opened a $6 million church and activity center along Corridor G in Charleston.

Mahan says his congregation stands united against allowing gay ministers. In a message posted on the church's Web site, he tells church members how they should respond to questions from others.

"What I am expecting of you as a congregation, is that when somebody asks you about it, that you explicitly say that this congregation stands in opposition to that resolution. That we as a church do not agree because it is contrary to the word of God," he said.

In the February message, he says the congregation will determine together whether to break from the larger church -- when the time comes.

"We're not there yet. When we get there, as the Lord leads by the power of the Holy Spirit, we will make whatever decision that needs to be made. We will decide that as a congregation, where we stand and what we're going to do.

"One pastor said, unfortunately, maybe its time to take Lutheran out of our name. And, that's kind of sad," he said.

"And you ought to thank God you belong to this Lutheran Church," Mahan said. "You ought to thank God that we, as a whole congregation, are very conservative."

At the ELCA's national assembly in Minneapolis, presiding Bishop Mark Hanson pleaded for unity.
He appealed to both those who long felt marginalized and thought the changes were overdue and those "who feel they were once more central but now feel more peripheral.'' 

"It would be tragic if we walked away from one another,'' Hanson said minutes after the vote. 

The ELCA hopes to avoid the kind of fissures that have strained the Episcopal Church and the broader Anglican Communion, of which the 2.1 million-member Episcopal Church is the U.S. branch. 
Just weeks ago, Episcopalians approved a resolution saying that "God has called and may call'' gays in committed relationships to ordained ministry in the church, defying Anglicans who urged restraint. 

The Presbyterian Church (USA) has inched closer to joining the Episcopalians and Lutherans, but the latest effort to undo a policy requiring chastity of gay clergy was defeated this year. 

The nation's largest mainline denomination, the United Methodist Church, has moved in the opposite direction, hardening its opposition to noncelibate gay clergy. 

That's likely to continue because of declining Methodist membership in the Northeast and on the West Coast and growth in the South and Sunbelt, said Steinmetz, of Duke. The church also has a burgeoning presence in Africa, a source of conservatism in the Anglican battles, also. 

The ELCA's move is especially jarring and significant because "it is viewed by all of us as one of the more Reformation-rooted, broadly orthodox denominations'' and takes its theology seriously, said Richard Mouw, president of the multi-denominational and evangelical Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, Calif. 

"It's a huge, huge departure for a church like that,'' said Mouw, who has urged fellow conservatives in the Presbyterian Church (USA) to stay in the fold despite concerns about a leftward shifts on sexuality. 

He said one possible outcome is a "new ecumenical dialogue on the right'' uniting beleaguered conservatives from various denominations -- though not under the banner of a new one. 

Barbara Wheeler, a former president of Auburn Theological Seminary in New York who is now director of the school's Center for the Study of Theological Education, praised the ELCA for laying a theological foundation for Friday's vote by first approving a broad social statement on sexuality. 

"It's a completely theological argument toward openness to the possibility of faithful, committed same-sex relationships,'' said Wheeler, who has played a central role in gay clergy deliberations inside the Presbyterian Church (USA). "What you're seeing is two things: The society is in the process of changing its collective mind about the moral status of same-sex relationships, and there's a parallel theological movement.'' 

If gays and lesbians can stick it out in mainline churches whose official teachings "were dismissive of their faithfulness and even their personhood," so can disappointed conservatives, she said. One of the mainline's strengths, she said, is to be a big tent. 

"When you ask what religion has to contribute to the wider society, one hopes at least some religious groups will give examples of how to hold things together,'' she said. 

Mainline churches are trying to hold together at a time when Americans' loyalty to denominational affiliation and organized religion is fraying. More Americans are joining nondenominational churches, which tend to be more conservative, or are discarding institutions altogether to craft their own spirituality. 

From 2001 to 2008, mainline Protestants dropped from just over 17 percent to 12.9 percent of the population, according to the American Religious Identification Survey, released this year. The study also found that nearly 39 percent of mainline Protestants consider themselves born-again or evangelical Christians -- a group likely to push back on liberal stances on sexuality. 

Though unity is the goal of many mainline leaders, the future is more likely to hold not a half-dozen large and divided mainline churches but 25 smaller and stronger churches, said Mark Jordan, a Harvard Divinity School professor. 

"I think we're coming up on an epic reorganization of religion in the United States,'' Jordan said. "What we're going to see going forward is more and smaller churches, loosely organized and federated around a progressive pole or a conservative pole.'' 
Conservative ELCA members have warned of damaged relationships with Lutherans in other countries. While Lutherans in Europe and Scandinavia are to the left of the ELCA on homosexuality, African and Asian Lutherans have been taught a more conservative line by missionaries and theologians, said the Rev. Conrad Braaten, senior pastor of Church of the Reformation, an ELCA congregation in Washington, D.C. 

Braaten is optimistic the ELCA can hold together through the sexuality tensions. 

"This particular discussion has been going on with a lot of deep feelings in the Lutheran church, but not a lot of acrimony and not a lot of bridges being burnt,'' he said. "I think that's going to make a difference.''
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