	

	
	


What next?
Conflict, conversations, commitment

It’s old news already — the historic votes by the Churchwide Assembly changing policy to open possibilities for gays and lesbians for recognition of their partnerships and for rostered ministry. Gone from the TV screens. Recycled with the papers.
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	Richard G. Mahan, West Virginia-Western Maryland Synod: “I cannot see how the church that I have known for 40 years can condone what God has condemned.”


But not for the church. Members will be reading the  story of all that these decisions mean for months to come. And they’ll be “writing” it, too, as they work through the conflict of their beliefs about biblical authority and human sexuality, their understandings of bound consciences and love of neighbor.

Presiding Bishop Mark S. Hanson wants everyone to join in the project. “It’s going to take time to sort out how we’re going to live together in the light of these decisions,” he said. “We need you in the conversation about what is the shape and character of our life together. It would be tragic if we walked away from one another.”
Supporters of the new policies signed on immediately. “We pledge to work with the church, including with those who would oppose us, for reconciliation to fulfill our collective mission to spread the love of Christ for the sake of the world,” was the word from Goodsoil, an advocacy group.

Lutheran CORE (Coalition for Reform) stated that the “ELCA is the one that has departed from the teaching of the Bible as understood for 2,000 years.” But it also cautioned disappointed congregations and individuals from making “hasty decisions” and announced a gathering in Indianapolis, Sept. 25-26, to discuss what the future for “faithful Lutherans in the ELCA might look like.”

Bishop Stephen G. Marsh, Southeast Michigan Synod, said his e-mail box was filling up fast. He knew reactions in the synod (Detroit and suburbs) would be varied. “I’m going to go home and listen, listen especially to those who opposed the changes,” he said. “This is our time for conversation and for healing.”

That’s what James R. Hale, a mission developer in the Pacifica Synod, planned to do too. Prior to the voting he stood before the assembly to oppose the changes, telling how his congregation of new Lutherans had grown to hundreds and would dwindle just as quickly​—95 percent would “bail,” but he said he’d work with the 5 percent as “leaven for the ELCA.”

Conflict looms larger between the ELCA and the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, too, said Gerald Kieschnick, LCMS president. He told the assembly that “the current division between our churches threatens to become a chasm.” Still, the LCMS joined with the ELCA in the Lutheran Malaria Initiative through joint support of Lutheran World Relief. 
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	Leora E. Stadler, Grand Canyon Synod, is among the 1,045 voting members at the 11th ELCA Churchwide Assembly.


Answering Kieschnick, Hanson mentioned the initiative and other ministries of the two churches — Lutheran Services in America, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service and military chaplains. “I pray our shared commitments will be enough to continue to hold us together in conversation so that with a Lutheran voice we might proclaim Christ together through our deeds of service,” he said.

Appreciation of these ministries is a lifeline CORE has thrown out to its members too. Even as it tells them to “direct finances away from the ELCA churchwide organization,” it urges they support “faithful ministries within and outside of the ELCA.”

More than a few critics of the new sexuality policy pointed to the difficulties that the ELCA would face with global Lutheran partners. But Ishmael Noko, general secretary of the Lutheran World Federation, said the LWF doesn’t require uniformity among members. “We embrace on many issues, both theological and ethical, a wide range of teaching and practices,” he said. “Even when our members express concern and disagreement with what you’re doing, that expression of disapproval is a mark that our lives are tied together in ways that we can never explain.”

Noko also said he had listened as people spoke at the microphones before the votes and heard them speaking to one another “from your hearts, from your pain and from your struggles.” That, Noko said, is a mark of a Christian community.

Noko also echoed Hanson in his quest that members leave the assembly to go back and tell about what happened. “You have more work,” he warned them. “You’ll need to speak to them about the assembly in ways that will build up the body of Christ.” 

Hanson — with Stephen P. Bouman, executive director of Evangelical Outreach and Congregational Mission — showed a way to model one kind of conversation the presiding bishop hopes people will take up.

They did that through Bible study, Book of Faith-style: It was the Mark 2:1-11 story that began in a crowded room, rather like the assembly hall if considerably smaller. Friends were so desperate to get healing for a paralyzed man that they punched a hole in the roof so they could lower him on his mat right into the room.

“What healing need in our lives is that desperate?” asked Hanson, reminding all that the man had two healings — a spiritual one offering the assurance of grace and forgiveness coming first. And then, for the conversation, “Share your witness about the assembly signs of hope and signs of paralysis.” 

The “crowded room” was always full of chatter when Hanson asked questions like this—chatter that became conversation voting members could take up in their congregations.

Some conversation will, of course, be about what’s happening now or what’s going to soon because of what did happen in Minneapolis concerning policy changes called for by the votes on human sexuality.

Groups within the ELCA Chicago office will take up necessary practical matters, such as partnership accountability guidelines. The Lutheran is committed to keeping readers informed on these developments, as it is to explore the Bible through the “Our Faith” column.

The ELCA is just coming of age, turning 21, Hanson reminded. The conflicts caused by the changes could overwhelm such a young church. But he sees an opportunity for growth and, also, “to tell the world that sees disagreements as the occasion for division and separation that we in the ELCA are convinced our unity is God’s word and gift to us in Christ.”

“The maturity will be tested,” the bishop said. “But the Spirit will be faithful.”
