Reflections from the 2009 ELCA Churchwide Assembly

by Bishop Herman R. Yoos, III, SC Synod, ELCA

I am thankful for every phone call and email I have received from rostered leaders and congregational members since returning home from the Churchwide Assembly.  The conversations have been deep thoughtful ones that I hope will continue among us all in the days that are ahead.  It is especially helpful for us to talk and to pray together with one another about the things that concern us the most.  One of the most powerful images of the whole assembly for me was seeing two people at the microphone holding red and green cards, engaged in vigorous debate stopping for prayer with one another while holding hands.  This image is for me a significant reminder of the Holy Spirit who is with us in the church as we wrestle deeply with our understanding of scripture and “bearing one another’s burdens.”  All summer long I have been dwelling in the book of Galatians, reading and re-reading it slowly and praying my way through it.  I am on my fourth reading now. Below are some frequently asked questions:

1.  Where and how have we as the South Carolina Synod addressed The Human Sexuality 
    Statement and the four ministry proposals?

a. In September of 2008 we had a public hearing for direct feedback to the task force 
   drafting the statement “Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust.”

b. In March of 2009 our synod council sent a request to the ELCA Church Council to 
   require a 2/3 vote for all related ministry proposals.

c. In May of 2009 our assembly voted against The Human Sexuality Statement 
    and the four policy proposals and memorialized the ELCA Churchwide 
    Assembly to continue its current statement of vision and expectation.

2.  How strong was the consensus on these issues at the Churchwide Assembly?

a. The Human Sexuality Statement passed by a 2/3 majority.

b. The proposal for congregations who wish to do so to recognize same gendered couples 
    is publicly accountable, life-long monogamous relationships was approved by 60%.   

c. The proposal to find a way to allow for the ordination of those in such same gendered 
    relationships that are publicly accountable, monogamous and life-long passed 55%.

3.  How did I, as your bishop, vote?

a. I voted “yes” to having a 2/3 majority for all ministry proposals.

b. I voted “yes” on congregations being permitted to recognize in some way those same 
    gendered relationships in publicly accountable life-long monogamous relationships as 
    an issue of justice for our society.
c. I voted “no” on the ordination of those in same gendered relationships in publicly   
    accountable life-long monogamous relations, because ordination for me is not about 
    civil rights, but discernment and accountability.

d. I voted “yes” on the implementing resolutions because of an amendment that I helped 
    to influence, that called for recognition in the policies and provisions of the ELCA for 
    those who believe this church cannot call or roster people in a publicly accountable, 
    life-long monogamous same gendered relationship. This resolution was adopted by a 
    2/3 vote.

4.  What can we learn from these votes?

a. There is still a great need for deep and thoughtful conversation throughout the ELCA 
    on the issue of authority of scripture and what we mean when our constitution talks 
    about scripture being the source and norm for our life together.

b. No congregation is being forced to change its deeply held convictions about 
    recognizing or blessing same gendered relationships.


c. The congregation, not the synod, bishop nor churchwide, will continue to decide who 
    will be called as their pastor.

d. These approved changes in ELCA policies are permitted but not mandated, and will be 
    treated with respect for the deep convictions of others.

e. There are still many important decisions to be made by the ELCA that will give greater 
    clarity on what and how these policies will be lived out. It could be after the first of the 
    year before we have these guiding documents available.

                       Some ministry questions that we need to address together

1.  Can we give each other enough safe space to reflect and ponder on what these decisions 
    mean for us?

We have a lot to weigh and ponder together as the body of Christ and we need to respect each person’s deepest convictions as we continue to pray and discern what God is teaching us through all this.  

2.  What does God’s word teach us about dealing with deep differences in the body of Christ?

In 1st Corinthians 12:21-26, Paul reminds the church in Corinth who was deeply divided over a number of issues what it means to belong to the body of Christ. “The eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need of you.  God has so arranged the body... that there may be no dissension within the body, but members may have the same care for one another.”  If one member suffers, all suffer together.”
In Ephesians 4:25, we read that we are “to speak the truth in love to one another for we are members of one another.”  In verse 31 we read, “Put away from you all bitterness 
and anger and wrangling and slander with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven you.”
It appears from these and other texts that how we talk to one another and how we treat one another as we wrestle with these policy decisions in our church matters greatly to God and calls forth a deep willingness to respect one another and love one another.  

3.  Is there an underlying unity that we share that is deeper than and greater than our biblical 
    and theological differences?

In Ephesians 4:4-6, Paul describes this kind of oneness. “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is above all and through all and in all.”
My prayer is that in all our conversations with one another that we never lose sight of this deeper unity we share through Christ.  

4.  Are we willing to be drawn more deeply by the Holy Spirit into Holy conversations about 
    our differences in interpretation and in the authority of scripture for our life together?  
Eugene Peterson writes, “We are fond of saying that the bible has all the answers, and that is certainly correct ... But the bible also has all the questions.  Many of them we would just as soon were never asked of us.”  

I would like to close this letter with a prayer for the church from our Evangelical Lutheran Worship (ELW), and which was also a part of our Lutheran Book of Worship (LBW).

Gracious Father,
       We pray for your holy catholic church.  Fill it with all truth and peace.  Where it is corrupt, purify it; where it is in error, direct it; where in anything it is amiss, reform it; where it is right, strengthen it; where it is in need, provide for it; where it is divided, reunite it; for the sake of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord.  Amen
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