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I want to welcome everyone to this Reference Council gathering. According to our conference by-laws, “Reference Council serves as a council of WDC leaders, discerning and advising the Executive Board, the Delegate Assembly and the Western District Conference on issues confronting each of them relative to faith and life.  Reference Council is not a decision-making body but rather serves to engage and promote dialogue, to foster just and loving relationships, to voice collective aspirations and concerns, and to provide opportunity for communication between and among Executive Board, commissions, committees, task forces, WDC staff, and others with ties to Western District Conference.”


So that's why we are here today. Typically, Reference Council is made up of members of the WDC staff, commissions, committees, task forces, etc. For this special Reference Council, however, we have invited anyone interested to participate. We have encouraged congregations to send representatives with the hope that many of you here today will also be at either the Mennonite Church USA Convention in Kansas City next summer or the WDC Annual Assembly at Bethel College next fall.


We are videotaping the presentations today. Our hope is to make these available so that those of you here can take this material back to your own congregations and continue these discussions there. The videos will also be available to those who are unable to be here today so that they, too, can participate in the conversation. Today is only one part of the larger conversation that we are having in Western District and in Mennonite Church USA. 


At this Reference Council, we will be focusing on issues of polity: How do we organize ourselves for our mission to grow as Christ-centered communities of grace, joy and peace? How do we make important decisions? Who has the authority to make those decisions? What do we do when we disagree? These are some of the underlying questions that our conference and our denomination are struggling to answer. I do not expect to reach any definitive answers to these questions today. But I hope that we are at least better able to understand the questions themselves, and to recognize the broader implications of various possible answers to the questions.


Another Reference Council is being planned for next spring to continue this conversation. That gathering will take place on Saturday, April 11, 2015 at a place to be determined. At that council, we hope to continue the conversation as we explore questions related more directly to sexuality, and how the church relates to persons in committed same-gender relationships.


The background material for these Reference Councils comes from the Discernment Task Force that was named at our Annual Assembly this past July. We'll be hearing more from and about them throughout the day. For now, I'd like to introduce the Task Force members:
· Jim Schrag, Chair (Former Executive Director, MC USA)

· Lee Lever (Ministerial Leadership Commission)

· Brett Klingenberg (Human Sexuality Discernment Task Force)

· Diana Schunn (Past WDC Moderator)

· Kent Moore (Rainbow Mennonite Church)

· Sandra Martinez (WDC Church Plant Support Staff)

· Clarence Rempel (WDC Conference Minister)


Much of the planning has also been done by members of the Executive Committee:

· Anita Kehr, Moderator-elect

· Wendy Funk Schrag, Secretary


I also want to recognize two special guests who are present, and from whom we'll be hearing in a few minutes:

· Terry Shue, MC USA Director of Leadership Development

· Patty Shelly, Moderator-elect of MC USA


At this time, we'll be hearing from some of these people to gain some understanding of the context in which we find ourselves today. We begin with Jim Schrag, who will be giving some historical background on some of the Mennonite Church USA statements and actions that have brought us to where we are today.

