Interpretative Comments for Reference Council, Nov. 15, 2014 
By James Schrag
Churchwide, same-sex relationships has produced discussion in MC/GC delegate sessions since 1983.  Statements affirming the definition of marriage as “one man and one woman for life” were established by both GCs in1986 in Saskatoon and MCs in 1987 at Perdue University.  The same definition of marriage was adopted by both GCs and MCs in the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective in 1995 in Wichita.  

In joint session in 1999 at St. Louis, decisions were made to form Mennonite Church Canada and Mennonite Church USA.  Common membership guidelines had been written for both new national bodies which outlined the roles of denomination, area conference and congregation.  These were adopted by the Canadians.  But for the U.S. they failed to gain approval by US MC delegates because they lacked any reference to issues of same-sex relationships.  

Starting in Fall, 1999, the new body of the Constituency Leaders Council (CLC) in the US, in several meetings, sought to amend the guidelines to satisfy several US conferences who were worried that without clear statements prohibiting same-sex relationships, their constituents would not approve a merger.  Thus part III of the Mennonite Church USA Membership Guidelines was created for presentation to the MC and GC delegates in 2001 at Nashville, Tennessee.  
The CLC process of compromise spanned a broad spectrum of opinion among US conferences.  Some on one end saw no need for such statements about same-sex unions.  The other end of the spectrum of opinion argued that they needed such statements both to preserve their own internal conference unity, and to make it possible for them to join in a merger.  The common wisdom emerged that the possibility of a merger hinged on whether more “conservative” conferences would receive such a “reassurance” or not.  Thus the “polity” prohibition which banned pastors from performing same-sex covenant ceremonies became a determining factor of the viability of a new union.  This compromise, born of varied traditions, polities and histories of 21 conferences met at Nashville, Tennessee in July, 2001. There MC and GC delegates, acting separately, adopted both the Membership Guidelines and the motion to merge in two separate votes, both by close to 90% approval.
It is still important today to recall the different methods the MC and GC delegate bodies used to approve the 2001 merger.  GCs, with their congregational polity, and delegates appointed by congregations, formed one body that made “final” decisions, taking action for all the area conferences and their congregations. The MC delegate body, however, was composed of delegates who represented conferences, not congregations.  All decisions made at Nashville 2001 required the re-affirmation later of each MC conference, meeting in separate sessions.  It took most of the first 2 years of MC USA for several of the former MC conferences to arrive at final affirmation to join the merger.  These were mostly “eastern” MC conferences, but WDC’s overlapping MC neighbor conference, the South Central Conference, also delayed their final approval of the merger.
In 2007 the Executive Board of Mennonite Church USA carried out a “6-year review of structures” which had been mandated at the time of the 2001 merger.  This included a re-evaluation of the Membership Guidelines by the CLC.  The same dynamics and spectrum of opinion that had been present in 1999-2001 still prevailed in 2007.  Some conferences expressed their wish to see the guidelines “go away.”  The same conferences, who in 2001 had argued for their need of them, said they still required part III of the guidelines banning same-sex covenants.  Once more, the other conferences acquiesced to these same conferences. Now, in 2014, it appears that these same conditions still exist.
Thus today in Western Dist. Conference, the Executive Board and delegate body faces a decision as a party to the 2001 “covenant” which formed Mennonite Church USA.  Will WDC delegates officially “approve” the resolution from Rainbow Mennonite Church, which in effect seeks “immunity” from the censure of pastors who perform same-sex unions in WDC congregations?  This resolution would disown the decision of the GC delegate body in 2001, in which WDC congregations were represented. But it would re-affirm the recent decision of the WDC Ministerial Leadership Commission, which was later re-affirmed by the WDC delegate body, that a “review of a pastor’s credentials” does not automatically censure a pastor who performs a same-sex covenant.
We note here what the Ministerial Leadership Commission said of their decision after a review of credentials:  “We, the Leadership Commission, recognize the authority of the 2001 Membership Guidelines for Mennonite Church USA, Section Three, which states that ‘pastors holding credentials in a conference of Mennonite Church USA may not perform a same-sex covenant ceremony,’ and that ‘such action would be grounds for review of their credentials by their area conference's credentialing body.’  We recognize that we are that body for Western District Conference.  We do not expect this vote to be precedent-setting in Western District Conference nor MCUSA.  Our decision should not be construed as attempting to force theological change.  Nor should it be understood to be a blanket affirmation of the action of any and every WDC pastor who would choose to officiate at a same-sex union.’”  
This narrative lays the historical groundwork for understanding the decision facing WDC. 
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