Report to Reference Council, Nov. 15, 2014
By James Schrag
Over a six week period in July and August, almost 1700 people from Western Dist. Congregations responded on-line to 20 statements, each statement asking for agree/disagree responses.  In addition, they offered comments totaling almost 500 pages.
The Discernment Task Force began their work by inviting this grass-roots response out of respect for our tradition of giving congregations voice in matters which concern us all.  We also did not want to enter a discernment process lacking data, without which we would have formed opinions based on our own conjecture and speculation.
So now we have some data.  How should we regard what we have collected?  

We remind ourselves that this data does not come from a scientifically controlled sociological survey.  That means that we regard the percentages collected with both seriousness and a healthy skepticism. Neither you nor the Task Force should regard this data as anything more than a general indicator of the direction of persons’ thoughts and opinions.  Also this surely does not qualify as a “straw vote” on the resolution presented to delegates last July by the Rainbow Mennonite Church.

Still, the data does help to form a general portrait of our self-understanding as a conference.  It both quantifies and qualifies certain features of our way of thinking, particularly how we view the exercise of authority and the kind of process we value for decision-making.
The resolution from Rainbow Mennonite pushes us to ask ourselves who can decide what about matters of faith and practice.  In essence, the Rainbow congregation observed that our Ministerial Leadership Commission has already examined and reaffirmed the credentials of a pastor who performed a same-sex covenant ceremony. That decision was later upheld by the delegate body with a notation in MennoData that "her action in performing a same sex union is at variance with the Mennonite Church USA's Membership Guidelines."

The Rainbow congregation now asks, “Will the delegate body ensure that same outcome for any other pastor in WDC who does the same?
This spurred the Task Force to assemble statements, some from official documents of faith and practice from Mennonite Church USA, along with hypothetical statements we created for the survey.  These statements touched four areas—1) Statements from or about our denomination’s Confession of Faith, 2) statements from or about the Membership Guidelines of Mennonite Church USA, 3) statements about polity and unity in the church and 4) statements about views of same-sex attraction and covenant ceremonies.  All of these areas of inquiry relate to the question being raised by Rainbow Mennonite.
The task force humbly acknowledges that some statements could have been stated differently.  Most of the statements were complex, both the quotes from official documents and the hypothetical statements that we created.  We hope that, for those who found themselves challenged, particularly by their lack of knowledge in certain areas that this experience has proved to be informative and beneficial. 
At the least, we think this was a worthwhile educational encounter that adds to our knowledge and understanding.  At the most, we have collected data and comments that particularly help us understand each other’s ways of responding to a changing world around us.  We hope this exercise will help the conference’s member congregations and individual members affirm both those things about which we agree and become more tolerant of our sincerely-held differences.

We turn now to a review of the responses to the 20 statements.  Please turn to page 40 in your written report.  I will follow the 4 categories listed there, in that order.  My comments will rely heavily on notes taken from our evaluation as an entire Task Force.  So the reflections that follow represent more or less a group consensus of both the content and our interpretation of the responses.  I will follow the categories of authority, practice, church documents, and unity and relationship.  As noted in the title on page 40, when responses are compared to each other, we are not surprised to find both congruities and contradictions.  Such is the nature of any human endeavor, including our experiences in the church.

A word about comments:  About 1 in 5 responders offered comments.  This means that a range of about 15 to 25 percent wrote comments. While these comments are heart-felt, and many were very articulate, we do understand that writing comments reflects both the ability and desire to do so, as well as they represent persons with strongly-held opinions both of agreement or disagreement. Also, because not everyone commented on every statement, we cannot be sure that those who commented on a given statement are representative of respondents as a whole.
There are four observations listed about our views of authority in the church.  
Responding to statement 1, a large majority affirmed the authority of scripture over confessions of faith.  Some comments revealed ambiguous feelings about the term “authority.”  Many asked the question of whether culture shapes our understanding of scripture, or whether or how scripture shapes our responses to culture.  Many made the point that scripture and culture have always been joined together, and some suggested that they are sometimes in conflict.
Responding to statement 2, about half agree that the Confession of Faith was designed as a “standard” for judging faithfulness.  About a third disagreed, saying that the confession was not intended for this purpose.  Most comments said the confession should not be viewed as a rule book or law.  Confessions are not for blaming but rather for affirming common values.  Yet a confession will imply a significant standard of who we are as a people.  Variances from the teachings are problematic for some.  Others feel that confessions can become dated and need review and revision from time to time.  We are not of one mind about how to view common statements of faith and practice.
On statement 3, a large majority agree that scripture is the “authoritative voice and standard” for discerning truth from error.  But many asked about the present work of the Holy Spirit which may bring new understanding of scripture, or even new revelation about truth.  “God’s spirit keeps doing new things among us” is a statement used as a justification for renewal, or as a reason to change or revise our understanding of faith and practice. Thus, the work of the Holy Spirit is not limited to what scripture says, some suggest.
However, jumping to statement 17, when asked about the guidance of scripture or confessions on matters of sexuality, only a third said that scripture or church statements were adequate to guide.  Half said they questioned the validity of scripture or church statements on sexuality as a reliable guide.  People spoke of the phrase “in light of modern and scientific thinking” with both affirmation and disdain.  We admit that we asked for two responses, both to scripture and church documents, which were confusing.  We guess that most of the disagreement was with church statements, not scripture.
In sum, these responses on authority revealed a variety of visceral reactions to the concept of authority.  For some, authority means a foundation on which to stand.  For others, references to authority generate fears of control and the loss of individual or congregational freedom of discernment.
Next, we look at several responses grouped under the theme of practice.  

Statement 4, concerning “church discipline rightly understood and practiced,” received 2/3 support.  This is another quotation from the Confession of Faith.  While this was affirmed, some worried about who gets to choose the definitions of “rightly understood and practiced.”  A number suggested that “accountability” is a less harsh term than “discipline.”  So the idea of discipline in general seemed acceptable, but less so in relation to how and where it is exercised and by whom.

In contrast, responding to statement 6 from the Membership Guidelines, there is strong support for conferences having discretion to determine their own practice of values held in common with others in the denomination.  There is uncertainty about where the locus of power to define “right practice” lies—is it with the conference or the denomination?  Phrases such as “This should be done in consultation with the broader church, in a spirit of mutual accountability” sound good, but are full of uncertainties, depending upon interpretation and who has the “last word.”
Next, in a focusing on the specific issue at hand, responding to another quote from the Membership Guidelines, statement  7, the disciplining of pastors who perform same-sex covenant ceremonies, is opposed by over half of respondents while it is supported by a strong third.  Many expressed their opinion that this should be reserved for the discernment of the local congregation, or even the pastor alone. Others felt that such action by pastors was grounds for stronger action than only a review. Others agreed with a review, but not with punitive discipline as an option. Some respondents referred to actions already taken by the Ministerial Leadership Commission and delegate body that create a precedent, rendering this point moot. The high number of negative comments reflects a variety of rationales. We are highly polarized around this issue.
Finally, in statement 18, when asked if persons view performing same-sex covenant ceremonies as being the same as previous changes of attitude and practice, such as accepting divorce, over half said they were the same while a third said the present issue is “fundamentally different.”  This may have been a more academic than a practical statement, but the fact that a majority feels that this controversy is like past changes we have experienced signals a viewpoint that this may simply be our “current issue” that eventually will come to fuller acceptance, like other issues in the past have done.
In sum, when it comes to the “practice” part of “faith and practice,” there was majority support for the notion that issues relating to what congregations can do or should refrain from doing, is best left to either the congregation or the conference, not the denomination, depending on the issue at hand.
The next collection of responses is grouped under the category of views of official church documents.
The most crucial statement related to same-sex covenant ceremonies is stated in a quote from the Confession of Faith, in statement #5.  Half (50%) support the Confession of Faith statement that “God intends marriage to be a covenant between one man and one woman for life.”  40% oppose the statement.  This indicates significant polarization and division with an edge to agreement. Many view this as a bedrock issue for supporting traditional views of marriage and family.  Others are willing to make an allowance for the valid influence of a changing culture. Some call for a more inclusive statement; others suggested it be eliminated from the Confession of Faith. The demographic distribution is significant in the percentage of responses arrayed by age, rural/urban, and male/female. I will comment more on that later. We observed that there is clearly a shift going on related to homosexuality in the understanding of marriage. The responses indicate we may be in a stalemate in terms of strength of opinion pro and con.

Turning to the MC USA Membership Guidelines, statement 8, over half believe the guidelines still provide good resources. Some commented that the membership guidelines are fine but they are not enforced. Others think they need to be updated to make sense to younger people. Some noted the difference between unity and uniformity. Some noted the contradiction between the term “guidelines” and the proscription of some actions. There was a high number of no opinion/don’t know responses, suggesting that a number are not familiar with The Membership Guidelines. It remains clear that the original guidelines were necessary for a sizable number of former MC conferences to join Mennonite Church USA. 
In a crucial issue of church polity, found as statement 10, almost 2/3 believes that WDC congregations should be free to determine their own belief and practice.  A little less than one third feels that the congregation’s prerogative for such choices should be limited. This indicates a high degree of support for the congregation’s ability and discretion to make its own decisions. With this, there is significant desire for dialogue and consultation with conference leaders. But some wonder where the boundaries exist. We seem to want relationships created by a conference but don’t want mandates for congregational decisions.

At the same time, in statement 11, in seeming contradiction, half affirm that we should be “subject to” official statements of the denomination. One third says this should not be required of us.  But the phrase “subject to” gave rise to questions and objections. Perhaps some respondents are not sure if there is room for dissent in the church.

In statement 12, consultation of congregations with WDC is supported by a large majority. While there was broad support, some felt that consultation implied rules, of which there are too many in their opinion. Consultation, many felt, did not imply subservience to rules being handed down from someone else.
In statement 13, MCUSA statements should not be “binding” half said, while one third said they should bind us in some way. The word “binding” was found to be objectionable by many.  Does this mean that no diversity is allowed? Some feel that test cases are being picked out, while other things are being ignored. People value their freedom of decision-making.
In statement 14, over half believe the churches’ “teachings” should only be “advisory” to congregations. Some found the words “advisory” and “authority” problematic for a variety of reasons. Some observed that there are inconsistencies in the applications to various issues. Do “teachings” simply mean good advice, or do they carry the weight of authority? Persons are accepting of advice but resist being told what to do.
Finally, two thirds say that resolutions like the one offered by Rainbow Mennonite Church will encourage other congregations to become more “welcoming” (statement 20). The statement had a low number of responses. The word “welcoming” may have created some difficulty for respondents. While most want to be welcoming, the definitions or parameters of that stance are in flux. There were some strong statements of support for the resolution itself.
In sum, the statements that dealt with the status of church documents and teachings received a varied response.  While many affirm the use of broader guidelines, many do not want those guidelines to limit the local discernment of congregations.
The last category of responses is about unity and relationships.
In statement 15, over 80% agree that Western District Conference benefits from relationships with other conferences. This was a good affirmation for broader relationship, although the comments reflect a desire more for relationship than for instruction or direction from others.

Notably, in statement 16, two thirds say that unity does not depend upon uniformity. Further, it is believed that unity is achievable among diverse congregations. Some felt that uniformity in core beliefs is important; less so in secondary beliefs, although the definition of both is subject to some ambiguity. There is some question as to how much diversity can exist among congregations and still have them remain connected. Most respondents seem to believe we are able to handle a wide range of diversity. On the other hand, uniformity in belief, but not in practice, is axiomatic to some.
At the same time, in statement 9, there is a division of opinion about whether unity depends upon common adherence to statements of belief and practice. Many desire to see the conferences and denomination stay together, but not if everyone has to believe the same things. However, some feel that if we do not believe the same things, they wonder what can keep us united. Unity in belief but variation in practice may be acceptable.
Almost 2/3 believes that WDC unity can be preserved if congregations are allowed to choose different practices on same-sex relationships (statement 19). We see ourselves as a conference that can deal with diversity.  However, are we moving more toward homogeneity, as some churches leave WDC? 
In sum, we value relationships between each other and between conferences in Mennonite Church USA. But it seems that these are more friendly encounters than they are matters of mutual accountability. We hold on to the belief that diversity is best for the church from congregation to congregation. But are we as diverse as we used to be?

Finally, please turn to page 39 where we record some demographic comparisons.  
The focus is on 2 statements, one from the Confession of Faith on God’s intent for marriage, and the other from statement 7, quoting the ban on pastors performing same-sex covenants.  
On both statements, note that the older you are the more likely you are to agree with both the traditional definition of marriage and with the ban on same-sex covenants.  The younger you are, the more likely you are to disagree with both statements.  

The same is true for place of residence—the more rural you are, the more likely you are to agree with the traditional views, and the more urban you are, the more likely you are to disagree with the traditional views.
Interestingly, on both statements, men are slightly more traditional in their views than women.

And last, notice that on the matter of same-sex covenants, all age groups under the age of 75 record more than half being critical of the ban on pastors performing same-sex covenant ceremonies.  Looking at it another way, less than half of all age groups approve of or agree with the ban on pastoral performance of same-sex covenants. 
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