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 Eastern PA Evangelical Connection

I tried to cite quotations, but I may have missed some – I apologize if I have.  

SALUTATION

Good Evening, fellow United Methodists?  Are We Yet Alive, we sure are, Amen?  [C’mon, humor me – Amen?]

My name is Joan Trout, I am an ordained elder currently serving Historic Boehm’s UMC and Boehm’s Chapel in the West District of our conference.

I’m here representing the EPA Evangelical Connection a group of UM’s who “articulate, teach, and advocate evangelical and orthodox Christianity among the laity and clergy of the Eastern Pennsylvania Conference of the United Methodist Church.”

I’m going to present our view of the Bishop’s decision regarding the results of the COWF and their recommendations to the 2019 Special General Conference to deal with the church’s position on same-sex marriage and ordination of self-avowed practicing homosexuals.

INTRODUCTION

First of all – as we are holding this discussion today, we need to be cognizant of the fact we do not have all the details of what will finally be presented by the Council Of Bishops, because these details are still being compiled and translated into all languages necessary before they are presented.

 We owe a debt of gratitude to all those involved with the Commission on the Way Forward for the difficult, prayerful work they have undertaken at the direction of our bishops to work together to develop some kind of a plan for a ‘Way Forward’ for the United Methodist church that has been battling over this area of our position/doctrine relating to homosexuality; specifically our position on same-sex marriage and suitability for practicing homosexuals as candidates for ordination or licensure as clergy. 

Almost since the merger that created the UMC from the Methodist Church & the EUB church, and the language regarding homosexuality was inserted in 1972, the UMC has been divided on this issue and struggling to deal with it continually.  The division has only grown with time and with changes in our current culture that has rapidly changed it’s ‘tune’ and now has seen same-sex marriage instantiated as law in the US.    
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ONE CHURCH MODEL - CONS

The Bishops have decided their response to the work that the Commission on the Way Forward has done, which was to come up with 3 possible plans; The “Traditionalist Plan,” “the One Church Plan/Model” and the “3 Branch Model.”  

I will quickly state that the “3 Branch – or Multi-church Model” is pretty much a no-go.  In addition to the difficulty for churches’ pastors, Annual Conferences and Jurisdictional Conferences determining who would be part of what – there are numerous constitutional amendments needed to implement this plan.  This is not likely to garner enough support to even be considered.  

Next is the “the “One Church Model.”     This is what the COB has decided to recommend to the 2019 General Conference, and what we are asked to discuss this evening.   

The ‘One Church Plan,’ while given a new name, has been put forth before, and did not receive enough support to be passed then.  It is also what has been happening    in ad hoc fashion in our Annual and Jurisdictional Conferences in areas of the country where they have decided to IGNORE the our agreed-upon Church Covenant contained in our Book of Discipline, by performing same-sex ceremonies, ordaining or allow to continue the ordination of self-avowed practicing homosexuals including those who have married a same-sex partner, AND this past year, consecrating a married lesbian as a new bishop.    

The [Bishop’s Statement, May 4, 2018] says;  The ‘One Church Plan’ allows for contextualization of language about human sexuality in support of the mission; and allows for central conferences, especially those in Africa, to retain their disciplinary authority to adapt the Book of Discipline and continue to include traditional language and values while fulfilling the vision of a global and multicultural church.

This plan also encourages a generous unity by giving United Methodists the ability to address different missional contexts in ways that reflect their theological convictions. The One Church Plan  removes the restrictive language of the Book of Discipline and adds assurances to pastors and Conferences, who due to their theological convictions cannot perform same-sex weddings or ordain self-avowed practicing homosexuals.  [Bishop’s Statement, May 4, 2018]  

Our Methodist movement has been guided, for its 200+ year history, by ONE Book of Discipline that has detailed our understanding of Scripture and the Theology that is established by Scriptural authority.  The ‘generous unity’ in this plan is NOT unity, but a fracturing of theological integrity as decided by the various ‘missional contexts,’ whose cultural norms are guiding the changing ‘theological convictions’ of our US church, while the great majority of world-wide UM’s continue to maintain the scriptural and theological understanding that has guided the Christian church as a whole since its inception 2000+ years ago.  

While named the ‘One Church Model,’ the actual design of it insures the fracture of the church at every level!  With the restrictive language of the Book of Discipline removed and assurances given to pastors and Conferences who due to their theological convictions cannot perform same-sex weddings or ordain self-avowed practicing homosexuals,    . . . [Bishop’s Statement, May 4, 2018] 

• First point:  This plan is a recipe for chaos and increased conflict. 

No matter where the ultimate decisions of church affiliation with one or the other group lie, Local churches will be forced into highly emotional and difficult meetings regarding their positions toward human sexuality. In a conference like ours, where the divide is close, that could mean 40% of our churches!  If the current position in our Discipline is affirmed, only churches that consider leaving will have to have that conversation. [Abraham, William. The Birth Pangs of United Methodism as a Unique, Global, Orthodox Denomination, September 6, 2016, United Methodist Insight, online]  

Ø 
 Ben Witherington wisely writes, “Methodists do not decide major issues of doctrine or polity at the local church level, nor even at the annual conference level. They are quite rightly decided at the General Conference level, which is the only body that can speak for the whole church on such matters. This is why we have The United Methodist Church Book of Discipline that includes the doctrines and sanctioned practices in it. This has been the Methodist way for basically our entire existence.”   [Witherington, Ben.  Just Say No to Local Church Options for the UMC. WCA Website] 

Ø 
Other denominations which have taken this “local option” approach (like the PCUSA) have not seen conflict decrease, but increase, and have seen the departure of many members and many congregations who have united with other denominations that agree with their Biblical position. 
Ø 
These situations are guaranteed to split the church, not unify it.  The WCA, Good News, Confessing Movement all have said, based on feedback from clergy in these organizations, the acceptance of this plan will likely result in a mass exodus of orthodox pastors from the denomination.  A recent survey of over 100 leading conservatives pastors (conducted by Good News) indicated that 90% of those who responded said they could not remain in a denomination that allows its pastors to promote gay marriage and its annual conferences to ordain practicing gay persons.    

$ 
Second point: To approve the One Church Model  will harm the ministry and witness of our UM  sisters and brothers in Africa and Eastern Europe/around the world. By removing the restrictive language from the Discipline,  the headlines around the world would trumpet “United Methodists approve same-sex marriage,” United Methodists in countries where homosexuality is illegal or where there are large Muslim populations, could come under attack, and be labeled as permitting immorality. This would be a problem even if those parts of the church do not approve same-sex marriage or ordination, because everyone would be lumped together under the same identity.  This could mean literal physical danger for UM Christians in some areas! 
• Third point:  It will make the appointment process much more complex and difficult;  trying to navigate the process of matching pastors with churches who hold the same views.    In many conferences there will likely be a mismatch between the number of churches that have gone one way, and pastors who have gone the other; making itineracy more difficult, the guaranteed appointment less likely to survive, and continue the trend of pushing us toward a more congregational style of relating to one another. This is one more example of the UMC abandoning the polity that has existed since the beginning of Methodism.   

$ 
Fourth point: Though the outline of the proposal (again we have not seen specifics) says there will be protection for pastors and congregations whose conscience will not permit them to participate in same-sex ceremonies or ordinations, how exactly will that work? Since all language prohibiting same-sex ceremonies or ordinations will be removed –how will those who are committed to the orthodox understanding of Scripture and their consciences be assured their convictions will be respected and they will not be ostracized, marginalized or even punished because of their refusal to participate in the ‘new order’ of the day.         
This rests entirely upon trusting our bishops and district superintendents to respect the conscience and conviction of their pastors and churches.  But considering the willingness of DS’s Bishops, AC’s and JC’s to break our Current Discipline – what does that say for assurances that the convictions of orthodox pastors and churches will continue to be respected?   

· 
Fifth point:  It will give a very confused witness to the world. What they will see is best described in the book of Judges, NLT says;, “. . . all the people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes. (Jdg 17:6 NLT)”    This local option approach would proclaim that we are simply not of one mind about what God has revealed as his purpose for marriage and sexuality, and that we don’t think it is important enough to have one unified conviction and message.     

Ø 
 While the COB state, “The recommendation adopted by the COB reflects the wide diversity of theological perspectives and the global nature of The United Methodist Church as the best way forward for our future as a denomination.    We have not, as a                                                                   denomination, put forth a divided witness [wide diversity of theological perspectives] on any other significant issue where differences have arisen: not on baptism, and not on women’s ordination. It is not only inconsistent, but unsustainable. Eventually, one view will prevail and leave little room for dissent.  Since the plan is to remove the language prohibiting same-sex marriage and ordination, that is the only view that can eventually prevail.    

•  Sixth point:   It would put the United Methodist Church at odds with the historic and ecumenical teaching of the Christian churches on marriage as the sacred union between one man and one woman. Despite some north American denominations moving away from that teaching in recent years – in VERY recent years, this remains the almost unanimous view held by the global church today, and would complicate our ecumenical relations with Roman Catholics, Orthodox or the more than 70 Wesleyan and Methodist bodies around the world that are connected in the World Methodist Council.    

$ 
Seventh Point: It would require the UMC to contradict the clear teaching of Scripture, which only affirms sexual relations within the context of monogamous marriage between a man and a woman. This is exactly what Jesus himself directly says in Mark 10; 6 "But at the beginning of creation God 'made them male and female.'  7 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife,  8 and the two will become one flesh.' So they are no longer two, but one. 9 Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate."  and Matt. 19, the only second option Jesus gives is to be celibate for the sake of the kingdom.  
Ø 
While our culture is quite malleable in the area of sexuality; what is right, or allowed or acceptable or taboo can change in an instant, the Bible does NOT change.  There are NO Scripture passages that leave the topic of homosexual behavior open to question -  wherever it is mentioned – it is prohibited – the Word speaks univocally on this subject.     

Ø 
For us as United Methodist Christians, the Word of God that is to be the rule for faith and practice

Ø 
Biblical scholars on both sides of the issue have agreed that there are no positive Biblical references to same-sex sexual acts. The only way to affirm same-sex acts and same-sex marriage is to declare that themes of the Bible, beginning with the Genesis account of man and woman created for each other, and affirmed by Jesus in the Gospels, are invalid or somehow have been superseded by some other authority. Once we forfeit the Scriptural foundation on which our doctrine and Discipline has been grounded since Day 1 , what unintended consequences will this have on other issues?   
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ANOTHER POSSIBILITY

Now – I’d like you to consider this; the possibility of continuing our long-held Biblically based stand, as outlined in the “Traditionalist Plan:”  with true accountability

While we may feel frustrated by the decades long impasse, Today – NOW - This can be a wonderful new day for Methodism!

With the 2016 General Conference calling on our Bishops to LEAD – and to DO SOMETHING that can bring help, hope and healing to our church, with the formation and work of the Commission on the Way Forward, and the calling of the 2019 Special General Conference to deal with this matter, HEAR ME NOW -    the time of our arguing has the potential of finally coming to a close.  

The United Methodist Church has long been considered a liberal, main-line, American-centric denomination.  However, when we look at the growth and membership of the UMC, we find that something new and wonderful has emerged!

Because of the fine, intentional missional work of so many agencies, groups, missionaries, churches and individuals who have labored in God’s field around the world, the UMC has become an orthodox, global denomination.  

When I say "Orthodox," I mean our denomination has maintained a core understanding of the Christian faith that reaches back to the time of the apostles and will reach forward to the time of the return of our Savior Jesus Christ, including maintaining the Biblical prohibitions of homosexual behavior that the vast majority of Christians have maintained since Christianity’s inception.   

We are now a "Global" church, in that soon more than half of our membership will be from the international community.

While the U.S., membership has fallen dramatically since 1968,  explosive growth began happening overseas, especially in Africa. U.S. membership fell from more than 11 million in 1968 to less than 7 [56%] million in 2016 – yet overall, UM Church membership has grown to more than 12.5 million worldwide. That means currently 5.5 [44] million UM’s are from our GLOBAL Churches – OUTSIDE the US! It will not be many years before United Methodists in the U.S. will be a minority!   Even in the midst of continual in-fighting, God has been doing a great work among us.  

By the way, the General Conference of 2024 will be in Manilla in the Philippines and 2028 will be in Zimbabwe. How wonderful is that! We can praise God that our church is growing world-wide and God can still give us a hope and a future!!

Imagine the forward motion that will be possible once this great debate has been resolved!

We will soon be well on our way to truly fulfilling our mission "To make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world."

So let's move forward into the glorious future God has planned for us!!

I will say that those who cannot agree with this vision of the future – as with whatever plan is being discussed, a gracious exit should be allowed for pastors and churches to fulfill God’s plan as THEY see it in another context. 

CONCLUSION 

SO, in conclusion;  here’s what we have: “the Multi-branch Model” (which doesn’t have much chance, as I outlined 1st,) or the One Church Model  I’ve described, which was rejected in committee in Portland in 2016. Even with the Bishops’ backing, the delegation in St. Louis will be essentially be the same as in Portland, it is unlikely that it will garner a majority in 2019.  

Since the Judicial Council has ruled that other petitions may be submitted – within certain parameters that are, at this point unclear, something new could be proposed, or I described the positive vision possible with the the traditionalist plan - OR nothing will pass, leaving us in this current state of uncertainty and frustration, and continual covenant-breaking on behalf of those who insist that the language of the Discipline must be changed.  

A decision of indecision will most assuredly result in the continual hemorrhaging of membership, closing of churches, and congregations leaving the denomination, and there being NO progress on “A Way Forward.”  

This is most assuredly not God’s will for the UMC which God has built and blessed in the years past as it “spread scriptural holiness throughout the land,” in the days of spiritual revival. What will be our future?   





Rev. Joan H Trout 06/14/18
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