
DEWCOM document on same sex relationships for Conference 2005.

Introduction. 
The discussion regarding same-sex relationships is very important. It must not be understood as the attempt of the Church to be in-line with societal developments, but as her concerted effort to engage with issues relating to her own members.  It is essential to remember that at the 115th Conference of the MCSA (Port Elizabeth, 2001) it was resolved that our Church should be “a community of love rather than rejection”.  The subsequent Pretoria Conference (2003) resolved the release of the Doctrine Ethics and Worship Commission’s (DEWCOM) same sex discussion document.  This document encouraged many of our districts, circuits and societies to actively engage in discussion. This was half the battle won! Unfortunately a relatively small number of these responses found their way to DEWCOM, which made the task of drafting a document that represents the views of the wider Connexion quite difficult. Furthermore, most of the views expressed were either emotive or did not deal with the topic of discussion.  Many focussed almost exclusively on one issue, namely the use of, and approach to, Scripture.  Since there are such divergent views within Christendom on the use of Scripture, the task of interpreting the Connexion’s theological position towards persons with a same sex orientation was something of a challenge. 
Summary of theological conclusions.
From the responses, it is clear that at least 6 different theological perspectives are present within the circuits and societies of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa:

1. An approach that states that homosexuality, as a particular sexual orientation, does not exist.  One only encounters sexually perverted persons.

2. An approach which says ‘the Bible is clear’.  This approach places a high value on seeking to be obedient to the will of God as understood from scripture.  Many responses sought to prove a rejective, or exclusive, perspective by using selected Biblical references without placing them within the context in which they were written, or within the context of Scripture as a whole. There were also some submissions that used general scriptural principles, and not selected texts, to argue that the message of the Gospel and the example of Christ, compel us to embrace persons with a same sex orientation.

3. An approach which seems to say ‘can’t we talk about something else?’  This approach argues that there are many more important issues relating to the Kingdom of God and the ministry of Jesus that need our attention (e.g. the use of wealth, issues of poverty and disease, the structure of society etc.).

4. Another approach asks the question ‘can’t we see what the Church is doing to people?’  This approach pleads with the church to recognize the effect that exclusion has on her members, some of whom are either of a same sex orientation or engaged in same sex practice;

5. The next discernable approach simply says ‘this is a straightforward issue of discrimination!’  This approach maintains that the Church’s general response to persons of a same sex persuasion relates much more to  human rights than it does to faith.  As such it suggests that the exclusion of such persons is an abusive use of power which is based on ignorance that is often rooted in prejudice.

6. The last discernable approach suggests that sexual orientation is not fixed i.e. that there are no such categories as heterosexual or homosexual persons.  Rather, it maintains, there is only sexual experimentation of varying degrees.

NB:  The one overarching recognition was that each of these approaches can be found in most societies and circuits.  Moreover, many of them have some basis in both Scripture and the Christian faith.  As a result the only thing that we can say with certainty is that many different understandings and approaches to this issue exist within the MCSA.

The following findings were recorded with regard to the five questions posed in the same sex discussion document (2003):  

1. Should the Church offer pastoral care to persons of a same sex orientation?  Response:  Overwhelmingly Yes.

2. Should persons with a same sex orientation be allowed to become members of the MCSA?  Response:  Overwhelmingly Yes.

3. Should the Church allow a person who is in a same sex relationship to take up a leadership position?  Response:  Largely No.
4. Should the Church ordain persons who are in same sex relationships?  Response:  Largely No.
5. Should the Church bless unions between two persons of the same sex?  Response:  Largely No.

These responses indicate that the issue for most individuals, societies, circuits and districts that responded was not persons who have a same sex orientation but rather the sexual acts that are generally associated with same sex relationships.  It is thus our contention that this issue warrants further discussion and engagement in order for the Church to make an informed pastoral decision about these 5 questions.

The way forward.
In the light of the responses received we find it impossible to make one definitive statement that describes the Methodist Church’s stance on this issue.  This being the case we suggest that a definitive statement either in favour of or against the acceptance of persons with a same sex orientation would cause significant strife and division. Many responses suggested that further investigation and interaction was essential in order to make a statement at a later stage. 

Hence, we recommend that, instead of closing the matter by formulating a definitive statement on an issue where there are clearly many divergent views, Conference should resolve to commit the Church to engage faithfully with these issues by means of meaningful discussion, academic research and devoted prayer. We are simply not in a position to produce a statement that would balance the objection of many people to same-sex relationships and the desire of others that loving acceptance be shown. In our view a definitive statement will not be an accurate representation of the mind of our Church, which is clearly not of one mind in this regard.

Our truest reason for being a Church is neither to make statements about truth, nor simply to offer help or comfort.  Our most valuable offering to the world is not simply to give an understanding of a book full of answers, but rather to model a way of continuing a faithful conversation with God and one another.  The Church exists in humble acknowledgement of her capacity for error and sin.  She exists to share joyfully, to listen, to pray, to be an agent of reconciliation and thanksgiving.  Importantly, she should be a community of blessing and not of curse, a community that is constantly seeking to obediently renew her changeless mission of love and hope in an ever changing world.  This is the Eucharistic way, a way made possible by the truth and reconciliation that is found in Christ Jesus.

The wonder of the Gospel is that Christ has broken down every dividing wall of hostility.  If we cannot find some way in which to stay in the room and talk with each other, we are telling the world that our Gospel is not true.  This Church is broad enough to accommodate many different people and many different views, for we have one reconciling Christ who embraces us all.  Let us have the courage not to take the easy road of division or cordial accommodation.  Let us rather seek to live together with Christian integrity and grace.

Resolutions:
In the light of what is presented above, DEWCOM puts forward the following resolutions:

1. DEWCOM acknowledges and thanks the MCSA for taking a proactive stance in working through this very sensitive issue. We therefore affirm the work that has been done by previous Conferences, synods, circuits, societies and all individuals who engaged with this issue with integrity, humility and faith.

2. We move that Conference not legislate on this matter at this stage. 

3. We request that the members, societies, circuits, districts and the Conference of the MCSA commit to an ongoing journey of dicovering what it means to be part of the a Church which embraces many different, and even oposing views, on this issue. This can be done through the following:

a. DEWCOM to produce workshop material for congregations in which the issues surrounding same sex orientation and practice are studied from different perspectives that represent the feedback that has been received thus far. Such material must be well-balanced, to ensure continuing discussion. This material be available by July 2006.

b. Societies and Circuits seek to understand the different positions of their members by engaging with a Christian person who has a same sex orientation.  This engagement should allow for:

i. Members and ministers to express and understand what they feel and believe, and why the hold these views.

ii. Members and ministers to encounter the complexity of a person who has an active and sincere relationship with Christ, yet has same sex orientation.

c. A church structure be created that seeks to create a safe place for people of  a same sex orientation to tell their stories. This can be a place of healing and forgiveness for both the church and these members.

d. Districts to have a person in their Evangelism and outreach workgroups who will account for the work done in the district to enable the discussions mentioned in a, b, and c above.

e. Connexional Executive/Conference to monitor our progress through the different district reports on this work, and then if need be, make proposals to circuits regarding possible legislation.

We hope that this process will enable us all to be challenged and moved by the love of Christ to remain one body which is enriched and strengthened by the differing views and perspectives of its members.

Further contact:
Should you wish to make contact or a further submission please do so by email to: 



dewcom2003@yahoo.com
Or post to:

DEWCOM same sex discussion

PO Box 2144

Silverton 

0127

Fax:


012 804 8487
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