Virginia Mennonite Conference

Winter Delegate Session Minutes
February 1, 2014 9:00 am – 12:00 pm

 Lindale Mennonite Church, Linville, VA
1. Call to Order – Shirley Yoder Brubaker, Moderator
Shirley called the meeting to order and welcomed the delegates. She introduced the officers and staff, and recognized new pastors and delegates.

2. Opening worship
The Lindale Mennonite Church praise team led in singing. Shirley introduced Duane Yoder, pastor of Lindale, and led in prayer. Duane shared reflections on Acts 15. He asked, “Have you ever felt caught between conviction and circumstances?” Duane reviewed accounts of the disagreements in the early church regarding what was necessary for Gentiles to be included. There was no easy resolution. The church struggled with the issues for years, but continued in its mission. Today, there are sincere, faithful believers on both sides of an issue that can’t be readily resolved. Though we do not agree, both sides speak truth. We are called to stay focused on Christ and continue the task of making disciples. Reconciliation in Christ is at the center of the Christian community.

Worship concluded with another song.

3. Discernment #1 – response to same gender licensure in Mountain States Conference- Clyde Kratz, Executive Conference Minister
Clyde introduced the first delegate discernment discussion, regarding the recent decision made in Mountain States Conference to credential a person in a committed same-gender relationship. Ervin Stutzman, Executive Director of Mennonite Church USA, had been asked to speak to the delegates. Since he was unable to be present, Ervin provided a video of his recent statement at the School for Leadership Training at Eastern Mennonite Seminary. Clyde noted that delegate concerns expressed today will be shared with the MC USA Executive Board and the Constituency Leaders’ Council. 

Ervin’s statement in the video was in response to both the Mountain Sates decision and EMU’s recent launch of a listening process related to hiring practices and persons in same-gender relationships. Ervin stated, “The issues we face cannot be solved by human effort alone. We need the enablement of God’s spirit and the strength of God’s word.” Ervin reported that MC USA is polarized on this issue, and those on the ends of the spectrum have lost patience with each other. Ervin and the Executive Board have been asked “Where do you stand?” In response, Ervin stated his core faith commitments and the core commitments of the Executive Board, which are in line with the stated position of the Mennonite Church. Ervin recognized the deep need for respectful conversation with those who differ, particularly with those who experience the pain of marginalization. He noted the experiences of family members of those with homosexual orientation; there is no consensus in their response. Ervin stated specific calls to the church to respond in a Christ-like manner, particularly a call for deep, Spirit-led discernment.  

Ervin also provided a first draft of a letter especially for the VMC delegate session that he is submitting to be published in Equipping.  He wrote this letter as his response to a recent petition signed by 150 pastors asking the church to reconsider its stance on the issue of homosexuality. Shirley read the letter. The letter stated the same commitments and calls to the church that Ervin stated in the video.

Prior to the delegates engaging in table conversations, Clyde briefly reviewed basic MC USA structure, highlighting the places where the delegates’ counsel will be shared with denominational leaders. 

Delegates were invited into conversation around tables, guided by questions provided in a handout. Responses were recorded in writing, to be collected and compiled. Persons from selected tables (numbers 3, 5, 8, 11, 15, 18, and 20) were invited to report orally on their groups’ discussion. Some of the responses included the following:
· Acknowledgement of the process that Mountain States Conference engaged in, but concern that their decision is a threat to the unity of the church.
· Affirmation for Ervin’s clear statement of commitments; congregations do want to know where their leaders are on the issue. 
· Strong affirmation for Ervin’s leadership - his wisdom, commitment to listen, and sensitivity to those who are hurting.

· Desire to neither push out the minority voice, nor allow the minority voice to carry the day.
· Concerns that the church is on the verge of simply accepting culture, that our polarization reflects that of our culture.

· If congregations are being either provocative or passive/aggressive, these need to be named as unacceptable. 
· Need to work on pastoral care with people struggling with these issues.
· Jesus was welcoming to all; clarify orientation vs. practice. 
· This is both a social and a theological issue.

· Affirmation for the FLC action that was taken before these events took place.
· God’s grace is important. We need to spend time in prayer and Biblical study.

· Concern that all voices be heard and represented to the Constituency Leaders Council.

· Persons on both sides of the issue may feel marginalized.

Shirley led in prayer for Ervin Stutzman, for the church and its leaders.

Delegates were dismissed for a short break. As the group re-convened, Clyde expressed appreciation for the delegates’ engagement.

4. Discernment #2 – Listening process at Eastern Mennonite University – Loren Swartzendruber, President
Clyde introduced the second delegate discernment discussion, regarding EMU’s recent launch of a listening process related to hiring practices and persons in same-gender relationships. Clyde recognized EMU as a ministry of the church. EMU is accountable to the church through Mennonite Education Agency. But as EMU is also located within the conference, engagement with the delegates is appropriate. Clyde is a member of EMU’s Board of Trustees, which made the decision to proceed with the listening process. Clyde introduced Loren Swartzendruber, EMU’s president.

Loren acknowledged that we are doing hard work. We need to allow space for humor. He shared that the homosexuality issue has been present throughout his entire ministry, since his first pastorate in which he felt unprepared and ill-equipped to address the issue. 

Loren described current realities at EMU which provide the context for the listening process. The university is not a congregation, though it is tightly linked to the church. EMU hires over 350 employees. The current hiring “policy” is a practice, not a policy. Faculty members, administrators and students are asked to sign a “community lifestyle commitment,” which includes the commitment to refrain from sex outside of marriage. Some faculty members are saying they cannot sign the commitment with a clear conscience. In its hiring practices, EMU has made the distinction between homosexual orientation and behavior. The university could lose accreditation if they do not allow conversation about issues. Under the current hiring practices, EMU will face an increasing challenge to hire young faculty members in the future.

Loren noted that the Board of Trustees does have the authority to make this decision. He has been in consultation and conversation with Mennonite Education Agency and church leaders. For EMU, the question is a human resources issue. In the past, some faculty contracts of persons in same-gender relationships have not been renewed for other reasons, but questions are inevitably raised about the lifestyle question.

Loren noted that EMU has gay and lesbian students who want to be part of the church. Some students who have not found their congregations to be safe places to explore these questions find EMU to be a safer environment for conversation. Nationally, suicide rates among gay teens are 3-4 times higher than the average. How is the church caring for those who experience pain around these issues?

Loren noted how other Christian colleges are responding to this issue, sometimes in ways that are not helpful or fully honest. Loren desires EMU’s response to be grounded in integrity and in a deep, abiding commitment to Christ and to the Mennonite Church. The questions have to be addressed; a listening process is needed because much is not known. A university president cannot lead without the support of the faculty. 


Loren noted that the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective is part of EMU’s hiring process. It is understood to be confessional, not creedal. Variance on various issues is understood to be a reality. We have different ways of interpreting Scripture. Scripture is important, but requires the hard work of discernment.

EMU is committed to bathing the listening process in prayer. The process will be limited to six months.. The decision that will ultimately be made is not known. There will be an online survey instrument open to everyone, as well as facilitated group conversations on campus.. After the process, Loren will bring a recommendation to the Board of Trustees. The Board will either approve, decline or amend that recommendation; Loren will not have the final say in the decision.

Loren noted that he has experienced anxiety and fear about this issue. He is choosing not to retire, but  is committed to giving leadership to this difficult conversation.

Delegates were invited into conversation around tables, guided by questions provided in a handout. Clyde noted that counsel will be directed to the EMU Board of Trustees, not to MEA (as stated on the handout). Responses were recorded in writing, to be collected and compiled. Persons from selected tables (numbers 2, 6, 7, 10, 14, 17, and 19) were invited to report orally on their groups’ discussion. Some of the responses included the following:
· Affirmation for the attempt to seek balance and for making EMU a place where persons with differences can have conversation.
· Why are we not giving other lifestyle questions equal weight and concern?

· Much affirmation for Loren’s honesty and clarity, along with recognition of the uniqueness and challenges of his role.

· Affirmation for the general approach to the listening process, and for the call to listen to those in pain.

· Appreciated Loren’s challenge to the church about how we deal with this issue in our congregations.
· Affirmation for face to face conversation, putting a face on gay people. 
· What about the cost of discipleship? What place does theological or Biblical study have in the process? What drives the process? 

· What about legal ramifications? 
· High priority of prayer and involving God in the process.
· Affirmation for the statement that seminaries should more adequately equip leaders to address this issue. 
· More concern about credentialing than about hiring practices. 
· Focus more on what God is doing. 
· We need to address healthy sexuality all around, not just homosexuality.
· There is a need for better communication/ information to churches and the press (to counteract the presupposition that the decision is already made).

· Concern that this subject seems a non-issue for the younger generation. 
· Churches need to be reminded that EMU is an educational institution, not a congregation.
· Organizations should be true to their supporters.
Clyde led in prayer for Loren and his leadership.
 
Dismissed for lunch with a song.
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5. Worship – 
The Lindale praise team led in singing. Shirley introduced Aldine Musser, Co-Pastor of Stephens City Mennonite Church and Overseer in Northern District. Shirley read Galatians 5:22-23, the text on the fruit of the Spirit. Aldine shared two stories with reflections on this text. She noted that in the story of the Hutu vs. Tutsi conflicts in Burundi and Rwanda, tribal identity was stronger than identity as brothers in Christ, which led to Christians killing each other. Our identity is to be rooted in the Spirit of Christ. Aldine shared a story of a father and two sons, both of whom serve the Lord – one in the Mennonite Church, one outside it – and how the fruit of the Spirit is evident in their maintained relationship, despite their differences. Can we likewise find our way together, with the indwelling Spirit, even when the going gets tough? One who is in step with the Spirit lives in ways characterized by the fruit of the Spirit. We are a community identified as Virginia Mennonite Conference, gathered around Christ – we are not alone. How does Christ call us to live in our relationships? Aldine invited several persons to lead in prayer for leaders in EMU, MC USA, and VMC.

Worship concluded with a song.

6. Minutes of July 2013 Delegate Sessions – Shirley Yoder Brubaker, Moderator
In the absence of the secretary, Shirley reviewed the actions from the July, 2013 delegate sessions at Eastern Mennonite School in Harrisonburg, VA. 


ACTION VMC 14:01- Motion to accept the minutes from the July 26-27, 2013 delegate sessions as recorded.













PASSED.
Shirley announced the resignation of the Conference Secretary, Cara Risser, effective Dec. 31. Cara was expecting her second child. The Gifts Discernment Committee is working on finding a nominee for the secretary role.

7. Gifts Discernment Committee report and vote– Shirley Yoder Brubaker
Shirley reported that Elroy Miller is being nominated for the Moderator position, for a three-year term beginning September 1, 2014. Ballots were distributed.


8. Announcements
Shirley reported that 22 congregations have responded with love gifts to Owen and Ruth Ann Burkholder, to assist them with medical expenses during Owen’s recent employment transition. Gifts have totaled about $8,000 (including matching gifts from Everence). Owen has now taken a half time interim assignment at Immanuel Mennonite Church.

A new Administrative Services Manager staff position for the Conference is now being advertised. This full time position will replace the current Staff Assistant position and the former Conference Coordinator position.  

Shaun and Wendy Davis will be ending their ¼ time position as Western Regional Conference Youth Minister in March. Discernment about future youth ministry staffing will follow the hiring of the administrative position.

Shirley noted that non-delegates as well as delegates are invited to submit written notes of their table discussions.

Congregations were invited to pick up informational packets from Williamsburg Christian Retreat Center and Highland Retreat.

Skip Tobin highlighted upcoming public presentations by Cherith Nordling on “Becoming human, becoming Christian” (handout). A special breakfast will be held for VMC pastors.

Harold Miller reminded pastors to register for the ministry retreat, which will be held at the Williamsburg Christian Retreat Center, February 28-March 2. Mary Thiessen Nation will be speaking on the topic of trauma healing. Registration is available online on the VMC website until February 7.

9. Discernment #3 – VMC leadership initiatives – Clyde Kratz, Executive Conference Minister
Clyde expressed appreciation for the partnership of other VMC leaders. He introduced the third discernment discussion with a summary of proposed leadership initiatives (handout) for the near future. In the face of the need for discernment on the sexuality issue, it is important that we do not lose our missional focus. VMC and VMM will work together to maintain a focus on making disciples, and to assist congregations in this task. Skip Tobin, in his role as USA Ministries Director (funded ¾ time by VMM and ¼ time by VMC) will work with the Missional Church Reference Group to carry out these initiatives. The theme of Assembly 2014 will be “Making disciples as we go,” based on the Great Commission. Information about Assembly was provided (handout).

Regarding discernment conversations on the sexuality issue, Clyde is proposing a two-step process. First, clergy will engage in a series of consultations led by the Leadership Enrichment Committee of the Faith and Life Commission. They will address a sequence of topics, leading to conversation about same gender attraction issues. Then, when key issues are identified in these conversations, they will be brought to the delegates. FLC and Conference Council will discern what should be brought to the delegates. Clyde noted that deliberate, advance preparation can help to build trust and to provide clarity in wrestling with the issues we face.

Thirdly, the vision and mission statement of VMC needs to be revitalized. Clyde will bring a proposed process to Conference Council in May. 

Delegates were invited into conversation around tables, guided by questions provided in a handout. Responses were recorded in writing, to be collected and compiled. Persons from selected tables (numbers 1, 4, 9, 12, 13, 16) were invited to report orally on their groups’ discussion. Some of the responses included the following:
· Strong affirmation for the missional focus on “making disciples” and for Skip Tobin’s work.

· …but should we have to make this a focus? Shouldn’t it already be part of who we are?

· …but also looking for accountability.

· …but what is meant by that term?

· Concern that there are no women on the Missional Church Reference Group.

· Concern that Hispanic representation was not present today.
· Our culture has a script – the church needs an alternative script and needs to present a united front.
· Appreciation for Clyde’s proposed approach (clergy consultations), with concern that we need to be clear if a conversation is issue-driven. Affirmation for the proposed process of bringing issues to the delegates.
· Appreciation for the process being proposed – wished to know about it earlier.
· The proposed process is a good idea, but also looking for ways to strengthen our trust in relationships. 
· Concern about timing/scheduling of meetings for bi-vocational pastors.

· Some welcome a slow, deliberative process but significant concern was expressed that the proposed process will be too slow to address the issues at hand: Will we lose the opportunity to speak into the denominational debate? This conversation should not be postponed.

· Are there other sexuality issues on the table, or just same-gender attraction? 
· We need to have a polity discussion: What does it mean to be a conference of churches? Do we understand it the same way? How do our decisions affect each other? 
· Will the delegates have the ability to speak into the mission and vision statement?

10. Announcement of ballot results- Shirley Yoder Brubaker, Moderator
Shirley reported that Elroy Miller was affirmed as Moderator by a near unanimous ballot vote, for a three-year term beginning September 1, 2014. 120 ballots were collected.
11. Virginia Mennonite Missions presentation – Aaron Kauffman, President.
Shirley introduced Aaron Kauffman, who began as the new president of VMM on January first. Aaron shared the revised mission, vision, and strategic priorities of VMM (flier handout) - the results of a discernment process that delegates had participated in. VMM’s task is “making disciples in the way of Christ.” Jesus is both the message and the model. 

Aaron noted that making disciples involves the ministry of teaching; sexuality issues must be addressed in the mission context, as well as in the church. VMM has been asked to state its position on the homosexuality question. VMM is committed to the position of the Mennonite Church. Staff and mission workers are asked to commit to a lifestyle consistent with these understandings. VMM holds together the understandings that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is for all persons - no exceptions - and that we are called to a life of discipleship. 

Aaron reviewed the leadership and staff structure of VMM, noting recent changes in personnel. He also reviewed the seven strategic priorities that were developed in the recent strategic planning process.

VMM is in good financial health. One-fourth of contributions come from congregations. VMM supports 78 missionaries in 17 countries (including partnerships with other mission agencies), and provides resourcing for over 40 missional leaders in VMC. This is significant growth over the past decade, but the amount of staff has not grown. This is a stretch of staff resources. VMM appreciates the support it receives from congregations, and their partnership in mission.

Kevin Gasser led in prayer for Aaron and his leadership.

12. Review of calendar – Shirley Yoder Brubaker, Moderator
VMC Assembly 2014: July 24-26, 2014 at Trinity Presbyterian Church, Charlottesville, VA
Winter delegate session: February 7, 2015 (location TBD)
VMC Assembly 2015: June 11-13, 2015 at Eastern Mennonite School in Harrisonburg, VA (exact dates to be confirmed)

13. Other business
Appreciation was expressed to Lindale Mennonite Church for hosting today’s session.
Adjourned with singing the doxology.
Respectfully submitted,

Diane Bowman, Recording Secretary
