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I need to begin my time with you today with a confession.  It was a confession I voiced to the Allegheny Mennonite Conference Council about 4 years ago.  I was a pastor of a congregation near Johnstown PA for 13 years in the 1970s and 80s.  I was anxious about looming LGBTQ discussions.  I was more progressive than many wanted me to be.  I was more conservative than many LGBTQ persons wanted me to be.  The Johnstown churches were developing a continuing care retirement community.  I opted out of pastoral ministry and into an assignment leading a new organization.  Perhaps I was gifted in areas of administration and for 23 years I was part of a growing, thriving retirement community.  And I can see how God blessed and continues blessing that ministry.  I also know in my heart that I walked away from substantive pastoral ministry because I, in part, feared looming conflict.  Can we all agree that our life’s decisions are a mixture of courage and cowardice, of faithfulness and fearfulness?  I pray that we all can be more courageous and faithful.

My anxieties were not unfounded.  Some 25 years later, we still engage with this most pervasive issue.  I have chosen, in part again, to return to pastoral ministry to engage this among many issues our churches, our people are facing today.  I am enjoying pastoral ministry again and am affirmed in my role at Huntington.  I believe the church has been courageous and cowardly, faithful and fearful.  And as we have gotten clearer about drawing lines in the sand, our tendency to fracture is again coming to the forefront.  This also comes at a time I see seeds of hope on the horizon.  The two resolutions we are grappling with have placed core decisions before us in a way that may get us to some conclusions, that may provide some clarity for our congregations.  My prayer is that we will continue to find unity within our diversity as a higher calling of Jesus (John 17) than division which I believe provides a false sense of righteousness.  (I guess you can see where I stand.)
I offer this morning that the Bible rarely presents a world view that removes all doubt, that asserts a crystal clear reality that we should aspire to live within.  Rather, the crystal clear clarity comes with questions, and submission to God’s wisdom, God’s timing, God’s call to live within covenant, and more precisely within covenant community in local congregations, forbearing with each other, testing each other, never giving up on each other.  For our consideration this morning, I want to hold together two ideas presented in the November issue of The Mennonite.  “The heresy of certitude” (The Mennonite, November 2015, Dale Schrag) and “We need an apostolic spirituality” (The Mennonite, November 2015, Stanley Green).  In some ways these two articles express the complexity of world views the church must hold together to truly be the church.  Two highlighted quotes serve to make the point – “Certitude is a serious impediment to authentic hospitality and makes a mockery of all those New Testament calls for humility” (The Mennonite, Schrag, p. 25).  “Much of church life has become consumed by … activities directed toward insiders – devoid of a sense of call to those outside our walls” (The Mennonite, Green, p. 30).  Luke 24 and Acts 13 are cited scriptures.  Can we find a way to bring the character of Cleopas and the church in Antioch together?  I commend these articles for our edification.
As we come to decisions in our various congregations to remain or go, with many differing and competing reasons for doing either, I would suggest that it is a red herring to insinuate that our LGBTQ discussions are an impediment to evangelism.  Rather, our various decisions to remain or go will inform the kind of evangelism and the kind of church we will grow into the next generation.  There are important consequences to be realized by either choice, and I would implore us to envision clearly the kind of church to which we want to call persons outside our walls, and within our walls, toward.  Our decisions to pray or not pray, to stay or not stay, lean in or not, go where God is or run away from those hard places, like Jonah, come to Jesus’ table (ref. Phil Kniss sermon 11092015) – these decisions will create the church we deserve, whether we like it or not.
I find our current position quite fascinating and instructive.  Forbearance on the one hand and a clear ideal on the other.  “We believe that God intends marriage to be a covenant between one man and one woman for life” (MCF p. 72), with certain consequences or processes when someone acts in variance with that ideal (our “Guidelines” resolution).  And on the other hand, “because God has called us to seek peace and unity as together we discern and seek wisdom on these matters, we call on all those in Mennonite Church USA to offer grace, love and forbearance towards conferences, congregations and pastors in our body who, in different ways, seek to be faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ on matters related to same-sex covenanted unions” (“Forbearance” resolution).  Denominations have been birthed and divided because we have not been able to hold God’s ideal and our differences together.  Perhaps there is a way to do just that.  There are growing congregations on either side of our present agenda  who are doing just that.
A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet.
2 Lord, I have heard of your fame;
    I stand in awe of your deeds, Lord.
Repeat them in our day,
    in our time make them known;
    in wrath remember mercy.
In wrath you strode through the earth
    and in anger you threshed the nations.
13 You came out to deliver your people,
    to save your anointed one.
16 I heard and my heart pounded,
    my lips quivered at the sound;
decay crept into my bones,
    and my legs trembled.
Yet I will wait patiently for the day…
17 Though the fig tree does not bud
    and there are no grapes on the vines,
though the olive crop fails
    and the fields produce no food,
though there are no sheep in the pen
    and no cattle in the stalls,
18 yet I will rejoice in the Lord,
    I will be joyful in God my Savior.

I find myself listening to the words of Habakkuk and thinking of Gamaliel.  Whatever we think we are doing for the Lord, the Lord will cause to thrive or fall in due time.  The thing about forbearance and ideals is that we are called to live in ambiguity where there is no clear consensus, and we trust God to work it out.  I pray that is not too much to ask of us today.  “People of Virginia Conference and Mennonite Church USA, consider carefully what you intend to do…. In the present case, if their purpose (emphasis mine - you can insert those on the other side of where you are today in the “their”), if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail.  But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop them; we will only find ourselves fighting against God (Paraphrase Acts 5:35-39).

My heart’s deepest desire is to find a way to contend with each other, to stay with each other, and to find a way to call persons toward Jesus Christ, the center of our faith.  We see through a glass darkly, but we also know that faith, hope and love remain.  A church where we call persons to faithful ideals and where we forbear with each other as we contend for that faithfulness is the kind of church I want to be part of.

Lets’ pray.  Great God, the Giver of all Good, inspire us with Your vision.  We have heard of your fame, and deeply desire You to make known Your way through our current dilemma.  In our time make Your will clear to us.  Help us to seek Your face only.  Give us courage to uphold Your ideals and courage to forbear with each other.  Amen.
