RESPONSE TO BISHOP CHILSTROM'SMARCH 20, 1988 " PASTORAL LETTER"

April 25, 1988

Dear Bishop Chilstrom and Synodical Bishops of the EL CA:

We, the lay and clergy members of Lutherans Concerned/North America fed compelled to
respond to your Pastoral Letter of March 20, 1988, addressed to the Pastors of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America

We appreciate the reasoned, evangdica tone in which you have contributed to the discusson of
gay and leshian issues, both in that |etter and on other occasions. Clearly, the didog is with and about
people, not abstract issues. Old, erroneous stereotypes must be set asde. Truth is the language which
must be spoken. Most especidly, our mutual language must be shaped inintegrity—thewholenesswe have
in Jesus Chrigt. Itiswith Christ's Spirit and grace that we address recent events which have occurred with
the certification for ordination of three ELCA seminarians.

In rdaing your knowledge of and persona experience with lesbian and gay persons, you have
givenvoiceto therr pain. Itishdpful that you have cited three very important truths about lesbian and gay
people: that sexual orientation is not a matter of choice; that sexual orientation is not subject to
change for most persons; that gay and lesbian people are not more inclined than heterosexual
persons to abuse others.

Y et the letter lacks reference to other very important things. many gay and lesbian personsare
practicing Christianswith tremendousfaith and lovefor the Gospel of JesusChrist, but many others
have left the church altogether.

Thisiswhy we view the certification of three seminarianswho are gay as avery important moment
for didog within the ELCA. In reveding their orientation to the church & large, these seminarians have
spokenin conscience and integrity. 1n coming out, they havesmply spokenthetruth. Like prophets, saints
and reformers before them, they believe the truth of God in Chrigt Jesus is guiding them as it guides the
whole Church. For these and other seminarians, pastors and lay church professonds and parishioners,
it isthat truth which has shaped their truthful witness, and the willingnessto lay down hislifefor hisfriends
which prompted them to lay open their lives and their heartsto God and before the church. We sdute the
honesty and wholeness of their witnessto afaith which comesfrom the depths of their persond livesasgay
Chrigtians, and from thework of Almighty God in amply supplying them with giftsfor ministry among God's

people.

Authority vs. Theology. We have some degp concerns about your Pastoral Letter. Of particular
concern to us is the letter's reference to a decison of consensus of ELCA bishops, responding to the
Region 2 synodical bishops request for counsd.  Since the consensus in the Council of Bishops was
reached privatdy, and the extent of its knowledge or familiarity with the issues has not been disclosed to
the church, we cannot know what pastoral and theologica deliberation shaped that consensus.

While the Pastora Letter is carefully and sincerdly worded, we believe the Council of Bishops has
taken precipitous action to have its "postion” set churchwide policy without open, churchwide education,
theological and pastord discusson. We are grieved whenever ecclesiasticd authority has the effect of
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impeding or truncating the vital discussion of the degp matters of faith and life—sdf discovery, conscience,
love, sexudity and psychology, and the inherent unity of the human spirit and body.

Integrity and Justice. Still moregrievousisthat the bishops of the church once again have talked about,
rather than with, gay and lesbian people. Thisisaseriousflaw in establishing this"position”, not tolerated
by women or people of color in the church when their issuesare a hand.  All believers have the privilege
and responghility to inform and spiritudly enrich one another with the story of their pilgrimages—to share
the very gifts of ingght which have come from persond experience. Y ou have kindly dluded to one such
story in your letter; this woman is to be commended for her honesty, faithfulness and courage. Yet the
shaping of policy behind closed doorsisarefusad to hear or receive the faithful witness of innumerable gay
and lesbian church professonds and laity.

About Celibacy. Throughout al recent discussion of homosexuality and ordination issues, the word
"celibacy” continues to be used—~by you and your staff, bishops, theologians and commentators. We are
especidly surprised that you continueto use " cdibacy” whenwhat ismeant is"abstinence’. " Cdibacy™" has
a vay specific meaning:  biblicaly and higoricdly, it is a charismor spiritud gift, given only to a few
people. Asavocation for life it is undertaken voluntarily. To demand that gays and lesbians must
make a commitment to "cdibacy” isto require of themthat which wasdecisvely rgectedin Article X X111
of the Augsburg Confession and of the Apology of the Augsburg Confession. To require "cdlibacy” for
homosexud persons to serve in the church's professiond minigtry, or even to refer to cdibacy asa"high
price” [Bishop Paul Werger, The Lutheran, March 30, p. 24], betrays a surprising lack of understanding
of Chrigian history and theology, and of the Lutheran Confessons concerning the nature of human
sexudlity, celibacy and abstinence, vocation and grace.

Double Standards. We aso cdl upon the bishops to examine the disastrous effects of double standards
implicit in the gpplication of these "vows'. If it isthe intention of the Council of Bishopsto dicit from gay
or leshian candidatesfor ordination or from pastors, commitmentsthat are not asked of dl seminary candi-
dates for ordination—or from al pastors and lay professonds serving the church—thisvirtudly assgnsa
second-class satus to gay/leshian Christians, rgjects their integrity and spiritual journeys, and conveysto
leshian and gay people throughout our society the church's lack of sincere intent to proclam the Gospel
or bein ministry among them.

Attempting to extract avirtua vow of cdibacy from some candidates for ordination is creating a
double standard for persons of homaosexua orientation —persons who did not chose, and cannot change
that orientation. We are reminded of times not long past when women candidatesfor ministry were asked
equaly inappropriate questions, such as "Will you marry? Would you plan to have a baby?..." Some
courageous women refused to answer such sexist and discriminatory questions, onthegroundsof principle,
because the same questions were not asked of mae candidates.

Weresent theimplied belief, in such adouble standard, that gay or leshian candidatesfor ordination
cannot be trusted to shape thelr lives as ethically as others. It isour belief that gay and leshian candidates
for ordination and pastora candidates for cal, as a matter of justice and principle should refuse to answer
such questions and claim the Lutheran confessiond right againgt coercion into an unredidtic vow. It is
whally inappropriate to single out sexuality and its responsible expression, as the single and find test
of ongs worthiness for minigry.
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We aregrieved by theimplications, wherever voiced inthe church, that being trueto sdf, living with
integrity, ministering as awhole person, and giving and recelving naturd human love, are not of the highest
mora order, or that afathful lifelong relationship of love between two homosexud personsisinany case
immord. We agreethat candidatesfor ordination or lay professional positionsmust be prepared
to live with great integrity, with self-control and according to high standards. But thelives, fath,
experiences and love of gay and |leshbian people are devaued with imprecise and dehumanizing terms such
as "practicing” and "behavior”.

Thereisanother "double sandard” which invitescomment. Thereisavalid digtinction between the
orders and gifts of laity and clergy. Yet dl bdievers are laos, people of God. All baptized persons are
asokleros, cdled to be Chrigt's disciplesin theworld. An gpped to a"higher mord standard” for clergy
exaggerates the office of ordained minidry. A "higher sandard” implies the existence of a corresponding
"lower gandard” and lessens the pastord minigtry of al baptized persons who support and uphold one
another in fath. Ultimady, adl mord "sandards’ are equdized by universal human falenness, by
unconditiona and unilateral redemption through the cross of Jesus Christ, and by the Chrigtian's cdlling to
live not according to works of the law but according to faith and grace.

Pastoral Care. We pray that you do not underestimate the scope of pastoral care required of the church.
Your indghtful suggedtion, that we have about 250,000 to 500,000 lesbian and gay persons in the
ELCA, may be both too large and too small.

There is reason to serioudy doubt that as much as 5 to 10 percent of the church's present
membership is lesbian or gay. For too long, the church has driven away homosexua personswith implicit
and explicit messages that by their very being they are disqudified for the Good News of the Gospd, and
therefore are not welcome. We know that tensof thousands of lesbian and gay people, oncein the
church, have left forever because of the shameful, erroneous and lovelessr g ection of them by
pastors or bishops—r g ection documented in chur chbody statementsand convention resolutions.

As numbers for pastord care, the statistics are actually too smal. Each gay or leshian person,
young or old, is surrounded by parents, brothers and sisters, cousins and kinfolk, their own children,
spouses and loved ones, many of whom are part of the Body of Christ. There may be wdl more than
amillion peoplein the ELCA who have avery personal, familiar relationship toagay or lesbian
person. Webdievebishopsand church leadersought to beboth prayerful and circumspect beforethey
pain and offend millions of families and friends, who themsdlves have grown in their understanding and
acceptance of gay or lesbian loved ones.

Rules, policy and positions. You have cited Bishop Robert Marshdl in suggesting the church does not
need decisveruleson homasexudity, but synodical authorities best counsd with each Stuationindividualy.
Indeed, it would bewise not to formulaterigid policy in atimewhen growth of understanding and openness
of discussion is changing the thinking of many Chrigians. Y et you commend the "postion taken by the
ELCA synodicad bishops'. The expressed "position”, then, has in fact assumed the status of rules and
policy. Thus we fed you have raised many of the important issues, but offered little new ingght to the
church. We agree that many questions remain for further reflection. But they will only come to be
answered when dl of us have voicesin an open discussion, primarily guided by faith lived in the Gospd,
not by rules, policies or palitics.
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We hope, Bishop Chilstrom, that you will receive this Response in the spirit of love, honor and
respect in which it has been written. As part of the gay and lesbian Christian community, we have
learned to care for and nurture our own, when ingitutions will not. We take serioudy the
baptismal call and witness among lesbian and gay people. Aswith our publication of A Call for
Dialog: Gay and Lesbian Christians and the Ministry of the Church in 1985, the lay and clergy
members of Lutherans Concerned/North America continue to offer and affirm the need for honest and
conscientious didog with dl partsof the church and itsleaders. And we pray for you inyour sincere efforts
to be the pastor and teacher, under Christ himsdlf, of our Evangelica Lutheran Church in America

(sgned) Ms. Kerry Bossin, Co-Chair
(sgned) Mr. William R. Hogt, Jr., Co-Chair

Lutherans Concerned/North America
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