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Churchwide Assembly 2009  
By John Whalen  

As I approached Assembly 2009, I did so with 

intentionally low expectations. My experience in past 

assemblies indicated to me if something could go 

wrong it would. 

But I knew we would get some indications as to the 

fate of the Social Statement on Human Sexuality and 

the Recommendations on Ministry Policies after 

Monday nightôs votes on the rules. So when the 

attempt to make the Ministry Recommendations 

subject to a 2/3 majority failed to get even close to a 

majority, I believed we would see the Ministry 

Recommendations pass. (The vote was 42.75% in 

favor of a 2/3 majority and 57.25 against.) I 

questioned, however, if it was possible for the Social 

Statement, which still needed a 2/3 majority, to pass. 

By Wednesday I had seen nothing really change. I 

expected the Social Statement to get 63-65% of the 

vote and thus fail. I was pleasantly surprised to see it 

get 67.67% of the vote and pass.  

In the Thursday and Friday debates, the opponents of 

the Ministry Recommendations pulled out all the stops. 

The one I felt the most empathy for was the pastor who 

said her 77-year-old father would never commune in 

an ELCA church again. I say ñempathyò because I 

know of GLBT people and their families who were 

hounded out of or even expelled from their ELCA 

churches. Although I felt the empathy, I was able to 

discern the difference. That pastorôs father is choosing 

to remove himself. The people I am talking about were 

forced out. It is the primary distinction the opponents 

of the Ministry Recommendations just do not seem 

able to either understand or give importance to. 

(Continued on page 5) 

Reflections on the Journey to a More 

Whole Church 
By Dick Bouton  

Several years ago, while serving as a pastor in 

northern Wisconsin, an old friend of mine and her 

husband came to visit me. Donna had been the 

Director of Christian Education for a large city 

church. We were reflecting on our past 

relationship when she recalled something I had 

said at a gathering of Christian educators: ñThe 

Church is a whore and Iôm one of her bastard 

sons.ò  

That line was not said for shock value but out of a 

deepening awareness of the human predicament 

and of Godôs relationship with Godôs people. 

Since being exiled from the ministry, my being 

ñone of her bastard sonsò has become more a 

reality than I ever dreamed possible. I say that 

because having been removed from the roster has 

made me acutely aware of my status in the church 

as an outsider.  

Historically, bastard 

c h i l d r e n  w e r e 

shunned. They were 

clearly marked as 

outsiders. We in the 

GLBT community 

have long been seen 

as misfits and the 

Church as an 

i ns t i t u t i on  has 

wrangled for years 

with what to ñdoò 

w i t h  u s .  Fo r 

hundreds of years we 

(Continued on page 4) 

Pastor Keith Olstad wears  

a prayer shawl at the  

Churchwide Assembly  
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God seemed intent on literally making a hole in the 

roofðof both Central Lutheran Church and the 

Minneapolis Convention Centerðlast Wednesday. 

Tornado sirens blared, tables and tents flew through 

the air (some landing on the convention centerôs 

roof) and the churchôs 

steeple twisted in the 

wind, In this very 

moment the Spirit led 

our church to open its 

doors wider than ever 

before to gay and 

lesbian persons of 

faith. In passing the 

Social Statement on Sexuality on Wednesday, we 

made way for Fridayôs votes, which affirmed 

churches that choose to offer blessings for same-

gender relationships or to ordain persons in such 

committed relationships. 

While not achieving everything we might have 

hoped for (the ELCA still affirms and ñprotectsò the 

countervailing view that homosexuality is sinful ï a 

ñbalanceò we would never tolerate in a statement on 

race), this is nonetheless a victory to savor in a 

church that has steadfastly sought to silence our 

voices and marginalize our presence for decades.  

So I am not about to whine. But I cannot get 

Michael Cobblerôs powerful sermon from Pastor 

Anitaôs ordination eight years ago out of my head. 

Preaching on the text where friends of a paralytic 

literally remove part of the roof to lower him into 

Jesusô presence, Cobblerôs booming voice reminded 

us all, ñAnd there are others who are knocking at 

the door é and there is room for more!ò 

Others Who Still Wait  

As we relish the swell of blessings and ordinations 

that will surely follow in the months and years to 

come, let us remember the many others who still 

wait upon friends to make yet more holes in the 

churchôs roof. 

I think of our bisexual and transgender friends, 

whose lives remain virtually unheard and unseen in 

our church (and in this Sexuality Statement) 

although they were baptized at the same fonts as we 

were. I think of our conservative brothers and sisters 

who find themselves on ground all too familiar to us, 

marginalized in a church they know is theirs. I think 

of our youth, many of whom are leaving the church 

in droves, while others must struggle to claim the 

voice that the rest of us so desperately need to hear. I 

think of our differently-abled members whose 

differences are found so unsettling by so many that 

of all Godôs children, they may be least likely to feel 

at home in Godôs house. 

I also think of our brothers and sisters of color who 

still today meet barriers different but every bit as 

real as the ones we face. From interpersonal 

encounters to parish dynamics to institutional 

structures, it is not by accident that we remain a very 

white church. Race is the issue we all ñagree onòð

as though by our unified fervor for equality we can 

quickly sidestep all the awkward and uncomfortable 

issues it raises for us. 

I think, too, of our brothers and sisters around the 

globe, whose very lives hang in the balance of the 

abundance we seek for ourselves. And I think of our 

kindred creatures, whose well-being and habitats are 

often made forfeit to our desires. We cling to a 

standard of living that makes our weekly request for 

ñdaily breadò a mockery both of God and of the 

fragile and finite planet given to our care. 

While we celebrate our welcome today, surely we 

cannot celebrate too long a welcome that only 

(Continued on page 6) 

And There Are Others Knocking at the Door  
By David R. Weiss 

òLet us remember the 

many others who still 

wait upon friends to 
make yet more holes 

in the churchõs roof.ó 

Mary Chilvers, Sharon Baker, Paul Chindvall, Darlene 

Bertke, Rev. Brenda Froisland and Julie Redpath at the  

Churchwide Assembly  
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What can one congregation learn from another? What do we 

have in common, and how distinctive are our differences? 

Minneapolis Area Synod Bishop Craig Johnson has been 

pushing this issue for years, 

saying that itôs time that we 

cha l l enged  Lu the ran 

churches to stop being silos.  

Not surprisingly, Wingspan 

wants to equip Bishop 

Johnson and every other 

synod leader with a new tool 

for congregations who are 

willing to learn from others. 

Come to the Table is a one-

hour theatrical production 

written by playwright Randy 

Beard and produced by 

Wingspan. It accurately re-

counts the 126-year history 

of St. Paul-Reformation 

Lutheran Church in terms of its ongoing 

commitment to welcome all people into this 

particular community of faith.   

At its inception, the congregationôs struggle 

focused on bringing English speakers into a 

Swedish Lutheran church; in the 1950s the 

challenge was to reach out effectively to the 

African-American neighbors around the 

church; and 

in recent years it has been to 

reach out to gay, lesbian, bi-

sexual and transgender 

people.  

In 2001, St .  Paul-

Reformation ordained Pastor 

Anita Hill, and since then, 

the congregation has more 

than doubled in size.  

Come to the Table 

theatrically presents this 

story in a manner that 

invites other congregations 

to look at their own 

challenges regarding both 

outreach and internal com-

munity building. Liturgical 

Come to the Table is Available for YOUR Congregation  
By Jennie Whitehouse and Co-Pastor Keith Olstad  

òI found the production 

informative, interesting, 

humorous and most gratifying.ó 

òWe arenõt part of the 
congregation, but it was moving 

and inspirational. So many 
people need to see it.ó 

òThe evolution of SPR is not 
unlike that of other churches 

Iõve been involved with.ó 

òIt invites congregations to 
reflect on their own histories.ó 

 òHow much liturgical truth 
there is in this show!ó 

and biblical themes are woven throughout the 

play, making it an experience that invites 

both theological and organizational 

reflection.  

In its three venues to date, each audience has 

become quite animated, getting engaged in 

the playôs infectious humor, its poignant 

presentation of genuine sorrow, anger, shock 

and hurt, as well as its uplifting presentation 

of times of elation and healing.  

In 2010, Come to the Table will be offered as 

a touring production in the Midwest, 

available for booking in your congregation, 

school or other organization. A cast of five 

professional actors under the direction of 

nationally recognized playwright William 

Randall Beard will present this engaging 

production. 

The script will also be made available to 

congregations or theater companies to pro-

duce or to study on their own.  

(Continued on page 4) 

òA historically authentic presentation of a congregationõs 
pilgrimage toward harmonious inclusivity beyond racial and sexual 

differences. A talented cast portrays characters who both affirm 

and oppose moves toward welcoming and who, time and again, 

illustrate how unity with diversity is possible in a Christ-centered 

community.ó 
ð Lowell Erdahl, Bishop Emeritus of the Saint Paul Area Synod  

ð Carol Erdahl, co-owner of the Red Balloon Bookshop in St. Paul 

Come to the Table cast: David Young, Janet Hanson, 

Edward Williams, Jr.,  

Susan Townsend and Kathleen Hardy 

Pastors Anita Hill and Keith 

Olstad introduce Come to the  

Table during the 

 Churchwide Assembly  


