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Some Questions and Answers 
Prepared for the members and congregations of the Northeastern Minnesota Synod of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) regarding the adoption of Ministry Policies and the Social 
Statement, “ Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust,”  during the 2009 ELCA’s Churchwide Assembly: 
 
 
�  Adopted the Social Statement, " Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust”   

The Social Statement passed by the required �  vote of the assembly. It is the 10th Social Statement of the 
ELCA. It draws on Scripture and classic Lutheran themes to address such topics as marriage, families, 
protecting children, friendships. Regarding same-gender committed relationships, the statement recognizes that 
the church has not found consensus regarding this issue. 

 
 
����  Adopted Ministry Policies Resolutions 

Voting members adopted resolutions proposed by the Church Council based on those contained in a “Report 
and Recommendation on Ministry Policies.”  The Assembly determined on August 17, 2009, that majority votes 
were required on each resolution for adoption. The actions direct that changes be made to churchwide policy 
documents to make it possible for people in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender 
relationships to serve as rostered leaders in the ELCA. The assembly adopted the resolutions in the following 
order: 

 
Resolution 3: Adopted by a vote of 771-230 (78%) as amended: Resolved, that in the implementation of any 
resolutions on ministry policies, the ELCA commit itself to bear one another©s burdens, love the neighbor, and 
respect the bound consciences of all. 

 
Resolution 1: Adopted by a vote of 619-402 (60%): “Resolved, that the ELCA commit itself to finding ways to 
allow congregations that choose to do so to recognize, support and hold publicly accountable lifelong, 
monogamous, same-gender relationships.”   

 
Resolution 2: Adopted by a vote of 559-451 (55%): “Resolved, that the ELCA commit itself to finding a way 
for people in such publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships to serve as rostered 
leaders of this church.”   

 
Resolution 4: Adopted by a vote of 667-307 (68%) as amended: This resolution called upon members to 
respect the bound consciences of those with whom they disagree; declared the intent to allow structured 
flexibility in decision-making about candidacy and the call process; eliminated the prohibition of rostered 
service by members in publicly accountable, lifelong, monogamous same-gender relationships; recognized and 
committed to respect the conviction of members who believe that the ELCA should not call or roster people in 
committed same-gender relationships; called for development of accountability guidelines; directed that 
appropriate amendments to ministry policy documents be drafted and approved by the Church Council; and 
urged that this church continue to trust congregations, bishops, synods and others responsible for determining 
who should be called into public ministry.  

 
 
More information about the social statement and the ministry policies resolutions is at 
http://www.elca.org/faithfuljourney/faq on the Web. 
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1. How long did we work on the social statement? 
 
We©ve been working together since 2001, when the 
ELCA, by vote during the Churchwide Assembly, 
authorized a churchwide study on matters related to 
homosexuality and ministry. In a separate action, the 
development of a social statement on human 
sexuality was authorized. A Task Force for ELCA 
Studies on Sexuality was established.  
 The Task Force published three documents for 
deliberation and discussion throughout the ELCA. 
(These study materials, Journey Together Faithfully 
Part 1, published in 2002; Part 2, published in 2003; 
and Part 3, published in 2006, are still available at 
the ELCA’s web site: www.elca.org). The study 
materials were widely used throughout our synod and 
the entire ELCA. Responses from individuals, study 
groups and congregations across the ELCA were 
submitted, considered and discussed.  
 The Task Force continued to meet, sharing 
information with the ELCA Church Council and 
Conference of Bishops. In early 2008, the draft 
statement was finalized and released. Hearings on the 
draft social statement on human sexuality took place 
with Task Force members participating and gathering 
feedback. Some of you attended the hearing in our 
synod in September 2008. Revisions were made to 
the documents. In February 2009, the Proposed 
Social Statement on Human Sexuality, and Report 
and Recommendations on Ministry Standards were 
released making them available for discussion and 
responses during synod assemblies, including ours. 
 Finally, the materials were refined once more and 
made ready for presentation to the 2009 Churchwide 
Assembly in August. Many years of work that 
included Bible studies, numerous responses from the 
study documents and hearings, much feedback and 
advice from many sources and then, revisions and 
more revisions, all done carefully, prayerfully, and 
faithfully by the Task Force.   
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who decided to make these changes to the mi   
 ministry policies? 
 
At the 2007 Churchwide Assembly, which is the 
highest legislative authority of the ELCA, the voting 
members asked the Task Force for ELCA Studies on 
Sexuality to specifically address and make 
recommendations to the 2009 Churchwide Assembly 
on changes to any policies that precluded practicing 
homosexual persons from the rosters of the ELCA.  
 
 

       3. 3. What is the next step regarding the ministry 
policies? 

 
Our churchwide organization is working now to 
effect changes to governing and policy documents. 
The Conference of Bishops will offer advice, the 
ELCA Church Council will receive it and consider it 
in November 2009. When changes are approved, they 
will go into effect. No changes will occur until the 
ELCA Church Council finishes their work.  

 
 

4. 4. Does action taken dur ing the Churchwide 
  Assembly require members to agree with 
  what was done? 

 
It was made clear in the Ministry Policy Resolutions 
that our church is not going forward in one direction, 
but two: 
  
A. Provision is made for congregations who for 

reasons of mission in their context want a pastor 
that is in a public ally accountable, lifelong, 
monogamous same-gender relationship.   

 
B. Provision is made for congregations who do not 

want such a person. From the amended text of 
Resolution 4: ". . .recognized and committed to 
respect the conviction of members who believe 
that the ELCA should not call or roster people in 
committed same-gender relationships . . .”   This 
resolution asks us to respect the bound 
consciences of those with whom we disagree. 
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5. We're struggling with the decisions made  
at the Churchwide Assembly. Our  church 
seems divided. Some of us agree, and some 
disagree. What can we do?   
 
Talk freely about the decisions. That©s what happened 
in Minneapolis during the Churchwide Assembly. 
Faithful, honest, respectful, humble conversations 
lead to deeper love and respect for our Lord, each 
other, the Scripture and the church. Look to many 
verses, not just a few. Use the materials mentioned in 
this document that were so carefully constructed. Use 
the resources available from the ELCA’s web site. 
Pray. Begin a renewed sense of joy in studying the 
Holy Scripture.     

 
 

6. Will our congregation ever  be required by the 
 ELCA to consider  calling homosexual candidates?  

 
No. Congregations choose their pastors, and they 
choose them by the same processes in place already. 
 
 

7. Will our pastor  have to perform same-gender  
 weddings? 

 
No. This was not approved. The Social Statement, 
“ Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust,”  reserves the 
language of marriage for one man and one woman. 
No marriage rite was proposed or approved for gays 
or lesbians. Under Resolution 2, congregations that 
choose to do so, are allowed to "recognize " publicly 
accountable, lifelong, monogamous same-gender 
relationships. No blessing of such relationships is 
mentioned. The notion of "recognition will be further 
defined for consistent use in the church,”  means that 
congregations choosing to do so, may find ways to 
hold same-gender relationships accountable for a 
faithful, lifelong, monogamous relationship.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

8. I t seems the Churchwide Assembly left a lot 
 of flexibility in the hands of congregations. 
 Why? 
 
Our denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America, is not a hierarchical model of church 
organization. Each expression of the ELCA 
(congregation, synod, churchwide) is the leader in 
areas of ministry most suited to its own gifts. Calling 
pastors and/or other rostered leaders is a 
congregational matter set within overall practices of 
our church. The question of recognizing a faithful, 
lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationship is in 
the sphere of the congregation’s expertise. 
 
 

    9. What is the Churchwide Assembly? 
 
Meetings of the Churchwide Assembly take place 
every two years to attend to the business of the 
Church. Voting members who make up the 
Churchwide Assembly are elected in advance during 
Synod Assemblies throughout the 65 synods. 60% 
are lay, 40% clergy, half are men and half are 
women, 10% are persons of color or persons whose 
primary language is other than English. All 65 
synodical bishops are voting members. Only four 
people from the churchwide organization vote. In 
August 2009, the 1,045 voting members met in 
Minneapolis to share in worship, prayer, Holy 
Communion, respectful deliberation, decision making 
and mutual understanding. By the way, our 
Northeastern Minnesota Synod will elect voting 
members for the 2011 Churchwide Assembly during 
our 2010 Synod Assembly. Nomination forms will be 
available in January. 
 
 

       10. What is the author ity of the Bible in the 
 ELCA? 
 
The Bible©s authority lies in its power as the Word of 
God. The ELCA Constitution and Chapter 2 in your 
congregation©s constitution starts with Jesus Christ as 
the Word of God. It says Jesus Christ is the Word of 
God incarnate. You know the Christmas story from 
John©s gospel where this is so powerfully proclaimed. 
And the Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew 
Chapters 5-7, where Jesus stands in the place of 
Moses and says, "You have heard that it was said, but 

 
 
 
 

I say . . . " Jesus is the final interpreter of the Holy 
Scripture for Christians. 
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 The Word of God is secondly Law and Gospel. 
The "law" condemns every one of us as sinners living 
apart from God©s intentions for life. The "gospel" 
says that in Christ©s life, death and resurrection we 
are forgiven and justified. The gospel is God©s free 
gift of salvation to us. As we grow into that good 
news, we become followers of Jesus, disciples in his 
mission and ministry.   
 Third, the Word of God is the canonical 
Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, the 
written Word of God and authoritative source and 
norm of our life together. Jesus is Lord of the 
Scripture. Scripture points us to Jesus. He is the 
Bible©s central character and complete witness. He is 
also the lens through which Christians understand all 
of Scripture.   
 The authority of the Holy Scripture is in its 
power to do something to us, to bring Christ and his 
message of salvation to us that changes us. Words 
like "inerrancy" and "infallibility" are not found in 
the Old or New Testaments. They are man-made. 
Scripture speaks instead of being "inspired." And, its 
inspiration is to bring us the word of salvation.  
 
 

11. I 've heard a lot about " bound conscience"  and 
 " bear ing one another 's burdens"  with regard 

  to the voting this past August in Minneapolis. 
What does this mean and where does it come 
from? 
 
“Bound conscience”  comes from Martin Luther©s 
reflections on 1 Corinthians, Chapter 8. (Note Tim 
Wengert’s, "Reflections on the bound conscience in 
Lutheran theology," available at the ELCA’s web site 
[www.elca.org] by entering the title of the essay in 
the search box.) It is critical to remember that this is 
how we respect one another in the midst of deep 
disagreements as Christians today, just as it was in 
Saint Paul©s day. Luther©s explanation of the 8th 
Commandment, "You shall not bear false witness 
against your neighbor,”  is another good example: 
“ What does this mean? We are to fear and love God, 
so that we do not tell lies about our neighbors, betray 
or slander them or destroy their reputations. Instead 
we are to come to their defense, speak well of them 
and interpret everything they do in the best possible 
light.”  For more study on Luther and this passage, 
review the work of Dr. Yeago, a professor at  
Lutheran Theological Seminary in Columbia, SC: 
http://lutheranspersisting.wordpress.com/david-
yeago-in-the-aftermath  
 
 

 "Bearing one another©s burdens" comes from 
Galatians 6:2  "Bear one another's burdens, and 
in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ."  
Saint Paul was dealing with Christians who had 
disagreements even in the early church - a fact 
we can imagine only too well as we think about 
our own life as Christians today.   

  
 

      12. I f a congregation decides to leave the ELCA 
 because they cannot in their  own bound 
 consciences accept the twofold way of moving 
 into the future, how do they do it? 
  

Consult the congregation©s constitution and the 
relevant portions of the ELCA Constitution. 
There is a procedure. It involves two legally 
called and conducted congregational meetings. A 
resolution indicating the desire of the 
congregation to terminate its relationship with the 
ELCA must be adopted by a two-thirds majority 
of the voting members present. Between the 
meetings, a period of at least 90 days, the process 
involves a consultation with me, your bishop. 
Following the consultation a second vote can be 
taken to sever the relationship. I, or an authorized 
representative, will be present for the final vote. 
It is not possible for an ELCA congregation to be 
listed as a member congregation of another 
church body; that is, there is no "dual rostering" 
of congregations. 

 
 

       13. I f a congregation leaves the ELCA what 
 happens to the pastor (s) and/or  the associate 
 in ministry? 

           
The pastor/AiM make the decision. It isn©t 
possible for a rostered leader in the ELCA to 
serve on another denomination’s roster. A 
pastor/AiM can resign from the ELCA’s roster 
and switch to another denomination. There are 
standards set by each denomination to consider. 
A pastor©s/AiM’s pension is usually transferable 
to another denomination. I, and others on the 
synod staff, will work with a congregation to 
address any challenges associated with decisions 
a pastor/AiM make. The synod staff will honor 
and respect a pastor no matter what his or her 
position is in these matters.    
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14. What are the consequences to mission if a 
 congregation leaves the ELCA? 
Congregations like Rejoice Lutheran Church in 
Baxter, the newest church in our synod, will suffer 
due to lost funding for this “new start”  congregation. 
Missionaries will lose funding meaning they may 
need to leave their mission field. The ELCA World 
Hunger Appeal, which is the most efficient and 
faithful organization in the world to combat hunger 
will be hurt. Our Northeastern Minnesota Synod has 
been a leader in giving to the World Hunger Appeal 
for years. Funding grants for renewing congregations 
around the country counting on financial help may be 
cut or greatly reduced. Each ministry we support 
together as the ELCA and through our synod are 
faithfully carried out by real people, people many of 
you know.  
 The "mission support" from your congregation is 
received by the Northeastern Minnesota Synod. Our 
synod gives away 49% to the churchwide expression 
of our church. The churchwide expression uses the 
funding to support 240 missionaries in 46 countries, 
the World Hunger Program, 120 Companion Synod 
relationships (our synod has three), 49 new 
congregational starts and an additional 33 ready to 
begin right now. The ELCA has always supported the 
ministry of its chaplains and care for returning 
veterans and their families. As the ELCA, we support 
28 Lutheran Colleges and undergird one out of 50 
Americans through Lutheran Social Service. 

 The other portion of your congregations “mission 
support,”  51%, is shared through the synod with 
Luther Seminary, Lutheran Campus Ministry, the 
MN Council of Churches, the Twin Ports Ministry to 
Seafarers, two leaders serving as "Horizon Interns”  in 
our synod for intentional gospel outreach, and the 
Lutheran Coalition for Public Policy in Minnesota. A 
portion of the 51% pays the salaries of the seven 
people serving on the synod staff who are in place to 
serve the 250 rostered leaders and the 147 
congregations in our synod. You see them serving at 
their desks in the synod office, at hunger events, 
during the Middle School Gatherings, during the Lay 
Leader Extravaganza, on mission trips to Honduras, 
at Call Committee meetings, during Matters of the 
Heart conversations, at the annual Learning and 
Sharing Day during our Synod Assemblies. Your 
synod staff intentionally surrounds your congregation 
in prayer. 

 

 

 

15. I /we didn’ t participate in the study processes 
 leading up to the decisions.  I /we want to learn            
 more. Are mater ials still available, 
 par ticular ly regarding the scr ipture passages 
 relating to the decisions?  

Yes, ask your pastor for the materials or use the 
ELCA’s web site for your own research. The 
Bible study materials developed can be found by 
entering "Journey Together Faithfully, Part 2" in 
the search box at the web site. For more, see 
"Background Essay on Biblical Texts for Journey 
Together Faithfully, Part II:  The Church and 
Homosexuality" by Lutheran theologians Arland 
Hultgren and Walter Taylor. This too is available 
at the ELCA’s web site by entering "Hultgren 
and Taylor" in search box.   

 

Final words: 

I believe our Churchwide 
Assembly was conducted with 
integrity. I was moved by the way 
in which people from all sides of 
the issues of sexuality spoke with 
love and respect. I want each of 
our congregations to be Christ-
centered, mission loving and 
mission living. As ELCA 

Lutherans, we know that "we see in a mirror dimly" 
for this time on earth. We know we are both "saint" 
and "sinner." No one is to be shamed for their 
struggle with biblical interpretation or with the 
complex issues we must face in today©s world. I will 
work with you as you continue to strive to become 
the most faithful congregation that you can be in this 
time and place. We are always on a faith journey with 
the risen Jesus! And we are always held in his love. 
Now and forever.  

†  Bishop Thomas M. Aitken 
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