OPEN & AFFIRMING PROCESS


HISTORY AND TIMELINE





At the February 12, 2009 Deacon’s meeting, Mark Hand presented information on Open & Affirming in the United Church of Christ, coming from a 1985 resolution made at General Synod.  The Deacons discussed the possibility and approved the Gilead Church engaging in process to explore what it would mean for us to become an Open & Affirming Church pending approval of the Council.





At the March 19, 2009 meeting of the Church Council, the Deacons presented this information and recommendation and the Council approved the recommendation to form an Open & Affirming Committee, and to engage the congregation in a process to discern whether or not the Gilead Church would become Open & Affirming.





Over the summer months, an Open & Affirming Committee was formed and met for the first time on August 23, 2009.





At it’s initial meetings, the Committee drafted the following Mission Statement:





“Our purpose is to engage in a time of study, prayer and conversation specifically focused on what it means to be an “Open and Affirming” Church.  We trust that this process of discernment will be guided by the study of scripture, prayer and God’s spirit and that we will be able to share this journey in relevant part with all members of the congregation.  We hope that this will strengthen our ties as a community of faith and help us to become a model of what it means to be a Christian community.”





The Open & Affirming Committee has continued to meet regularly  (almost every month) on the fourth Thursday of the month.   Early on, the Committee invited representatives of the Rocky Hill Congregational Church and First Church of Christ Congregational in Glastonbury, who have gone through the Open & Affirming process at their churches, to attend their meetings in order to gain their wisdom and insights.





On November 22, 2009, the Committee held its first church wide session--Open & Affirming 101-- following both worship services.  This session was to provide an introduction to the Open & Affirming process, what it means, and its history in the UCC.  It was also designed to give people an opportunity to ask any questions or share any thoughts, concerns or ideas.





The Committee also created a Suggestion Box which has been left right outside of the Sanctuary for people to share their questions, joys or concerns throughout this process. 





On December 4, 2009, the Committee had a church wide viewing of the film “For the Bible Tells Me So” which is a well done documentary exploring the intersection of religion and homosexuality.





On January 17, 2010, the Committee held a Panel Discussion following the 10 a.m. worship service which included the sharing of stories by two members of the Gilead Church who are gay, and by one couple whose daughter is gay and who are active at First Church of Christ Congregational in Glastonbury.  





During Lent 2010, a five session Bible Study was held on Sunday evenings and led by Patsy Bjorling.  This study not only looked at the scripture texts which mention homosexuality, but also spent a significant amount of time studying the stories of Jesus and  reflecting on what kind of community of faith Jesus calls us to be.





On Sunday, May 2nd, another all church forum was held in which Rev. Gordon Bates presented the case for why a church should not become Open & Affirming.





On Sunday, June 6th, Rev. Gordon Bates returned with Rev. Bob Lane as the GOP (Grumpy Old Pastors).  They shared their reflections and experiences of having served churches that went through the Open & Affirming process and what happened at the church after the church voted to become Open & Affirming.





In June 2010, the Open & Affirming Committee also kicked off a pony express distribution of “For the Bible Tells Me So” so everyone in the congregation could have an opportunity to watch this documentary.  There are nine videos circulating among neighborhoods and the hope is that every member will have the opportunity to watch it by the end of October.





The Open & Affirming Committee also has worked on developing a draft O&A Statement which was reviewed by both the Deacons and Church Council and reads as follows:


"In the spirit of Jesus' great commandment to love God, and our neighbors as ourselves (Mark 12:28-34), and Paul's teaching of acceptance of one another (Romans 14:1-15:13), we, the members of Gilead Congregational Church seek to let our light shine (Matthew 5:14-16). As a church set on Gilead Hill, we welcome and affirm all persons of every race, age, gender, family structure, physical or mental ability, economic status, faith background, nationality and sexual orientation or identity into the full life and ministry of this community of faith, including membership and leadership. We welcome and embrace the gifts that each child of God brings to the life of our congregation. As an Open and Affirming church, we join our sisters and brothers in the United Church of Christ and all persons who are committed to the struggle for justice, love and inclusiveness, with the example and teachings of Jesus Christ as our guide."





In the fall of 2010, the Open & Affirming Committee plans to attend as many Board and Committee meetings and to have an all church forum to get feedback on this draft statement from members and friends of the congregation.





It is the hope of the Committee to have an Open & Affirming Statement presented and voted on at the Annual Meeting to be held on November 7, 2010.





If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to speak with any member of the Committee.  Open & Affirming Committee members include:  Jim Derby, Renee Ellis, Rev. Dr. Denise Esslinger, Ruthanne Hadley, Mark Hand (Chairperson), Jill MacLachlan, Ginny Miller and Alyssa Reindel.  
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