A GUIDE FOR TALKING TOGETHER ABOUT SHARED MINISTRY

SESSION 1: WHAT CHALLENGES DOES THE CHURCH ENCOUNTER?

DEVOTION
Hymn: The Church of Christ, in Every Age (ELW 729)

The church of Christ in every age
beset by change, but Spirit-led,
must claim and test its heritage
and keep on rising from the dead.

Across the world, across the street, @ "““ '
the victims of injustice cry i I
for shelter and for bread to eat,
and never live before they die.

a caring church that longs to be
a partner in Christ’s sacrifice,
and clothed in Christ’s humanity.

Then let the servant church arise, M

For he alone, whose blood was shed,
can cure the fever in our blood,
and teach us how to share our bread
and feed the starving multitude.

We have no mission but to serve
in full obedience to our Lord;

to care for all, without reserve,
and spread his liberating word.

Scripture

“If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any
compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in
full accord and of one mind.” (Philippians 2:1-2)

Prayer

Loving God, we know that Paul encourages the church to seek the same mind, and yet we know how
hard it is to talk together about difficult issues. We pray not so much for a simple answer to life's
complicated questions but for the confidence and faith that our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ sustains and
identifies us as his people. Infuse our hearts and minds with your love. In Christ, we pray. Amen.
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INTRODUCTION

The beloved hymn, “The Church of Christ, in Every

Age,” speaks to the reality and challenges God's church
encounters. How does the ELCA proclaim the gospel and
serve our world that is “beset by change?” The church has
and continues to endure changes and challenges in the 21st
century as it has in previous centuries. This session is a guide
to help participants think about how their congregation
deals with change and challenges.

FACING CHANGE IS NOT NEW

The year 2017 reminds us of the Reformation’s 500th
anniversary and how dramatic were the changes of the 16th-
century Reformation. Lutheran reformers preached that
salvation — being made right before God as sinners — was a gift
of God's grace. It could not be earned or merited by human
deeds or understanding. They also insisted that the living
Word, not the church hierarchy, was God'’s ultimate authority.

As the lead reformer, Martin Luther’s translation of the Bible
and the liturgy into the common German language helped
bring God's Word to all people. His hymn compositions,
theological texts, and the writing of the Small and Large
Catechisms also helped lay a new groundwork for every
believer’s ministry in daily life. Scholars agree that Luther and
other reformers like John Calvin and Huldrych Zwingli planted
seeds for democracy and citizen engagement in public life. In

Guide leaders

This resource guide encourages
the use of a leadership team.

If not already arranged, please
consider offering to serve or
take turns in one of these roles.
Moderator: Good conversation
in a group benefits from having
someone serve as a neutral
moderator. This person simply
directs the conversation, helps
everyone participate and
encourages participants to
remain focused on the questions.
Recorder: A second important
role is a record keeper. Someone
with good listening skills could
record key concerns, ideas,
agreement and tensions or
disagreements on an easel pad,
electronically, etc.

Timekeeper: A third volunteer
will keep time and help everyone
stay on track.

short, the reformers’ ministry changed the church and the course of history.

The ELCA continues to proclaim the gospel to a needy world and encounter new challenges and
opportunities. The sessions in this resource are crafted to help congregations have a conversation around
one of today’s vital issues, the practical questions faced by many congregations about how to carry out
ministry with and to same-gender couples and their families. As with every change God'’s church has
faced through the ages, such practical questions present both challenge and opportunity. As with every
change God has promised the Holy Spirit as a guide for those who wish to discern together. “Do not be
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern
what is the will of God — what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2).

Parish conversation as a response to challenges and opportunities in the church is not new! The Acts

of the Apostles describes the beginning of the church of Jesus Christ and the missionary journeys of
Peter and Paul (Acts 15:1-31). Faithful Jews comprised the core of Jesus’ earliest followers, but when
gentiles (non-Jews) were drawn in by the apostles’ evangelism, differences arose. Yes, the very first
church experienced conflict and differing perspectives as people struggled with language, leadership,
membership rituals and much more. But with the help of the Holy Spirit and the apostles’ leadership, the
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early church discerned God’'s Word and worked through their
differences. Peter identified the grace of God as a common
value held by Jews and gentiles and Paul and Barnabas
shared God's “signs and wonders” that took place on their
evangelical journeys. Critical to this was recognizing they
were bound together as one when baptized into Jesus Christ
by water and the Spirit. As Peter put it, “And God, who
knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them the
Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts
by faith he has made no distinction between them and us”
(Acts 15:8-9).

It is in this baptismal unity that we turn to some key questions
to discuss at the outset of this conversation series. We are no
different than the early church or the 16th-century reformers
as we have challenges and opportunities to find new ways to
minister together.

DIALOGUE QUESTIONS

1. What are the particular ministry gifts that our
congregation brings to the community? What makes us
proud of our congregation? What makes us proud to be
part of the ELCA?

2. What are the difficult issues our congregation is facing
or has encountered in the recent past? How have we
engaged in making decisions about these things? How
did we try to discern God's will?

3. This conversation series focuses on ministry with and
to same-gender couples and their families within
our congregation. This effort is not about defining a
“problem” or converting others to “my view;" rather,
it is intended to engage all people in discussing the
congregation’s life and ministry. What questions come
to mind as you think about this purpose?

4. By the conclusion of this four-part conversation series,
what do we hope to accomplish?

Context

ELCA congregations are called
to discern about their ministry
within the framework set by

the social statement “Human
Sexuality: Gift and Trust” and the
related ministry policies. Both
were authorized on behalf of the
ELCA at the 2009 Churchwide
Assembly, the highest legislative
body of our church. Both the
statement and current ELCA
ministry policies acknowledge

as faithful to Lutheran heritage

a certain range of convictions
regarding the meaning of
Scripture and what is responsible
ministry with and to those in
legal, lifelong, monogamous,
same-gender relationships. Both
the Introduction to this resource
and Appendix 2 provide further
explanation.

Forum covenant

* Be in prayer and seek the
Spirit's guidance.

* Follow the Golden Rule.

* Speak for yourself and

honestly convey your thoughts
and feelings.

e Listen to understand. Keep an
open mind and heart.

e Disagree respectfully with
others’ ideas.

* Move toward greater mutual
understanding.
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