John Sowers’ Presentation for Sunday’s Discussion
I want to thank you for being here this morning.  All of our elders who could be are with us for this gathering and we hope this is a helpful beginning point in our process of exploring who we are as First Presbyterian Church in our relationship to the broader church.  I am going to speak for a few minutes and then Paige Numata and John Osterback are going to share briefly about their experiences at the August and January Fellowship of Presbyterians conferences.  We will leave the rest of the time for you to ask questions, some of which we may answer only in part today with further answers to come in the following subsequent meetings.  In April we will hold a second forum where we will discuss in greater detail the current state of the PCUSA and then in May we will meet again to talk in greater detail about the Fellowship of Presbyterians and about the Evangelical Covenant Order of Presbyterians (ECO).  Today, then, is the beginning of what will be an ongoing dialogue.  

I also want to thank our friend, former FPC associate pastor, and current Transitional Executive Presbyter of the Presbytery of the Inland Northwest, Sheryl Kinder-Pyle for being here with us this morning.  During the question and answer time she will take questions that she is best equipped to illuminate.

Let me set the table this way:  The truth is for the vast majority of our members and our visitors; the decision to be part of the First Presbyterian Church community of faith is not driven by our affiliation with a denomination, in our case the PCUSA.  I have asked in a couple of different large gatherings of the congregation how many people in our church were raised Presbyterian; consistently the number has been less than half.  For most of you in this room, and for most of the people in this church, the desire to be in this body of fellowship is based upon what this local church has to offer to you, and hopefully, a desire on your part to offer back through this church your gifts to others.

Because of this, denominational issues are not of critical importance to most members of FPC.  If there is no direct negative intervention on the part of the broader church into how we live our lives and exercise our faith, the nature of our denominational affiliation is for you somewhere between secondary and altogether unimportant.  For many people here who feel this way, efforts spent on denominational matters does not seem to be an effective use of our time and energy, or are, at the least, uninteresting.

In contrast there are others for whom our denominational association is important.  For some that is because they cherish being part of the PCUSA because of its theology, its polity, and/or its legacy.  For others, it is just the opposite.  They have been and are uncomfortable with the denomination to which we belong, again for theological reasons or, to a lesser degree for reasons of polity.  
The hot button issue in the present moment is the issue of sexuality and in particular homosexuality – and more particularly yet, whether or not self-affirming, practicing homosexuals should be considered to be ordained to the offices of the church: deacons, elders, and ministers of Word and Sacrament.  

In this last year, the PCUSA adopted new language in our Book of Order that does allow for those ordination possibilities.  Members of our church have had one of four reactions to this, and within the four reactions, various levels of satisfaction or concern.  

For most of our congregation the reaction has been what I would characterize as discomfort with what took place but the decision has not risen to a level where any action related to denominational disaffiliation is warranted.  This is largely driven by a view that the decision of the denomination does not have any real effect on how we go about our mission and ministry here at FPC.

For a minority within this church, the decision of the PCUSA was welcomed.  They have come to a conclusion that the greater message of scripture warrants a new understanding of homosexuality rather than the historical view of the church.

There is another minority view, which sometimes carries the theological convictions of the previous group toward inclusion of gays and lesbians, but sometimes is not tied to that decision at all.  These are the people here at FPC who do care about our PCUSA affiliation and consider that relationship to be very important and beneficial to our local congregation.  Many of these members are life-long Presbyterians and for them the association matters, as does the identity that goes with it.  They also express a loyalty to our presbytery – the 46 churches in our region with whom we partner.  For these people, the reaction to the passage of 10-A is that it should not influence our continued loyalty to the PCUSA.
Then there is the group within our church, again a minority but larger in my estimation than that of those who are committed to staying in the PCUSA, which sees the passage of Amendment 10-A as a clear departure from the scriptures and justification – even compulsion – to depart from the PCUSA.  These folks will tell you, or at least they have told me, that the real issue is not the practice of homosexuality per se, but what they believe is the abandonment of the denomination from the authority of scripture.  They express concern about our individual witness as a church to our broader community and the ways in which they perceive our association with the PCUSA as doing damage to our effectiveness as a church.

For the last several decades the PCUSA has diminished in membership.  This is true of most mainline churches, and is starting to become true of all churches in this country.  Mainline churches are decreasing more rapidly and in greater number.  

Alongside of the numerical decline, and the corresponding decline in budgets – particularly at the national denominational levels – has been an undercurrent of discontinuity within the PCUSA.  Broadly speaking there are three different groups within the denomination – evangelicals, progressives, and those who are just Presbyterians.  These groups have lived in varying degrees of tension with each other.  Some of those tensions have increased at the same time that some of the common theology, polity understandings, and mission have decreased.  It can be debated as to how significant that really is but I do not think you can debate that it is at some level true.    

The only other thing I want to preface this morning is to tell you about the process for us as a church.  The most important thing I want for you to know is that the leaders of this church, your pastors, session and staff, will be deliberate and comprehensive about these matters but we will not become consumed by them.  There is considerable good and Christ-honoring ministry happening in this church.  It takes the vision and the dedication of the leaders of the church to equip the church as a whole in moving closer to the Kingdom of Christ, in our own lives and in our witness to our community.  That will continue.
That being said, the session of the church will continue to wrestle with where God would have us be as a congregation and as part of the larger church.  This will take time, as do most important things and almost all things that relate to discerning the Spirit of God.  Within our process, we will be in dialogue with the church.  We will educate you as to the denomination we are in, and tell you about the possibilities that are coming inside and outside of the PCUSA.  We will continue to have forums such as these for the dual purposes of sharing our insights with you and of giving you opportunities to ask your questions and share your insights with us.  
If – and this is just an “if” – the session of FPC were to recommend that we leave the PCUSA, the departure from the denomination will only happen in consultation with our Presbytery of the Inland Northwest, and, ultimately, through a vote of the church.  That decision clearly rises up, as per the Book of Order, to a decision of the members of the whole congregation, and must also receive the approval of the Presbytery.
Here’s the good news and the bad news of all of this.  The bad news is that we will lose people over whatever decision is made and we may lose people during the process we will take.  The truth is we have already lost people – on both sides.  The good news, which is in my opinion better than the bad news, is that this issue will be used by God to compel us to ask of ourselves: “what is it that we believe?” and “why does it matter?”  What are our core theological tenets about God and what is God calling us to do and be out of those tenets?  Those will be the questions that we will ask together and the process of affirming those truths will make us stronger to the glory of God.
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