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Some time ago and far up north, the conversation at a table of
Mennonites turned to homosexuality. A farmer bluntly insisted the
church must affirm its traditional stance or forever lose its way.

One woman said to me, “Isn’t homosexuality an issue down your
way?”

Someone else said, “Yes, at Germantown, isn’t it?” 
Suddenly it hit them. Years ago I was pastor at Germantown

Mennonite Church, which was at the time of this anecdote in trouble
with the larger church for its gay/lesbian-welcoming stance and has since
been excommunicated.

“Uh, end of discussion,” the woman said, “no offense.”
“No,” I said. “Let’s work at this.”
So we did. I described my thinking and stressed to the farmer that

though we differed, I thought the issue was so complicated the body of
Christ needed all our stances, and his could help mine grow.

I cannot explain exactly what happened. I can only say I genuinely
believed the farmer had things to teach me. He reciprocated. Eventually,
tears in his eyes, he said, “Maybe it really is true that we need each other.
It scares me, but that means I need you.” He drew my own tears.

—Reprinted from Michael A. King, Fractured Dance: Gadamer and a 
Mennonite Conflict over  Homosexuality (Telford, Pa.: Pandora Press U.S.,
2001), 3.
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Foreword

Of all my Amish aunts and uncles, “Levi” and “Sarah” were the most
delightful (though at some point in my growing up, I learned that we
were not related at all). We particularly enjoyed Aunt Sarah—she spoke
her mind freely and had a deep-throated, hearty laugh. I remember oc-
casionally commenting about her low voice and being amused, along
with my siblings, by the few strands of long gray hair combed out over a
brown wig—all under a prayer covering, of course. And we wondered
why they never had any children.

It was sometime after Aunt Sarah died in a distant state that I heard
more details about her. It became clear that she had chosen—or some-
one had done the choosing for her—to be female despite having (very
small) male genitalia. I was shocked; the news raised many new ques-
tions for me. Levi and Sarah were completely accepted by the Amish
(and non-Amish) community. Was Sarah actually male and this was the
only way for “her” and Levi to have a (homosexual) relationship and
marriage? If that was the case, their relationship would be condemned
by (most) Mennonite and Amish standards. What if Sarah, raised as a
girl in the Amish community, actually felt like a man and fell in love
with “Hannah?” That relationship would have been considered a les-
bian one and therefore also outside the standards of the community.

I have since come to know another intersexed person (see Lin Gar-
ber’s chapter, below) who had “genital reconstruction” and was raised as
a girl. As a young adult, she fell in love with “Alice” and is now per-
ceived, by herself and others, as a lesbian. What if her parents had made
the “opposite” decision? S/he could have married Alice with the
church’s blessing. Why is one condemned and the other not? What
makes us male and female? What is gender anyway? How is it con-
nected to sexual orientation?
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These confused and confusing questions (indeed, I had a hard time
even trying to articulate them as I was writing) cast the whole discussion
of homosexuality and “same-sex” relationships in a new light for me.
These situations, as well as learning about other similar ones, have not
brought me clarity. They have, in fact, muddied the water even more for
me. I cannot hear these kinds of stories and not begin to question the as-
sumptions concerning gender and sexuality that I have grown up with.
And that questioning of one’s assumptions, in my view, is a critical ele-
ment of dialogue, or of “genuine conversation,” as Michael calls it. 

The conversation that follows in this book is marked by courage
and candor from many writers (as well as the editor!). These are not sto-
ries or convictions that are easily written. They are full of vulnerability
and pathos and struggle. Sometimes I felt the need to turn the pages
gently as a holy story unfolded. I was particularly moved by the chapters
in which the authors seemed reluctant to be too declarative but rather,
within their current convictions, were continuing the search for truth.
It was as if they, too, sense their search to be a holy one.

Holding one’s truth somewhat lightly is another mark of dialogue.
I have a friend who introduced me to the “grace of uncertainty” con-
cept, and I have come to believe that this grace is critical to true dia-
logue. I often tell my conflict studies students that one of the first casu-
alties of escalated conflict is uncertainty—meaning that as the tension
rises, people tend to become more certain that their particular view of
truth is the right one. Listening, I tell my students, is the next casualty;
for what is the purpose of listening if I am already completely certain I
am right? (I am talking about truly listening to understand, not just
using the right technique to give the perception of listening.)

M. Scott Peck summarizes these principles wonderfully in a section
from Further Along the Road Less Traveled. He describes telling his pa-
tients that it was wonderful when they were confused because it meant
they were actually “poor in spirit.” He says,

It is uncomfortable, sometimes painful to be in such periods [of
confusion]. Nonetheless it is blessed because when we are in
them, despite our feeling poor in spirit, we are searching for new
and better ways. We are open to the new, we are looking, we are
growing. And so it is that Jesus said, “Blessed are the confused.”
Virtually all of the evil in this world is committed by people who
are absolutely certain they know what they’re doing. It is not
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committed by people who think of themselves as confused. It is
not committed by the poor in spirit.1

Does this collection of essays actually represent meaningful dia-
logue/genuine conversation? I agree with Michael that you, the reader,
will need to decide. Whether it does may depend on your definition of
dialogue/conversation. There is not a completely consistent under-
standing among the various authors. Michael argues that a marker of
genuine conversation is the ability to “see the value in the other’s view
and to grow in my own understanding by incorporating as much of the
other’s perspective as I can without loosing the integrity of my own con-
victions,” something he wishes were more apparent. Sheldon Burkhal-
ter declares that “true dialogue amid conflict is openness to change.”
According to John Linscheid, the Mennonite denominational Council
on Faith, Life, and Strategy defined dialogue as “reiteration of LGBT-
despising positions” (a reiteration of the Mennonite Church’s teaching
position). John D. Roth is clear that the “rhetoric of empathy” is needed
for dialogue—and he also seems to believe that the time for dialogue on
homosexuality is over.

What exactly makes dialogue genuine? Does one need to be open
to changing one’s perspective or conviction about an issue? In my view,
that readiness to change is the ideal but it is rarely realistic, especially in
relation to issues as charged as homosexuality. I have come to believe
that a minimum requirement for genuine dialogue is a readiness to
change or modify one’s perspective about the person or persons holding
the opposite point of view. (Perhaps this is moving from the rhetoric of
empathy to the actual experience of empathy.) Is this element present
throughout these essays? Only the authors know for certain, of course,
but I sensed its presence in a variety of them.

While I believe passionately in the need for dialogue and have
worked over the years to promote healthy exchanges between those hold-
ing divergent viewpoints, I have also become more understanding of the
suspicion dialogue stirs. For some dialogue is a tired and overused word;
that is perhaps why Michael chose to use “genuine conversation” instead. 

But for others dialogue is actually an objectionable word and con-
cept. I see at least two reasons for this. One is that it seems nearly im-
possible to truly listen to a story from the soul of another and not be
moved by it. Our stories connect us to each other; they change us and
the relationship. That makes dialogue risky and frightening. Having
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said that, it is also true that sometimes “dialogue” is simply a code word
for “change your mind”—and people use it toward that end. When that
is the case, suspicion is an appropriate response. Some of us forget that
it is possible to truly listen, understand, respect, and empathize without
accepting as one’s own the views of the other.

I also have come to understand, at some level, the passion and
anger—yes anger—experienced by LGBT folks who have long been
struggling to find their place in the church, as well as in their families,
their workplaces, and society in general. Their weariness, impatience,
and disillusionment seems inevitable given what is at stake for them—
and has been for a long time.

The essays in this book are sufficiently diverse to provide a broad
perspective—though I would have welcomed hearing more from the
“traditional” voice. I found myself often interacting actively with the
authors—agreeing, disagreeing, being surprised, perplexed, and often,
very often, deeply empathetic. I also found myself wondering about the
next step: Where do we go from here? Are there gaps that need to be
filled? A few things come to mind.

For one, I don’t see the issue of power being adequately addressed.
Clearly Mennonites shy away from talking about power in general, but
I don’t think it is possible to adequately address homosexuality in the
church without addressing power dynamics more clearly than we have
thus far. As I read John Linscheid’s chapter, I was reminded of several
situations in which I served as a mediator/conflict consultant in relation
to the role of women and was presented with a fundamental dilemma:
What was I to do when a key part of my role was to ensure the partici-
pation of all relevant voices—but the women, who would be most af-
fected by the outcome of the discussion, were not allowed to be part of
the discussion?

Such is too often the case with homosexuality in the church today.
How do we address such a clear power imbalance? Perhaps a small next
step is a book of essays co-edited by a GLBT person and a straight per-
son. Perhaps Michael and John Linscheid could take on such a chal-
lenge. I would also wish for face-to-face forums that could be safe and
more balanced. That kind of forum would likely move us further from
the “parallel monologue” tendency of the essay forum.

There are frequent references to other issues, such as divorce and re-
marriage and women and leadership, in which the Mennonite church
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has departed from seemingly clear biblical directives. I wonder how our
journey through those issues is similar to, and different from, our cur-
rent journey. What specific things might be instructive for us today?

I agree with several of the writers that we need to give more atten-
tion to sexuality in general, heterosexual as well as homosexual. While it
is hard to talk about the state of our unions, especially in church circles,
we must do so. We need much more conversation about intimacy, sexual
ethics, faithfulness in relationships, and a whole range of related issues.

In addition, I believe we as a denomination—a peace church de-
nomination—have much more to learn about how to address our dif-
ferences. (The jokes about being passive-aggressive are getting old.) I’ll
name three specific areas of needed learning:

(1) We need more training and lots more practice in reaching agree-
ment around the contentious issues. That means more dialogue. It
means finding and building on commonalities. It means really trying to
understand how the interests of the other can be addressed in a resolu-
tion. It often means some compromise from what I think is the best
path. Mennonites seem to mostly focus on our points of difference. We
give up too quickly in our search for mutually satisfying resolutions.

(2) When issues involve differences that truly remain too great for
any kind of resolution, we need to become more comfortable with
agreeing to disagree, with continuing to mutually respect each other,
and with ongoing worship and work within the same body. It is not
possible, or even desirable, to have everyone in any church body think
and believe alike. Our differences are many—some of them quite sig-
nificant. That is appropriate. We can do better at accepting each other
and living with our differences.

(3) Finally, I concede that there may be times when our differences
are so great, our values or worldview or theological perspectives so di-
vergent, that separation is appropriate. But I believe such circumstances
are very, very rare. The more I understand the life and mandate of Jesus,
the clearer I am that we should not cut ourselves off from each other or
judge each other out of the kingdom, even when some kind of separa-
tion is necessary. So I am offering a “simple” proposal: that we not allow
ourselves to separate from each other until each group can bless the other and
the other’s ministry. A commitment to this would in and of itself go a
long way in transforming our conflicts around homosexuality—and,
indeed, our relationships.
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Stumbling Toward a Genuine Conversation is a compelling read, and
I commend it to you. Michael has done the church an enormous service
and I hope it is read by many people. A colleague of mine commented
that perhaps it is coming a decade or more too late. Maybe he’s right,
but I’m not sure we were ready for it then. Hopefully we are now. And
truly, we are a long way from being finished with the struggle around
these issues.

—Carolyn Schrock-Shenk, Goshen, Indiana, is associate professor of peace,
justice, and conflict studies, Goshen College.

Note
1. M. Scott Peck, Further Along the Road Less Traveled: The Unend-

ing Journey Towards Spiritual Growth (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1993), 80-81.
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Editor’s Preface and 
Acknowledgments

This book already includes some thirty-plus pages of editorial intro-
ductions spread over two parts. Let me keep this short. Except for the
new responses at end, Part One was first published in a special edition
of DreamSeeker Magazine (Winter 2006, available online at www.Cas-
cadiaPublishingHouse.com/dsm/winter06/current.htm). As noted in
my introduction to Part One, Weldon Nisley’s faithful dissent from his
church’s teachings on homosexuality formed the seed out of which this
book grew. Agree or disagree with Nisly or the book, he deserves special
thanks for setting the project—unwittingly at first!—in motion.

Next in line for appreciation are surely the writers of Part One, who
established the foundation for the book, and the writers of Part Two,
who respond to the Part One conversation as well as offer their own
original materials. Parts One and Two, then, are closely interrelated as
they come together to enable this book-length project, yet each has its
distinctive origins and makes unique contributions.

As my introductions to Parts One and Two at times reveal but I
want to underscore here, for many or all of these writers the mere deci-
sion to be included in this book was brave. Addressing homosexuality
or “homosexuality” risks plunging one into dissension, ridicule, criti-
cism, even employment jeopardy, no matter what one’s perspective. So
why not leave well enough alone? Special thanks to those writers who in
choosing not to leave well enough alone made this book possible.

A note also on those pesky quote marks. The discerning reader will
note that in routine use of the word homosexuality, including in the
title, this book does not include quotes. That is a choice probably favor-
ing one group over another. Often the preference of the LGBT com-
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munity is for quotes. Why? Because, frequently following the work of
the French theorist Michel Foucault, they see “homosexuality” as a con-
struct, a Western cultural way of building understandings of sexual
identity that may be considerably more arbitrary than we realize. And
that view deserves engagement. 

Why then not use the quotes? For a reason that will probably dis-
satisfy all: Many will believe that the very effort to continue a conversa-
tion on homosexuality that should already be seen as concluded (the
church already knows the right teaching here) biases this book in one
direction. One modest way to reverse the bias is to drop those quotes. 

And watching the biases is important, given that this book’s overar-
ching advocacy is not for a particular position on homosexuality but
for a process of discernment that engages respectfully the variety of po-
sitions, including positions in some opposition to each other. There is a
strong point of view—let the church do better than we have to trust
that God speaks through all, not just a slice or a majority. But if that is
the goal, then let as many of that “all,” holding as many different posi-
tions as possible, do the speaking. And let the book strive when possible
not to so favor one position over another as to regress into speaking only
for its slice.

I wish even more slices were represented. As I mention in the intro-
duction to Part One, it has been a particular challenge to secure writing
from persons who want to support the Mennonite Church USA teach-
ings on homosexuality. Perhaps seventy percent of my efforts to acquire
material not only for Part One but then again for Part Two went into
seeking such writers. For reasons I speculate on in Part One but don’t
claim fully to understand, such writers are exceptionally wary of appear-
ing in print. Although I see them as still underrepresented, more did ap-
pear to agree in Part Two than Part One. Given the reluctance of many
of their peers to go public, I’m particularly grateful to them for enriching
this book with their stories, biblical studies, and cultural analyses.

Now let the conversation stumble forward, missing quote marks
and all, into many contentions, small and large, in hopes of getting
somewhere.

—Michael A. King,Telford, Pennsylvania, is editor, DreamSeeker Maga-
zine; a pastor; and author or editor of five books, including Fractured
Dance: Gadamer and a Mennonite Conflict over Homosexuality
and Preaching About Life in a Threatening World (with Ron Sider).



Part One
Toward a Genuine
Conversation on
Homosexuality





Introduction to Part One

Michael A. King

First a word of explanation to the many readers of DreamSeeker Maga-
zine (and now readers of this Part One reprint of the Winter 2006
issue, which except for light copy editing to shift slightly toward book
style preserves the original text, including less formal citation style)
who are not Anabaptist-Mennonites: This is a particularly inhouse
issue! I hope that won’t be overly off-putting, but I want to recognize it
upfront as part of stressing that the vision for DSM very much includes
welcoming and serving readers from a broad range of communities and
perspectives. 

But now the topic is homosexuality, and Mennonites are barely man-
aging to discuss this inflammatory issue within inhouse circles, much less
take into account and appreciate viewpoints of those in the larger Chris-
tian community and beyond. For example, much of how homosexuality
is being handled within Mennonite Church USA (the denomination to
which most chapter writers belong) involves specifics of denominational
statements, history, policies, and institutional structures. 

This is why, rather than force artificial breadth of style on the writ-
ers, in editing this issue I tolerated more inhouse writing than normal. I
hope those of you from other communities will be willing to wade
through and possibly learn from how Mennonites are wrestling with
this issue—provided it’s clear we’ll aim to move back to less inhouse
processing in coming publications. 

Now to how the Winter 2006 issue of DSM came to be. This spe-
cial issue was not originally supposed to exist. The idea was to incorpo-
rate, within an otherwise standard collection of DSM articles on various
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topics, two or three articles on homosexuality, one by Weldon Nisly and
one or two by the denominational officials who suspended his ministe-
rial credentials for performing a same-sex ceremony. 

I had devoted my dissertation, which became Fractured Dance:
Gadamer and a Mennonite Conflict Over Homosexuality (Pandora Press
U.S., 2001), to study of and reporting on how Mennonites have been
able—and perhaps more often unable—to understand each other
across differences when discussing homosexuality. This has kept me
ever interested in what we can learn from how we think and talk about
this issue. 

So what better case study, I thought, than to invite both Weldon
and those who had disciplined him into sharing the blood, sweat, and
tears of their stands, so that even if we disagreed with one or the other,
we could begin to grasp the journeys of integrity that had led to such
different decisions. 

I was delighted to receive quick confirmation of interest from Wel-
don and eventually his article, now published here. I hope regardless of
perspective, readers may be able at least to agree that Weldon has of-
fered a passionate, thought-provoking, and stirring statement of his po-
sition and how and why he has come to hold it. Whether one sees Wel-
don’s stand as one of willfull rebellion, faithful dissent, or a mix, I hope
many of us may agree that Weldon’s readiness to practice what he so elo-
quently preaches deserves serious engagement. 

Meanwhile I was disappointed that all the key denominational de-
cision-makers involved in the decision to suspend Weldon’s credentials
felt unable to proceed. Now what? 

The vision was not simply to publish—and by doing so implicitly
affirm—only Weldon’s perspective. Rather, the hope was to catalyze a
genuine conversation, from multiple points of view, within which au-
thors modeled ability to respect and learn from each other even in dis-
agreement. 

My own history had shaped that vision and affected the shape this
issue of DSM finally took. In the 1980s, as pastor at Germantown Men-
nonite Church (GMC), I found myself at a juncture similar to Wel-
don’s. The congregation and I had reached consensus that GMC should
consider accepting gay and lesbian members because the risk of cloud-
ing the gospel by too quickly rejecting categories of people as sinners
was greater than the risk of offering too much grace. 
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However, it soon became clear that this stand could lead to cata-
strophic conflict with Franconia Conference (FC), one of the denomi-
national bodies to which we were accountable. I was among the many at
GMC who came to feel we must explore ways for GMC to offer grace
while remaining accountable to and learning from the more traditional
FC stand. 

I remember taking a long walk during which I realized that I was at
roughly the juncture Weldon more recently reached—but didn’t have
the clarity of call to move forward outside of accountability to Franco-
nia. 

I also remember one of the most painful conversations I’ve had
with a congregant. When he learned of my decision, he told me that,
like Moses, I was too flawed to lead the people all the way to the
Promised Land. 

It took me years—and I’m still mid-journey—to work through
what my call was if not to step off the precipice and lead self or congre-
gation into excommunication from the denomination (as did happen
to GMC in 1997, eight years after I left). My human frailties ever cloud
my ability to be sure I’ve heard the call correctly, so I keep listening to
the voice of the Spirit and refining my understandings, but the clearest
sense I’ve been able to get is that my call is to support genuine conversa-
tions across differences. 

So I’m not Weldon, as I might have been. Nor am I a denomina-
tional official disciplining pastors like Weldon. Instead I’m an editor
dreaming of ways we might do better, amid our bitter battles, at hearing
each other—and as a result mutually growing in knowledge, wisdom,
and understanding of truth. 

This is why I couldn’t simply publish Weldon’s story and imply he
had walked the right path, whereas any who disagreed were walking a
wrong path. So when those who had disciplined him declined to tell
their stories, I cast around for other ways to make Weldon’s story part of
a larger discussion that (1) held his type of perspective accountable to
other perspectives yet (2) also invited those who disagree with Weldon
to take seriously that there may be something to learn from a coura-
geous pastor willing to pay such a price for his convictions. 

The result is this special issue of DreamSeeker Magazine, devoted to
a conversation on homosexuality. Is the conversation genuine? The
reader will have to decide.
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My own evaluation is that it could have been even more genuine.
The writers tend to do what we all, including myself, do: take a stand
and aim to make it persuasive. This is one key move in genuine conver-
sation, as I understand it: to make as clear as I can why I hold this posi-
tion and why you might find in it treasure to value in your own quest
for truth. 

But I’d wish for even more evidence of writers able to make the
other core move I see as characterizing genuine conversation. This is to
see the value in the other’s view and to grow in my own understandings
by incorporating as much of the other’s perspective as I can without los-
ing the integrity of my own convictions. Also many writers have been
reluctant to engage Weldon directly, regardless of their perspective.

Still I at least spy welcome instances of ability to grow in under-
standings, as I’ll address soon in commenting on what I see in each arti-
cle. And I hope the very act of asking these multiple understandings to
jostle against each other between the covers of this one issue of DSM at
least points to what can happen if we start to talk across our differences
and not just to people who think like we do. 

Before turning to the articles themselves, I want to offer a challenge
based on what I learned from trying to put this issue together: Let’s work
harder in the Mennonite church to provide safe spaces for genuine conversa-
tions about homosexuality or other controversial issues. 

I say this because I was troubled to learn how wary people are of
speaking on homosexuality. I began to sense that wariness in the re-
sponses of the officials who had disciplined Weldon. Their reasons for
not writing I can respect and understand. I might well be equally unwill-
ing to write my story if in their shoes. Still I was saddened to encounter
their belief that it would do neither them nor their denomination any
good to share the flesh-and-blood journeys that led to their decision. 

Then I was saddened again by the reactions of many authors I con-
tacted as potential contributors to this special issue. Again and again
they declined to appear in print on grounds that it would be too dam-
aging to them or others. These authors, noted leaders and scholars of
both genders, were frequently themselves saddened by the inability to
comment they were relaying, because it was at a conscious price to their
own souls.

Such reactions seem to hint at how terribly the church cramps some
of its leaders by implying or even stating that good leaders are those who
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don’t rock the boat, don’t stir things up, emphasize peace and har-
mony—and leave the wrestlings on the really painful issues to others,
maybe the retired pastors or theologians.

Now the stereotype might be that such leaders are radicals keeping
under cover the lack of support for denominational teachings that
might damage their careers. Maybe in some instances this is true. 

Yet I experienced matters as more complex. The very act of wanting
to discuss homosexuality tends to be viewed as radical—why do you
want to talk about it if not to change things? Thus if genuine conversa-
tion was the goal, I had to make sure many conservative writers were
represented. But I found I had to approach writers I saw as more tradi-
tional by about a three-to-one ratio to ensure their views were reason-
ably present. Despite the fact that they would be speaking with and not
against the grain of current Mennonite teachings, they were reluctant to
speak up. 

Why? Partly, I believe, because in fact some may see little value in
opening up a discussion they think should stay closed—since the
church has already arrived at the right position. But also partly because
they didn’t want to be mired in the swamp of charges and counter-
charges they feared they’d drown in if they put their views on record. 

My challenge to those who want the discussion on homosexuality
to stay closed, whether for reasons of theology or not getting in trouble,
is three-fold:

First, will this in the end work? The issue is still alive among us. It’s
not going away. I won’t be surprised if at some point it resurges with
new intensity partly because the church has not found ways to routinize
discussion of homosexuality instead of making it taboo. Making it
taboo then gives it the energy of the forbidden. And that energy is not
put to redemptive use but driven underground, where it may at some
point lead to unpredictable and explosive effects.

Second, does refusal to converse, even if one believes the church has
already found its final stand, fit the teachings of Scripture? “Always be
ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an ac-
counting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and rever-
ence,” teaches 1 Peter 15-16. 

Third, does not engaging in conversation actually place the Men-
nonite church in violation of its own formal commitment to continue a
dialogue on homosexuality? 
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And this takes me at last to comment on the articles in this issue of
DSM, because Loren Johns, both in the reprint of his article included
here and in a range of additional materials available on his website,
helps highlight the full range of what formal Mennonite statements on
homosexuality call for. The teaching position of the Mennonite
Church USA (and Canada), as Loren rightly highlights, is that full ex-
pression of sexuality is reserved for heterosexual marriage. But that
same teaching position also clearly calls for ongoing loving dialogue—
or the type of genuine conversation I’m looking for. 

I was startled when, as part of reviewing Loren’s article, I went back
to the original wording of a key statement shaping the teaching position
of MC USA. (The statement, adopted at Purdue, Indiana, in 1987 by
one denominational stream, is similar to a 1996 Saskatoon, SK state-
ment of another denominational stream. The streams have since
merged to become MC USA and Mennonite Church Canada.) I was
startled to see how clearly it calls for ongoing conversation amid aware-
ness that more truth is yet to be discerned. 

After teaching that sexual expression belongs in heterosexual mar-
riage, the Purdue statement says this:

We covenant with each other to mutually bear the burden of re-
maining in loving dialogue with each other in the body of Christ,
recognizing that we are all sinners in need of God’s grace and that
the Holy Spirit may lead us to further truth and repentance. We
promise compassion and prayer for each other that distrustful,
broken, and sinful relationships may experience God’s healing. 

We covenant with each other to take part in the ongoing
search for discernment and for openness to each other. As a part
of the nurture of individuals and congregations we will promote
congregational study of the complex issues of sexuality, through
Bible study and the use of materials such as Human Sexuality in
the Christian Life.

DreamSeeker Magazine is one small outlet for conversation and dis-
cernment. As a private entrepreneurial venture, it has no formal stand-
ing in denominational structures. Still I hope this special issue exempli-
fies what it can look like to take seriously that “we covenant with each
other to take part in the ongoing search for discernment and for open-
ness to each other.”
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Then we move on to an article that does perhaps have something
closer to formal denominational standing, an editorial by Everett
Thomas, editor of The Mennonite, the official denominational maga-
zine of MC USA. Along with Loren’s article, Everett’s is included be-
cause it helps set the stage for the conversation that follows. 

The key contribution I see Everett as making is this: He highlights
the complexities involved in adopting and experiencing as a living doc-
ument a confession of faith. He helps us grasp that the current Confes-
sion of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective reflects “both eternal creed and
carefully crafted consensus.” 

As I fallibly interpret this, Everett means that Mennonites need to
respect the Confession as the best statement Mennonites currently have
regarding how the will of God and the teachings of Christ and Scripture
are implemented in the church. Thus no individual Mennonite or con-
gregation dare flippantly disregard the Confession’s teachings. 

Still the document is a human one, reflecting the particular times
and people shaping it; thus over time there will be continuing growth in
understanding that will lead some day to fresh consensus and a new
confession, as has happened often before in Mennonite history. 

As relates to homosexuality, then, today’s church consensus re-
flected in the Confession, along with such related statements as Pur-
due/Saskatoon, must be honored as articulating the teaching position
of the church today. At the same time, there is space for provisional and
informal conversation regarding how the passing of time and ongoing
hearing of the Holy Spirit may shape the emerging consensus of future
generations. 

The hope is for the conversation here to unfold within those pa-
rameters, meaning (1) in respect for the current teaching position of the
church and (2) in awareness that we must ponder generation by gener-
ation what the Spirit is teaching us today—otherwise we would all still
be practicing our Christianity as if in a first-century (or earlier) time
bubble. 

That leads naturally into what C. Norman Kraus wants to do,
which is to confront what we do when in fact we don’t live and think
precisely as biblical writers did yet want to be shaped by their under-
standings and teachings. As Norman puts it, “The problematic is not so
much one of historical and philological investigation as of authentic
contextual application to vastly different cultures today.” 
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I take him to mean that, among challenges of taking the Bible seri-
ously millennia after it was written, are these: (1) how we avoid being
sidetracked by details of biblical cultural practices that may no longer
be meaningful in our changed times so we can (2) emphasize receiving
guidance from the core values of the biblical writers, whatever the de-
tails of any implementation. 

Thus for example Norman wonders, What if the key issue isn’t pre-
cisely which gender is doing the sexual behaving but rather whether the
behavior fulfills the core scriptural expectations that such expression
will be loving and faithful rather than promiscuous or exploitative? 

But lest anyone be lulled into unthinking agreement with Nor-
man’s insights, John Roth raises concerns. These emerged because, to
Norman’s credit, Norman solicited them. Then I proposed publication
of John’s reply. I did so not to demolish Norman—who in turn has
raised concerns about  John’s critique in a further response to John—
but because publishing the two pieces together helps show what bring-
ing different viewpoints into direct contact can look like. 

As I review Norman versus John, I’m reminded that if core ingredi-
ents of genuine conversation include persuasively articulating one’s
own case along with learning from the other’s case, any writing—in-
cluding my own—will be open to critique.Who can know precisely
what the right steps are when we enter that complex and delicate dance
of aiming simultaneously to honor our own and another’s perspective?

Turning to the specifics of John’s critique, first John does make a
commendable effort to note how, even if primarily in disagreement, he
can learn from Norman. Then he moves to the worries. For one, is Nor-
man wanting the other to hear him empathetically without doing unto
others what he wants done to himself? Given my own emphasis on gen-
uine conversation, I believe John rightly wants to make sure the call to
listen is intended for oneself, not just the other. 

Then John also wonders, When is enough enough? When can the
church say it has spoken on an issue, and expect those who disagree to
cease their dissent? 

Here his thinking dovetails with views of Everett Thomas in his sec-
ond reprinted editorial on “Rules Help Discernment.” Everett in fact
celebrates that the church is working well, because it kept its rules
clearly in view when faced with Weldon’s case and so was able efficiently
and commendably to suspend his credentials. 

3 0 S T U M B L I N G  T O W A R D  A  G E N U I N E  C O N V E R S A T I O N



I see both John’s and Everett’s points. As a pastor, I weary of second-
and third-guessing after I’ve done the best I know to reach wise discern-
ment on a congregational issue. Yet I fear they could also be read as sug-
gesting that even such a conversation as this one unfolding in DSM is
somehow disloyal to the denomination.

And I worry that they make no clear provision for faithful dissent.
When I review church history, I see a perennial mix of fallibility and
faithfulness. Repeatedly the church heads blindly and even willfully
down what hindsight reveals to have been a wrong path. Then repeat-
edly it turns out that at least some dissenters were so dogged because
they were rightly seeing that God was calling the church a different way.

Given such history, I hope we can balance wanting church teach-
ings to command respect with recognizing that dissenters from such
teachings may (1) be willfully rebellious but may also (2) be the
prophets of the truth the rest of us can’t yet see. 

Next come Mary Schertz, Paul Lederach, and Ruth Weaver. I’ll say
little about them because I’ve already said it in so many other ways as
part or exploring the nature of genuine conversation. I’ll simply risk fa-
voritism by noting that I see them as powerfully exemplifying the ef-
fects of engaging in such conversation. As they each report, their views
continue to change and grow as they seek to take seriously even per-
spectives with which they once disagreed. 

Then just as Paul Lederach’s final words are ringing spine-tinglingly
forth— “In Christ Jesus neither heterosexuality nor homosexuality
counts for anything”—here comes Marlin Jeschke, who has devoted
much of his equally long life to thinking through and publishing wise
writings on a variety of matters often related to church discipline. The
conclusion Marlin’s life and thought have brought him to is that “het-
erosexual relationships constitute the norm.”

I worry that Marlin reaches this conclusion without confronting as
fully as Paul Lederach and other writers in this issue that whatever one
considers the norm, reality has a way of being more complicated than
the norm. We risk simply reaffirming norms rather than finding cre-
ative new tools for engaging those aspects of reality that don’t fit norms.
Confronting what doesn’t fit the heterosexuality norm is how Paul Led-
erach reaches such a daring paraphrase of Galatians. 

On the other hand, I flinch from the conclusion of some that we
know enough about human sexuality to decide in a few short years that
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a norm widely affirmed by most civilizations and religions throughout
human history should just be jettisoned. I at least was unaware of ho-
mosexuality as a significant issue until I was already, in the 1970s, a
young adult. Now I’m aging quickly but still middle-aged. Is that brief
span, during which the core of public debate over homosexuality
emerged, long enough for us to gain sufficient wisdom to overturn het-
erosexuality as norm? 

That day may come, yet I suspect we need to test far longer than we
have what it will do to marriages, families, children, and the entire
human race if we simply jettison the norm. Marlin helps us remember
why we need to take the time to discern wisely. 

Finally Gerald J. Mast offers his “deconstructive” commentary on
the entire range of writings and finds not only on the lines of what is
said but between the lines of what is not said much to ponder, much to
question, much to be grateful for as he helps us imagine our way toward
“a coming body” that in Christ is neither male nor female.

My original editorial introduction concluded with the above sum-
mary of Mast. Still the conversation continued in the form of responses
to the main articles in DSM Winter 2006. In the first brief set of re-
sponses, first published at the back of DSM Winter 2006 and now
reprinted nearly at the end of this introduction, several DSM Winter
2006 authors responded to that issue. Nisly continued to plead for MC
USA to respond pastorally rather than with disciplinary moves to the
“problem of homosexuality.” He reiterated that amid awareness of the
political aspects of his actions, his motivation is primarily pastoral
rather than political. Weaver wished there had been input from denom-
inational leaders (a wish now partly fulfilled in this book through Shel-
don Burkhalter’s chapter). Amid engaging both those whose positions
are closer to his own and those with whom he is in tension, Kraus con-
tinued to call for acknowledgment that more than one position on ho-
mosexuality can claim scriptural backing. 

Then after Winter DSM 2006 was published, more responses ar-
rived. These are now published for the first time as the final section of
Part One. These responses strike me as noteworthy continuations of the
conversation for several reasons. First, if perhaps more sporadically than
consistently, they show occasional evidence of interest in paying re-
spectful attention to the positions with which they interact. 
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Second (and maybe more significantly), coming as they do entirely
from outside the circle of those who wrote the original Winter DSM
2006 articles, these new respondents engage the articles in fresh and
passionate ways. They offer perspectives not adequately represented in
DSM Winter 2006. That pleases me—even as I again conclude that at
this stage of churchwise discernment, genuine conversation will tend
not to mean a strong investment in learning from the other. Rather, the
conversation will need to be implied by having varying positions
jostling side-by-side with each other within the pages of the same mag-
azine or book. 

Forrest Moyer enlarges the scope of the conversation with his can-
did admission that he is “one who has experienced healing from a ho-
mosexual orientation.” This then makes understandable his perception
that DSM Winter 2006 focused too much on issues of polity and mem-
bership and did not adequately give voice to those such as himself who
believe the church should give priority not to a “loving dialogue” that
may short-circuit passion for healing but rather should emphasize pre-
cisely the possibility of healing from homosexual orientation. As one
who agrees such voices were underrepresented in the original DSM arti-
cles despite my efforts to find and publish them, I appreciate that
Moyer has helped fill that gap and in so doing, I believe, helped make
the unfolding conversation more genuine. 

Much the same affirmation can be offered in relation to Harold
Miller’s response. Miller appreciates aspects of the DSM conversation,
including my own reflection that the few decades since homosexuality
emerged as an arguable issue may not be enough time to discern what
position on homosexuality the Holy Spirit is inviting the church to
take. Then Miller zeroes in on his primary contribution: What “au-
thentically Christian” standards of sexual behavior are members of the
gay and lesbian community prepared to uphold? Even if one were pre-
pared to affirm same-sex sexual behavior provided it remained monog-
amous, would one find that this actually the behavioral standard being
honored? If not, what then? 

Finally, David A. Shank writes provides a quite detailed, substan-
tive, noteworthy critique, nearly a chapter in its own right. Respectfully
he explains why he sees my editorial oversight as biasing the conversa-
tion by calling one position “traditional.” Then he explains that this re-
flects parochial Western cultural forces which themselves bias our
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thinking against a Messianic Word whose “wisdom on conjugality”
continues to call us solely to affirmation of male and female partnering.
As I privately responded to Shank, precisely the range of opinions on
what the biblical or Messianic Word is concerning homosexuality indi-
cates that his understanding of the Word is contestable. Nevertheless,
he provides valuable perspectives both on the Word and its prophetic
critique of Western culture.
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Introduction to Part Two

Michael A. King

After Part One, originally DreamSeeker Magazine Winter 2006, was
published, not only the responses now included in Part One but also
additional comments arrived. Many were to me privately. Some were
quite critical of given DSM articles. The criticisms often ran in opposite
directions. Those in the LGBT community were understandably un-
happy that a conversation about their lives did not include their voices.
Those whose views might trend against LGBT perspective were un-
happy that more voices reflecting their understandings were not in-
cluded. 

I was pleased to receive these unhappy responses. I don’t mean I was
happy that respondents were unhappy. Rather, their readiness to ex-
press concerns meant that what I had hoped would happen after publi-
cation of DSM Winter 2006 now probably could in fact happen: ex-
pansion of the conversation. As noted in my introduction to Part One,
my earliest vision was simply to publish a few articles revolving around
Weldon Nisly’s story. But as it became clearer that a full issue of DSM
would be dedicated to the conversation, I had to wrestle with how to si-
multaneously secure diverse content yet live within page constraints of
a small magazine. 

At that point I made the judgment call that including LGBT voices
or the voices of persons who might consider themselves gay or lesbian
but committed either to celibacy or healing of their orientation would
not be viable on this first go-round. Why?

Not because I saw the heterosexual perspective as deserving exclu-
sive attention. Nor because I think the church should remain the exclu-
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sive property of heterosexuals; indeed my prayer is that, however the
church in the future discerns what the Spirit is saying to us regarding
sexuality, the time will come when gays and lesbians participate in such
discernment from within rather than outside denominational struc-
tures. The same differences in perspective would need to be wrestled
with—but what a thing of beauty I at least think it would be if such dif-
ferences were not tied to membership considerations. I dream of a de-
nominational polity in which first we are all part of the people of God,
then from within equal membership within the same body we wrestle
with each other’s differing perspectives over how we should live out our
sexualities.

But where to begin? As I understand the state of the Mennonite
church, I’m not aware—though I may be missing some—of significant
publishing venues beyond DSM and Cascadia Publishing House cur-
rently working at encouraging cross-fertilization of viewpoints across
the spectrum of perspectives. Then for reasons I began to articulate in
my editorial introduction to Part One, it has seemed to me that at least
some Mennonite-connected publishing venue needs to encourage a
more genuine discussion within the (largely) heterosexual community
than has been unfolding in recent years.

Also a key part of my perspective is that the aspect of the discussion
I hope to help encourage may have years to go. Thus part of my hope is
to support step-by-step movement through various levels of discussion
rather than expect it all to happen at once. As I explained to some of the
critics, I invited no affirmative gay/lesbian voices into DSM Winter
2006 because I judged—fallibly—that this would pose two main chal-
lenges:

(1) Given the stated purpose of that special issue—to take a first
step toward encouraging conversation across differences—if affirming
gay/lesbian voices were included, some “we have converted to hetero-
sexuality or are committed to celibacy” voices needed to be heard from.
It would not be credible to encourage genuine conversation, then pub-
lish only the first set of gay/lesbian voices. I concluded that trying to in-
clude that layer of conversation as part of the first round of conversation
and in the relatively few pages available within DSM would become im-
possibly complicated and conceivably counter-productive.

(2) I guessed that major segments of the hoped-for audience would
simply stop attending to the discussion if it didn’t take seriously the per-
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pectives of those in the Mennonite church (at the moment apparently
the significant majority) who believe the current teaching position
should remain the final one. What I hope this book encourages is
rewewed discernment. But such encouragement can only have a mod-
icum of credibility if it respects the current positions of those who
would rather not reopen discernment even as it invites them to consider
doing just that.

But DSM Winter 2006 was intended to be a first step, not the final
step. This book is a second step. That is why I was pleased to receive re-
sponses from those unhappy with Part One. Because they could be-
come the core of Part Two, as indeed they have. Does that mean now
we’re all a happy crew? No, as the chapters below at points reveal. Some
of my above rationale for not including some voices in Part One has al-
ready been tested with voices in Part Two; they remain unconvinced it
was justifiable not to include them in Part One. I respect that. And I
sure am glad they’re now in Part Two. 

So how does Part Two stumble toward genuine conversation? 

Stumbling
Let me first emphasize stumbling. I included the word in the title of

this book (it was missing from the title of the DSM special issue) when
one Part Two writer and critic of Part One privately labeled Part One
“an important stumble” toward conversation. I thought that worth
highlighting because, though I hope such publications can be impor-
tant at least for some, I agree that any efforts I am involved with are
stumbles. We’re not going to get this right. I doubt we even know how
to get it right. We can only stumble forward.

Yet even the choice of the word stumble was controversial. Another
Part Two writer privately criticized it on grounds that many of the writ-
ers, including that critic, intend to step forward confidently. Stumbling
remains in the title. Yet even that word shadows other truth, highlight-
ing the difficulties of genuine conversation. We can only aim for the im-
possibility of stumbling confidently forward in hope that, as Nisly says,
“nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).

How then to begin the stumbling of Part Two? Suppose we imagine
the stumbling as toward a vision my sister Noël R. King shared with me
after she and I, at a point of intense conflict in our extended family,
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found ways to honor each other’s perspectives while each still needing
space to stand by our own positions. In her e-mail Noël said, 

Just a few minutes ago I had the thought that, regarding our dif-
ferent ways of approaching this, we are all like a jazz band here in
life. When it is time for you to stand up and do your solo improv-
isation, as a fellow band member I listen in appreciation, inter-
ested to see where you take the notes this time. Then when it is
my turn to improvise, I create my own riff while you listen in ap-
preciation. After the song is over, it would be folly to shout, “You
didn’t play your notes the way I would have!” This is JAZZ we’re
talking about!

My primary tools, then, for hearing the music involved looking for
the following: (1) ways writers convey persuasively, meaningfully, mov-
ingly their own passions to make them available as a treasure others can
learn from; (2) ways writers show evidence of actually learning from—
or at least being willing to consider learning from—treasures other than
their own; and (3) pondering how out of this swirl of treasures might
come if not a choir at least some of Noël’s improvisational jazz, as writ-
ers play not only against but also with each other even while they high-
light trumpet, piano, or clarinet in their solo moments.

Still, stumbling is all I’ve managed. What if I had chosen differ-
ently? What other choir, or jazz festival, or dance, or totally different
group of metaphors might have highlighted treasures I’ve entirely
missed? Or what if I had chosen, as some writers in this book might, to
look for a different church—a church made up of persons of like treas-
ure, those perhaps convinced exclusion of some must remain the norm?
Or a church of those convinced the quest must be for inclusion of all ex-
cept maybe for those who prefer to exclude some? Those on such quests
will indeed see stumbles in this book’s quest, which needs to be comple-
mented and enlarged by theirs.

Scriptural and 
Gadamerian Sources of the Stumbling

Yet even as many other books and conversations emerging from
other quests are needed, let me not imply seeing the quest that drives
my editorial work on this book as totally arbitrary. Even as I believe
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Scripture as well as the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition are rich
enough to encompass many different quests, I do want this particular
quest to emerge not just from personal idiosyncracies but also from
Scripture.

Take my studies of Hans-Georg Gadamer, its results reported in my
book Fractured Dance, briefly mentioned in Part One, and undergird-
ing much of my editorial shaping of this book: I chose Gadamer not
simply because he was a key twentieth-century student of how we en-
gage in the process of understanding each other, of how we start with
our own limited “horizons” of understanding but then grow in under-
standing as our horizons “fuse” with other horizons (to use several
Gadamerian terms). I chose him because I was first a Christian and an
Anabaptist-Mennonite, and treasures those heritages had given me
made me see Gadamer as helping me further study how such treasures
might be resources in our world of diverse, fractured, and often enmity-
tinged viewpoints. 

When I first encountered Gadamer, he seemed to be saying some-
thing familiar. I wasn’t sure what, but it pulled at me. Gradually I con-
cluded that part of what was pulling me was this: The Anabaptist-Men-
nonite emphasis on love of enemies, grounded in Jesus’ Sermon on the
Mount teachings in Matthew 5:38-43 and elsewhere, often overlaps
with Gadamer’s perspectives. What if, for instance, the process of un-
derstanding what seems alien, or different, or wrong to us were seen as
one in which we are called to love enemies? What if even alternate view-
points became “enemies” to love if not always agree with?

My interest in such a possibility only deepened as I studied the
Franconia Conference delegate discussions that led to the excommuni-
cation of Germantown Mennonite Church and noted the rarity of calls
to love “enemy” viewpoints. This historic conference, oldest in North
America, excommunicated the oldest Mennonite congregation in
North America. Yet for generations the conference has ended its assem-
blies with a reaffirmation of “our desire to continue in and witness to
the nonresistant and simple faith of Christ. . . .” Nonresistance. The clas-
sic Mennonite word for getting at what others, and today often Men-
nonites, have called nonviolence or pacifism. Nonresistance: rooted in
Christ’s teachings not to return evil for evil but to love the enemy. 

Yet once the enemy was within and among us, we didn’t know how
to apply our own classic commitment to follow Jesus. What if that same
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nonresistant, nonviolent, pacifist stream of values were brought to bear
in our discernment settings? That was what I wondered. 

And such wonderings took me, in company of Gadamer, to other
parts of Scripture to see them afresh. What if we saw the Acts 2 miracle
of Spirit-inspired ability to understand foreign tongues as applying
even to the foreign tongues of our varied stands? What if we saw the
Apostle Paul’s hymn of love in 1 Corinthians 13 as applying to discern-
ment amid conflicting viewpoints? What if we saw Paul’s reminder that
here we see only as if through a mirror, darkly, as a commentary on the
limitedness of any of our understandings, including our interpretations
of Scripture and our efforts faithfully to capture God’s ways in confes-
sions of faith? 

What if we saw the treasures of our particular perspectives as ana-
logues of the spiritual gifts Paul identifies in Corinthians 12? And what
if we then concluded, as Paul does in relation to spiritual gifts, that as
the body of Christ can’t live without the nose or foot of this or that spir-
itual gift, neither can it live without the leg or eye of this or that under-
standing? 

What if we saw Galatians 3:28 as saying that in Christ Jesus there is
not only no male nor female, slave nor free, but also no ideological divi-
sions of the sort so afflicting us today? What if we considered the possi-
bility that in Christ there is no liberal or conservative, no radical or tra-
ditional, no open-minded or closed-minded, provided all are united in
common affirmation of Jesus as Lord? 

In Part One, Paul Lederach provocatively invites us to consider this
paraphrase of Galatians 5:6: “In Christ Jesus neither heterosexuality
nor homosexuality counts for anything; the only thing that counts is
faith working through love.” What if we also paraphrased, “In Christ
Jesus no theological or philosophical understanding counts for any-
thing; the only thing that counts is faith working through love” (Gal.
5:6)?

What if we saw 1 John 4 as calling us to love each other across the-
ological battle lines? “Beloved, let us love one another, because love is
from God; everyone who loves is born from God and knows God.
Wheover does not love does not know God, for God is love” (vv. 7-8).
What if we saw 1 John as speaking even to the fears that prevent our dis-
cussing constructively, rationally, productively, such an inflammatory
issue as homosexuality? “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts
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out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not
reached perfection in love” (vv. 18-19). What if, I wondered, God
through 1 John and Gadamer was telling us to apply even to our battles
over theology, worldviews, Scripture and its interpretations, these
words? “The commandment we have from him is this: those who love
God must love their brothers and their sisters also” (v. 21). 

These are the types of Scriptures that drew me to Gadamer. These
are the types of applications Gadamer then helped me make. As part of
my treasure, not everyone’s treasure—in Christ Jesus no Gadamerian
stumblings count for anything; “the only thing that counts is faith
working through love.” So in faith, in love, but in awareness of how fi-
nite are my own understandings, herewith more of this book and its
quest for how from our initial discords we might produce jazz.

Stumbling Toward the Jazz 
We Might Someday Play

In arranging the chapters of Part Two, I started for several reasons
with the treasures of Michael A. Schaadt and whatever musical instru-
ment he uses to play his story. First, as a gay man he is one of those
voices not heard in Part One. Second, he is an active pastor in Franco-
nia Conference, that regional MC USA body based in southeastern
Pennsylvania. It thus took exceptional courage for him to go on record.
So far Schaadt’s journey, one of great integrity as I see it, has led him to
feel able to honor the teachings of MC USA as a pastor. The boundaries
of his life remain within the boundaries required of an MC USA pastor
during this era in which teachings on homosexuality generate in/out
decisions. If he ever stretches those boundaries, he will not do so casu-
ally but only as one who has tried all the paths the church has asked him
to try and has concluded that still God calls him on. 

If that point came, as it has in its own way for Nisly, the church
would engage him in some version of the discernment Sheldon
Burkhalter delineates in his chapter. Then I pray that set in motion
would be both the types of guidelines Burkhalder spells out and an
openness to wrestle with how the Holy Spirit uses faithful dissent to
keep the church growing in understanding God’s ways. 

The final reason I placed Schaadt’s story first is simply because his
story most surprised me. I approached him as a Part Two writer with the
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understanding that his narrative, though unique, would resemble those
of Forrest Moyer and Marcia Pusey. I thought it would contribute to
genuine conversation to hear from a pastor who has simultaneously
been ready to be honest about his sexual preferences yet commit himself
to be healed of them by turning away from them. Though it is far richer
than I anticipated, this openhearted narrative of a life shaped by faithful
walking with Jesus, the story I got was not what I expected. 

This seems in itself meaningful: We do this to people. We expect
one story. This one will play the trumpet. Like this. That one will play
the piano. Like that. But people are so much grander than the limited
musical talents or styles we often expect them to display. I pray for a
church that, as Thiessen Nation rightly pleads for below, calls us to
changed living and not merely tolerance. But I pray also for a church
that leaves ongoing space for discernment, for people to be the wild
ragged selves we really are.

I moved next to Forrest Moyer in an effort early in Part Two to give
the type of viewpoint expressed by David Shank in his Part One re-
sponse a hearing. And I moved to Moyer because he helps us plunge
deeper into the challenges of playing jazz and not cacaphony with each
other. First Schaadt. Now another of those not-heard-from voices con-
tinues the conversation. Yet Moyer does not want the church to accept
him as a gay man nor to give him space to discern who God is calling
him to become. He wants the church to help him not to be a gay man.
He wants the church not to make harder for him, through such accept-
ance, his own commitment to hear what Shank calls the Messianic
Word.

Moyer describes himself as one who has had a “homosexual orien-
tation” but through the power of Christ is experiencing the birth of a
heterosexual identity. He wants to be supported in that journey of heal-
ing, not discouraged from it. Thus “my first and most pressing concern
is that the church seems too ready to follow the world in seeing homo-
sexual desire/attraction/orientation as permanent and unchangeable.”

I certainly see Schaadt as courageous. Interestingly, then, Moyer’s
stand, along with that of Marcia Pusey, whose concerns though not
identical overlap with his, strike me as also among the more courageous
voices in this book. As earlier mentioned, it was exceptionally difficult
to secure such stories. One lesson I learned is that it can be particularly
frightening for such writers to go on record—because then they risk
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being ostracized by both the heterosexual and the LGBT communities.
Those who have found the courage to appear nevertheless in these pages
deserve special recognition and respect. 

Moyer also manages to vulnerably and candidly tell his story while
seeking to remain respectful of those he knows will disagree with him.
He doesn’t flinch from his plea that the church maintain its boundaries
but does wish he could get to know some in the LGBT community.
And, echoing Harold Miller in Miller’s response to Part One as well as
as in his Part Two chapter (immediately following), Moyer appears
ready at least to consider what it might mean for his understandings if
he could meet those in the LGBT community truly “living happily in
homosexual relationships.”

The challenge of making jazz with Moyer is that he appears to con-
clude that if, say, we allow John Linscheid, Lin Garber, Luke Miller,
Sarah Macdonald (below), and others to make music in the same
church, then he won’t be able to make his music. I think I see why he
feels that way; if truly Christ is calling him to the choices he has articu-
lated, and the church opens the gates to those who hear the music of
their sexuality differently, will he have enough support faithfully to
make the music God has called him to? Or will discordant oompah’s
blare louder and louder until they override his music?

Some of course will want to argue that “healing” is not possible or
to be encouraged and that true healing for Moyer would be to embrace
a gay identity. That may be the right response to some persons. Let us
debate how homosexuality is generated and what it means to find heal-
ing when it arises within and among us (even as we also wrestle with
how within our heterosexualities we need healing). But might those
musicians tempted to say this to Moyer and any of his co-musicians be
invited to show more respect than to impose on him their understand-
ing of healing? Unless Moyer can be assured his notes will be treasured,
how dare he risk seeing his music as part of a grander music rather than
as the only music?

In his chapter, Willard Swartley asks a related question: 

Can a given congregation that wishes to be “open” to receive as
members those in “covenant union” and bless those unions also
support those who journey from same-sex practice to celibacy or
heterosexual marriage? Can these two groups live, worship, and
celebrate together Jesus Christ’s redeeming power? 



Any church that invites all to add their notes to the improvisation must
do the hard work of envisioning how to honor the treasure not only of
those who simply plead for inclusion but also those who fear that the
inclusion of some will in some way exclude care for their own treas-
ure—including the treasure of heterosexuality. This is likely impossible.
This is why, as Nisly keeps reminding us, God the master musician will
need to help us invent a grander music than we now know how to play.

Harold N. Miller comes next because, again, the viewpoint he ex-
presses was underrepresented in the Part One conversation and also be-
cause his more theological approach helps complement Moyer’s testi-
mony. Miller is clear: The current position of MC USA should remain
the ultimate position. Scripture, he believes, teaches this. Miller makes
a thoughtful case for his beliefs.

Miller also, I believe, stretches himself commendably beyond his
own initial inclinations—and toward that genuine conversation move
of not only advocating a position but also learning from other posi-
tions—in seeking to glimpse, as even his chapter title hints at, what
might cause him to “overturn biblical teachings” on homosexuality.
This as a vital exercise. Too few of those of us holding any position are
willing to ponder what it might take for us to open ourselves to a view-
point other than the one we start with.

In the end Miller is not ready to change his initial core position.
Critics will find weaknesses in his reasons, as they will in any of this
book’s arguments. Still Miller is ready to let his critics glimpse what an-
swers and lifestyles might lead him to modify his initial stand. 

John Linscheid follows Miller, to highlight again how challenging
is this work of genuine conversation and discernment. Agree or disagree
with him, surely Linscheid cedes ground to none in his passionate faith
and commitment to ground his understandings in Scripture and great
love for the church. Yet Linscheid’s stand is dramatically different from
those of Moyer or Miller. 

With a prophetic blaring of trumpets and clashing of cymbals, Lin-
scheid calls the church to account for unethical processes jury-rigged to
ensure that discernment procedures simply continue to replicate the
MC USA position on homosexuality. He takes me to task for treating
LGBT’s as an afterthought. He excoriates pleas for dialogue (including
my own), on grounds that the power dynamics favoring his exclusion
will not be accounted for.
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As Linscheid makes clear, he and I don’t see eye to eye on some of
these points. Indeed I would have wished for Linscheid to be able to say
to someone like Moyer or Miller that he can learn from their stories and
understandings even if in disagreement. I would wish he could say to
Moyer that he sees the treasure of Moyer’s life and perspectives and
hopes for a church that will likewise treasure it, even if Linscheid’s is a
different treasure. I find it hard to imagine how those who on grounds
of sincere fidelity to Scripture disagree with Linscheid would experi-
ence enough respect in his position to enable them in turn to risk mak-
ing space for his perspectives. We humans are made so that we need to
know that if we honor the other, we will be honored in turn.

Still I see Linscheid as contributing to genuine conversation
through the sheer eloquence and clarity of his jeremiad (meant in the
best sense of the word, as an echo of the prophet Jeremiah). Agree or
disagree with him, his treasure deserves its own cherishing—and I at
least want a church that listens to him along with those who might dia-
metrically oppose him. I want a church that includes Linscheid in the
jazz band—if in fact Linscheid at this point sees value in that. I say that
not dismissively but in respect for conviction that amid what he sees as
the betrayals of God’s Spirit by the church, “God has come into exile.
God’s Spirit moves among the outcasts.” 

At one point I thought the next chapter should trend differently
than Linscheid’s, but then it seemed to me that we need to linger with
his concerns a while longer. Linscheid does make a point worth pon-
dering: The majority of MC USA members favor a hetero-centrist
teaching position Linscheid—a member of excommunicated German-
town Mennonite Church—knows excludes him. He is also correct that
Part One excluded voices such as his own. If I were in Linscheid’s shoes,
I’d be angry too. In Part One, Shank makes a case for the cultural dy-
namics that bias discernment toward Linscheid’s position. Whatever
the merits of Shank’s contentions (and they too offer treasure), efforts at
genuine conversation need to engage Linscheid’s understandable con-
viction that within MC USA the bias is toward the “John, you may not
be part of us” position.

To help promote that engagement, Lin Garber comes next. Gar-
ber’s concerns as both a gay man and committed Mennnonite aren’t
identical to Linscheid’s, but there is considerable overlap. And Garber
helps provide evidence that the 1995 Confession of Faith in Mennonite
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Perspective and other statements on homosexuality have evolved into a
sort of “canon law.” Year by year, as Garber sees it, the space for true dis-
cernment still open to more music from the Spirit has shrunk, as con-
fessions and documents have been interpreted and reinterpeted to limit
the range of potential interpretations.

This includes a subtle shrinking of the denominational call to re-
pent of rejecting those of different orientation. As Garber points out,
the first version of the following statement was adopted by the General
Conference Mennonite Church in 1986: “We confess our fear and re-
pent of our rejection of those of us with a different sexual orientation
and of our lack of compassion for their struggle to find a place in society
and in the church.” In 1987, the Mennonite Church (later to join the
General Conference to become MC USA) adopted the same statement.
Except that, as Garber mourns, “Especially pointed, to me, is the omis-
sion of two little words by the MCs gathered at Purdue: they left out ‘of
us’ after ‘those.’ Already the process of ‘othering’ was well under way. I
submit that it is time for a renewal of those vows.”

If I have a worry about Garber, it is that he seems almost to pretend
to hear a different music than is actually intended. The efforts to make
Article 19 leave space for same-sex marriage seem forced. Garber ob-
serves that “What I was blindsided by . . . was the way the received un-
derstanding of the phrase ‘God intends marriage to be a covenant be-
tween a man and a woman for life’ would quickly shift away from the
‘for life’ part of it to the ‘man and a woman’ part.” I’m not aware of any
realistic reading of Mennonite discernment leading to Article 19 that
would have envisioned it as also intending to make space, through its si-
lence or textual or subtextual nuances, for same-sex marriage.

Garber can make a case for same-sex marriage. This book includes
several chapters making such a case one way or another. However, I’d
wish for Garber not to try so hard to hear a music in Article 19 possibly
not entirely there. I’d wish for him to help us imagine how we might
play the primal melodies of Article 19 yet improvisationally enough for
Garber to add his notes. That way we might together enact the renewal
of vows to include “of us” Garber calls us to.

Encouragingly enough, Garber does begin the work of adding his
notes to the church’s in affirming the validity for same-sex marriage of
Article 19’s “for life” aspects. This affirmation helps respond to con-
cerns raised by Miller, Moyer, Swartley, and others regarding what ethi-
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cal commitments members of the LGBT community are prepared to
make.

Then if there is to be conversation, let the conversation continue—
by juxtaposing with Garber yet another thoughtful chapter but one
trending away from Garber’s views. In addition to the treasures to be
found in his call, echoing Eugene Peterson, for “fear-of-the-Lord” liv-
ing, Mark Thiessen Nation is ready to be held accountable by these in
the LGBT community with whom he disagrees. He aims to wrestle
with the scourge of homophobia. And he works hard to maintain focus
on broad scriptural principles, such as the meaning of loving both God
and neighbor, in relation to which we might make common cause.

My main concern is that strengths and limits of his chapter may in-
tertwine: In emphasizing broad biblical principles with potential to
generate some consensus among persons holding different positions on
homosexuality, he may risk staying so general he doesn’t fully enable us
to hear what his instrument might add to the ensemble once he plunges
into the messy tangles of the music itself. What might he say, for in-
stance, to the writers in this book prepared, as some appear to be, to
wholeheartedly affirm his call toward “a substantive and holistic ethic
for living faithfully” even as they conclude there can be a holistic and
faithful same-sex ethic?

The same above-the-messiness concern might be raised in relation
to Bruce Hiebert. Hiebert’s thought trends against Thiessen Nation’s.
Yet he joins Thiessen Nation in an intentional effort to stay far enough
above the fray to minimize unproductive battling. Again the risk is that
the principles may prove evanescent once applied to real-life discern-
ment amid the tensions. 

But this is not to dismiss Hiebert (or Thiessen Nation). Deserving
consideration is Hiebert’s core insight that “We Christians have voted
to endorse a most unsafe existence: the worship of a radical God of
grace.” We have voted to worship God, and God’s ways are not our
ways. Then if we only lock ourselves into pre-discerned denominational
statements, how do we accommodate this God if God’s ways turn wild
and burst out of our prior discernments? Might we not want to worship
God over our prior discernments—whatever their theological bias
might be? 

This is the key question Hiebert helps us ask. And it is a wonderful
question to ask in the midst of this book, throbbing with the pain and
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power of such varying understandings of what God wants of us. The
challenge for me as much as anyone, and here is where Hiebert doesn’t
quite get down into the mess, is the human tendency to expect God’s
wildness to burst the constraints of how others—and not we our-
selves—see and hear God acting.

Next more reminders that we deal here not only in viewpoints but
in flesh-and-blood people. Let me start with an outer circle, then zoom
in. There are the many of us (including me) among whose loved ones
are members of the LGBT community or those who, like Moyer, seek
healing from their orientation. Any conversation that does not include
the experience of family members has stumbled indeed. 

Alicia Yoder dares to acknowledge the fear so many parents experi-
ence in today’s homophobic culture and church: If your child turns out
to be gay, what a nightmare. Yoder shows how true it is that in a de-
nominational decision to not engage in discernment able to bring us to
a more redemptive place than we have reached, we are shutting the door
harder on the closet, not healing the fear and pain of those behind the
door or of the parents who worry over them. 

Joyce Lind dares to name the human condition: a mix of feelings.
So many of us have seen so many shifts in understandings of sexuality in
just a few decades. We’re confused. We’re unsure. We want to honor
teachings of the Bible and church. We want to love our cousins, our
brothers, our sisters. But what does it mean to do that? Can we really be
certain that if we just accept, now we have found the biblical way? Can
we be sure that if we simply reaffirm that only heterosexual expression is
godly, now we have found the way? Through the story of her walk with
cousin Kirsten, Lind helps us ask such things and in a form particularly
suited to improvisational music.

What determination to convey the flesh-and-blood immediacies of
the experience of being gay or lesbian Luke Miller and Sarah MacDon-
ald offer! I’ll keep my comments sparing here because the gifts of these
stories are hard to abstract from the words in which they are told. Take
Miller, who sings, lyrically, the words swooping up beyond and down
beneath the melodies of the church in his head, of the shivering energies
of his experience:

You see, those ten thousand folks are always there, telling me
where I’m safe, telling me who I am, where I’m from—deciding
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when it’s okay for me to open my heart. Where those inner angels
sing safety, home, light, warmth, that’s where the boys I met re-
ally struck me right to the heart, right through the bone, took my
breath away. Those folks sing life and love, and I’m scared but
they keep singing so I follow. I start to come alive, I start to love—
gay love, same-sex love, boyboy manman love. Their song said
love so I loved—but then their song said you are a gay nothing,
and you are not safe and you are not home and you are not
warmth and you are not life, and we don’t want to be in here.

Take MacDonald, making it impossible (for me at least) to dismiss
her integrity, her particular contribution to the music, simply because it
has come into tension with the church’s teachings:

Coming to know myself as lesbian has taught me so much about
God’s tender grace. Each time I share my story with friends, and
they—whatever their theological perspectives—affirm me as an
individual, I rediscover once more that I am indeed a beloved
child of God. Coming out has taught me about vulnerability and
courage, risk and security. It has taught me to hold gently the
scared and shattered pieces of my spirit and has made me long to
embrace the broken hearts and awkward edges I see in neighbors
all around.

We deal not in viewpoints but in flesh and blood. Flesh bleeds.
Then Ted Grimsrud, Nancy Kerr, and Willard Swartley remind us

again of why the blood in the first place. It’s not that we want to wound
people. It’s that we feel ultimate matters are at stake. But we reach dif-
ferent conclusions. So we all make our cases. And whatever we do or
don’t say blesses some and hurts others. 

So Grimsrud reminds us once more how it can be that those who
don’t hold the majority MC USA position think and act not due simply
to the crumbling moral structures of Western culture and church but an
outgrowth of efforts faithfully to understand the Bible. Grimsrud care-
fully traces the chain of reasoning that leads him to conclude that

We simply don’t have any direct teaching in the New Testament
aimed specifically at Christians that would clearly override the
biblical bias on behalf of vulnerable people. Jesus’ message of wel-
come to so-called “sinners” provides our norm. That is, there re-
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ally seems to be no basis in the Bible to forbid same-sex relation-
ships simply based on the fact that they are same-sex. There is
basis in the Bible to welcome as full members into the fellowship
people who are inappropriately labeled “sinners” by religious in-
stitutions.

Nancy Kerr extends and complements Grimsrud with her convic-
tion that what must unite the church is not inclusion or exclusion of
any group of people but rather covenanting to “question each other in
the church in love.” In Kerr’s church there is high ethical and scriptural
purpose combined with recognition (echoing Kraus in Part One) that
our understanding of the ways of God is dynamic, varying from era to
era, culture to culture, person to person. We further God’s ways by
humbly recognizing the limits of our ability to understand God or to
redemptively enforce the boundaries of purity. 

I wonder—as many likely do of my own advocacy for a multitude
of instruments contributing their notes—how Kerr then includes the
music of those who hear too little clear melody line in music like hers.
Or how Grimsrud (or I myself ) harmonize with those who believe
Grimsrud’s approach honors some scriptural trajectories at the expense
of others. But certainly here there is ample room for improvisation.

Grimsrud and Kerr’s passions are to extend the ministry of Christ
to those vulnerable in any culture. Then along comes Willard Swartley,
with a comparable passion—only it looks for Christ in different places.
Swartley joins those who see MC USA teachings as helping Mennon-
ites remain faithful against the discordant, Christ-shredding notes of
liberalizing church and culture. What Swartley wants to know is where
the stories of persons released from LGBT identities are. Rightly he
seeks flesh-and-blood instantiation of the position he affirms: If in fact
the redemptive way is the MC USA way, there should be stories illus-
trating such redemption, yet there are few.

One question I wish Swartley had asked is whether here flesh-and-
blood is trumping doctrine. Swartley and others say this is how it
should work. But does it? Why so easy (as it was) to find for this book
stories of those claiming their LGBT identity, despite the great social
costs, yet so hard (as it was) to secure stories such as Moyer’s or Pusey’s?
Could it be that some are called to celibacy and reorientation but many
are not? 
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Swartley’s speculation is this:

Since Mennonites talking most about GLBT agenda seek to nor-
malize gays and lesbians into family and church life, does concern
arise not to jeopardize this process by hearing the stories also of
those people who by experiencing new Christ/God relationships
and perspectives (a form of “conversion”), counseling, and/or
support groups have moved from same-sex practices to celibacy
or heterosexual living?

This possibility also deserves serious consideration. I am grateful to
Swartley for raising it as well as for pointing toward possible sources for
such stories as he and I both would like to see included in any genuine
conversation.

Phil Kniss and Marcia Pusey are near the end for a variety of inter-
twining reasons. First, though I learned of Pusey’s story from another
writer in Part Two, Kniss is her pastor. So their stories in that sense in-
tertwine in this book and no doubt also in their congregational life to-
gether. 

Another reason to place Kniss toward the end is that, after all the
theologies and hopes and stories that precede it, all the wishes for heal-
ing by leaving a sexual identity or claiming it, Kniss brings us back
down into congregational practices. For many of us, the congregation
will be the setting in which these matters are hammered out. Kniss
helps us do the hammering. 

And he helps us bridge some of the tensions evident in the book.
Here we can hear, if faintly, what the jazz might sound like if played in
the real world. Kniss is himself committed to the current teachings of
MC USA. That puts him at one place on the spectrum. That gives him
one type of jazz instrument to play. He is at the same time convinced
that our current handlings of membership are not doing much good.
We apply membership formalities to exclude and include rather than to
mutually lift each other toward God’s call for our lives. We need a dif-
ferent understanding of membership—one that allows all of us, straight
or LGBT, rich or poor, greedy or stingy, alcoholic or dry in both spirit
and Spirit, to join in one body to become whole. 

Here Kniss makes space—and a carefully thought-through inten-
tional space rather than a careless space emerging only from palid toler-
ance—for all to play in the ensemble. What they make will still be
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music, not discord. There will be adequate clarity regarding the nature
of the music and the need for disciplined practice to undergird the im-
provisation, to maintain the beats and harmonies of jazz and not merely
a scattering of random notes. With Thiessen Nation and others, Kniss
wants a robust ethic of the Christian life. But there will also be enough
space for the jazz to be unpredictable, for the honky-tonk piano to fol-
low the muted trumpet as it does in “Just a Closer Walk with Thee”
when the Preservation Hall Jazz Band plays it.

Actually of course, things are still not so simple. Some writers of
this book may feel this church gives too much latitude. Others may feel
this church imposes a stridently heterosexual screech over the underly-
ing music. This is why this church remains, no doubt, as much dream as
reality except in occasional exceptional settings. Still, this is a type of
church I hope conversations such as this book encourages will take us
toward. 

A key reason for placing Marcia Pusey’s story second-last is that it
seems to me to embody that the tensions are not only between us but
also within us. We are contradictory, complex, often shape-shifting
creatures, we humans. Sometimes truly to let God’s image in us bless
the world is to claim life within the contradictions. So Pusey empathizes
with the lesbian journey and shares certain concerns and commonalities
with it. Yet she has not wanted to embrace this identity for herself. She
sees how dangerous the homophobic and exclusion-prone church can
be, yet she also wants the church, to some extent yet in a different key
echoing Moyer, to support her in her move away from homosexuality. 

But no, that’s still not quite right. For Pusey it’s even more compli-
cated. She wants the church to call her not so much to a particular sex-
ual identity as to place her identity in God’s hands. Let the love of God
provide her fundamtental orientation, not a particular sexual identity:

I don’t know that I have ever succeeded in explicitly defining my
sexuality, and at this point in my life I don’t want to. While I don’t
want to disregard my sexuality, I don’t want to assign too much
significance to it either. I know this way of thinking about sexual-
ity does not conform to a value held by many in our society of the
the high importance of sexual fulfillment and expression. How-
ever, I am still able to bring my sexuality—with its longings and
awarenesses—in front of the Father and ask, “What does this all
mean? And what does it mean regarding who I am?” I can feel his
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arms of love enfold me and hear him say, “It doesn’t really matter
. . . I love you.” 

Pusey struggled for months with what to say and whether to say it.
Another chapter born out of great courage. Another writer who de-
serves to be honored and respected for having the integrity to bless us
with a narrative that fits no preconstructed categories. I’m reminded
here of Hiebert: Pusey serves God, not a tame God but the God who
takes her wherever God takes her, whether or not it fits a standard path.

The chapter by Sheldon Burkhalter, already briefly mentioned in
comments on Schaadt, seems an appropriate one to bring this project in
stumbling toward a genuine conversation full circle. It all started with
Weldon Nisly and the hope of generating comment from leaders in
Nisly’s Pacific Northwest Mennonite Conference. Now here is a chap-
ter by a PNMC leader. Burkhalter does not intend it simply as a com-
mentary on Nisly. Yet it provides glimpses of the wrestlings leaders
working at discernment in such cases must engage in. Thoughtfully and
constructively, Burkhalter ponders the realities that there will be ten-
sions between individual conscience and church teachings. Then what?

Overall, I find myself, as I imagine traveling with Burkhalter’s
guidelines through the various contentious issues I have faced as pastor,
in harmony with Burkhalter’s proposals. Each of his “Core Principles
and Guidelines for Addressing Differences” strikes me as essential. The
moment in imagination I kick one out as too restrictive of my freedom
of conscience, I think of how I’d feel if another pastor violated the
guidelines to push positions that seemed to me to disrespect key scrip-
tural or Anabaptist-Mennonite teachings. I’d hope to see the guidelines
used to generate some accountability! Although in Part One I noted
points of tension with the perspectives of Everett Thomas, as I under-
stand him he too is seeking the types of discernment Burkhalter calls
for. There is treasure in such quests.

The rub: I worry that a weakness of Burkhalter’s significant contri-
bution to the conversation is to not quite fully maintain creative ten-
sion but to resolve the tension in favor of the community, as seems true
also of Thomas. Burkhalter does in his case studies illustrate how the in-
dividual pastor may work dynamically in community to help the com-
munity’s understandings grow. And particularly the earlier items in his
list of guidelines do provide a role for the individual conscience. The re-
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mainder of the guidelines, however, seem written from the perspective
of a community seeking to hold leaders accountable rather than also
from the perspective of leaders seeking simultaneously to be account-
able to their community and to the promptings of a Holy Spirit who
may primarily—but not always—speak through the community. 

Burkhalter himself seems to indicate his concern to maintain the
primacy of the community, commenting that the guidelines

seek to reflect the teaching of Paul in Romans 14 and 1 Corinthi-
ans 8 about restraint of one’s individual liberty out of respect for
another’s conscience. . . . In a culture so steeped in individualism
as is American society, the church is prone to independent con-
gregationalism and autonomy, but it is necessary to be inten-
tional about the essential place of Christian community in the
body of Christ and its missional calling.

I see him as mostly right to so emphasize the community. Thus is
the concert hall maintained. Still I worry. What I said in Part One in
commenting on Everett Thomas I echo here: I would wish for bolder
engagement with the reality that historically some of the greatest break-
throughs of the Spirit into the life of the church have come from the
faithful dissidents (including those hotheaded early Anabaptist reform-
ers) who come hell or high water have chosen God over a particular ver-
sion of church. What if all Burkhalter’s guidelines are faithfully fol-
lowed—as typically I believe they should be—and still they’re not flexi-
ble enough to accommodate Hiebert’s God wilder even than any of our
guidelines, a God able to surprise us, including me, just when we think
we have her and him guidelined in? 

What if those voices particularly comfortable with community-
centered guidelines for discernment help keep the church concert hall
strong, its instruments tuned, its melody line unmistakable? Then what
if the faithful dissenters help keep the music alive, dynamic, unpre-
dictable even as God is unpredictable? What if Nisly, though open to
criticism such as this book includes, helps the Holy Spirit speak truths
the church would otherwise have missed? What if Schaadt’s music, past,
present, and in its unpredictable future forms, invites us to ask yet again
whether when fruits of the Spirit come from those we might be tempted
to exclude, what needs changing is not musician but our ability to hear
a higher music? 
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Yet one needn’t be sure Burkhalter has the balance precisely right to
appreciate a pathbreaking effort to speak from the trenches of commu-
nity leadership amid individual-community tensions. Here a denomi-
national leader goes insightfully on record regarding what is involved in
navigating treacherous matters. Here a leader helps us understand from
the inside of the process that holding individuals or congregations ac-
countable can be an act not only of unthinking exclusion but also of
sincere concern that “pastors, congregations, and conference leaders
must reach beyond individualism and autonomy, and must return
again and again to the biblical account, seeking the Spirit’s leading to
better form corporate conscience and actions.”

After the final chapter written by Burkholder comes still more—re-
sponses from authors of this book to other authors or the book overall,
followed by an insightful Afterword from Jeanine Czubaroff. Then the
very “last word” comes from J. Ron Byler, an MC USA leader. He
wishes for face-to-face conversation more dynamic than what this vol-
ume allows and at the same time movingly engages the book amid what
strikes me as commitment to genuine conversation. In addition,
though placed at the beginning of the book and providing an excellent
doorway into its materials and issues, the foreword by Carolyn
Schrock-Shenk was written after all but Byler’s response was completed.

These materials are intended to have the last word, so I’ll offer just
three brief sets of comments: First, as I also mentioned to the book’s au-
thors, I'm not quite sure what to make of the fact that all the chapter au-
thors who responded were men. Without intending to offend either
gender or any given author, does this mean we men are too ready to leap
in with perspectives, whether wise or not, and women less so, maybe be-
cause too wise to be talking so much? 

Second, several respondents suggest my readings of their chapters
as offered earlier in this introduction may benefit from their clarifica-
tions. I take note. 

Third, I am moved that a good many respondents (including Lin-
scheid, whose response weakens my critique of his chapter for not
doing this) did make efforts to engage the perspectives of those with
whom they disagree. This makes me wonder what would happen if
some day some of these authors were able to continue the conversation
face-to-face, a way of speaking Czubaroff, Schrock-Shenk, and Byler all
suggest may be particularly conducive to genuine conversation. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  P A R T  T W O   1 3 3



Precious Lord, Lead Us Home
So we stumble toward genuine conversation, toward the jazz hall,

toward a Mennonite Church USA able at the same time to stand on the
teachings it discerns for this era yet not just tolerate but actively wel-
come faithful dissent. Will we reach our destination? No time soon, I’d
guess. In the end I don’t know how all the instruments could play to-
gether. I suspect it’s impossible.

So why even work at what may never come to pass? For three rea-
sons. First, even though it may be far from coming to pass at denomi-
national levels, it is already happening and can be encouraged to hap-
pen at more local levels. Joyce Lind’s is a story of dreaming toward such
an outcome in family settings. Kniss gives us one blueprint for imple-
menting it in congregational life. Playing a somewhat different theolog-
ical instrument yet one still able, I suspect, to harmonize with Kniss’s, is
Paul Lederach, in Part One, likewise urging that the congregation be-
come a key site for working at such high-voltage, high-stakes matters as
these.

Second, the quest is worth understaking because the status quo
seems not permanently viable. A leader of one institution came within
a hairsbreadth of giving permission for a fascinating, vibrant record of
e-mail theologizing among staff regarding whether one staff person
should be published in this book. Then despite readiness of the staff
person and part of the administrator’s own heart to share the discussion
publicly as an example of how we might converse productively about
these matters down in the trenches, the conversation is not included
after all. What carried the day was feedback from a colleague who asked,
Why risk publishing such casually worded material—when even the
most careful writing on homosexuality is not met with rational re-
sponses? I too might have taken such feedback to heart. But is such a
status quo one we want forever to live in?

Even more troublingly, if the body of Christ is pictured as those
within the concert hall, then the status quo is being bought at the cost
of treating some flesh-and-blood people, people who deserve to be peo-
ple and not biopsied tissue, as tumors to be cut out of the body. I sus-
pect the status quo seems acceptable to the extent we distance ourselves
from wounds it inflicts. The tragic dilemma, of course—and what ap-
pears to make the quest humanly impossible—is that any movement
toward some other status quo will inflict yet some other set of wounds.
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Finally, the quest is worthwhile simply because one never knows
what early dreamings the God of the impossible possibilities may use,
year by year, decade by decade, or longer, to open spaces in the real
world for what begins only as wistful lyrics to an evanescent tune.

So I dare to wonder if I hear out there, though yes still far so far
away, the bluesy heart-tugging of a gospel song by Thomas A. Dorsey
(who as a pre-civil rights African-American must have felt in his bones
the power of exclusions justified as scriptural), and one so often also
turned into a jazz gem. I hear that song praying with us for our precious
Lord to lead us on, through tiredness and weakness, through storm and
night, to such a concert palace as God’s impossible possible home for
each and every one of us who want to play Christ’s jazz.

—Michael A. King
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Afterword

I accepted Michael King’s invitation to write this afterword for a num-
ber of reasons, one being an appreciation of his work with DreamSeeker
Magazine and his commitment to dialogic conversation. Besides this
shared commitment to conversation, I was grateful for an opportunity
to learn more about the controversy over gay and lesbian same-sex rela-
tionships in the Christian church, including one of its Mennonite de-
nominational variants. Clearly, the issues underlying this question are
profoundly controversial not only in the Christian churches but also in
the broader culture. And truthfully, as I thought about it, even as my
work in dialogue may interest people, it is also seen as idealistic. Here,
in Michael’s invitation, was a unique Christian community, among pre-
cious few communities, explicitly committed to dialogic ways!

As a Christian and an academic who works in an essentially secular
community, Ursinus College, my way to dialogue was neither straight-
forward nor intellectual. My doctoral work and first two decades of
scholarly work focused on examining the conflict involving B. F. Skin-
ner’s work Beyond Freedom and Dignity and his religious and humanist
critics. Not until my first sabbatical in my late forties did I encounter
dialogue studies.

The summer before that sabbatical year, providentially, I encoun-
tered the religious works of Jewish theologian, Martin Buber, in partic-
ular his exegetical essays on the Hebrew Bible and his translations of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Hassidic tales, as well as refer-
ences to his and Franz Rosensweig’s translation of the Hebrew Bible
into German. The stories and biblical exegesis captured my heart in
some powerful ways, so when autumn approached, and I needed to
begin the year-long sabbatical research, I threw aside my previous pro-
ject and pursued Buber’s work on dialogue. Over the years since, I have
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come to appreciate how the philosophy of dialogue has enabled me to
ground and integrate my personal, professional, and spiritual living.

Some biblical stories which speak powerfully to me are found in
Genesis and Exodus of the Hebrew Bible. Happily, each fall, as part of a
first-year liberal studies course, I have the opportunity to read and dis-
cuss much of Genesis and a portion of Exodus with a group of Ursinus
freshmen. I am always gripped by the encounters between Abraham
and God over the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah:

So Yhwh said: The outcry in Sedom and Amora—how great it is!
And their sin—how exceedingly heavily it weights! Now let me
go down and see:

The men turned from there and went toward Sedom, But
Avraham still stood in the presence of Yhwh. Avraham came close
and said: Will you really sweep away the innocent along with the
guilty? Perhaps there are fifty innocent within the city, Will you
really sweep it away? Will you not bear with the place because of
the fifty innocent that are in its midst? Heaven forbid for you to
do a thing like this, To deal death to the innocent along with the
guilty, That it should come about: like the innocent, like the
guilty, Heaven forbid for you! The judge of all the earth—will he
not do what is just?

Yhwh said: If I find in Sedom fifty innocent within the city, I
will bear with the whole place for their sake. (Gen. 18: 20-26,
Schocken Bible)1

Abraham kept pressing his case: “Perhaps of the fifty innocent, five will
be lacking . . .” until he dared push no further and agreed with God that
if there were ten innocent persons in these cities, catastrophe might be
averted.

Then there is the story of Moses’ encounter with God at the burn-
ing bush (Exod. 3–4, Schocken Bible): “When Yhwh saw that he had
turned aside to see, God called to him out of the midst of the bush, He
said: Moshe! Moshe! He said: Here I am.” But once God has revealed
his plans for him, Moses demurs, raising many counter-arguments, in
what turns out to be a losing argument over his selection: “Who am I
that I should go to Pharaoh, that I should bring the Children of Israel
out of Egypt?” The people “will not trust me, and will not hearken to
my voice, indeed, they will say: Yhwh has not been seen by you . . . !



Please, my Lord, no man of words am I, not from yesterday, not from
the day-before, not (even) since you have spoken to your servant, for
heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue am I!”

For Martin Buber, these are classic examples of the basic teaching
that fills the Hebrew Bible, namely, that “our life is a dialogue between
the above and the below.” Buber felt Israel’s Scripture is distinguished
from those of all other nations in that it “tells us how again and again
God addresses man and is addressed by him.”2 What I especially love
and respond to in these two stories is the gripping engagement, the giv-
ing and receiving of perceptions and reasons. This God who patiently
encounters, reasons, and even at times negotiates with his creation, is
understandably unsettling for those who assume that the Almighty, in
his absolute wisdom, foreknowledge, and goodness, cannot really be re-
duced to arguing or negotiating—after all, he knows all—and cannot
change his mind. What does this reasoning, arguing, even negotiating
between God and human beings mean?

Lately, I have wondered, was Jesus dialogic in this Old Testament
sense? This April, when invited to speak to a campus InterVarsity stu-
dent group, I worked through the Gospel of Matthew with that ques-
tion in mind. I came away thinking Jesus’ early encounter with the devil
had the character of a verbal contest akin to competitive rather than di-
alogic argumentation, and that his ambiguous response to Pilate’s ques-
tion, “Are you the King of the Jews?” (“You say so,”) as well as his silence
when pressed for a response to the charges against him, bespoke a recog-
nition of a profoundly power-driven context with no place for dialogue.

However, Jesus’ encounters with “the Pharisees” were frequently
marked by his willingness to respond and engage in the struggle of rea-
soning. His encounters with his disciples and the people who came to
him for healing were often dialogic. When I met with the InterVarsity
students, I spoke about the story of Jesus’ meeting with the Canaanite
woman (Matt. 15) since I felt it captures what dialogue, in Buber’s tra-
dition, entails.

The Canaanite (and thus either pagan or Gentile) woman dares to
cross the racial and religious divides of her time and make a claim on
Jesus: “Have mercy on me . . . my daughter is tormented by a demon.”
Jesus initially “does not answer,” and his disciples in great annoyance
urge him to ignore or dismiss the woman “Send her away for she keeps
shouting at us.” In the face of their dismissal, Jesus turns toward her and
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gives her the reason why he feels he cannot engage her situation: “I was
sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 

But the Canaanite woman will not take no for an answer. Instead,
she kneels before Jesus, begging, “Help me.” Jesus, still hearing her
claim on him, raises a fairness issue: “It is not fair to take the children’s
food and throw it to the dogs.” According to one commentary, Jews re-
ferred to non-Jews as “dogs” because such people were willing to eat
food that Jews felt was only fit for dogs! As if not in the least fazed, the
woman does not dispute her status as a “dog” within the Jewish world-
view but makes a claim for herself within that status: “Yes, Lord, yet
even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” Finally,
praising her tenacious faithfulness Jesus declares the daughter healed.

Here we have a story in which are present three crucial elements of
dialogue: bilateral/multilateral orientation, availability, and accountabil-
ity. Jesus turned toward and acknowledged the outsider-woman and her
perspective. He listened to her claim and responded by honestly reveal-
ing his own reasoning—without his openness, she could not have
framed counter-arguments that might actually influence him. Finally, he
engaged in a mutual accounting in light of implicit standards of fairness.

From my perspective on dialogue, persons have a bilateral (or mul-
tilateral) orientation when they enter a situation recognizing that there
are other persons with stakes in the situation as well, and, further, when
they acknowledge that these others will inevitably have perceptions,
feelings, and convictions regarding the situation which are unique.
Those dialogically oriented recognize many points of view or interests,
each of which may have some validity.

Such persons are also “available.” That is, they make themselves
personally available by daring to reveal their own truths and claims, but
they are also available to the partner because they join forums in which
they may hear and work to understand the other’s perspectives and
truths. 

Finally, dialogic persons are responsible or “accountable” to the
other. They are willing to take the time to ask and respond to questions,
willing to call the other to fair response, and willing to “test” (to use a
Mennonite term I heard frequently in these essays) their convictions on
shared community standards.

In contrast, those with monological or unilateral orientations ac-
knowledge only one side—the “right” or “true” side (usually their own),



and ignore, demean, dismiss, or even vanquish different positions on
the grounds that they are ignorant, immature, immoral, and so on. Typ-
ically, monologists are intent on having their way and to that end are
not available or accountable. They may, for instance, refuse to partici-
pate in forums where they must share their ideas, listen to others, and
respond. Or they may decline to reveal the grounds for their beliefs and
so avoid a genuinely bilateral reasoning and discernment process.

As I reflect from this perspective on the heartfelt essays I encoun-
tered in Stumbling Toward Genuine Conversation, I am struck power-
fully by John Linscheid’s lament over what he sees as the move from
“loving dialogue with each other,” to dialogue “with those who hold
differing views,” a change in language which Linscheid experiences as
an interpersonal “othering,” and to which he responds, “I do not wish
to silently consent to exclusion by refusing to participate. But does con-
tributing simply give an appearance of balance to another straight-
dominated exercise?” While coming from his own distinct experiences,
Michael Schaadt, too, decries the “reality that so little true dialogue has
taken place within the church regarding this issue,” and concludes, “I
sometimes question whether dialogue is even a possibility.”

Certainly, I believe, there is genuine dialogue in this book. How-
ever, I would like to reflect upon the challenges and despairs about dia-
logue implied by these participants in this conversation. In particular,
what are the risks of dialogue which lead us to resort to monologic, uni-
lateral, power-based approaches when we are in intense conflict with
others? What are the possible dangers of avoiding dialogue? What ob-
servations and questions regarding this conversation might I have that
would be of interest to those in the community from which this book
emerges?

What, then, are the risks of dialogue? Obviously, there is an inher-
ent risk to the individual who acknowledges another’s differing convic-
tions, interests, and agenda—namely, the risk of acknowledging other
possible ways of seeing and acting. In the practical context of this book,
depending on whether one tends toward inclusion or exclusion on the
overarching question regarding individuals in same-sex relationships,
there are practical personal and institutional consequences attendant
upon whether one takes seriously claims that, for instance, the Bible
may be interpreted with integrity in more than one way (including on
the issue of homosexual relations); that Christian fidelity is about
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covenanted, monogamous relations; that there is no genuine consensus
on the issue within the general Mennonite church nor in dissenting
congregations; that “teaching positions” are silencing; that Christian
heterosexuals differentiate between a hedonistic sexual culture and a
faithful, covenanted, monogamous sexual culture for themselves but
deny that differentiation to gay and lesbian relations, and so on. The act
of listening and giving responsible response seems to give stature and ra-
tionality to beliefs one may despise! In the end, it is probably true that
one is called to change in dialogic interactions, either personally or
communally, thereby risking loss of old ways of believing and acting
and the security and stability of past certainties and clarity.

A further risk is that in dialogue one moves from relative clarity and
simplicity in conviction to a messy, inconclusive complexity, diversity,
and even confusion and ambiguity of belief, as mentioned by Mary
Schertz, a seminary professor who notes that she sees homophobia as a
justice issue but is not sure what path the church should take on the is-
sues of membership and same-sex union. She writes, “I have mostly
been honest in this equivocation, but I have also sometimes been afraid.
In rare instances, as a young professor, I was afraid of my seminary ad-
ministrators, but in many more cases I have been afraid for my semi-
nary administrators—and afraid for the seminary.” Schertz also cites
the “vitriol” that often accompanies discussion of differences as another
cause of her fear of speaking openly (rather than simply remaining
silent).

Underlying the fear of complexity and confusion are almost cer-
tainly worldview issues. As Phil Kniss notes, “People are looking for
meaning, belonging, and accountability embedded in authentic com-
munity.” I confirm that perception, though I’d focus here specifically
on our individual search for “meaning.” Not only do conflicts over dif-
ferent ideas, convictions, and policies challenge the Christian commu-
nity with the evidence of diversity and create confusion for us as we at-
tempt to clarify our own way among the options and differences. In ad-
dition, a threat of possible meaninglessness looms as one questions
deeply held beliefs and understandings. Marcia Benner Pusey confirms
this but also notes the ethical implications of worldview beliefs when
she writes, “It is not just our belief systems that bear on our focus and
conclusions about homosexuality. It is also what we do with those con-
clusions.” Here, she confirms John Linscheid, “Beliefs lead to actions.
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They have consequences,” and helps us understand the poignancy for
each of us when important worldview beliefs are challenged. 

If acknowledging that some of our fundamental worldview beliefs
are based on false premises entails that we also must see our life as
headed “in the wrong direction,” it is not surprising that our first im-
pulse is to dismiss and contradict the claims and arguments of those
who differ significantly from ourselves. So, the fear and safety issues run
very deep. Add to this threat the real possibility that we may not know
how to listen to understand those who think very differently from our-
selves, may not know how to respond to their questions or call them to
respond to our questions and concerns, or may not know how to man-
age the fear of the unknown and the anxiety that may accompany that
fear, even as our own experience confirms Bruce Hiebert’s observation,
“We must take seriously that we do not know exactly what God is
bringing us toward.”

What risks of not being dialogic can balance the deeply important
risks to persons and communities entailed by dialogic relation? I believe
the most consequential relational risk to a couple, family, or commu-
nity in avoiding the challenge of dialogue is the risk of encouraging in-
terpersonal distrust—a distrust which, ultimately, destroys relation-
ships and communities. As Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy and Barbara Kras-
ner, psychotherapists working in Buber’s tradition, note, “Trustworthi-
ness, the main resource of dialogue, is the glue of viable relationships.
Manifest problems represent only the tip of the iceberg. It is mistrust
that unglues relationships.”3

Once we doubt that partners care, as demonstrated by their being
willing to take fairly into account our own needs, interests, and convic-
tions (rather than, say, ignore, dismiss, or belittle them), distrust is
born. And with distrust comes the possibility of alienation, separation,
and termination of relation. Relational distrust is heard clearly in Lin-
scheid, who rails at a process with regard to Germantown Mennonite
Church which he perceives to have been unilateral and power-based, a
process which included (he writes) reliance on excommunication or
threats of schism by conservative groups, selective truth telling, “block-
ing” of a wide hearing for LGBT viewpoints, scuttling of a “third way,”
reliance on an “anonymous mail-in ballot with selective options,” and
the revoking of pastoral credentials without face-to-face hearings.
DreamSeeker Magazine’s first round of conversation about the place of
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gays and lesbians in same-sex relations in the Mennonite church, which
did not, however, include gay and lesbian voices, simply added to a
number of gay and lesbian participants’ fears. 

Sheldon Burkhalter seems to at least implicitly acknowledge
monologic actions on all sides of this conflict in his discussion of the
problems with a “politicized discernment process,” which included di-
visive attitudes, coalition building, and unilateral actions on “untested
convictions” (for him, an example is premature corporate public state-
ments). His proposed guidelines to me seem to be an offer of some ex-
plicit standards which might be shared by the broader community to
ensure a more just process of mutual accounting.

From Linscheid’s point of view, the gay and lesbian community has
“responded comprehensively,” including with biblical exegesis, to ques-
tions from the broader community. I would ask, can those in favor of
greater inclusion, in fairness, acknowledge the threats their convictions
entail to very enduring Mennonite and Christian understandings? Can
they acknowledge (as a number of participants do) uncertainties and
questions related to untested lifestyles, even as they call the majority in
the Mennonite community to hear and fairly respond to their stories
and convictions? For that matter, can they see how Weldon Nisly’s
blessing of a same-sex marriage might be perceived by others in the
church as unilateral in its own way, a public action on an insufficiently
tested conviction—to relate the action to Sheldon Burkhalter’s pro-
posed guidelines for leaders?

Which brings me to reflection on what Phil Kniss calls questions of
ecclesiology. To Everett Thomas’ claim that the church has the “ulti-
mate authority to determine what is right and wrong,” I am inclined to
ask, who is “the church”? In light of C. Norman Kraus’s observation
“that the process of orderly spiritual discernment in the church has lost
ground to the fear factor in the past decades” and since spiritual dis-
cernment is so central to Mennonite church process, I ask, What distin-
guishes “ethical discernment” from discernment with less authority?

Kniss differentiates between the church as a human institution and
as a spiritual community and asks, How shall we do church? His vision
of an ideal congregation composed of small, personal, eucharistic com-
munities within which Christian formation and accountability and
membership judgments are made reminds me of the vision of church
described by Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, two Australian pastors as-



sociated with the worldwide emerging church, in The Shaping of Things
to Come: Innovation and Mission for the Twenty-First-Century Church.
They contrast an “attractional,” “bounded set” model with their mis-
sional-incarnational, Christ-centered model,

The attractional church is a bounded set. That is, it is a set of
people clearly marked off from those who do not belong to it.
Churches thus mark themselves in a variety of ways. Having a
church membership role is an obvious one. This mechanism de-
termines who is in and who is out. The missional-incarnational
church, though, is a centered-set. This means that rather than
drawing a boundary to determine who belongs and who doesn’t,
a centered-set is defined by its core values, and people are not seen
as in or out, but as closer or farther away from the center. In that
sense, everyone is in and no one is out. Though some people are
close to the center and others far from it, everyone is potentially
part of the community in its broadest sense. . . .

Churches that see themselves as a centered set recognize that
the gospel is so precious, so refreshing that, like a well in the Aus-
tralian Outback, lovers of Christ will not stray too far from it. . . .
In this way, the missional-incarnational church sees people as
Christian and not-yet-Christian. It acknowledges the contribu-
tion of not-yet-Christians to Christian community and values
the contribution of all people.4

What is intriguing (and also radical) about this model is its poten-
tial usefulness for the contemporary church as it makes its way and its
case in an increasingly non-Christian world. For Hirsch and Foster, the
centered-set church sidesteps troubling dichotomies by recognizing all
as the children of the one God and acknowledging the possible “contri-
butions of not-yet-Christians to Christian community and values.”

As an outsider invited to listen in and comment on an ongoing con-
versation, what final, practical observations or questions do I have?
Numbers of persons in this volume call for additional inclusive, safe fo-
rums for talk, encounter, and ethical discernment. So, an obvious ques-
tion is, What else might Mennonites do to follow through with that call? 

Certainly, Michael King’s non-institutional, privately financed
publications are remarkable ventures providing accessible, integrity-
based written dialogic forums. What can be done to make authentic
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speech safer? Fear in the face of the call to authentic speech can proba-
bly never be eliminated. However, I wonder whether study of the more
subtle “nonviolent” ways power may be exercised, as well as study of the
ways communities control, intimidate, and impose, might be consis-
tent with Mennonite commitment to the way of peace. 

Finally, from my point of view, dialogue is not only about authen-
tic speech and listening but also about mutual accountability, problem
solving, and negotiation. In a given conflict context (such as with re-
gard to homosexuality), who is permitted to hold whom accountable
and in what forums, relying upon what shared standards? My own ex-
perience as a professor of communication suggests to me that account-
ability works best in face-to-face forums. As King notes, the partici-
pants in this conversation are very good at articulating their own points
of view but much less inclined to make connections to, question, and
respond to each others’ positions. Given that mutual questioning and
responding (and, thus, accountability) are more likely to occur in face-
to-face encounters, a good question may be, What forums for face-to-
face encounters are possible for the Mennonite community as it seeks to
discern its stand on the issues of homosexuality?

When is there enough of listening, responding, and mutually ac-
countable reasoning? When is a community justified in stopping the
talk about a highly contentious issue and acting decisively? I don’t, of
course, have an answer. Jesus’ teachings and life lead me to believe, how-
ever, that I should be very careful before I turn away from another who
sincerely makes a claim on me. Jesus teaches us, “So when you are offer-
ing your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has
something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first
be reconciled to your brother or sister, then come and offer your gift”
(Matt. 5: 23-24).

I hear in my own ears Martin Buber’s concluding comments to his
famous address, “Genuine Dialogue and the Possibilities of Peace,” to
the German Book Trade upon accepting their peace prize on September
27, 1953. Accepting the prize required that he be present in Germany,
his home country from which he had fled after the Nazis came to power
and increasingly circumscribed his life as a professor and Jew. He said,

That peoples can no longer dare an authentic dialogue with one
another is not only the most acute symptom of the pathology of
our time, it is also that which most urgently makes a demand on
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us. I believe, despite all, that the peoples in this hour can enter
into genuine dialogue, into a genuine dialogue with one another.
In a genuine dialogue each of the partners, even when he stands
in opposition to the other, heeds, affirms, and confirms his oppo-
nent as an existing other. Only so can conflict certainly not be
eliminated from the world, but be humanly arbitrated and led to-
ward its overcoming.

To the task of initiating this conversation those are inevitably
called who carry on today within each people the battle against
the anti-human. Those who build the great unknown front
across mankind shall make it known by speaking unreservedly
with one another, not overlooking what divides them, but deter-
mined to bear this division in common.

In opposition to them stands the element that profits from
the divisions between the peoples, the contra-human in men, the
subhuman, the enemy of man’s will to become a true humanity.

The name Satan means in Hebrew the hinderer; that is the
correct designation for the anti-human in individuals and in the
human race. Let us not allow this Satanic element in men to hin-
der us from realizing man! Let us release speech from its ban! Let
us dare, despite all, to trust!”5

—Jeanine Czubaroff, Media, Pennsylvania, is professor and department
chair, Media and Communication Studies, Ursinus College
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Last Word

At San Jose 2007, the biannual convention for Mennonite Church
USA last July, speaker after speaker told us how they were drawn into
the Mennonite family. They reminded us of our calling within the
larger Christian church to speak out for peace and justice for all people.
One speaker said it this way, “Thanks for what you have given me, and
please continue to be who you say you are.”

Despite our best efforts to avoid the issue, homosexuality in the
church will not go away, and we are not at peace with each other. One of
the reasons may be that we have not been true to our word. As several
writers in this book point out, our Purdue and Saskatoon statements
not only state our belief about same-gender orientation but also prom-
ise that we will continue to talk to each other about it.

Stumbling Toward a Genuine Conversation on Homosexuality is aptly
named. We would still stumble, but less often, if we could find a way to
talk face-to-face about this topic, rather than through books like this
one. And still, I found myself laughing and crying as I read through
these pages. Many of the authors are people I know and love. People
whose opinions I respect dearly. So often, I wanted to say “Yes, but . . .”
or “But you’re forgetting that. . . .” But we are left with words on a page
rather than real-time conversation.

Yet that’s the point, isn’t it? For whatever reason, we are only now
beginning to provide space in the church to talk about this issue and
others that have the potential to divide us.

So let me contribute to this conversation by telling you what I
think and feel today. . . .

• I simply don’t think there is enough support one way or the other
to be clear about what the Bible says (and means) about homo-
sexual relationships.

309



• The Purdue and Saskatoon statements, as well as the 1995 Con-
fession of Faith in  a Mennonite Perspective, represent what the
majority of Mennonites think and feel about this issue. People
should read these documents (www.mcusa-archives.org/li-
brary/resolutions/) more closely, though , to remember all of
what these statements have to say and recommend.

• The easy line we draw between homosexual orientation and
practice feels fundamentally unfair, unjust, and impractical to
me.

• Mennonite leaders have failed to live up to our agreement to say
clearly what we believe about differing sexual orientation and
provide safe space for the church to talk about it. We have a sin-
cere desire to maintain the unity of the church, and we often are
fearful of the things that threaten to divide us.

• Discernment happens at different levels of church—congrega-
tion, conference, and denomination—and we have not yet fig-
ured out how to reconcile them.

• When congregations have been more open toward including gay
and lesbian members, and the congregations have chosen to stay
in relationship with their area conference and denomination, we
must respond to their invitations to “Come and see.”

• We should be much quicker to admit we can’t solve this issue by
ourselves and more open about asking God’s spirit to guide us.

Listen to the honest voices of the followers of Jesus in this book.
I would wish that John Linscheid could extend more grace to

church leaders who are in a difficult spot, but I also know firsthand that
John is one of the saints of the church and that his pain is real. I am
touched by Mary Schertz’s honesty and wish that I could have been so
forthright long ago. I am challenged by Mark Thiessen Nation’s strug-
gle to be accountable to his gay and lesbian friends and to speak with
honesty and compassion.

These voices are real. All of them are part of us. And that is why we
need to listen to each other. To truly find where God is leading us as a
church.

I wish that we could be more consistent in how we apply the 1995
Confession of Faith or at least say why we are not. And I strongly resonate
with Phil Kniss’ s wish that, rather than lowering the bar on sexual sins,
we would find ways to raise the bar on how we call all of us to account.
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Says Michael King, “So we stumble toward genuine conversation
. . . toward a Mennonite Church USA able at the same time to stand
on the teachings it discerns for this era yet not just tolerate but actively
welcome faithful dissent.”

Says our churchwide statement, “Agreeing and Disagreeing in
Love,” accept conflict, listen to each other, and trust the community.

Michael and the voices in this book describe the kind of church I
want to be part of. Yes, Bruce Hiebert, with God’s help, the church can
do a better job of being the people God calls us to be.

God, we ask you to help us listen to and hear each other in the
church in ways that honor you and honor each other. Thank you for my
brothers and sisters in this book who have shared their perspectives.
May they truly be instruments for your love and grace among us.
Amen.

—J. Ron Byler, Goshen, Indiana, is associate executive director of 
Mennonite Church USA
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