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Preface

As you begin working through this process of discernment, you
may wonder why and how it was developed.

The genesis of this process was a request made by Park Avenue
Christian Church in New York City to the General Assembly of the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). The request was that the
church address the question of the place of gay and lesbian persons
in the life of the church.

In response, the Administrative Committee of the Disciples
asked the General Minister and President, Richard Hamm, to
appoint a steering committee that would be given two tasks: (1) to
frame the issue for the church, and (2) to develop a process of
discernment for the church to use in exploring the question raised
by Park Avenue Christian Church.

Dr. Hamm appointed a committee of fourteen and employed a
part-time staff person to work with the committee, which consisted
of seven women and seven men. Among these people were two
African Americans, two Hispanics, and one Asian. Seven of the
members were at the time of their appointment pastors of local
churches. Among the members were a regional staff person, a
college chaplain, and a pastoral counselor. One held a doctoral
degree in biblical studies. Four members were laity.

Three members of the group held conservative views on the
question, believing that homosexuality is a sin. At the other end of
the spectrum were three gay or lesbian members. In between were
people who believed that they had much to learn about the whole
question, as well as some who believed that the church should be
more open to everyone. It was a well-balanced group, and virtually
every position in the church was represented and heard.

The committee met periodically for two and a half years, with
members working between meetings on various aspects of the
discernment process. The development of the process evolved as



the group worshiped, engaged in Bible study, and shared personal
stories.

Although there were major differences of opinion on the
committee, the common bond was a love for the church and a deep
commitment to the Christian gospel. Every meeting ended with a
service of the Lord’s supper. In coming to the table together, the
committee was saying that everyone’s faith and integrity were
understood and respected. As the group continued to meet, a sense
of love and appreciation emerged that transcended differences of
opinion on the place of gay and lesbian persons in the life of the
church. That was one of the wonderful gifts of the Holy Spirit to the
committee.

The committee discussed many different aspects of the issues,
but finally came to the conclusion that the fundamental question is,
“What is the gospel message to our church as we relate to gay and
lesbian Christians?” For the committee, this question outweighed
all other issues.

Although this process was developed by members of the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), it should be useful in
virtually any denominational tradition. The committee hopes that
this will be a valuable experience for you and that you will sense
the leading of the Holy Spirit.

Gregory Alexander Lexington, Kentucky 
Mark Johnston Boston, Massachusetts
Dana Bainbridge Omaha, Nebraska 
JoAnne Kagiwada Oakland, California
Peter Browning Springfield, Missouri
Diane Paulsell Princeton, New Jersey
Jo Ann Bynum Los Angeles, California 
Maria Perez Bronx, New York
David Cortes Deltona, Florida 
Douglas Skinner Dallas, Texas
Ronald Greene Spokane, Washington 
Mary Smith  West Glacier, Montana
Alvin Jackson Washington, D.C.
Judith Hoch Wray New York City, New York
William Paulsell Lexington, Kentucky

viii Listening to the Spirit



1

Introduction

Gay and lesbian people are present in our society and in our
churches. Although many keep their sexual orientation secret for
fear of discrimination, job loss, alienation from family, or violence,
many are much more open now about their lives.

The fact that there are gay and lesbian people in the church has
raised many questions. Are there any reasons why gay and lesbian
Christians should not be treated as other Christians? Should the
church ordain gay and lesbian persons as ministers? Should gay
and lesbian persons hold offices in local churches? What does the
Bible have to teach us on these questions?

Such questions are difficult for the church, and the controversy
surrounding them is painful for many. It is painful for those who
believe that the issue is resolved and who fear that more discussion
may compromise their faith or their relationship with their church.
It is painful for churches and denominations that are divided. It is
painful for families with lesbian and gay members and for gay and
lesbian people who face discrimination and condemnation. The
church is attempting to respond by receiving the light of scripture
and by listening to the Holy Spirit.

What should the people of God do in situations of such conflict
and pain? How should decisions be made in the church?

One way that many churches make decisions when facing a
difficult question is to debate and vote. There are winners and
losers. The winners think the matter has been resolved. The losers
refuse to let go of it. Bad feelings are generated, and unity within
and between congregations is fractured. A better way to respond to
this pain and confusion is to make use of a process of discernment.
Such a process assumes that the Holy Spirit is at work in the church.
Discernment is a matter of listening to the Spirit for guidance in our
church life. 



This process of discernment is designed to help us listen to God
as we consider the question, What is the gospel message to our
church as we relate to gay and lesbian Christians?

Every Christian is called to live the gospel faithfully and fully.
That is the focus of this process, which could have taken many
different paths. A wealth of information is available about related
scientific, sociological, and cultural issues. This information will
inevitably be part of what each participant brings to this process. In
the process of discernment, however, the steering committee chose
to focus on how to live the gospel.

2 Listening to the Spirit
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What Is Discernment?

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern
what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable

and perfect. Romans 12:2

Rather than trying to solve problems by debate and vote,
discernment takes a different approach, one of listening to the Holy
Spirit. In this process you will study some biblical passages in which
you will read of the early church’s efforts to discern how the Spirit
was leading the church to face difficult issues.

Through worship, Bible study, sharing personal stories, and
gathering around the Lord’s table, you can begin to hear what the
Spirit is saying. When you discern, you do not argue or debate, but
listen respectfully to each other in the hope that through these
experiences you will hear the Spirit and discern the will of God.

In his book Scripture and Discernment, Luke Timothy Johnson
writes, “The entire point of hearing the stories of individuals and
groups as they are gathered by shared experiences is to discover
how God is acting in the world.”1

This process is going to take some time. How much time
depends on the experience of the group engaging in the
discernment process. You may plan to meet once a week until the
process is completed. You may have a weekend retreat to work
through some or all of the sessions. Whatever schedule is used, you
must be willing to take the time needed for the process to work.

1Luke Timothy Johnson, Scripture and Discernment (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1996), 112.
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The process may be engaged by the leaders of a congregation,
by the church board, or by any small group. It may be used by a
regional committee on the ministry or a regional board, by a group
in one of our general units, or by a campus student group. There
are many possibilities. You have to decide what works best for your
congregation or organization. It is essential that in whatever group
uses the process, there is participation by gay and lesbian persons.
The process will not have integrity if lesbian and gay voices are not
heard.

This process assumes no specific outcome. That will be
determined by the Holy Spirit. In the gospel of John, Jesus says,
“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but
you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with
everyone who is born of the Spirit” (3:8). The process does assume
that the Holy Spirit is at work in your midst, but no one can predict
what the Spirit will do. 

The basic intention of the process is to help you develop a
sensitivity to the Spirit. The hope is that as you struggle with how
to relate to gay and lesbian Christians, you will receive guidance
from the Spirit. This requires careful and thoughtful listening to one
another, to the Bible, and to that still, small voice that you
encounter in worship and communion.

Ruth Fletcher wrote a book about discernment for the office of
the Disciples’ General Minister and President called Take, Break,
Receive: The Practice of Discernment in the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ).2 Her opening chapter is on “Discernment in the Christian
Tradition.” The rest of this chapter of the manual consists of her
understanding of discernment.

Discernment has to do with sifting through the
information we’ve been given in order to make sense of it.
For centuries, Christians have used the word discernment to
describe the prayerful process of seeking God’s leading in
their individual lives and in the life of the church. That
seeking, that longing to know God’s heart, points to the
reality of our human condition: We can enter into the loving,
creative mystery in which life is created, bathed, and nurtured;

2Ruth Fletcher, Take, Break, Receive: The Practice of Discernment in the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ). Available from the Division of Homeland Ministries,
P. O. Box 1986, Indianapolis, Indiana 46206-1986.
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we can orient ourselves toward a hope that transcends our
own vision.

Through the ages, when followers of Jesus Christ have
found themselves at crossroads, they have turned to scripture
study, prayer, and theological reflection in order to seek
God’s guidance. Those disciplines have helped the faithful
to see more clearly where and how God is at work in the
world and to discover how they can participate more fully
in that work, offering healing, love, and peace.

Today the church is rediscovering the value of dis-
cernment as a practice that can offer practical help in
confusing times. It is reclaiming the discipline as a means of
making personal choices and inspiring deeper faithfulness.
Discernment can generate vitality and courage as we imagine,
reflect, and make decisions together about the future shape
and direction of our common life and mission. As we work
through the steps of a process, we can learn to distinguish
the voice of the Holy One from all the other voices that seek
to influence us, so we can make sound decisions and act, as
much as possible, in accordance with God’s intentions.
Discernment is the way we live out the prayer we pray each
Sunday, “Thy will be done.”

Discernment is not a new fad; it is an ancient practice
that has it roots in the early church. Acts 15 gives us a glimpse
into one of the first occasions the church enters into a
discernment process, in which Paul and Barnabas travel to
Jerusalem in order to pose a question to the apostles and elders
of the church. [Acts 15 will be studied in stage 6.] As the church
grew over time, men and women who chose to live in
religious communities searched for ways to be faithful to the
leading of the Spirit.

After the Reformation, other models of communal
discernment evolved among Protestants. Leaders such as
Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli focused on scripture as the
primary means by which God’s will was revealed. Later, the
Society of Friends (Quakers) added their own forms to the
practice of discernment as they “waited upon the Spirit.” They
learned to come to consensus. They created the “clearness
committee” (gathering a group of trusted people together to
listen and reflect with an individual who is trying to make a
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choice). When not everyone agreed about which direction
the Spirit was leading, they discovered value in registering
nonconcurrence.

Other Protestant groups continued making time to come
together as Christians to follow the leading of the Spirit. In
1792, founders of the Methodist movement formed the
Covenant Group called a “Holy Club,” whose members
encouraged each other in practicing the disciplines of prayer,
Bible study, fasting, communion, and service. They believed
that the Spirit works within each individual from the time
of baptism, helping that person to grow in faith and
discipleship.

Early founders of the movement that eventually became
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) emphasized the
importance of the biblical story in the discernment process.
They believed the Holy Spirit to be an active agent that
“subdues chaos, brings order, and vitalizes humanity,”
shaping the character of Christians and helping them to
come to know God more fully through the scriptures.
According to Alexander Campbell, those who wished to
discern God’s will should open the Bible with that aim as
their ardent desire and sole intent. With that focus in mind,
he believed that those who would go seeking for guidance
would not be disappointed.

The language of the Spirit is unfamiliar. Often, we see
God’s hand in our lives only in retrospect, looking backward
from a safe place. While we’re in the middle of it, the process
of discernment can feel chaotic, at times nebulous. That
means that there will be people in every congregation who
will be uncomfortable with the practice of discernment.
Those who are used to business meetings, which rely mostly
on logic and persuasive debate, may find it especially
uncomfortable to work in a mode that requires the group to
attend to an insight here, a feeling there, a sense of being on
the verge of something everywhere.

Yet that is the countercultural character of the discernment
process. It goes against the norms of individualism,
competition, compartmentalization, and specialization that
have become such familiar parts of our secularized culture.
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Instead, it seeks to build community and consensus. It
challenges the concept of church as one of a number of nice
community activities, calling instead for Christians to take
seriously those practices of Bible study, prayer, and reflective
listening, which can lead to radical transformation and
singular commitment to doing God’s will. 
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