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A Compilation of all newsletter articles and our Resolution… 

 
“A New Years Resolution” 

 
 Plymouth Church has historically been a church that seeks to practice hospitality in the Burlington 
community and welcome, with open arms, all those who enter our doors.  A number of years ago, the United 
Church of Christ (our parent denomination) introduced a marketing campaign as a way to intentionally engage 
in a fresh effort to circulate our “brand” of church with the slogan, Never place a period where God has placed a 
comma, God is still speaking.  This led to yet another catch phrase, No matter who you are or where you are on 
life’s journey you are welcome here.  
   
 Still another initiative of the United Church of Christ, one that preceded the first two and that has 
caused some controversy within the denomination, was a resolution presented and adopted at General 
Synod (our biennial national meeting) in 1985.  The “therefore” portion of resolution read:    
 “Therefore, the 15th General Synod of the United Church of Christ encourages a policy on nondiscrimination in 
employment, volunteer services, and membership with regard to sexual orientation; encourages Associations 
and Conferences and all related organizations to adopt a similar policy; and encourages the member 
congregations of the United Church of Christ to adopt a nondiscrimination policy and Covenant of 
Openness and Affirmation of persons of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender orientation within  the 
community of faith.” 
  
 Plymouth Church Burlington has, as some level, been faithful to these initiatives and has been mindful 
of how we as a congregation might live into these philosophies and practices though we have never formerly 
acted on them.  This past summer, following the attack on the gay club in Orlando, Pastor Bob preached a 
sermon in response to this tragedy and begged the congregation to reflect on its role as a faith community in 
response to such tragedies.  Furthermore, he asked that the congregation consider how we might stand in 
solidarity with victims of hatred and violence.  Consequently, he suggested one very good way we could live 
out our faith with compassion and concern and that is by considering the path of becoming an Open and 
Affirming church as stated in the above resolution; by ourselves adopting a nondiscrimination policy and 
Covenant of Openness and Affirmation of persons of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender orientation within 
the community of faith. 
  
 After much prayerful consideration, a task force was put together to review the process, gather 
resources, schedule listening sessions, plan discussion and Bible study groups, and invite every member of 
Plymouth Church to engage in open dialogue that all may be informed on what this might mean for us as a 
congregation.  Therefore, by next fall we hope to be able to introduce our own resolution for adoption at a 
specially called congregational meeting.  A resolution would include the following explanation:      
 “An Open and Affirming (ONA) church of the United Church of Christ means that it has publicly declared that 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning/queer (LGBTQ) people are welcome in its full life and ministry. It 
bespeaks a spirit of hospitality and a willingness to live out that welcome in meaningful ways.”  
  
 We trust that every Plymouth Church member will let their heart be their guide in  
response to this very important initiative.  Stay tuned. 
  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 “Extravagant Welcome” 
  

 For some time now, thanks to our hospitality team, Plymouth Church has had a rug in our entryway 
that reads “Extravagant Welcome” which sends a message to anyone who enters that “no matter who you 
are or where you are on life’s journey you are welcome here.”  As the process of exploring our becoming an 
OPEN AND AFFIRMING CHURCH has continued, one remark we keep hearing is    “I thought we already 
were welcoming to LGBT people.”  This remark comes with the assumption that due to our affiliation with 
the United Church of Christ and its long standing policy of non-discrimination that by virtue of our covenant 
with the UCC that we are an open and affirming church.  Not so. 
  
 The other common theme running among us is “Well, we’re a friendly church and we already are 
welcoming.  So why do we need to bother going through the process and have a vote?”  Again, this is a fair 
assessment but still doesn’t answer some important questions or address some critical issues.  Below is a 
useful article provided by the national (UCC) Open and Affirming Coalition (ucc.org).  Please read it 
carefully…. 

 ‘All Are Welcome’ isn’t enough - “Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people of 
faith often experience emotional and spiritual injury in churches that condemn their capacity to 
love and seek love. Because they’ve learned that “All Are Welcome” usually doesn’t apply to 
them, they can’t assume that any church will be safe for them and their families. 
 A public welcome by an Open and Affirming (ONA) church sends a clear message to LGBT 
seekers (and members) that they have a home in the United Church of Christ.  ONA churches do 
experience net growth. When new ONA churches attract new members they are not all gay, 
many of them are often young straight couples who identify with the values ONA represents, 
and want their children to learn the faith in a welcoming church.” 
  
 In the coming months, as we continue to explore this together as a congregation we will learn that for 
every biblical reference that historically has been used to condemn LGBTQ people there are 3 or 4 that affirm 
them.  Here a few examples: 

 Accept one another, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” (Romans 15:7) 
 There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one 

in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28) 
 For Christ, having received, not one or two of us, but all together, has thus connected us, so that we 

ought to cherish one another.” (John Calvin) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
“Taking the Bible Seriously…Not Literally” 

 
 The United Church of Christ will be turning 60 this year.  That is reason for celebration.  And our 

heritage as a denomination with a social conscience has not changed and that is reason to celebrate as well. 

 One of the former presidents of our esteemed denomination once wrote: “I offer this Pastoral Letter to 

remind all of us that the church is to be a place where all are welcomed, where the gifts of all are recognized and 

received, and where the rights of all defended and promoted.  When so many in our society would reject and exclude, it 

is critical that we of the United Church of Christ bear witness to the conviction that it is possible to be deeply faithful to 

the Bible, profoundly respectful of the historic faith of the church and of its sacraments, and at the same time support 

the full inclusion and participation of all God’s children in the membership and ministry of the church.” 

 By now we have already offered our first Listening Session where we discussed a few of the reasons 

why considering the Open and Affirming process and stance is worthy of our time and focus as a United 

Church of Christ congregation. We also began to engage in a careful and critical analysis of some of the 

Biblical texts traditionally used to condemn and hold hostage - people who identify with being homosexual. 

 This month’s feature is designed to be a review to that discussion or to benefit those who were unable 

to attend.    “Even when we believe the scriptures are without error, it’s a risk to  

think our understanding is without error.” (Rev. Dr. Mel White) 

 Many good people build their case against homosexuality almost entirely on the Bible.  These folk value 

scripture and are serious about seeking its guidance in their lives.  Unfortunately, many of them have never 

really studied, or given careful and prayerful attention to what the Bible does and doesn’t say about 

homosexuality.  For example, many Christians don’t know that 1) Jesus says nothing about same-sex behavior 

2) the Jewish prophets are silent about it 3) only 6 or 7 of the Bible’s one million verses refer to same-sex 

behavior in any way – however none of these verses truly refer to homosexual orientation as it’s perceived 

or understood today. 

 It is terribly dangerous to think that our understanding of every biblical text is without error…and we 

can misunderstand and misinterpret these ancient words with tragic results.  One tragic present day example:  

Mark B. was a young man who accepted his sexual orientation “until he became a Christian” and was told on 

the basis of certain scriptures that he could not be both a Christian and a gay man.  Mark committed suicide 

and wrote the following in his suicide note to God: “I just don’t know how else to fix this.” 

 At our next listening session we will delve into more specific texts, the most familiar ones that have 

caused so much damage. We will also share some of these in our April Epistle feature.  In the meantime, for 

further study and reflection feel free to go to Justin Lee’s website: www.gaychristian.net.  His videos are 

especially helpful. 

 



 
“Just Being Christian Does Not Make One Open and Accepting” 

 
 As we continue to explore together we have noticed several common themes (and questions) arising 

with regard to our possibly becoming an open and affirming church (accepting to all regardless of sexual 

orientation).  One of those themes is “assuming” we already are ONA by virtue of our being a UCC church 

and/or even that because we are Christian we accept all people.  Hmmm. 

 Please be reminded that how we interpret being “Christian” is problematic given the broad range of 

definitions and varied traditions of what it means to be “Christian.”  In his book, Torn, Justin Lee on first 

coming to terms with being gay went to his (conservative) pastor to seek counsel and his pastor said he could 

have gay thoughts and still be welcome in his church but once he acted on them he would no longer be 

included.  This is just one example among thousands of how the Christian faith has been used to justify  

discrimination against (and even demonize) homosexuals.  In other words, the Christian church has 

contributed to the problem and thus (we the progressive) have a special responsibility for its solution. 

   It is estimated that 10% of the population in this country identify with the LGBTQ culture.  That’s 28 

million people which is reason enough to see how we can improve the way LGBTQ people are treated as 

fellow human beings.  Regardless of our own personal feelings, we ought to, as a faith community, be 

concerned that these people are treated with the same respect to which all people are entitled.  Not to 

decide to specifically include LGBTQ as among those welcomed into a community of faith will be assumed to 

mean that they are excluded.   

 Simply put, many baptized Christians who identify with LGBTQ have been betrayed, scorned, rejected, 

and humiliated by some Christian community somewhere and therefore do not trust the church to welcome 

them.  They need to see some visible and unambiguous sign of welcome in a local church before 

they will risk becoming involved again.  It’s not enough to assume we are all inclusive and 

welcoming just because we think we are by virtue of being Christian.  We need to express  

it and do so in a public way. 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
“Delving Deeper while not pushing or rushing our decision” 

  Thank you to those who have (and continue to be) been engaged in reading the book Torn as a Lenten 
study. Although we did not have many attend the formal discussion group a number of you are conversing in 
more informal settings and we encourage you to continue.  The hope is to have more  
planned discussion groups this spring and even into the summer months.   
 Some of the comments that have come from Torn discussions are: 

 He really struggled as he came to terms with his being gay and Christian 
 He really did his homework when developing a biblical understanding and perspective on  
 being gay and remaining faithful to God’s word 
 Wow.  I never thought of those scriptures that way; they really don’t apply to being gay or simply 

being “attracted to the same sex” in the way that some people suggest it. 
 No matter who he went to in his “conservative Christian tradition” they still all “threw the 

Bible” at him with the same literalistic interpretation 
 Others simply told him “don’t be gay” like you command a dog “to sit” like it was that simple 
 Parents or the environment “growing up” really have nothing to do with a person “coming out” 

as being gay 
 I have no doubt Jesus would accept and spend time with gays. I think that’s a powerful  
 argument 
 On this issue I don’t presume to know what God intends for certain. But I am not to judge 

others. 
 Stereo types of gay behavior are exaggerated and often distorted 
 Science has contributed much to the debate though there are no theories (pro or con) as to “the 

causes” of a person being gay 
 I’ve always believed gay people were “wired” differently from straight people. By that I mean I’ve 

thought it wasn't a choice they made 
 I didn't buy into the idea that how a person was raised had much influence 
 God may have created man and woman for the reproduction of our species but God also 

created men and women who have an attraction to their same sex. As it says in Timothy 1 4:4-
5 “For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving, for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer. 

  
 
    

“Living Out Our Faith While Living Into A New Understanding” 

  The above title suggests that faith is something very “fluid;” that faith is something that we possess but 
that has the ability to move us, to transform us, and to help us live out our faith in new and productive ways.  
Many of us agree that practicing radical hospitality in the 21st century is yet another way that the Holy Spirit is 
compelling us to remain vital while honoring our faith practices as well as considering those time-tested 
traditions and beliefs. 
 The other thing that the above titles suggests is that if it is the will of our faith community to officially 
declare ourselves “an open and affirming” congregation - and truly welcome all people into our midst 
regardless of sexual orientation - that we commit to continue at a comfortable pace in implementing practices 
that will promote our new Identity.   
 In our ongoing discussions about the ONA process some very good questions have been asked and 
very legitimate concerns have been raised and how we would “live into” being ONA is one of them.  The 
answer is: as a new ONA church we would of course “live into” that new identity at a pace comfortable to all; 
not too fast but not too slow either.  For instance, we will not raise a rainbow flag the same day we vote (if 
affirmative).  Rather, we will have a clear and concise plan for living into the ONA identity; which means 
maintaining a sense of emotional control and maturity.  In short, ours will be a strategic plan for 
implementation. 



  

“The Journey Continues” 

 To our newer readers, ONA (Open and Affirming) is a status claimed and proclaimed by churches in 

the United Church of Christ who identify themselves as being non-discriminating to those of any sexual 

orientation.   The ONA church does not judge or condemn any single member of the human race for being 

the person God has created them to be.   The ONA church truly lives out its call that “no matter who you 

are or where you are on life’s journey – you are welcome here.” 

 Through study, prayer, and thoughtful discussion, Plymouth Church is currently engaged in considering 

what it would mean for us to become a member of this growing faction of our parent denomination; the 

United Church of Christ.   This feature is the 7th one in a series which began in January of this year; those 

previous articles are archived on our church website.   Public listening sessions have also taken place since we 

began discussions.   

 We will be watching together the documentary film entitled “Call Me Malcolm.”  Call Me Malcolm is an 

amazing story of the human spirit and God's spirit, and the liberating struggle to realize and express with 

confidence the marvelous gift of one's truest sense of self.   As Malcolm shares his own story and through the 

stories of others we meet, Call Me Malcolm offers us a glimpse into the real lives of real people who are 

transgender.   But it is only a glimpse.   There are many stories to be told and Malcolm helps us make 

connections to our own stories, encouraging us to share them.   That can seem daunting in a culture which 

has done more to heap shame on persons who identify as transgender.   The good news of Malcolm's story is 

the way in which shame and fear are overcome by grace, compassion and knowledge.   Viewers cannot help 

but come to a deeper understanding of faith, love, and gender identity, and by doing so, arrive at a deeper 

understanding of their own journey. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
“Welcoming vs. Declaration” 

Since January, we’ve been meeting and discussing what it would mean for our congregation to become Open 
and Affirming – to declare openly to the public that we do not discriminate based on sexual orientation, and 
that we strive to fully live out the call that “no matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are 
welcome here.” 
  
A number of times, I’ve heard, “The UCC is already open and affirming, and we’re already welcoming; why do 
we have to actually go through the process and take this vote too?” 
  
Have you ever had someone say, “We should get together sometime”? As a single person with no kids and a 
relatively static schedule, my common response is, “I’m usually free any day after 5, give me a call when you’re 
free!” Do you know how often that get together happens? Never. The offer is genuine, but there isn’t any real 
substance to the invite. I have one friend who ends every email with, “We need to go get a beer sometime!” 
She’s been saying this for the past 3 years. Every time, I tell her sometimes I’m free and tell her to pick a day. 
It has yet to happen. 
  
Currently, our congregation is welcoming. We have LGBTQ+ members who are out and an important part of 
our congregation and we love them dearly. That being said, our welcome to the greater community is 
currently like that nebulous “We should do something sometime.” If they walk in our doors, we know that 
they will be welcomed with open arms. That being said, how does the community at large and LGBTQ+ 
individuals in particular know that they will be welcomed? How do they know that when we say everyone, we 
mean everyone and our offer of welcome is more than just “sometimes”? 
  
Taking the step to declare our congregation officially ONA to the broader community is like, rather than 
saying, “We should do dinner sometime,” saying, “You who don’t feel welcomed elsewhere, or wonder if 
there’s really a place for you in this thing called Christianity, we have a plate at the table set just for you. You, 
yes, YOU are welcome here. We’ll be right here with a place for you, willing to share our dinner with you no 
matter where you are on life’s path and we hope to be able to walk with you on your journey to becoming 
everything God has hoped and dreamed that you could possibly be.” 
  
As someone who gets a lot of invites to “do dinner sometime” and yet eats a lot of dinners alone, that 
knowledge that someone literally has a place set for me at the dinner table is a very heartwarming message. 
Being willing to declare our congregation ONA is the difference between hollow words and taking a solid, 
declarative stand for those who don’t know that they will be accepted or have been turned away elsewhere. 
  
 

 
“Resolution and Covenant” 

  
 For the past 9 months Plymouth Church has prayerfully engaged in formal and informal discussions, 
conducted listening sessions, provided monthly features in The Epistle, conducted books studies, viewed a 
documentary film, and listened to sermons, all in an attempt to resource and equip church members that we 
might make an informed decision on whether or not we wish to make a statement in our philosophy, mission, 
and sincerity about truly becoming a place of welcome to all people.  The Open and Affirming (ONA) action 
team has drafted two final documents to be discussed and voted on at a congregational meeting set for 
Sunday, October 8th.  The first is a resolution for action and the second is the statement required by the UCC 
coalition to become a “registered” ONA church within the United Church of Christ.  Those documents 
follow. 
 
 



 

Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ, Burlington, WI 
Resolution to Become an “Open and Affirming” Church 

-2017- 
 
We at Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ believe that all human beings are created in the 
image of God, just as we are (Genesis 1–2); that each one of us is reverently and wonderfully made (Psalm 
139).  
 
And whereas we believe, despite any previous biases or Biblical interpretation, when carefully studied in their 
original context and applied in our present setting, that there are no Biblical texts that condemn any form of 
loving or life-giving human relational expressions between people of the same sex, bi-sexual, or transgendered 
persons.  Therefore, neither do we condemn or discriminate against people who identify as LGBTQ+.   
 
Whereas we believe that Jesus of Nazareth’s most profound teaching was in response to the question of which 
commandment is the greatest. Jesus said to love God with everything we have; our soul, mind, heart, and 
strength, and to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. When asked who was our neighbor, Jesus told the story 
of the Good Samaritan, a religious minority, who stopped to help a wounded stranger on the road. Jesus used a 
scorned and hated person as the example of what love looks like. 
 
Whereas we believe that Jesus’ love was a revolutionary love; love that feeds folks when they are hungry, love 
that gives folks drink when they are thirsty. Love that visits those who are sick and imprisoned, and love that 
liberates folk from their suffering. Love that practices extravagant hospitality. Love that never, for any reason, 
excludes anyone from being a part of the community of Christ. 
 
Therefore, we stand on the side of Love. And like Jesus, we welcome all who are burdened and heavy laden 
with the stress and strife of life. Like Jesus, we constantly ask ourselves, what would love have us do? 
 
Whereas we wish to honor our covenant with the wider church that is the United Church of Christ by following 
their lead with “courage in the struggle for justice and peace.”  Whereas, we at Plymouth Church, under the 
advisement of the UCC Open and Affirming Coalition, have conducted listening sessions, book studies, 
published newsletter articles, provided resources, and engaged in faithful dialogue on the issue of LGBTQ+ and 
the Christian Church for the past year.   
 
Whereas we recognize the anxiety that accompanies any controversial issue and genuinely respect the varying 
views and expected hesitancy within our membership in moving forward with the “Open and Affirming” 
process.  We have, to the best of our abilities, attempted to reach out and to help inform and enlighten all 
members and associated friends of the church on the issue and how it will affect us as a faith community 
especially in our ministry of hospitality. 
 
 
 
We therefore resolve that Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ, Burlington, Wisconsin become a 
certified Open and Affirming Church by declaring that no matter who you are or where you are on life’s 
journey you are welcome here; and will therefore seek to practice inclusion, extravagant welcome, and 
hospitality in our worship, fellowship, mission, and practice at every level of our existence.  
 
The following is our covenant that, if approved, will be sent to the national office so that we might be included 
in the registry of ONA church nationwide. 
 



 
 

Plymouth UCC Burlington, WI – ONA Covenant 
 

We, the members and friends of Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ, recognize that the 
LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning) community has been the target of discrimination 
and judgment and we consciously choose to renounce any such discrimination or judgment.  

We are an inclusive and diverse church; a place of unconditional love that inspires all individuals in our 
community.  We seek to be an expression of God’s Love in the world by declaring ourselves an open and 
affirming (ONA) church, and by embracing diversity and affirming the dignity and worth of every person, since 
we are all created in God’s image. 

In so doing we will intentionally invite and welcome into our faith community persons of every gender, 
sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, ability, age, race, nationality, economic and social status, 
faith background, marital standing and family structure. 

We will thus live out the creed; no matter who you are or where you are on life’s journey, you are 
welcome here; to minister with us and among us, to receive the grace of a “still speaking God,” to share your 
time, talents, treasures and energy in worship and all the rites and sacraments, in community life, education, and 
missions, and in filling staff and/or leadership positions.   
 
 
We, the members of Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ ONA Action Team wish to 
present this resolution and the accompanying Open and Affirming covenant for review following the meeting on 
September 17, 2017.  We will then propose a called meeting of the congregation for October 8, 2017 where we 
will discuss and vote on the resolution.  If approved, a task force will be put in place to oversee our future work 
as we seek to gradually live into that new mission and practice 
 
  
 
 


