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Abstract: The question of LGBTQ+ inclusion in churches is rapidly becoming an open conversation in
congregations and denominations seeking answers in policy and practice. As society is engaging the
question of LGBTQ+ rights in the courts, denominations are addressing LGBTQ+ inclusion, and as
increasing numbers of LGBTQ+ Christians come out in their faith communities, church members and
their churches, with their religious structures, are called on to take positions, often in the absence of
agreement. In background research and 97 interviews with leaders and members of 21 congregations
in three denominations, a research team discovered processes, models for conversation, and resources
to address the risks of division and changes in membership and finances. In the following article, the
authors include findings and resources from congregations, process models, and suggestions and
possibilities for families of faith considering how to move forward in addressing one of the more
pressing and divisive issues in the church.
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1. Introduction
Persons who identify as Christian and as LGBTQ+ often experience marginalization
in the churches in which they grew up and in the denominations in which they may feel
called to serve (Baldock 2014; Cole and Harris 2017; Gold 2008; Harris et al. 2020; Robertson
2017). As culture in the United States shifts with increasing focus on legal equality and
rights for LGBTQ+ persons, there are changes in the law, such as the marriage equality
decision by the Supreme Court of the United States (Chu 2020; SCOTUS 2014). At the same
time, more LGBTQ+ persons are open about who they are. That is true in congregations
as well, especially as some denominations and congregations have been engaging in the
conversation since the 1990s, at larger rates over the past 25 years (Gaede 1998; Polaski
et al. 2013). Persons who identify as Christian and as LGBTQ+ are increasingly visible in
the culture and in churches. Denominations and congregations have both the challenge
and the opportunity to address questions of membership, leadership, and participation
in sacraments like marriage and the blessing of children. There are models emerging to
guide the conversations, but few are specifically for congregations. This article explores
the discernment experiences and recommendations of 97 participants in 21 congregations
and 3 denominations.
A review of the literature clarifies the context of the research. The history of the
Christian faith began with hope and joy and with questions of inclusion. The development
of the Christian church includes both times of significant positive impact, growth, and new
hope for a hurting world. At the same time, there is ongoing disagreement, division, and
fracturing over understandings of scripture, policy, and positions. We examine here the
literature informing our study: history of the early church, policy, and LGBTQ+ history in
the Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian denominations. The church has impacted, and
been impacted by, social issues and change. The specific issue of sexual orientation and
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sexual identity and the church is only one controversial topic that the church has wrestled
with through the years.
1.1. The Christian Church
The crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth was at the intersection of religion and politics
as the leadership of the Jewish faith conspired with the political power of Rome to use
force to direct the beliefs and practices of the people (Shelley 2013). The early church began
hidden underground and in hiding but grew in numbers and open expression first in
Jerusalem and then across the Middle East and to the known world (Richards 2020). As
the faith movement of the early Christian church grew, questions of inclusion of Gentiles,
questions of leadership of disciples only and men only, questions of property ownership,
and allegiances were all sources of difference. The role of women was addressed differently
in different parts of the world as cultural influences over church structures and worship
structures developed (Garland and Garland 2007). New Testament authors wrote about
their experiences, and those letters began to have influence on church policy as they
addressed the very questions that were being raised in new churches and communities of
believers (Richards 2002). Today, there are disagreements about whether those letters were
to be understood in the cultural contexts that produced them or are to be understood as
universally true. Another issue is who is “empowered” to provide analysis or interpretation
of those letters/scriptures. In the Catholic church, for example, the authority is the Pope
and, by extension, bishops and priests who are trained and dedicated to the work of
the church. In some denominations, that role belongs to leaders in the church who are
trained in church doctrine or who by declaration are called by God to interpret God’s
word (Richards 2020). In some denominations, the doctrine of “priesthood of the believers”
ascribes to all persons of faith the right and responsibility to read and interpret and apply
the scripture in their lives. In most denominational groups, there is a mix of response to
the teaching of leaders and personal interpretation. The role of leaders in interpreting the
scripture increases the power differential and the cultural understandings when leaders are
primarily one group in society—notably, in America, white heterosexual cisgender males
(Baldock 2014).
1.2. The Church, Social Issues, and Change
There are hundreds of religious groups in the United States, including a plethora of
denominational groups with a wide variety of policy and organizational structures. One
important structure to this study was the relationship of denomination to congregation
concerning decision making, policy, and living that out in an increasingly diverse country
and society. Denominations are not new to the controversies of social justice issues. In the
United States, the history of the church with slavery and racism is one example that most
denominations wrestled with and continue to struggle with today as “the 11 a.m. hour on
Sunday is the most segregated hour of the week” (King n.d.). This is true across most major
denominations, including those with formal structures and those with a greater focus on
the local church structure.
1.2.1. Social Issues Then and Now
Northern and southern Baptists split in the mid- to late 1800s in response to the
support of northern Baptists for abolition and for the Union and the provision of southern
Baptists of a denomination of Baptists supportive of the economic system of slavery and of
the Confederacy (Tisby 2019). This was true of Methodists and Presbyterians as well. Tisby
(2019) states: “The three of the most influential denominations at the time-Methodists,
Baptists, and Presbyterians-all divided and fought over whether Christians could own
slaves and remain in good standing” (p. 76).
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1.2.2. Baptist
Baptist history in the Americas began in the 17th Century with Baptists migrating
from England to find religious freedom. The small denomination found both in the north
and south experienced significant growth in the 1700s. Baptist associations were formed
to increase fellowship and solve common problems together. The consistent concerns of
autonomy and freedom became a significant problem over the issue of slavery and related
economics (Baker 2020, para. 1–4; Jones 2020). The Southern Baptist Convention (SBC)
was created in 1845 in response to disagreements over slavery and grew in strength (Jones
2020; Tisby 2019). The SBC was described by Jones (2020) as having “sacralized white
supremacy” and grew into “the single largest Christian denomination in the country” (p. 2).
In 2016, the SBC “voted to repudiate the Confederate flag” and has since apologized for
racism (Zylstra 2016, para. 1).
Levy (2014) identified the positions of four of the many Baptist denominations with
a range of LGBTQ+ inclusion and a range of hierarchical structures. The Association of
Welcoming and Affirming Baptists (group rather than denomination) assumes inclusion
in the church. Both the National Baptist Convention (NBC) and the Southern Baptist
Convention (SBC) espouse autonomy of the local church. The NBC says little about local
church positions. The SBC passed a resolution “requiring Southern Baptist churches to
oppose same-sex unions” (Levy 2014, p. 14). Affiliation with the SBC and some other
Baptist denominations requires fidelity to denominational position(s).
The position of the SBC on matters of LGBTQ+ inclusion continues to be a traditionalist position (Harris et al. 2020; Human Rights Campaign 2020, para. 1–4). This includes the
positions of seeing LGBTQ+ persons’ relationships as immoral, marriage and sexual relationships between a man and a woman, and “homosexuality” as sin requiring redemption
(Harris et al. 2020; Human Rights Campaign 2020, para. 1–4). As a result, denominational
affiliation with the SBC is not permitted for churches with affirming doctrinal positions,
and a resolution in 2019 recommends that “believers who identify as gay or for whom
sexual attraction includes persons of the same sex not use the terminology gay Christian as
their identification” (Allen 2019; Harris et al. 2020).
1.2.3. Methodist
The United Methodist Church (UMC) has had mixed responses and denominational
messages with respect to social issues including Gentiles, slavery, and LGBTQ+ inclusion
(Fishburn 2003; Levy 2014; McConkey 2018). McConkey (2018) noted that minister John
Wesley was opposed to slavery and that the denomination was divided over the issues
of slavery and other social justice issues. Fishburn (2003) noted that the denomination
divided over slavery in the mid-1800s. Over time, Traditionalists prioritized “personal
piety”, while Progressives emphasized social justice (McConkey 2018, pp. 52–53). The
author identified the importance of tradition in the United Methodist Church and the
assessment that “over the first 1900 years of Church history, homosexual behavior has
been decidedly condemned” (p. 45). Duggins (2018) reported on the inevitable differences
between Traditionalists and Progressives in the Methodist church over the issue of LGBTQ+
inclusion and ordination, the deep and challenging differences, and the congregation’s
process attempting to find a “Way Forward” (p. xix).
The official position of the denomination is determined by the General Conference and
articulated in the Book of Discipline (p. 10). In recent years, the General Conference studied
the matter of LGBTQ+ inclusion, came up with three alternative positions, and decided
in a church vote to strengthen the traditionalist position. However, in practice, churches,
districts, and conferences within the denomination have, through the years, experienced
the freedom to take different positions on controversial or social justice issues (Hill 2019;
Zauzmer 2017). In fact, a number of UMC churches have LGBTQ+ ministers and members
in leadership and call themselves Reconciling congregations. The anticipation was that
the denomination would adopt either a reconciling perspective or one that provides for
individual congregations to make their own discernment decision about whether they
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will be Traditionalist or Reconciling. The majority vote at the end of discernment was
for a more rigorous traditionalist position, particularly around gay marriage, resulting
in disenfranchisement of many progressive churches and members. The denomination
continues to work on what that will mean, including the possibility that the Traditionalists
will split from the denomination to form a new denominational group (Anderson 2020).
That decision indicates that congregations with members and/or clergy who have differing
positions about this issue will need to decide with which Methodist denomination they
will affiliate, requiring a new layer of process.
1.2.4. Presbyterian
Similarly, there were disagreements in the Presbyterian denomination over slavery,
abolition, and the Civil War with the dividing line becoming allegiance to “Christ or
Caesar (i.e., nation) (Tisby 2019, p. 79). The denomination split in the 1800s into several
groups including the Cumberland Church, the United Presbyterian Church of North
America, and what became the Presbyterian Church in the United States (Presbyterian
Historical Society 2020). In 2014, the denomination recognized same-gender marriage and
placed responsibility for decisions in the local congregation (Presbyterian Mission 2020).
Presbyterian Church-USA (PCUSA) includes a group, More Light Presbyterians, who have
led advocacy within the church for LGBTQ+ inclusion. In 2018, the PCUSA voted in favor
of proposals, called overtures, that included “affirming and celebrating the full dignity and
humanity of people of all gender identities” (Presbyterian Mission 2020; Stahl 2018, para. 4)
and apologizing for holding a previous unwelcoming stance toward LGBTQ+ parishioners
with a position to: “welcome, lift up and fight for the human rights of all people created
in the eyes of God” (para. 5). The experience of LGBTQ+ persons in the PCUSA varies
depending on the congregation. The organizational structure of the denomination clarifies
that the hierarchy moves from the session in the local church to the Presbytery, the Synod,
and the General Assembly which is the level at which the 2018 vote took place. That allows
the Session and leaders to make decisions for the local church about how those positions
shall be lived out locally (Levy 2014; Walmsley 2014).
Rogers (2009) called the controversy centered in attitudes about LGBTQ+ persons the
“defining issues of our time” (p. xvii) with parallel personal and denominational journeys
of belief leading to an uneasy tension in the denomination.
1.3. The Church and Change-KAIROS
Within each of the broader church groups of Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian, the
denominations and congregations continue to differentiate positionally about LGBTQ+
inclusion. The Association of Welcoming and Affirming Baptists (AWAB) grew out of
American Baptists Concerned (ABConcerned). American Baptist Churches (ABC) merged
with AWAB in 2004 and developed a role giving voice to LGBTQ+ Baptists (Polaski et al.
2013). These organizations stand in contrast to Baptist groups including the Southern
Baptist Convention, whose official position includes identification of “homosexuality” as
sin and inconsistent or incompatible with identification as a Christian (Harris and Yancey
2021). In Methodist life, some churches identify themselves as Reconciling Churches with
full membership and inclusion of LGBTQ+ persons, while other Methodist congregations
identify as “traditional” and do not recognize LGBTQ+ persons as leaders or clergy within
the congregation (McConkey 2018). The Presbyterian denomination “locates most responsibility in groups of representative Christians, including both elders (laity) and ministers
of the Word (clergy)” (Angell 1984). Angell asserts that each member is responsible for
working out answers in understanding with Jesus Christ. This approach provides freedom
for individual believers around issues like LGBTQ+ inclusion.
Each denomination includes congregations at various stages of discernment. These
denominations and congregations offer insight into the complexities of discernment and
strengths and limitations of various processes, decisions, and change. The question of
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formal and informal process is at least partly addressed by the growth in civil conversation
and discernment models.
In response to the increase in complex social issues and polarization both in culture and
in congregations, there is a growing need for processes to address difference in ways that
do not further alienate leaders and members over disagreements. The fracturing that occurs
in families and in congregations over LGBTQ+ inclusion in Christianity calls for promising
practices to evaluate and find answers that make space for difference while preserving
relationships. While there is a plethora of models in the current literature (Gushee 2017;
Stains 2016; The Arbinger Institute 2015), the question remains which processes and models
are best practices for discussions that lead to decisions without division.
1.4. Models in the Literature
While the current climate of polarization and incivility is increasingly acknowledged
in the United States (US) and perhaps across other countries and cultures, it was important
to understand what resources might be available to congregations and their leaders who
were contemplating a discernment process specifically to address the question of LGBTQ+
inclusion. These might well influence the thinking, planning, and processes of congregations both in their discussions and in their decisions. Understanding the cultural context of
civil and discernment conversations began with examining the available literature. The
authors have published an extensive discussion of the literature (Harris and Yancey 2021).
Provided here is a brief overview of the scope of the literature which includes general,
business, academic, and religiously-based books and articles.
Leadership and self-help literature include a number of contemporary books on
civil discourse with a variety of titles: Braving the Wilderness (Brown 2017); I Beg to Differ
(Muehlhoff 2014); Crucial Conversations (Patterson et al. 2012); Nonviolent Communication
(Rosenberg 2015); and Difficult Conversations (Stone et al. 1999). Discernment conversation
models for churches include books with individual and congregation stories. Examples
include Congregations Talking about Homosexuality (Gaede 1998), Behavioral Covenants in
Congregations (Rendle 1999), People of a Compassionate God (Fishburn 2003), Rightly Dividing
the Word of Truth (Polaski et al. 2013), Changing our Mind (Gushee 2017), and Talking
Across the Divide (Lee 2018). Some models are specific to church processes in particular
denominations. Examples include Jesus, the Bible, and Homosexuality (Rogers 2009), What
Does It Mean to Be Affirming (Collins 2018), Why Churches Need to Talk about Sexuality
(Wingfield 2019), and Conservative Christianity, Gender Identity, and Religious Liberty (de Jong
2020). These examples of processes and models are described in more detail “The Why
and How of Congregational Discernment in LGBTQ+ Inclusion: Models in the Literature”
(Harris and Yancey 2021).
2. Materials and Methods
This qualitative research study included a phenomenological approach to explore the
experiences of ministers, leaders, and congregants in three denominations as participants
discussed engagement of LGBTQ+ persons as members, leaders, and congregants in church
sacraments like marriage, baptism, and dedication/baptism of children. The research
questions specifically addressed church processes, the issues experienced by congregations,
and the lessons learned and recommendations from the congregations. The research
question addressed by this article was: “What were the congregational and denominational
processes for difficulty conversations and decisions with specific reference to LGBTQ
issues?” Baylor University Institutional Review Board found the research “Exempt” from
human subject concerns or stipulations.
This article reports on research with 21 congregations in three major Christian denominations to explore processes and lessons learned or suggestions that worked from the
participants for other churches to consider. We examine common themes of success and
those of challenge in the 21 congregations. We explore evidence of strengths and limitations
of model elements in the congregations. The qualitative study explored the experiences of
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96 persons in 21 congregations across Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches. Participants shared their involvement in formal and informal processes in their congregations to
discuss the involvement and inclusion of LGBTQ+ persons in membership, leadership, and
church sacrament including marriage. Several resources were written by pastors/leaders
of the congregations reporting on their processes, including their experience of promising
practices that worked for them.
2.1. Sample and Consent
To include a range of responses, the team included three Christian Protestant denominations which vary in their organizational and policy making structures: Baptist, Methodist,
and Presbyterian. The research team used a convenience sample method followed by snowball sampling to recruit at least five congregations from each of the three denominations.
The majority of the team members had been affiliated with Baptist churches, impacting
the convenience sampling. The team was able to successfully recruit 12 Southern and
Cooperative Baptist denominational congregations, 5 United Methodist congregations, and
4 Presbyterian congregations. Congregations included those who (1) decided not to have
a process and (2) engaged in a process that resulted in a decision along the continuum of
traditional to welcoming/affirming/reconciling. The team interviewed a minimum of five
persons in all but one congregation; each congregation included at least one minister, one
lay leader, and one congregant not in leadership in interviews. Participants were also asked
to complete a de-identified demographic form to allow the interview focus to be on more
substantive questions. Informed consent forms and demographic forms were emailed to
participants, and verbal informed consent was provided and recorded in the interview.
Demographic forms were included in the database for analysis with interview transcripts.
2.2. Interview Process
The research team invited participation through phone contacts and email contacts
with the pastoral leadership, who provided names and contact information for potential
interviewees in each category. A member of the team contacted each potential participant,
reviewed the oral informed consent, requested completion of a demographics form, and
scheduled an interview. Interviews were conducted by phone, video conferencing session,
or in person based on availability and participant preference. Interviews were transcribed
and then analyzed with demographic forms by the research team using NVivo (QSR
International, Burlington, MA, USA), a software for qualitative analysis. Two to three
researchers completed free coding on each interview; the coding was analyzed in NVivo by
the program manager for interrater reliability. As potential themes were identified, the team
met weekly and discussed findings as possible themes and subthemes, agreed on names
and definitions, and continued coding until all 97 interviews had been coded by at least
two researchers. The language of NVivo included identification of parent nodes, sub-nodes
(called children nodes), and a third layer of nodes (called grandchildren nodes). Each was
added to the codebook when team agreement was reached on name and definition. When
additional research assistants were added in a subsequent academic year, the team revisited
the codes as new research assistants continued data analysis. Following the coding, the
team identified major themes by the central concept of quotes and the similarities and
differences in interviewee responses. Three members of the research team examined quotes
in the common nodes and discussed and identified representative quotes that spoke to the
theme. Notably, quotes were drawn from all of the 21 congregations and from 64 of the
97 interviews. Quotes represented all categories of interviewees with the majority from
ministers and leaders and 21 percent from congregants.
3. Results
The research included interviews with ministers, leaders, and congregants of 21 congregations across 3 distinct denominations, i.e., Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist. It
became apparent early in the analysis that the similarities and differences in the discern-
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ment processes and experiences were not specific to denominations but varied across
denominations. Each denomination included congregations with different process variables, with single or multiple processes, and with decisions consistent with their unique
church rather than denominational identity. The results provide an overview of the broad
categories of processes and of lessons learned. The analysis of the 97 interview transcripts
focused on process-related findings.
3.1. LGBTQ+ Inclusion Conversations
During the first 18 months of the congregational discernment research project, the
team identified churches in each of the three denominations who were having informal
and/or formal conversations about LGBTQ+ inclusion, i.e., membership, leadership, and
participation in sacraments including marriage, and were interested in sharing their story.
The team completed 97 interviews across 21 congregations in 3 denominations that met
criteria of attendance, membership, and leadership of LGBTQ+ persons. In this qualitative
study, the majority of congregations had engaged in at least one formal process; several had
engaged in two or more over a period of years, particularly as new questions or situations
emerged. Most frequently in our sample, recent additional process was in response to the
SCOTUS decision supporting the legality of same sex marriage. Quotes are identified with
the research ID number which are not identified in the references to preserve privacy and
confidentiality of the participants.
3.2. Use of Models
Despite 30–40 years of some churches wrestling with LGBTQ+ inclusion and leadership (Gaede 1998; Polaski et al. 2013) and the plethora of civil conversation models in the
literature (Muehlhoff 2014; Patterson et al. 2012; Rosenberg 2015; Stone et al. 1999), there
was not a consensus on model variables for discernment processes in these congregations.
While many of the congregations engaged in intentional conversations, there was no pattern on leadership, time frames, or elements like speakers or readings that consistently
were part of processes or models. Processes occurred in periods of time ranging from a
few meetings to a few months to several years. Leadership of the process ranged from
ministers to deacons/elders to lay leaders elected by the church. In some cases, the pastor
or ministerial staff were central both to the process and the decision. In other cases, the
pastor or ministerial staff took an advisory role, particularly about theological matters
such as the understanding of scripture. Some congregations developed an intentional
process which they followed, while others allowed the process to emerge over time. The
one constant across the 21 congregations, including those who decided not to have a formal
process, was that congregations experienced differences of perspectives and even conflict.
Notably, several of the ministers in the study wrote books after their process, describing
the model used by the congregation in their discernment process.
3.2.1. Pre-Process
Identifying the official beginning of discernment conversations was a challenge for
some. For many of the 21 congregations, there were multiple conversations, sometimes over
a period of years and even decades. Those conversations included formal and informal
leadership discussions about the risks and benefits of bringing the discussion into the
open, similar to other social justice conversations in the past. Some decisions not to have a
process were fear-related, while others found it unnecessary, as reflected in comments such
as: “I think there was anxiety about what was going to happen because we knew there
were people who opposed it and different levels of people who opposed” (C1B2). Others
said: “And then there was the old guard that says ‘Well, our mission statement and our
vision statement right now says all people. So isn’t that enough. Aren’t we kind of already
saying that, but not quite blatantly?’” (G1C1).
We are a church where we say all are welcome and we really mean that and we
believe that. We haven’t had any official discernment conversations specific to
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LGBT but we have LGBT people who are members and are involved in almost
every area of leadership within the church. Most are not out. (H5A1)
In some congregations, the decision to have a process was begun by leadership and
then brought to the congregation over a several year process.
We began talking about how to talk about it. We took it to the deacon body
for about a year, with the staff. We studied scripture and read articles. And
then decided to bring it to the church body through a weekly Wednesday night
discipleship study. (C2A2)
Some engaged in conversations over many years: “We have been through a number
of different processes and events over the years-the last 10–12 years” (H3B3). For several
churches, there was an unspoken understanding until there was an event that forced
an official declaration: “I don’t think we’ve ever said anything certainly during the first
20 years that I was there. It was just, ‘Oh, people are accepted. That’s fine’” (H6C1V).
Conversations were initiated most frequently by ministers who included the deacons
or leadership council in the church. In some cases, the minister responded to expressed
concerns by congregants; in others, the minister experienced an internal unction to explore
the position of congregants. “At the beginning our pastor wanted to work with our deacons
so they spent about six months working on that process” (C2C1M). Pre-process discussions
often centered on whether to have a conversation or not and if so, what the process would
include. For some churches, the pre-process included a task force, church survey, and
development of steps in the process. “We formed a task force to figure out how to guide
the way and tried to include demographics across the congregation” (C1A1).
In some cases, the leadership conversation centered around a specific need.
We really needed to have a conversation around what it means to be more
welcoming to the trans community. We certainly have trans members, and we
just want to start thinking about things like what language do we need to be
using or not using? What are ways that we are more visually welcoming, so
people know that it’s a safe space. So that conversation happened in the deacons.
The deacons took it to leadership council. So we had a trans speaker come and
talk to us and shared his story. (C3A1)
Many participants reported that the precipitating event for a formal discussion was
the decision of the Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) to legalize marriage
of same sex couples. “The Supreme Court had its ruling about gay marriage and our
pastor couldn’t say that it isn’t legal in the State of Texas” (H3C1). Another said: “Then the
Supreme Court made a decision legalizing gay marriage in all states and so churches were
left to kind of scramble” (M5A1).
One frequent impact of the court decision was a new or growing awareness that there
were LGBTQ+ persons in the congregation for years without open acknowledgement or
recognition. “We all knew we had a growing LGBTQ+ population in our church . . . I
want to be able to pastor our people honestly and say this is who we are and this is the
fulfillment of what you can be here” (M1A1). One participant reported thinking that they
did not know anyone who was LGBTQ+ . . .
Until I realized that I had been sitting next to and helping bring up a child who
now calls herself a lesbian. I have loved this child since she came out of the womb
and to say that I don’t accept homosexuality is excruciatingly painful to think of
how I have been. (H6C1V)
Others’ discernment processes were prompted by denominational decisions and the
impact of those on individual congregations. One Presbyterian USA participant discussed
the need for a congregational conversation after the General Assembly decision for inclusion
followed by the Presbytery’s decision that congregations make their own determinations.
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In this case, they gave to congregations the choice about whether or not they
wanted to host those kinds of services. So we have a saying that people in the
local church like to talk about the presbytery or the general assembly as “them”
but the reality is they are “us”. (M5B3M)
United Methodist Church participants observed that the decision to strengthen the
traditionalist position meant those churches which had LGBTQ+ clergy and members had
a decision to make.
Our Book of Discipline states right now that the LGBTQ community is not
acceptable to Christ’s teaching . . . . So we had a special general conference in
which we were going to decide, “Are we going to continue what the Book of
Discipline sad or are we going to try and rewrite what the Book of Discipline
said?”. (H7A1MH)
It is worth considering that the precipitating event for the conversation likely
impacted the formality of the process. It also may have driven the leadership
structure of the process, guiding the decisions about who would be engaged,
what topics of conversations would be included, etc.
3.2.2. During Process
Most participants in churches with a formal process reported the inclusion of common
process elements: speakers, readings, discussions of scripture, and guided small group
conversations (roundtables). “We had a series of Wednesday night discussions that were
led by various speakers from the community and the church” (C2C1M).
The variable most often mentioned as essential to a successful process was that of
transparency. Many participants noted that it was essential that the leadership selection,
process element decisions, and discussions needed to be open and accessible to everyone
in the congregation. The opportunity to participate fully and be heard was essential, as
was the need for a process that was created and lived out openly.
But I think you really have to be very intentional and work very hard at sort
of strengthening the bonds of fellowship within your congregation, creating an
atmosphere where people can feel free to express themselves fully, on whatever
side of the issue they’re on personally. And I think you have to be willing to make
space for that to happen and a place and time for that to happen. (C2B2MH)
Transparency also had to do with integrity, i.e., being open about church membership
and leadership. Many participants discussed their awareness of LGBTQ persons in the
congregation over a period of years without the church acknowledging it.
So we have a deacon in our church . . . he’s probably 70 now. Born into the
church and grew up in the church. He came out probably when he was 30. I
think everybody knew he was gay. He was there all the time and was ordained
probably before he came out of the closet. We slowly came to terms by watching
individuals we know, and loved, realizing about their lives. It didn’t change
who they were. They were still the people we knew when they were 12 or 18 or
whatever. (G1C1)
The presence of LGBTQ+ persons in congregations becomes broader when families
in the church are involved. Examples include parents with adolescent and young adult
children who grow up in the church and at some point identify as LGBTQ+.
I think people realized how much that issue touched not only people who were
already part of our congregation, but families within our congregation who either
had friends, family members, etc. who would fit into one of those categories.
Many people in our congregation were already dealing with these issues, either
within their own family or within friendships. (C2B2MH)
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We had some lesbian couples that visited our church. We have some young men
that have grown up in this church that many people have known since the day
they were born who had come out fairly recently . . . Putting those faces and
those families to this issue, I think certainly precipitated us to forge ahead. (C2A2)
Key to the process was providing opportunity for congregants to share their stories
and hear the stories of others in the church. Additionally, the story of the church through
the years was important to the process. “Honestly, people told their stories. They told
stories of their children. They told stories of gays in this congregation” (C2A1). Those
stories of church members changed the conversation from issue to persons.
So I think the thing that changed everything for me was preaching the funeral
of a gay man who committed suicide whose parents never accepted him. His
parents were beautiful people and deep. They have deep faith and they didn’t
accept their son because of what they had been taught by the church for most of
their lives. And when I preached his funeral, I’ve never felt the judgment of God
upon the church more than I did at that moment. (M5A1)
The stories impacted both the church body and the leadership. “Several youth group
members came out as gay or lesbian or transgender in the prior couple of years, to the
pastor or others . . . ” (H1B2).
Hearing the stories and how hurt you can be wanting to go to church. It’s God’s
church. It’s not my church. And people not wanting you there. I mean, it just
broke your heart to listen to these stories. And these are just good Christian
churches, so we think. (G1C1)
In some cases, the conversation in a congregation was in response to denominational
processes and decisions.
Our presbytery was due to vote on changing the Book of Order that spring so we
engaged three town hall meetings, facilitated by a professional mediator elders
and deacons were present and between 50 and 85 members chose to participate
we had town meetings and then voted on the denominational language. There
was a mantra in the church: “If our hearts are one in Christ, our minds don’t have
to be.” (G2A1)
3.2.3. Process Elements
The majority of congregational discernment processes began with the leadership of
the church, including the pastor/minister(s) and either the leadership team and/or the
deacons or elders. Those leaders often designed the process and led it. In some cases,
the church leaders appointed or elected a study team to guide the process. The most
common elements of the discernment process included discussion of scripture; reading
books and articles from multiple perspectives; guest speakers including those from the
LGBTQ+ community and including professionals such as physicians, geneticists, teachers,
and representatives from other congregations’ leadership; and small group discussions
like discipleship groups, Sunday School classes, or roundtables. With all of those variables,
there were two consistent messages. The first message is that the stories of people can be
truly heard. The second is that it is essential that everyone who is willing to participate has
the opportunity to be heard. Both are represented in this comment. “I think that providing
space to listen and share is important. I believe in the transformative power of personal
storytelling, and churches need to make space for that because that is where we see God in
people’s lives” (H1B2).
3.2.4. Process Decision
The process of most congregations included a formal decision, often a vote. In many
cases, the vote was on a diversity statement crafted by the group leading the process. “The
action team wrote up the diversity statement and that was the thing we were voting on . . .
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it was not just LGBT in the diversity statement . . . but they also put in there that we do not
discriminate upon marital status” (G1B1).
Maybe I’m oversimplifying a little, but once all the noise died down, people
realized that’s all we were really deciding on at that point. They were able to say,
“Okay, I got that off my chest and I guess it’s not all that big of an issue for us
anymore”. (M5B4M)
We could have used the collective feedback as a vote in some way . . . It was,
I think, a win for us and our own history. The biggest win was for the congregation as a whole to maintain what was ultimately a loving way to engage
disagreement.(M1A3)
3.2.5. Post-Process
The end of the process was in most cases a decision which then needed to be implemented. That meant sharing the decision with the church body, often through announcement, church bulletin or newsletter, and the crafting of a statement.
We worked together to come up with a statement . . . something that the whole
deacon body could agree on . . . and then it went to the church as a whole in a
quarterly business meeting. And that’s the statement that is now on our church
website . . . . (C2B2MH)
While many participants reported some loss of membership (i.e., those who disagreed
with the decision or did not feel heard in the process), there were also positive outcomes.
We were always going to enjoy each other’s company but the difference is now
that they know who they’re sitting next to and know each other on a more
personal level now. We still leave politics at the door, but we don’t leave our core
convictions at the door the way we used to and we get along beautifully. (G2B2)
For some, the vote concluded their process, and for others, the conversation continued
to include additional advocacy work. “You know, I’m so tired of being the red light hanging
at the back of the caboose. Can we for one time be the searchlight on the engine?” (G4A2).
For some members who disagreed with the decision or vote, the next step was to find
another church to live consistent with their own convictions about LGBTQ+ inclusion.
3.3. Lessons Learned
The primary lesson learned was that as difficult and painful as the process can be, it
was worth it. The difficulty and pain were already there in the church . . . in the youth
who grew up and hid who they were and eventually left the church or their faith . . . in the
parents and family members . . . in the unspoken differences. So, one lesson repeated often
was, have the conversation and make the decision as a church and then live into it.
These are people’s lives and it is easy for us to have conversations about the issue
and how it affects our churches and denominations and schools and all of the
above, but—at the end of the day—these are the people who are beloved children
of God. (H5A1)
Participants talked about the challenges and difficulties as contributing to their own
growth and the growth of the church. “I’m fascinated to hear these very personal stories of
how much our deacons love people in their lives . . . whether it is family or friends, neighbors, you know . . . and how their lives were changed through that personal connection”
(C2C1M). Additionally, about the church . . .
Ultimately, it worked itself out and the church did move forward with that and
those that were upset by it just found elsewhere to worship . . . it did damage,
but I think it made us-in the long run- a stronger congregation, refinement by fire
. . . . (H3B3)

Religions 2021, 12, 25

12 of 16

“There’s church clarity now and there’s all these other things that we will talk about
the need for this to happen so LGBTQ+ folks don’t get hurt. I think—so they should be
reason enough to do it” (M1A4). And finally: “Just have the discussion. I would say every
church should at least have it no matter where they end up on it. They should have the
discussion and then have it be whatever it is” (G1B1).
4. Discussion
These findings of this study were evident across congregations whose conversations
ended in not having a formal process, those who had a formal process resulting in a
decision, and those whose processes were revisited several times for additional policy
changes. Themes that emerged included the evidence that congregations developed
their own processes rather than following a specific model from the literature. Those
processes included some common elements, but the commitment of the congregations
was clearly to their own innovations and tailored processes. A number of congregations
had pre-process conversations in which they discussed the risks and benefits of having a
discernment process. In many cases, the discernment process resulted in decisions that
led to additional conversations motivated by response to LGBTQ+ members and leaders.
Other findings included common and unique process elements, decisions, and post-process
impacts. A compelling finding was that of lessons learned that can provide guidance for
other congregations.
Several things were clear across the 97 interviews. First was that the questions and
processes were difficult and painful and resulted in some wounds. Equally important was
that as difficult and painful as it can be, having the conversation and making a community
decision and living with the decision is worth it. Partly, that was true because the difficulty
and pain were already present in these congregations. The “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy
protects the majority from having to acknowledge and deal with pain. It does nothing to
protect the hidden population from implied shame and clear not belonging. A number of
participants mentioned youth in the church who had grown up and learned to hide who
they are while wondering if they were really seen and whether they would be rejected.
Those who left the church, and in some cases their families, were on the minds of parents,
leaders, and congregants who spoke with us.
The Jewish and Christian scriptures show God as one who sees those on the outside,
those on the margins who must hide. Hagar flees abuse from Abraham and Sarah; when
God meets her in the wilderness, she recognizes the God who sees (Genesis 16). Incarnate
God, Jesus, saw those ignored or hidden from society, saw a wounded man and asked
if he wanted to be healed. That question, response, and healing may be a metaphor for
the church and the question: “Do you want to be healed?” (John 5). In Matthew 9, Jesus
responded to a touch and healed a woman isolated for 12 years with a disease of bleeding.
It is not new for God to see the hidden and unseen. The voices of participants in these
congregations point out the recognition of those once hidden.
In many cases, the processes resulted in decisions expressed as recognition and belonging. “The decision was ‘if you are a member here, there is one class of membership.
Every member is entitled to all the same privileges and duties and obligations and rights
of every other member, period’” (H1B5). Another participant said it this way: “You are
welcome. You are a child of God. God loves you just the way you are” (C2C1M).
Strengths and Limitations
Some features of the methodology represent both strengths and limitations of the
research. Three denominations with varying church and policy-making structures provided the range of both “top down” hierarchy to the Baptist concept of autonomy of the
local church. Even so, there are countless iterations of these concepts across multiple
denominations which are not explored here. Most important, this research is limited to
three Christian denominations and does not include other faith traditions. An important
next step is to examine these questions in other major faith traditions including Judaism,
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Islam, and others. Further, while the inclusion of 97 interviews speaks to the strength of
multiple points of view from ministers to lay leaders to members outside of leadership
structures, the wide range of leadership models makes some aspects of each congregation’s
process unique to them and more challenging to generalize.
The strength of this study is in the scope. A total of 21 congregations and 97 interviews
provided a breadth and depth of information that has not been available to researchers
interested in congregational discernment around LGBTQ+ inclusion. Interviews were
completed by a team of five researchers and analysis was completed by a team of eleven
researchers over several academic years. Participants included ministers, lay leaders, and
congregants. These perspectives allowed identification of both similarities and differences
of roles and experiences. The denominational perspectives were evident in responses
as well.
The scope and breadth of the research is a limitation as well as a strength. Identifying themes was less challenging than identifying the best, most cogent quotes out of the
plethora of examples available. The team provided representative quotes from all 21 congregations and from the categories of participants. Another limitation was the absence of
demographic information identifying gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, race, and
ethnicity. The decision not to gather these data was intentional to encourage participation
and reduce concerns about exclusion.
5. Conclusions
This question of LGBTQ+ inclusion in Christian congregations is one of the more
divisive discussions in the current era. The findings here do not explain directly why this
discussion is so difficult for the church. They do, however, clarify that stigma and silence
have contributed to the division while the conversations in congregations have elevated the
impact of awareness and hearing the stories of LGBTQ+ Christians. Further, the visibility
of LGBTQ+ members and of their family members and friends in congregations has made
the conversation increasingly important.
Further, this conversation connects in important ways to other social justice issues
in the history of the church and of the culture. The history of Christianity is replete
with questions of inclusion from the beginning. Historically, the church and her leaders
have responded to those questions with examination of scripture and of the impacts
of policy on membership, leadership, and participation. The result of differences in
understandings, beliefs, and practices includes splits and divisions leading to additional
denominations. One notable example in recent history is that of slavery and the Civil War.
Many denominations in the United States split over that issue. While the question of slavery
has been resolved, race relations continue to generate division and pain in the United States
and the world, including in the Christian church. These findings suggest that while some
congregations are deciding on full inclusion (affirmation/welcoming/reconciling), the
challenges and discussions continue to generate additional discernment processes.
The complexities of LGBTQ+ membership, leadership, and marriage were further
impacted by the assortment of options and variables around processes and models. Every
congregation is different and has its own identity and history. Those histories and identities
served both as motivators and pathways for discernment. The processes for discernment
and conversation are varied and must be in order to serve the individuality of communities
and their constituents. That is true along the organizational continuum from denomination
to congregation.
In the past 40–50 years, the question of LGBTQ+ inclusion has become acknowledged
and often contentious. As the culture changes and persons who identify as LGBTQ+ and
as Christian are increasingly visible and vocal, denominations and congregations find
themselves struggling to establish inclusionary policies and practices. Some have split
or fractured over this question. Others have changed and adapted their policies to that
change. Still others continue to discuss and discern best responses for the congregation in
response to denominational positions.
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In a study of 21 congregations in Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian denominations,
97 participants discussed their experience with discernment processes about LGBTQ+
inclusion. The pain of hidden and hurting members is often replaced with the pain
and adjustment of disagreement and, in some cases, with members leaving a church
deciding to be inclusive or deciding not to be inclusive. Overwhelmingly, participants
reported the importance of having an intentional process in which everyone’s voice is
heard. Most significantly, participants recommended transparency, focusing on the stories
of individuals and families, and living with decisions at the pace best for the congregation.
While processes varied from short to long, formal to informal, and across outcomes, there
was general consensus that having a process is important. Remaining consistent with the
identity of the church and seeing this discussion as consistent with other social justice
issues were both strong experiences.
These views came from ministers, leaders, and congregants across the spectrum of
adulthood. The opportunity seems to outweigh the challenge, and the impact of lessons
learned is one of growth and benefit. Congregations and their leaders and members can
find in these narratives the opportunity for change, which never comes easy. In this case,
participants reported that change comes with significant growth benefit; that was true
regardless of the decision of the church. The overarching message from most participants
was that, while the process is difficult and often painful, it is important and worth it.
Participants recommended that congregations have a discernment process or conversation.
That was true whether the decision of the church was to change their position with respect
to LGBTQ+ inclusion or not. In both cases, the process provided light on the situation
and brought LGBTQ+ persons in the church out of shadows and into the awareness of
church members. Living in the shadows brings its own pain and disenfranchisement and
deprives the congregation of knowing the fullness of who those members are. Further,
it deprives those members of being known for who they are. While that may come with
risk, the research results are clear that in most cases, the risk is worth it, irrespective of the
decision the congregation makes.
Participants were clear that while there was pain in the losses of congregants who
felt they could not stay in the church that made a decision different than their own about
inclusion, there was a clear wish for continued relationship. Further, the awareness that
other congregations and denominations have different positions and policies about a number of issues did not mean that one was better than another. Participants recognized that
the larger umbrella of the denominations in some cases provided space for differences in
congregations, and that might one day extend to additional denominations. The processes,
while sometimes leading to losses of members in a congregation, still provided hope that
the unity of the larger church body is stronger than the divisions.
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