
October 31, 2017 

Mark, Dick, and Gary: 

Thank you for your time in meeting with me and with the leadership of Awaken. I 
understand that this has been a difficult experience for you as well. I have spent 
many hours pondering and praying about how to respond to the letter notifying 
me of my suspension. After this process of discernment, I have the following 
response. 

I believe that the action taken by Covenant leadership on this matter is far out of 
proportion with my violation, that it is outside the limits of our affirmations and 
polity, and—most importantly—that it would require me to abandon my pastoral 
calling and ordination vows. For these reasons, I cannot accept the terms of the 
suspension as described, and ask that you allow me to function under the 
probationary suspension which “precludes all outside ministry engagement 
beyond the Awaken congregation including service on all conference and 
denomination committees, boards, commissions and teams” until I meet with the 
Board of Ordered Ministry in January. My request is based on the following 
reasons: 

1. The action I took was an expression of pastoral care and in the spirit of the 
Guidelines for Covenant Pastors and Congregations Regarding Human 
Sexuality  

I honored my vows in ordination by refusing to officiate at this same sex wedding. 
This decision, made in good faith and out of love and respect for the 
denomination that conferred my ordination, caused significant pain for the couple 
and created a barrier between them and their pastor. 

My decision to offer the prayer was a way of honoring another part of my vows as 
a Pastor, not to mention the section of our ethical guidelines that require me to 
extend pastoral care “regardless of race, gender, creed, ethnic origin, 
socioeconomic status, or sexual orientation… as part of a sacred trust from God.” 
The ethical principles call us to “act in the best interests of others, to seek their 
well being, safeguard their interests, and protect them, as we are able, from 
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danger and harm, even to the point of sacrificing our own interests.” I believe I did 
that in good conscience. It clearly has not served my own interests.  

In this situation, there was no way to honor both the Ethical Principles and the 
Guidelines for Human Sexuality. The letter of the law put me in a position where I 
had to choose between being a pastor to someone I love and complying with that 
policy. I chose to be a pastor, and the action that was motivated by sacrificial love.  

2. The weight of this suspension is inconsistent with the alleged violation.  

As stated in the Rules for the Ordered Ministry, 

“In the case of serious offense, a minister or missionary’s credentials may 
be temporarily suspended by the executive minister of the ordered 
ministry and the president of the ECC, in consultation with the regional 
conference superintendent, the regional director, or the executive 
minister of serve globally. After investigation, the Board shall determine 
the kind of discipline required.” (10.3.b, emphasis added) 

The phrase “serious offense” is vague; however, I would expect it to be applied to 
ministers who have exhibited serious moral or ethical failures: adultery, 
embezzlement, heresy, child abuse, or the like. The action I took that was deemed 
a “serious offense” is that I prayed for someone who I loved and who has been 
entrusted to my care by God. It is hard to imagine this infraction justified the swift 
and serious suspension that I received, disqualifying me from all ministry inside 
and outside of Awaken. 

Also, the process of developing and communicating this suspension was rushed 
and insufficient for the severity of the consequence. I spoke with Mike Brown and 
Mark Stromberg on separate occasions for a total of 12 minutes. With only these 
brief conversations as a basis, ECC leadership wrote a letter notifying me of my 
suspension and presented it to me at my meeting with with Dick Lucco, Mike 
Brown, and Mark Stromberg. This letter was not signed by any of the people 
required to take such action by our constitution (President Walter, Executive 
Minister Lucco, and Superintendent Stromberg). For a consequence this severe, I 
would have expected a great deal more care and time to be taken in the process. 



3. This suspension and punishment violate our affirmations and polity. 

President Walter wrote the following in 2010: 

“I believe that the Covenant Church is uniquely positioned in these 
contentious times. We can show there is a difference between hard and 
harsh conversations. Hard conversations are part of discipleship. They 
can lead to greater fidelity in our walk with God and in service. Hard 
conversations are entered to build up and make better. Harsh 
conversations are entered to win and destroy. They breed greater 
recalcitrance and polarization. One of our six affirmations is ‘the reality of 
freedom in Christ.’ This means we focus on the evident biblical center of 
what unites us in Christ, not on peripheral matters not clear in Scripture. 
Within the boundaries of all of our other affirmations, we extend ‘space’ 
to each other. The Covenant is not a self-contained echo chamber that 
only reinforces to each other a single voice or perspective. At our best, 
we speak into one another, not past each other. We want to live 
respectfully in the polishing cross-currents gained by wrestling with 
matters together biblically and with hope.” 

I agree. I think this is a picture of the Covenant Church at its best. The immediate 
suspension of my ministerial credential over a non-essential matter would be a 
deeply regrettable betrayal of this central part of Covenant identity. 

Furthermore, the guidelines on which this suspension is based may be 
unconstitutional and therefore unsuitable as a basis for enforcing policy for the 
Ministerium of the ECC. Section 10.4.b of the Constitution of the ECC empowers 
the Board of the Ordered Ministry to discipline ministers and missionaries of the 
ECC with the approval of the annual meeting of the Covenant Ministerium, to 
which the Board of the Ordered Ministry “shall report directly.” 

The 2015 guidelines were never submitted to the Ministerium and voted upon by 
those whom they would affect. They were created by Executive level leaders in our 
denomination in partnership with the Board of Ordered Ministry and declared as 
policy over email to the Ministerium. This is an egregious offense to the spirit of 
the ECC and the structures that have informed the relationship between the local 
pastors and churches and the denominational leaders who serve them. 



Conclusion: 
I have served faithfully for seven years in the Covenant. I have successfully planted, 
pastored, and grown Awaken Community in that time to be a thriving, healthy and 
missional church. I have participated, at significant cost to my church and time, as 
a leader in our conference church planters cohort, in church planter trainings, and 
at church planter assessments. Awaken has given faithfully since birth to our 
denomination and conference as an expression of our appreciation and love for 
the ECC. And I take my call to minister to all people very seriously. 

The intensity of the proposed punishment seems to ignore all this in favor of 
letter-of-the-law adherence to guidelines crafted under dubious process. Given 
my exemplary service in our denomination, our church’s participation in 
denominational life, the motivation of my actions, it seems unreasonable to 
conclude that that I am stridently opposed to the guidelines for pastors re: human 
sexuality, a danger to my congregation that warrants total suspension, or disloyal 
to the Covenant. 

Therefore, I intend to take the course of action through the Board of Ordered 
Ministry and, if necessary, the Ministerium and Annual Meeting, but I cannot in 
good conscience accept the full and total suspension of ministry responsibilities 
until mid January. I cannot discontinue this work any more than I could have 
refused to pray for my parishioner. This would cripple our community’s ability to 
live out our calling and to be the Church as we enter one of the highest and 
holiest seasons of our church calendar. 

While I cannot accept the suspension in its entirety without abandoning my calling 
as the Pastor of Awaken, it is nevertheless my desire to do everything I can to 
honor and respect the Denomination as I serve. We will hold a congregational 
meeting in which we will share the action I took, the circumstances that 
surrounded them, the response of the Covenant Leadership, and next steps. I will 
seek to focus my time and ministry energies solely on Awaken and its 
congregants. I will not accept any new ministry opportunities, e.g. weddings, that 
will require me to operate out of the authority and responsibility of my credentials 
which are in question during this process. I will not address the topic of human 
sexuality or this process of discipline I am under from the pulpit. 



I recognize that my actions may very well be interpreted as fighting against 
something or someone. On the contrary, I am fighting for something: a 
recognition of our historic/foundational principles and the affirmations that guide 
us today. As I have sought counsel during this process I have looked into the eyes 
of, and heard the voices of, older men and women who helped create, shape and 
lead this denomination with whom I deeply respect. What rises up in me is not 
bitterness, or anger. Rather, it is a great sadness and grief that the very spirit and 
ethos of what they gave their life to create and pass on to me, is hanging in the 
balance and may not continue into the future. It has been my deepest joy and 
honor to serve the ECC and Awaken, and it would be an even greater joy to pass 
this tradition and all that it stands for to the next generation. It is in that spirit, the 
one that animates the Evangelical Covenant Church, that I offer this letter.  

Sincerely,  

Micah Witham  
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