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For the last couple of months, I have been immersed in the work of First United Methodist 
Church – Shreveport’s (FUMC-S’s) Discernment Task Force (DTF).  Being re%red, I had the %me to 
devote to the project so, when I got the call to serve on the task force, I agreed.  I serve on this 
commiPee with some people I have known for a while and others I have met only through the 
task force.   

While none of the task force members knew precisely how to begin our assignment, we 
engaged, prayed, researched, brainstormed and debated our way to a vision of how we would 
go about our task.  In short order we coalesced as a team and have been working %relessly to 
complete our mission of educa%ng the members of our great church about the issues 
surrounding the current division in the United Methodist Church (UMC) and the op%ons FUMC-
S has regarding con%nued affilia%on with, or disaffilia%on from, the UMC.  I have come to know 
all of my fellow DTF members as caring, loving, faithful, and devoutly Chris%an members of our 
church.  It has been my honor to serve with them. 

When I accepted a seat on the DTF, I fully expected some pushback on how the DTF executed its 
mission.  It’s impossible to get my family to agree on things around the Thanksgiving dinner 
table.  So how could I expect a congrega%on the size of FUMC-S to agree on how the task force 
performed its job?  Nevertheless, I have been surprised by some of the ad hominem aPacks I’ve 
heard leveled at the DTF and some of its members.  Most of these have stemmed from a feeling 
that the DTF is packed with members favoring disaffilia%on or that the task force is not being 
“fair and balanced” in the informa%on it presents on FUMC-S’s Discernment webpage and 
during the various mee%ngs that have been held.  Accusa%ons that the DTF is only working to 
tear FUMC-S apart have also been heard; these are par%cularly hur[ul and nothing could be 
further from the truth.  The DTF has stayed true to its mission.  It has listened to feedback – 
encouragement and cri%cism, both construc%ve and hur[ul – and has adapted its delivery to 
the extent that it is able. 

Has the DTF’s performance been perfect?  Of course not, but we have researched, listened, 
sought outside counsel, and adapted our informa%on delivery to, as nearly as possible, honor 
our mission as a task force.  I believe Theodore Roosevelt once said, “I’ll use all the brains I have 
and all the brains I can borrow,” and we have tried to do just that.  If the DTF was packed with 
any par%cular type of person, I would say it was packed with Christ-filled, deep-thinking, 
analy%cal actualizers – those willing to put in the effort to research and evaluate the issues and 
then get on with it and accomplish the mission.  We have not let perfect become the enemy of 
good; there simply wasn’t %me for that. 

There is a long history at FUMC-S that has from %me to %me been checkered with division but 
our church has survived and remains the light on the hill at the head of Texas Street, con%nuing 
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to shine for Christ.  We should all be proud of that and confident that our church has the 
tenacity to weather storms and emerge even stronger for Christ and our community. 

However, through this season of discernment I have come to wonder if the vessel has become 
more important than its contents.  Here, I am reminded of my mother, rest her soul.  She cried 
every %me Dad bought her a new car.  Over %me, Mom got so used to every car she drove that 
she absolutely hated to part with it.  Never mind that it was in the shop for repairs every other 
week.  Her cars became part of who she was and, no maPer how unreliable they became, she 
was never ready to replace them.  So, I pose this ques%on.  Has our vessel – our church facili%es, 
fellowships and UM affilia%on – become more important than the theological doctrines we 
uphold and the Chris%an outreach we prac%ce?  If so, are we willing to make some changes?  
Mom always resisted change, but then it was never her responsibility to get her cars fixed; that 
was always Dad’s job. 

I became a Methodist at birth.  My father-to-be, a devout Lutheran of Swedish descent from 
rural Minnesota, found work in Kaufman, Texas acer WWII.  There was no Lutheran church in or 
anywhere near Kaufman at that %me so Dad’s three local op%ons were a big Bap%st church, a 
small Catholic church or a medium-sized Methodist church – a Methodist church mind you, not 
a United Methodist Church.  Acer I came along, we relocated to Dallas where Dad con%nued his 
newly-found Methodist tradi%on and joined Pleasant Mound Methodist Church.  At Louisiana 
Tech I met Kay – the love of my life and also Methodist.  So, I’ve been a Methodist all my life 
except for four years in my career where I was expatriated, first to Europe and then to Canada.  
In Europe we joined a non-denomina%onal church – the American Protestant Church of 
Antwerp – because it was the only church where we could find a Protestant service in English.  
The experience was wonderful.  There was no Methodist church in Canada while we were there 
either; the Methodists had previously merged with some other failing denomina%ons and 
become the United Church of Canada (UCC).  We tried the UCC for a %me but found it lacking in 
many areas of doctrine, tradi%on and prac%ce that we, as Methodists, had come to hold dear.  
So, we finally found a church home at First Lutheran Church of Calgary, Alberta, and we loved it.   

I include all this personal history to simply explain why my denomina%onal affilia%on may not be 
as important to me as it perhaps is to others.  I have found that I can prac%ce my faith well 
within any denomina%on that avows and prac%ces belief in the one true God, that God’s 
inspired word is contained in the Bible, that Jesus is God’s only begoPen son, that Jesus died for 
our sins, that His body was resurrected from the dead, that He is the only way to salva%on, that 
he will one day return in judgement to establish His kingdom on Earth, and that His Holy Spirit is 
alive today, working through Christ’s followers, in spite of their sinfulness, to transform lives.  I 
know Jesus is my savior; I accept his grace as I confess my failure to live up to his example every 
day.  This is all to say that, regardless of our pending decision on whether or not our church 
remains affiliated with the UMC, I will remain at FUMC-S at least un%l such %me that its 
preaching and prac%ces are no longer consistent with my perhaps simple personal theology. 
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During our discernment process, I have seen and heard from elements all across the tradi%onal-
centrist-progressive spectrum. The fringe elements, those on either end, gain the most 
aPen%on because they are the loudest and want desperately to hold on to their stance 
regarding interpreta%on of Holy Scripture, as stated in the UMC’s Book of Discipline, or to cast it 
aside in favor of changing social norms and prac%ces that we are constantly bombarded with in 
the media and elsewhere.   

Kay and I have matching tee shirts that say “I survived the 60’s twice”.  We came of age in the 
1960’s and 1970’s when social norms were changing rapidly.  Free love; if it feels good do it; get 
high; protest against the establishment and their war in Viet Nam; burn you drac card; burn 
your bra.  These were some of the societal pulls on our Chris%an tradi%on at the %me and they 
produced the swinging life style, open marriages, unwanted pregnancies, unnecessary 
abor%ons, drug epidemics, crime and tragedies like Kent State.  Sadly, many of these outcomes 
s%ll plague us today.   

Why has homosexuality been singled out as the hill on which so many United Methodists seem 
to be willing to die on or, at least, be willing to divide a denomina%on over?  For answers to this 
ques%on, I turn to the great theologian, C. S. Lewis and his landmark book, originally published 
in 1942, The Screwtape LePers.  In this book, Screwtape, an apostle of Satan, pens 31 lePers 
counseling one of his proteges, Wormwood, on how to divert his target – a simple sinner like 
you and me – from Chris%anity to the Devil’s work.  Here I quote, “It does not maPer how small 
the sins are provided that their cumula%ve effect is to edge the man [Wormwood’s target] away 
from the Light and out into the Nothing.  Murder is no bePer than cards [a sin to many in the 
1940’s] if cards can do the trick.  Indeed, the safest road to Hell is the gradual one – the gentle 
slope, soc underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.”  Lewis 
knew that the more we view a sin as something less, the easier our road through life becomes 
and the farther from Christ it winds.  So regarding homosexuality, are we simply on the gentle 
path Lewis refers to in an effort to avoid another split in the UMC, or are we bravely affirming 
our stated stances on the subject as contained in the Book of Discipline, or are we somewhere 
in between? 

Is homosexuality a sin?  I believe it’s a sin closely akin to adultery with one major difference.  
Homosexuality, unlike adultery, requires us to ques%on God’s word.   If I commit adultery, I 
would never profess that adultery is acceptable according to scripture.  I see the gay pride 
movement and efforts to teach gender iden%ty and sexual preference in schools as evidence of 
an element in our society today that is working hard to destroy western, Chris%an morals and 
mores and to change our tradi%onal defini%ons of sin.  The words of Dr. Mark Dever, Senior 
Pastor at Capital Hill Bap%st Church in Washington, DC, speak to this point: “Sin, once tolerated 
becomes accepted and once accepted seeks to be celebrated.”  I also recall the story in John 
Chapter 8 regarding Jesus’ encounter with a woman accused of adultery.  The Pharisees brought 
the woman to Jesus to see if he would follow the law of Moses which commanded that she be 
stoned to death for her sin.  Jesus first writes in the sand with his finger, then stands up and says 
“If any one of you is without sin, let him cast the first stone.”  Acer each Pharisee dropped his 
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stone and lec, Jesus turns to the woman and asks, “Woman, where are they?  Has no one 
condemned you?”  The woman answered: “No one, sir.”  Jesus then says to her, “Then neither 
do I condemn you so go now and leave your life of sin.” 

Here in northwest Louisiana, FUMC-S has been insulated to a large extent from the 
controversies that have raged for years in the UMC.  Arguably, the Southcentral Jurisdic%on and 
the Louisiana Conference are more closely aligned with tradi%onal Biblical teaching and the 
present language in the UMC’s Book of Discipline than some other UM Jurisdic%ons.  We are 
told that, to date, no LBGTQ+ weddings have been performed in our conference nor have any 
prac%cing homosexuals been approved for ordina%on in our conference.  Other jurisdic%ons, 
most notably the Western Jurisdic%on, have avowed to openly ignore the Book of Discipline, 
ordaining homosexual pastors and performing same-sex marriages in the church.   

Many aPempts have been made at General Conference to amend the Book of Discipline’s Social 
Principles to end the current aboli%ons against these prac%ces.  So far, these aPempts have 
failed to win a simple majority – the only threshold an amendment of the Discipline’s Social 
Principles must cross.  Yet, each %me a vote comes up, the margin by which these amendments 
are defeated shrinks, inferring that it is just a maPer of %me un%l ordina%on of prac%cing 
LGBTQ+ pastors and same-sex marriages are allowed by the Book of Discipline.  As FUMC-S, will 
we then become the ones openly ignoring the Book of Discipline or will we be forced to 
acquiesce, under the governance of the Louisiana Conference and Southcentral Jurisdic%on, and 
accept prac%cing homosexual pastors and perform same-sex marriages at the head of Texas 
Steet?  Currently our conference and jurisdic%on afford some protec%on but will it last under 
what may be withering pressure from the General Conference and other, more progressive 
jurisdic%ons and bishops?  We simply cannot know the answer.  

Also, will the current protec%on for churches choosing to disaffiliate under paragraph 2553 of 
the Book of Discipline be renewed, modified, or simply allowed to expire when considered at 
the 2024 General Conference?  We simply cannot know this answer either.   

Without some near-term assurances from the UMC governance structure, we each must make 
our individual decisions to disaffiliate or not with incomplete data, insufficient informa%on and 
conflic%ng guidance.  So, where are we to turn for truth?  Jesus said “I am the way, the truth 
and the life.”   As we near the end of our discernment process at FUMC-S, I choose to con%nue 
to trust in Jesus and, according to John Wesley’s well-known quadrilateral, look first to Holy 
Scripture and then to tradi%on, reason and experience to seek the best op%on for our great 
church.  Once FUMC-S’s decision is made, I will then begin to discern, using the same 
guideposts, the right denomina%onal path for me. 
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