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1 GOAL 

This document describes a process to discern the readiness of First United Methodist 

Church of Oak Ridge (FUMCOR) to become a Reconciling Church within the Reconciling 

Ministries Network (RMN). Since 1984, RMN has worked to transform hearts, churches, and 

communities. The RMN is a group of over 44,000 people (mostly Methodists) and more 

than 1300 Reconciling Churches who support the inclusion of all persons in the United 

Methodist Church (UMC) and who celebrate the loving relationships between all people. 

Members of the RMN resist the anti-LGBTQIA+ votes taken at the GC2019 meeting. While 

each letter in LGBTQIA+ stands for a specific group of people, the term encompasses the 

entire spectrum of gender fluidity and sexual identities, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, questioning, queer, intersex, asexual, pansexual, and allies. The RMN is an 

independent organization and receives no funding from the UMC. RMN’s staff publish the 

names and locations of safe member churches. RMN’s staff also provide opportunities for 

grassroots organizing, resourcing and educating, denomination-level change-making, 

pastoral care, and working with faithful people hopeful for a reconciled Church.    RMN’s 

mission statement is: “Reconciling Ministries Network (RMN) equips and mobilizes United 

Methodists of all sexual orientations and gender identities to resist evil, injustice, and 

oppression in whatever forms they present themselves.” 

Reconciling ministries are churches, Sunday school classes, youth groups, regional groups, 

campus ministries, colleges, and more that have made the Reconciling commitment to 

intersectional LGBTQIA+ justice. That means that, however God made you, you are beloved 

and celebrated in these ministries. A Reconciling Church fully embraces all persons of all 
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sexual orientations and gender identities. The congregation will come to a decision whether 

to join the RMN through the assessment of personal testimony, dialogue, educational 

courses/materials, programs of study, and ongoing prayer with a goal that voices 

representing all perspectives on this issue are heard and respected. 

2 THEME – DRAW THE CIRCLE WIDE 

Draw the circle wide, draw it wider still. 
Let this be our song: no one stands alone. 

Standing side by side, draw the circle, draw the circle wide... 
 

God the still-point of the circle 

Round you all creation turns 

Nothing lost but held forever 

in God's gracious arms 

 

Let our hearts touch far horizons 

So encompass great and small 

Let our loving know no borders 

Faithful to God's call 

 

Let the dreams we dream be larger 

Than we've ever dreamed before 

Let the dream of Christ be in us 

Open every door! 

These lyrics are from composer Mark Miller’s moving anthem, “Draw the Circle Wide.” He 

casts the vision of a dream where all our doors are open, the circle is drawn wide and all-

encompassing, and Christ thereby dwells richly in us. That’s our dream for FUMCOR: a 

community of faith that engages our world through the inclusive lens of God’s love. As we 

have already ratified a statement of welcome and inclusion, we are hoping to go one more 

step, allowing our hearts to “touch the far horizons” of grace and love for all of God’s 

peoples.  

We derive meaning from the image of the circle because of its eternal motion and 

everlasting connection. We believe this is how God works for us—God is ever present, and 

the love that God shares for us is unbroken. In Miller’s song, God is the center point of the 

circle, the never-changing anchor point for the shape. With God at the center, all of creation 

spins around it, never losing pieces or parts but always held to God’s unfailing love. We 
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want to take the loving circle that has been created at FUMCOR and expand it, always 

keeping God as the unchanging center point and ever broadening the circle so that more 

and more people are able to share fully in the life and ministry of this congregation.  

Just as Joseph saw and understood great dreams for his family and the Egyptian leaders, and 

just as Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., saw and understood great dreams for racial equity 

and peace, we too see and understand great dreams. We dream of communities of faith 

that are not marred by exclusion and discrimination of the LGBTQIA+ community (or for that 

matter any marginalized community) but are overflowing with inclusion and grace. May we 

stand side by side with all as we draw the circle wider, making room for more children of 

God in our midst. 

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or 

famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, in all these things we are more than 

conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 

angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 

nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus our Lord. [Romans 8:35, 37–39 NRSV] 

3 INITIAL CORE COMMITTEE TO DRAFT THIS PROCESS 

With approval of the Church Council, an initial core committee of lay members was 

assembled from members of the Young Adult and Branches Sunday school classes. Two 

other church lay members from the Social Concerns and Missions committees were later 

added. These Sunday school classes are currently members of the Reconciling Ministries 

Network (RMN) and wish to extend an invitation to the entire FUMCOR congregation to 

become a Reconciling Church. The core committee members were selected to be diverse in 

age, gender, sexual orientation, and membership tenure. We propose that the committee 

will expand its membership to include a larger cross section of the congregation with 

potentially more diversity as the committee develops a church-wide process of prayer, 

storytelling, personal meetings, relationship building, Bible study, dialogue/discussion 

groups, book clubs, continuing education events, etc., that would help our congregation 

discern whether joining the reconciling movement is right for FUMCOR. 
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4 GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR THE PROCESS 

The team will observe the following principles during the process: 

❖ Be in a spirit of prayer. 

❖ Love, hospitality, and grace define this journey. 

❖ Respect, listen to, and consider all points of view. 

❖ Be transparent, honest, and open with the congregation and its leaders. 

❖ Take as much time as needed. 

❖ Accept whatever outcome ensues from the process and final vote. 

❖ Be sensitive to people’s feelings and emotions. 

❖ Listen for God’s call to witness. 

❖ Document steps in the process. 

5 WHAT DOES BECOMING A RECONCILING CHURCH MEAN?  

The key requisite to becoming a Reconciling Church is to adopt the Foundational Statement 

written by the Reconciling Ministries Network. Reconciling congregations, communities, and 

campus ministries (RCs) who affiliate with RMN embrace RMN’s commitment to achieving 

LGBTQIA+ justice and full inclusion in the life and ministry of the UMC, both in policy and in 

practice. Reconciling Churches engage in the ministry of Reconciliation in two ways:  

1. Outreach, affirmation, and intersectional ministry with and for LGBTQIA+ persons in 

the local setting.  

2. Creating opportunities to engage in dialogue, build relationships, and advocate for 

changes to Church policies related to ordination equality, marriage equality, and the 

availability of funds that help make LGBTQIA+ justice a reality. 

To become a Reconciling Church, FUMCOR must vote to adopt the RMN Foundational 

Statement, as written, and may add to it, if needed. The specific language of the RMN’s 

foundational statement is as follows:  

We celebrate God’s gift of diversity and value the wholeness made possible 

in community equally shared and shepherded by all. We welcome and affirm 

people of every gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation, 
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who are also of every age, race, ethnicity, physical and mental ability, level 

of education, and family structure, and of every economic, immigration, 

marital, and social status, and so much more. We acknowledge that we live 

in a world of profound social, economic, and political inequities. As followers 

of Jesus, we commit ourselves to the pursuit of justice and pledge to stand in 

solidarity with all who are marginalized and oppressed. 

 

Other aspects of becoming a member of the RMN include: 

❖ The RMN specifically welcomes all persons of all sexual orientations, gender 

identities and expressions, disabilities, socio-economic background, and 

ethnicities. The statement must be approved and voted on by the Church Council 

and the membership of the church.  

❖ Our membership would be registered with the national Reconciling Ministries 

Network, a caucus group within the UMC seeking full inclusiveness of LGBTQIA+ 

persons in the life of the church. People looking to attend a safe and accepting 

church will find a map of the reconciling ministries on the RMN website 

https:///rmnetwork.org. 

❖ The Core Team will review the  FUMCOR Welcoming Statement for consistency with 

the RMN Foundational Statement. Any suggested changes will be presented to 

Church Council for further action if the congregation votes to join the RMN. 

❖ Our church publicly uses its Welcoming Statement, e.g., in the newsletter, on the 

front of bulletins, on outdoor signs, etc. 

❖ The time frame for other congregations of a similar size to conduct their discernment 

process has ranged from 6 months to 2 years. The recommended pace for FUMCOR 

is discussed below in Section 6.  

❖ While financial support is not required, RMN functions solely on donations from its 

members. Traditionally, a donation is made by the joining congregation. We suggest 

aiming for an initial donation of $500.  
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6 ELEMENTS OF THE PROPOSED DISCERNMENT PROCESS FOR 

RECONCILING MINISTRIES NETWORK 

Before FUMCOR can vote on whether our congregation should become reconciling, the first 

step is to engage in a comprehensive discernment process. The reconciling discernment 

process at FUMCOR will include a variety of approaches, venues, offerings, and 

opportunities for education, dialogue, and outreach with the congregation. The process will 

put primary emphasis on creating safe spaces for all voices in the congregation to speak and 

to share personal stories. Each planned activity will include an evaluation to allow for 

feedback and will serve as a mechanism to gauge its impact and effectiveness based on 

attendance and whether the participants feel that the activity provided a learning 

experience. The elements of our discernment process have been grouped using the four 

cornerstones of the Wesley Quadrilateral—Scripture, Reason, Experience, and Tradition. 

The four components of the Quadrilateral shaped John Wesley’s approach to theological 

discernment and to exploring the meaning behind God’s call for our lives. 

The following tables offer a representative list of tasks/events to be completed/held. 

Table 1 sorts the tasks by the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, and Table 2 gives a rough timetable 

for the tasks, including when votes may be held. 
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Table 1. Tasks  

SCRIPTURE 

• Coffee, Dessert, and Difficult Conversations on the 
“Clobber Passages” 

• Core Team develops and distributes optional Sunday 
school curriculum, for example, studies based on: 

o “God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in 
Support of Same-Sex Relationships” by Matthew 
Vines 

o The UMC’s The General Commission on Religion & 
Race Vital Conversations 4  

REASON 

• E-mail distributed to congregation explaining the RMN, 
what a Reconciling Church is, and our process 

• Begin congregational education program  

• Core Team does one-on-one visits with key stakeholders, 
Sunday school classes, or small groups 

• “Thursday Live” podcast discussing the RMN and 
reconciling 

• Gender & Sexuality Workshop and Queer Panel Discussion 
 

EXPERIENCE 

• A screening of “An Act of Love” with brief discussion 
afterward 

• Study of other churches’ experiences in becoming 
Reconciling Churches 

• Develop a set of FAQs to share with the congregation 
 

TRADITION 

• Prayer Service in Chapel for Core Team and key 
stakeholders  

• Worship Service (music, testimonies, guest preacher) 
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Table 2. Rough Timetable for Tasks 

Month 1-2 

 

• Begin congregational education program  

• E-mail distributed to congregation explaining the RMN, 
what a Reconciling Church is, and our process 

• Coffee, Dessert, and Difficult Conversations on the 
“Clobber Passages” 

• Core Team develops and distributes optional Sunday 
school curriculum, for example, studies based on: 

o “God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in 
Support of Same-Sex Relationships” by Matthew 
Vines 

o  The UMC’s The General Commission on Religion & 
Race Vital Conversations 4  

• Begin straw votes 
 

Month 3-4 

• Gender & Sexuality Workshop and Queer Panel 
Discussion 

• Core Team does one-on-one visits with key stakeholders, 
Sunday school classes, or small groups 

• Develop a set of FAQs to share with the congregation 

• “Thursday Live” podcast discussing the RMN and 
reconciling 

• Study of other churches’ experiences becoming 
Reconciling Churches 
 

Month 5-6 

• A screening of “An Act of Love” with brief discussion 
afterward 

• Prayer Service in Chapel for Core Team and key 
stakeholders 

• Complete straw votes 
 

Month 7 
• Worship Service (music, testimonies, guest preacher) 

• Hold the final vote to become a reconciling ministry (as 
appropriate) 
 

7 CORE TEAM MEMBER EDUCATION 

To lead the discernment process, the Core Team members will be trained and educated on 

the Reconciling Process and how to communicate it to the congregation. This includes 

reviewing and understanding current FUMCOR documents, developing a baseline 
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assessment of the pace of the discernment process for FUMCOR, study of educational 

materials, and discussion with experts (to be identified). Key aspects of this learning process 

include: 

❖ Studying the “Building an Inclusive Church” toolkit co-developed by the Reconciling 

Ministries Network. This toolkit includes chapters on understanding the concept of 

reconciling, gathering congregational information, and how to build the process for a 

reconciling journey. It also includes several supplemental sections such as “Graceful 

Engagement”; “Public Story Telling”; and “Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, and 

Gender Expression.” 

❖ Meetings and discussions with the national Reconciling Ministries Network 

Southeastern Jurisdiction representative, Helen Ryde. 

❖ Studying examples of the written processes used by other reconciling UMC 

congregations to learn from their reconciling journeys. 

❖ Taking the “Faith Community Assessment Survey” offered through the RMN. The 

results of this survey help the Core Team to set a timeline for the discernment 

process. 

❖ Taking the “Spiritual Gifts Assessment” offered by the Methodist Church. These 

individual assessments will allow the Core Team to identify strengths of team 

members for carrying out the tasks defined in this document. It also helps the Core 

Team to identify missing skillsets to be supplemented by the addition of new Core 

Team members.  

❖ Participating in webinars, and streamed events hosted by RMN and other reconciling 

groups on topics such as The Bible and Homosexuality. 

❖ Searching for local experts on reconciling and the LGBTQIA+ community to help 

educate the Core Team. 

❖ Reading books, articles, and on-line resources about the reconciling process and 

inclusion of LGBTQIA+ persons into the congregation.  
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❖ Studying the implicit versus explicit theology of our congregation. This includes 

following a process to look at the internal documents of FUMCOR as well as those of 

the greater UMC. 

8 CHURCH GOVERNANCE  

The Reconciling Ministries CORE Team will work within and through the proper channels 

and leadership bodies of the congregation and Church Council during the reconciling 

discernment process. 

❖ Primary governance for the discernment process will be overseen by:  

o Church Council 

▪ The committee will provide a status report as we go through the discernment 

process at each Council meeting. 

▪ Council is asked to provide feedback regarding what it is hearing and 

perceiving from church members regarding the reconciling process. 

▪ Council members are asked to join the Reconciling Committee or attend its 

meetings. 

▪ Council members are encouraged to attend at least two activities that are 

planned during the reconciling process. 

 

o Staff Parish 

▪ The Senior Pastor and the Associate Pastor of Worship and Music will 

participate on the Reconciling Committee. 

▪ Staff Parish will be consulted regarding the role and time commitment of the 

pastors who support the reconciling discernment process. 

 

o Finance Committee 

▪ To the extent funds are needed, approval to fundraise or collect payment 

(e.g., for books) is required, or if accounts need to be established to support 

the Reconciling Committee, Finance Committee approval will be sought.  
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❖ The current CORE Team members volunteer to form the basis of the larger 

committee to oversee the process if that is acceptable to Church Council. 

❖ If the final vote is in favor of becoming a Reconciling Church, after that vote, we 

propose that one of FUMCOR’s standing committees, such as the Social Concerns 

Committee, will inherit oversight of the continuing reconciling church process. Also, 

we recommend that Church Council confirm financial support to the RMN on a 

yearly basis. One thought is to hold a special service each year celebrating FUMCOR 

as a reconciling church and request donations at that service. 

9 VOTING 

There will be two types of votes taken as part of the discernment process: (1) straw polls 

during the reconciling process, and (2) the final vote to ascertain whether the congregation 

wishes to become a Reconciling Ministry. The balloting process is meant to include the 

regularly attending FUMCOR members (members being those individuals who have formally 

committed and joined FUMCOR). The three goals for these ballots are: (1) the issues are 

clearly stated, (2) the ballots are accessible to all members regularly attending FUMCOR, 

and (3) the ballots are easy to cast. The types of votes are: 

❖ Straw polls during the process to assess the sentiment of the congregation 

toward reconciling.  

o The straw polls will consist of a vote by registered, attending church 

members. Each member is allowed one (and only one) vote. The votes 

will be announced by e-mail, during the services, and in the First Things 

newsletter for two Sundays prior to each vote. The votes will take place 

over the course of one or more Sundays. It’s envisioned that the vote will 

be conducted in two ways (note: this may be modified by the Core Team 

if better methods become available): 

▪ Paper ballots. Paper ballots will be distributed after church 

services. The signed, dated ballots will be collected and given to 
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the church office for confidential tabulation. Paper ballots will be 

delivered to homebound members by the visiting staff. 

▪ Chat votes during streamed services. For those attending the 

streamed service, there will be an opportunity to vote during the 

service through the chat feature. This manner of voting will close 

at the end of the streamed service. 

o Confidentiality will be maintained by church office staff, who will tabulate 

the vote and verify each ballot for single votes.  

o An initial straw poll will be conducted after the Core Team has clearly 

communicated the basic information about what becoming a Reconciling 

Church means to FUMCOR. This initial poll will help to determine the pace 

and extent of the process and will help the Core Team evaluate how well 

the voting process works. 

o Other straw polls will be conducted by the Core Team throughout the 

process, as needed. 

❖ Post-Discernment vote. After the discernment process is complete, the final vote 

to become a Reconciling Church will be taken. Registered, attending church 

members are eligible to vote. Each member is allowed one (and only one) vote. 

The votes will be announced by e-mail, during the worship services, and in First 

Things newsletter for two Sundays prior to the vote. The vote will take place over 

the course of four Sundays. The votes will be collected and given to the church 

office for confidential tabulation. Seventy-five percent or more of the votes must 

be in favor of joining the RMN for the vote to pass.   


