
THIS paper reflects on the ways mem-
bers of the Church of the Brethren have
interpreted Annual Conference statements
in recent history, and suggests that we have
wandered from the unusual approach of
formulating statements that allowed
Brethren to remain in community while dif-
fering on specific interpretations and appli-
cations of the statements. Understanding
this distinction, which we call “forbear-
ance,” is the foundation for our historic
practice of accepting Annual Conference
decisions as invitational rather than manda-
tory, a tradition that raises serious questions
about some recent decisions and practices
of Annual Conference. 

The Situation

There has been a significant change in the
way congregational and Annual Conference
conversations have proceeded in the last
decade or so. Brethren used to cherish cour-
tesy, understanding, and gradual enlighten-
ment in their conversations about faith and
action—both in the church council and
among delegates at district conferences and
Annual Conference. This has given way to
rhetoric that sounds like the abusive lan-
guage of governmental politics. We no
longer think of ourselves as brothers and
sisters seeking to enlighten or persuade, but
as conservative or liberal or progressive or





troversial item came to conference, and the
delegates could not reach unanimity, so
their final action was to take no action but
to “strongly urge forbearance with each
other” (Minutes of the 1888 Annual Meet-
ing, art. 12).

Forbearance is a strong biblical concept.

The New Testament Greek words translated
“forbearance” carry meanings akin to
patience, self control, restraint, mercy, long
suffering, and refusal to threaten (Eph. 4:2;



tions to comply. Recognizing that there are
those who are uncomfortable with the
stance of the paper, with forbearance we
have allowed local congregations and dis-
tricts to choose not to follow Annual Con-
ference action without fear of being disci-
plined or disenfranchised. 

The most recent reaffirmation of forbear-
ance came at the 2004 Annual Conference
when the delegates discussed the “Query
on Congregational Disagreement with
Annual Conference Decisions.” Under a
section on guidance to the district, the
paper suggested that in extreme cases of
disagreement, the district could vote to not
seat congregational delegates at district
conference. The delegate body voted to
delete that section. The concluding para-
graph in that part of the paper states in part:

The goal of the district response
process would be to help the congre-
gation move to an understanding of
the Annual Conference action and
willingness to support the action, or at
least a willingness to refrain from tak-
ing any action that would be inter-
preted as being defiant or insubordi-
nate. If this goal is unattainable and if
there is a lack of reconciliation, an
acknowledgement should be made
that the congregation continues sup-
porting the larger church in other
aspects of its life while disagreeing
with Annual Conference in this partic-
ular matter. It is expected that recon-
ciliation attempts will continue.”3

[Italics added.] 

The practice of forbearance, in this in-
stance, is not to seek punitive action, but to
continue conversation with the hope of rec-
onciliation, and acknowledge the congrega-
tion’s continued support of the larger church
while disagreeing on a particular matter.

Our best example of how to allow for dif-
fering opinions while continuing to live

together is the 1979 Annual Conference
paper on “Biblical Inspiration and Authori-
ty.” Section IV of the paper honestly accepts
differences by affirming where we agree
while at the same time confessing where we
do not yet agree. There then follows a sec-
tion V entitled “Holding One Another in

Love and Fellowship.” Among other things,
it suggests that:

In spite of essential unity, diversity is
God’s pattern in creation. … Confor-
mity is humanity’s pattern. It is the
way of the world to try to force indi-
viduals into a uniform mold. Jesus
denounced the Pharisees for doing
this. The Pharisees showed their
authority over the people by trying to
enforce the minutia of every law with-
out themselves lifting a finger to help
(Matt. 23:4). … Individuality requires
freedom. Respect for freedom is seen
in our traditional Brethren belief in
“no force in religion” and so we avoid
patterns of enforcement which violate
the freedom of individuals and local
groups. … However Christian free-
dom does not imply an unchecked
individualism. Our Anabaptist her-
itage teaches that no one enters the
kingdom apart from one’s brothers
and sisters. … Jesus revealed in his
life and teachings the way to freedom
and at the same time life in communi-
ty—the way to “unity in diversity.”4

This is a brief portion of section V, but in
its entirety, it is our finest contemporary
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In spite of essential unity,
diversity is God’s pattern in

creation. … Conformity is
humanity’s pattern.







unable to have heterosexual intimacy], and
there are eunuchs who have been made
eunuchs by others [that is, those castrated,
either as punishment or for specific respon-
sibilities], and there are eunuchs who have
made themselves eunuchs for the sake of
the kingdom of heaven [that is, those who

choose to be celibate for religious reasons].
Let anyone accept this who can” (19:12).
Tradition says that, due to Philip’s accept-
ance, the Ethiopian Eunuch became the
prominent personality in taking the Good
News of Jesus Christ to the continent of
Africa.

Certainly, standards for behavior were
initiated as the early church grew. But we
find different instructions and emphases
given by the Apostle Paul to the different
churches to whom he wrote. We might
rightly assume that unanimity of practice
among the various communities of faith was
not required. In fact, the Apostle Paul
reminded them that in Christ, the dividing
walls of racial, sexual, social, and religious
hostility that separated individuals prior to
their acceptance of Christ had been
destroyed. And the destruction of those
walls was the very foundation of the good
news Paul presented to them. Consider! If
the Apostle Peter had remained a keeper

and had not responded as a seeker to a
vision from God that contradicted his
deeply held faith heritage, circumcision
(certainly no insignificant human sexuality
adjustment!) as a requirement for member-
ship would have prevented gentiles from
belonging to the family of Christ. And if the
council at Jerusalem had not moved with
openness toward both those circumcised
and those not circumcised, the Apostle
Paul’s ministry would have either dissipated
and disappeared, or created a separate sect
outside the biblical history we cherish. 

BEFORE his death in May of 1993, a
long-time, much-loved prophet in our
midst, Brother Dale Aukerman, sent an open
letter on the subject of homosexuality to the
elected leaders of the Church of the Breth-
ren and to the Brethren Revival Fellowship.



applies to the relationship between God
and a specific person (such as Abraham or
others); between God and a community of
people (the nation of Israel or others); and
between one specific human and another,
such as the covenant made between Jacob
and Laban (Gen. 31:44-50) and Jonathan and
David (I Sam. 18:1-3.) Agreements regard-
ing behavior within the covenant are estab-
lished by the participants. Ignoring those
agreements constitutes the breaking of the
covenant.

Honoring promises, the absence of
promiscuity, and the presence of faithful-
ness to the other person are the essential
characteristics of covenant. The sexuality of
the individuals engaged in the covenant is
not an issue and is not prescribed in bibli-
cal covenants. From a biblical perspective,
we would have the right to expect the same
fidelity and the same prohibitions against
promiscuity in all covenantal relationships. 

Even as the church participates in state
marriages, it asks participants to go beyond
the requirements of civil marriage to share
covenantal vows that confirm their faithful-
ness to their relationship. While not
required by the state, the church chooses to
use covenant language in wedding services
that are accepted by the state. In addition to
the more popular, simple language normal-
ly used by the church in standard wedding
vows, a rather complete sample of addition-
al covenantal words appears in “For All
Who Minister,” words essential to what bib-
lical covenant means. After expressing the
promise to be a helpmate, the person
speaks words such as the following: 

I promise to consider your interests
and not merely my own. With divine
assistance, I promise to show you
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness,
and self-control. I promise to commu-
nicate with you as openly and honest-
ly as I can and will share with you my

life, feelings, hopes, joys, frustrations,
disappointments, anxieties, and
dreams; and I will listen as you share
with me. I will try to meet your needs
and will respect your individuality as
well as my own. I will work with you
to build a lasting relationship of love

and commitment for the glory and
honor of God. I give myself freely to
you for as long as I live.6

We are living in a time when interest
groups are seeking ways to use the law to
enforce on churches their understanding of
what marriage means. But a solid under-
standing of biblical covenant should allow
for covenant services not necessarily recog-
nized by civil authorities or legally authen-
ticated. The government’s primary interest
in marriage would appear to be related to
legal matters such as taxes, social security,
pensions, and estates. The matter of faithful-
ness within a covenant relationship should
be of no concern to the government except
when the relationship is terminated through
such events as death, abuse, promiscuity or
adultery. Any challenge related to broken
faithfulness within a state-recognized rela-
tionship could then be pursued through
legal channels. Covenant services performed
by a religious community may not have
legal status in the eyes of the law, but nei-
ther should they be subject to governmental
intervention, except when the performed



covenant has been sanctioned by law. 
Many of us will continue to make our

marriage covenants within accepted state
law. But separation of church and state
should allow local congregations to exer-
cise their right to perform both legal and
congregational covenants without the threat

that the state will determine the meaning of
marriage from more than a strictly legal per-
spective. If two single people decide that
their covenant is defined by faithfulness in
love and support; if the quality and depth of
that love is something they wish to limit
only to one another; if they desire to seek
the blessing of God and the church on their
covenant; and if the congregation decides
that their covenant would be beneficial to
the life and ministry of the individuals and
the congregation, then the congregation
should have the right to confirm their
covenant with a congregationally approved
service. Such practice would allow for two
people to enjoy the privilege of loving and
being loved with the blessing of the church.

Such local, congregational practices in
relation to faithful covenant agreements need
not jeopardize or intimidate any congrega-
tion that disagrees with that position. As we
have noted historically, with forbearance
we have already allowed much diversity in
congregational practices and do not require
uniformity of practice as a kind of litmus
test for being called a congregation in the
Church of the Brethren. Acknowledging the

right of congregations to conduct and sup-
port covenant services will deepen the
potential for many of our members to par-
ticipate in the more complete experience of
love God has in mind for human beings. 

One immediate action that might be
taken would be for a district, or for Standing
Committee on its own, to bring a query to
Annual Conference suggesting a continuing
period of forbearance on the matters of
human sexuality, and by so doing, officially
allow for differences to be conscientiously
practiced by congregations who through
careful study and prayer are in disagree-
ment with the paper on human sexuality,
particularly its understanding of covenant
relationships. 

A Reminder from Our Past

In 1966, the Annual Conference Resolu-
tions Committee issued a “Statement on
Unity in the Church.” The closing para-
graphs of that paper could well have been
written for our day. They said, 

It is the hope and prayer of this Annu-
al Conference that all members of the
church can continue to work together
in a spirit of love as we have done
hitherto. This we believe will require
dedication to the following principles:

1. A spirit of patience, love, and
mutual respect toward those Brethren
who differ with us. We have tried to
teach reverence for conscience, and
this must apply even when some
brethren are led by conscience in
directions other than our own.
2. Continued awareness of our tradi-
tions and what they mean to a con-
siderable portion of our people.
Unless over-emphasized, traditions



3. Equal awareness that we live in a
rapidly changing world. The New Tes-
tament church was forced to impro-
vise and experiment in new situa-
tions, and today’s church must be pre-
pared to do the same.
4. Willingness both to talk and to lis-
ten to those who differ with us, and
especially with those who differ the
most. We urge that this be done
between individuals and that church
boards seek and create opportunities
for group conversation among persons
of divergent views, conversation
which will be freely frank and con-
ducted in love and respect.7

Conclusion

Allowing congregations and districts to
respond in different ways to the matter of

covenant services will be uncomfortable for
many of our members regardless of the fact
that they already enjoy that kind of forbear-
ance on other Annual Conference positions.
As noted earlier, we have continued togeth-
er as a denomination because we have
allowed congregations whose members
conscientiously disagree with Annual Con-
ference positions to live out of their own
faith understanding. We should continue
that tradition in relation to our differences
on human sexuality. �

Earle Fike is a retired Church of the Brethren
pastor and denominational staff member. He
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water Church of the Brethren.
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