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MINNEAPOLIS: THE REAL ISSUE February 18, 1994

AJ McKelway
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Sinking speechless in a vortex of absurdity and declire, even a
dying church can be momentarily awakened. So it was in 1933 when at an
ecumenical gathering in the Berlin Sports Palace Dr. Reinhold Kraus
pronourced to an enthusiastic crowd a re-imagining of God inspired by
the needs and aspirations of an oppressed pecple. He argued that the
German nation could no longer tolerata “weird stuff" like a Jewish
heritage and Jewish Messiah. A new day demanded a new conception of God,
Freed at last from the constraints of an outmeded Bible, a new German
christianity, he insisted, would fcrge a new image of God out of the
spiritual power felt in German blocd and Germas soil. .

The "Sports Palace scandal" shocked a scmuiclent church awaka and
pProtestant pastors, earlier reluctant to challenge the theological
medernism of the new Germany, moved toward the Cenfessing Church te join
Barth, Niemcellexr and Bonhceffer in saying *Ne! No! and again Not*

And now, over a half-Century later, an American church ¢aught in a
spiral of material decline and spiritual decay is alsc stopped in ita
tracks. A church mesmerized by the ceaseless cant and cavil of a
politically correct officialdom has been jolced awake by a scandalcus
re-imagining of Christian faith in Minneapclis «- and we, too, must say
"Mo! No, and again, No!"

Saying "No," however, will not in itgelf accomplish much. The
Confessing Church in Germany, begun so bravely at Barmen, found its
numbers and effectiveness reduced ho insignificance by the insidieus
appeal of national- and self-intarest, This happened because tha pastors
who said "No," naver grasped the underlying problem. They had been
taught to believe that the God revealed in scripture may also be
discovered in the dynamics cf human nature and history, and that for
this reagon the church should adap: is message and language to confornm
to those revelations as well. Thus, it became pessible for some to
embrace Christian Socialism, while others were attracted to a christian
natioralism that easily placed the Swastika alongside the Cross.

If they found in eultural developments a disclosure of God equal
Lo that of scripture, why should they have been surprised when that
culture dismissed their Bible? If they were willing to see the will of
God expresgsed in political authoritarianism, why should they have been
surprised when some welcomed Hitler as a new Messiah? If they derived
from their pride of race a sense of divine destiny, why should they have
been surprised when their church became racisc? They protested all of
these things, but they were not willing to heed the warnings of
Bonhoeffer and Barth and reassess the theology that had brought them to
that place.

We must not make the same mistake. We are rightly appalled by the
rank heresies celebrated at Minneapolis, and properly outraged that
eldexs, teachers and officials of our church should have participated.
We may be appalled and outraged, but we ought not to be surprised. We
have no right to be surprised, because we, too, have placad modern
culrture side by side with scripturs as the socurce of our understanding
of the will and nature of God. ¥4 have done this in many ways, but most
particularly we have done it by agcommodating the Gospel to a modern
preoccupation with the self: its.needs, aspiraticons and satisfactions --
and the only difference between conservatives and liberals in our church
ig that they reshape the Gospel and re-imagine God according to
different needs, aspirations and cauisfactions.

P.02
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If for the better part of this c¢entury the so-called
"conservative" side of our church has habitually identified the Gospel
with a conservative politics ¢f national- and self-interest, it was only
natural that the other, "liberal," side do the same in respect to a
politics of social action and concern. If evangelicals and charismatics

iscover God in satisfying self-absorption, why should we be surprised
when the same thing happens in Minreapolis? The present prevocation may
emanate from liberalism, but we must not overlecok the contribution of
congervatism to this disaster.

n civic life many of ug have becrne the "L word" with some pride,
and even in the church have not been ashamed of that label, so we
"liberals" have a gpecial respcnsibility to understand the theclogical
errcrs that led te Minneapolis. The first involves Scripture. Having
enthusiastically embraced various methods of biblical criticism, we
failed to maintain an understanding of biblical authority. We imagined
that the Bible, if open to criticism, is open to change. Under such
influence distinguished schelars assisted in the production, and our
church undertook the publicatien, of an absurdity called The Inclusive
Languace Legtionaryv. In that versicn of.scripture words deemed inclusive
were added to the text and those thought exclusive were changed. For
irstance, Mary no longer gives birth to "her first borxrn gon, but ‘“her
first born ¢hild, " etc. etc.. If that lectiorary enjoyed liczle
accaptance, the acttzitude which preduced it has become pervasive. The
collapse of gcriptural authority is everywhere evident in our disregard
of the Bible’s own way of speaking. Rather than interpretine its
masculine imagery, we avoid or change it, The pronoun reqguired by that
imagery has become practically {llegal. Seminary professors will not use
it, and many will nect allew their students to do s86. Why, then, should
we be surprised if the Bible’s imaging of God, long held in such
contempt in our churches, should in Minneapolis be. altogether “re-
imagined?"

From this neglect ¢f scripture there has also developed a vast
theological confusion. If our thinking about God is no longer held
captive to the Word of God, then ws are free to imagine God in ways that
best suit our sencibilivies. And we have done so, but always, of course,
with the highest of motives. Durirg the eivil rights struggle we thought
it perhaps useful when some reccmmznded to African-Americans that they
think of God as Black. Later, with the advent of Latin BAmerican
liberation theology, it seemed useful and just to identify the will of
God with a Marxist understanding of revolutionary praxis, and to
interpret the nature of Christ "from below" as a revolutionary
here., From the truth that God is always on the side of the oppressed we
jumped to the conclusion that the oppressed are always on the side of
God, and thug, from that perspective we thought we could interpret the
nature and redemptive work of God in ways superior to that of the Bible,
It was then entirely consistent, when the women’s movement sensitized us
to their history of oppressicn, that the theology of the church gladly
accomaodated itself to this much larger and powerful revolution.

For the past twenty-five yeers we have acceded to the demand that

our uzderstanding of the nature, will and work of God be informed not §o
much by the Bible as by the néeds and aspirations of those who either
are, cr feal themselves to be, cYoressed. Why, then, should we be :
surprised when some, desirous of a greater self-image, should re-imagine
God az liXe themselves -- and wonder what all the fuss is about? Why
should wa be surprised when a comfcrtable sense of the indwelling of God
cauges a representative of thig view to dismise the transcendencs of God
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as "an orgy of self-alienation beloved cf the fathers?" And why should
we be surprised when, reacting against their own abuse, some women
ghould reject the idea that God, himself, suffered and bore abuse for us
on a Crosa? . .

The re-imagining ccnference in Minneapolis has alerted the church
te a very real and present danger to its very existence, 3ut we gannot
respond intelligently to this crisis unless we understand that it was’
not there created, but only illustrated. Necr will reproof and the
withholding of funds alecne remove the crisis. Unless we understand that
what happened in Minneapolis was but a logical and inevitazle extension
of a larger theclogy long embraced by our church, there will be an
increasing number of such occasicns until, socner or later, wes gease O
be a church of Jesus Christ at all.

For gone, such a prospect is welcomed. Already sects abound which
preach a message of personal privilege and prosperity. There are already
gay churches dedicated to the celebraticon of gay pride and life. We also
read and hear of the possibility of a Women’s church. All of these gects
imagine that, betteyr than the church of Christ, a religion of self-
interest will enccurage a society of peace, fresdom and justice. Just
here, however, we nced to heed the lesson of the German church under
Hitler, where a theology of accommodation to self-interest prepared the
way for the greatest oppression and horror to which history is witness.
This was inevitable, because the deification of human values, however
delicate or well meant, will ulzimately display the human presumpticn
that lies at the tase of evexry oppression,

Unless our church repents and turnsg from the theoclogical erxor to
which it hac long been captive, unless it returns to a proper gense of
biblical authority, using it critically, but also with reverence and
respect, unless it discovers again the radical transcendernce of God and
lets, in the words of Homrighausen, "God be God," unless it can do this,
it will be of no use to itself or tc a world in need.

s
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RESPONSE TO THE THEZICLOJICAL ANALYSIS OF THE OFFICE OF THEOLOGY AND
WORSHIP

Joseph Small and John Burgess have provided both a fair
degcription of the Minneapolis conference and a useful theological
responsge Lo it, Specifically, they have cuf through the weak obfuscation
of its defenders and shown that the worship of "Sophia® wasg, in fact,
anti-trinitarian and anti-scriptural. They demonstrate very well that
the celebrative meal of milk and heney was, in fact, an anti-gacrament.
Furthermcre, they are correct in idencifying the lectures on God and
Atcnement as dismissive of essential elemants of Chrigtian faith.
Indeed, the lecturs on Atonement was gratuitcusly insulting to the Cross
cf Christ - not different in kind from the anci-Christian cartocn of a
crucified donkey discovered in the Rcman catacomba.

On the other hand, the report fails at important pointsgs to draw
the necessary cenclusions from its own analysis. At one peint it is
centradictory: "Clearly, conference rituals attempted to discover and
e¥plore new language, not worship a new ged. Just as clearly, however,
conference rituals used language in ways that imply worship of a divine
manifestation distinctly different from ‘the one triune God...’" (p.1lbt)
Surely a "different" god is in this context a '"new" god.

On the basis of descriptionsg of the worship of "Sophia' gupplied
by this and other reports, the essentials of which have not been
gontradicted by participants or defenders of the conference, the authors
ought to have identified such worship as "idelatrous," Given the
celebration of femaleness everywhere present in the conference’s
liturgies, they ocught to have concluded that we are confronted in their
use of the name "Sophia" with a form of self-worghip characteristic of
every idolatry. IZf there were any doubt on this point, it is removed by
the exercise, variously reported and confirmed, by which participants
were led to inscribe their own names on cards which were to present
vaxious '"names' of God.

The study ought also to have identified the celebration with milk
and heney, which was surely no less self-referential, as an act of self-
excommunication. If the Reformers refused communication with thosge who
could not discern the body of Christ in the sacrament in ways compatible
with their owm, how much more should the reprasentatives of their
traditions have refused to participate in a bogus sacrament overtly
intended to exclude anv presence of the crucified Christ?

While the repgort is rightly critical of the denials of divine
transcendence and the efficacy of the Cross, they are not willing to
admit that these are truths upon which the church "gtands or falls," and
that the denial of these truths in the church constitutes the most
dangerous of heresies -- which must be recognized and named as such.
While the report may be correct in stating in its last paragraph that
"It will not do for the church gimply to rejegt it (the Re-imagining
conference] as heretical or pagan...," (emphasis added) it ought teo have
recognized that what isc "pagan® lies outside the church and what is
"heretical"™ lies within. It ought to have drawn the conclusion which
follows its own analysic, namely, that, whatever may be said for the
conference as a whole, it was ch¥racterized by broad participation in
acts of worship and tolerance,of views which, if permitted and
encouraged, would threaten the very existence of the church of Christ,

P
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Response to Minneapolis has been burdened by a fundamental
confugion about free speech, openness and tolerance., While these are
¢civic virtues which Christians ought to defend with their very lives,
their application within the community of faith is necessarily
restricted. In its existence in the world and in relation to other
faiths the church must exhibit these same virtues. But in so far as the
church is a confessional community whose existence depends upon
agreament to certain essential affirmations, it cannot tolerata in its
own ¢entral acts of worship and teaching contradiction of these
essential affirmations. Such contradictien is heresy, and a church that
cannot bring itself to recognize heresy must, sconer or later, cease to
exist as a confessional commumity., Mow the "sooner" has at last in
Minneapolig become "later, "

A. J. McKelway
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United Methodist Women Get
Laste of Sophia Worship

by Dome Chase

A se:’vicv of milk zmd hones
goddess Sophia. A presen:zs
denving the atonement of J2;5us
Christ. What is 2oing on hers? 1-d
why are there so manv 2d
Methodist women atiendin
conference?

Billed as A Giobal Theoic
Conference By Women: for We
and Men.” this meeting was pre
ed by Christian churches. Or
Christians, however, would fird i
tle historic Christian theoizzv.
Convening in Minneapolis. this =
“Re-Imagining,” an ecumen::al
gathering associated with the Werid
Councd of Churches (WCC) Zor
those of the feminist, “womanisi.” or

“lesbian perspective. Many of the
~speakers voiced similar themes: con-

demnation of patriarchy and :h
exclusion of lesbians and homosax:-
al men in the church.

Of the 2200 registrants, 391 were
United Methodist. The Woman's
Division of the General Boarc of
Global Ministries (GBGM) staff 2
directors were.urged to attend tais
conference as this quadrennium’s
theological workshop (Women's
Division staff and directors expense
were'paid for by the division).

“They are exploring the sensuzal
and sexual side of the divine, rootizg
around in the contemplative and
introspective interplay with Gogd.”
observed reporter Martha Sawver
Allen  of the Minneapoiis
Star-Tribune, “and talking about
women’s daily experiences of the

divine in every culture as central to
theologv teday.”

Participants gathered around

talking” tables and were asked 1o
scribole out spiritual thoughts with
cravons. re-imagine God through
emotional images, and sing a song of
biessing o Sophia. th
YWisdom.

When asked what she thought of
the Sophiz-oriented liturgy. one
United Methodist Women (UMW)
director said that she had never heard
ot Sophia before, but was sure she

would leam more about her. This

same UMW director decided not to
participate in ore of the table activi-
ties, but was encouraged to join in by
her table facilitator even though par-
ticipants were told from the podium

godaeSs or

:.E‘.—;; Lere clther fres 10 parici-
pate in onvities or to abstain,

Aronz point in the conference,
Melaniz Morrison, co-tounder of
Christizn Lesbians Qut Together
(CLOUT, requested txme to cele-
brate “ifz rmracle of being lesbian,
out, ané Caristian.” Then she invited
all other lesbian, bisexual, and tran-
sexual women to join hands and
encircle e stage.

Religisus News Service (RNS)
estimates hat “roughiv 100 women
convergac ugon the dais, many smil-
ing. One =2id high the rainbow tlag,
which has zecome a symbol for the
diversity 2mong lesbians and gay

LoManv of the wome r1 xe'namm"
in he audiznes rose 1o I @20 and
bezan to :zzlaud.”

The Rev, Kivredge e Cherrv, a
minfsze' nhe Lre:’orﬂ.matew nomo-
sexual Mzrropolitan Com”mmf‘
Church, w23 one of the women hold-
ing the riztow flag. She told RNS
that the z22l of the Ce’nons:ra:"on
Was 1o heiz ceogle “re-imagine’ Lh

church as e embediment of just
for evervona, inciuding lesbians and
homo:ex“_. men.

The lesbian theme was heard
repeatedly Tom major speakers. [n a
workshop called “*Prophetic Voices
of Lesbiarns in the Cnuch Nadezn
Bishop, the first “out” lesbian minis-

.

RNS PHOTO/Carlton Smith

FParticipants greet lesbian demonstrators with a standing ovation. -
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church, claimed that Mary
Martha in the Bible were lesbia
“fore-sistars.” She said that they
were not actual sisters, but lesbian
lovers.

Janie Spahr, a self-avowed les-
pian clergvwoman in  the
Presbyterian Church USA who was
prevented by that denomination
Tom serving a local church, said at
the conclusion of her presentation
that her theology is first ot all
informed by “making love with

Conl.” her lesbian partner. She then
zave this chailenge: "Sexualizv and

vou!”

Judv Westardorf, a Unitad
Methodist clerzvwoman
Minnesota, told the workshop :hat
the Church savs God gives sexualitv
as a good gift, but that L out of 10 is
a pad gift and vou're not suprosed
10 open it. (She was referring to
claims that 10 percent of the popula-
tion is homosexual, statistics that
have been proven to be inaccurate.)
Westerdorf added, “The Church has
always been blessed by gays and les-
bians, ...witches, ...shamans.” She
joked about the term “practicing
homosexual,” noting that her partrer
sayvs she’s not practicing, she’s pretty
good.

Theological Smorgasbord

The “Re-Imagining” event pre-
sented a smorgasbord of cultural
ideas and religions, allowing atten-
dees to pick and choose to their.lik-
ing. “Be speculative,” participants
were told by conference organizers,
“there is no ‘answer.” We can’t
imagine what God is like. Being
together in our own images is the
ultimate.” '

There were other workshops that
dealt with feminist theology, poli-
tics, music, and belly dancing.

One of the conference speakers
lashed out against alleged oppres-
sion by Christian missionary teach-
ings in India. Aruna Gnanadason, a
native Indian feminist, explained

LRI RS,

7

Conference narticipants calebrating the milk and horne: ritual (o Sophia.
J k. ] g 3 o

thar the red dot on her forehead was
2 form of protest agains: those who
said her forshead was only a place
for the sign of the cross. She invited
articipants (o join her in grotest by
cravening a rec dot on their fore-
heads as well. Cnanadason said that
the red dot represented the “divine in
zach other.” In this instance, the

acout 300 individuals, bezan with

singing to Scriia, and “bringinz
attention Lo our own pocies” anc
swaving to and fro. Participants
wears told tha: the idsal is 10
re-image Jesus within the feminis:
understandinz from our cultural
roots

Presenter Ceziores S. Williams, a

“I don’t think we need a theory of atone-
ment at all.” said one conference speaker.,

“I don’t think we need folks hanging on
crosses and blood dripping and weird stuff.”

mark of those not wearing the red
dot was a very visible sign of those
not fully participating with the con-
ference activities.

Chung Hyun Kyung, one of the
speakers, identified herself as a
“recovering colonized Christian and
a recovering feminist fundamental-
ist.” The ideal is the “reincamation
of good,” she said. Kyung explained
that Asian theology totally rejects
the idea of sinful man, propagating
the understanding that humans are
good and become better from the
god within.

One major seminar was titled
“Jesus,” although no orthodox
Christian understanding of Jesus was
discussed. This seminar, attended by

“womanist” theology professor at
Union Theological Seminary in New
York City, said, “I don’t think we
need a theory of atonement at all.”
Her remark was greeted by
applause. “Atonement has to do so
much with death,” she said. “I don’t
think we need folks hanging on
crosses and blood dripping and
weird stuff.” Continuing, she said,
“We do not need atonement, we just
nesd to listen to the god within....If
Jesus conquered sin, it was in the
wilderness and life, not his death
(resurrection). The first incarnation
of God was not ‘some dove on the
shoulder,” but in Mary and her
body.” At this point, all the partici-
pants were encouraged to call out

JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1684
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"arough o woman's body”

0

Another teminist theoiog :
led the “Jesus™ seminar was ok
Pui-Lan. She said the Asian axger-
ence can't image any Jesus. She siat-
ed, “We cannot allow others 1o
define our sin. What is our sin? Who
is this funny God that would szcs-
fice a lamb. We don’t even ses a

s Concemz ond 2 mem-
der of ithe Re-imagining Steering
Commitre2: and Bishop Sharon
Brown Christopher (Minnesot). UM
funding sources were the Minnesota
Conterence Commission on the
Status and Role of Women;
Minnesota Conference UMW
Women's Division of the GBGM:

“We celebrate the sensual life you give us,”
read the conference liturgy. “We celebrate
our bodiliness, our physicality, the sensa-
tions of pleasure, our oneness with earth

and water.”

lamb in the Asian experience. The
Chinese do not have a word to cam-
pare o0 the Hebrew/Greek worc for
God.” Dr. Pui-Lan indicated tha: -=a
Chinese do not believe God siz=ds
outside creation but that the human
ist Contucian tradition en phasizas
the propensity for good in
humankind, and that thev deveaiop
moral perfection and sainthood oV
maturing and emphasizing enligat-
enment,

Another seminar focused on the
history and future of The Ecumenical
Decade/Churches in Solidarity with
Women. Begun by the Unitad
Nations, this program was limping
along until the World Council of
Churches gave it priority. It was
noted that it is “truly amazing” that
women have even stayed
within the patriarchal church-
es. Participants were encour-
aged to ignore any charges of
divisiveness; and not to worry
about the collapse of unity
within the churches.

Named as  United
Methodist sponsors for this
event were: Bishop Forrest C.
Stith, UM Co-Chairman of the
U.S. Committee of the
Ecumenical Decade/Churches
in Solidarity with Women; =
Jeanne Audrey Powers of the ==
General Commission on
Christian ~ Unity  and

and Wesisv United Methodist
Church as a neightoring host.
“The seminaries and the Vatican
can keep on defining orthodoxy

gely for L2 zassing-on of the wadi-
tions through the ordained clergy,”
conference sgeaker and feminist the-
ologian Eiizzteth Bettenhausen told
the Star-Tritune. “But we laity have
always crossed our fingers behind our
backs when thev lav out what ortho-
doxy is. We know in our dailv lives
theology has o be much fresher and
more flexible than the definitions of
orthodoxy can zver be.”

For a conference which drew
upon the mainline Christian denomi-
nations for its supporters, funding,
and participants, this event utterly
failed to represent the historic

oy 3 3
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Conference participants feeling for vibrations from

“the Divine Spark Within."

hoice as the guadrenni-
um’s thzsiogical workshop, truly
abandezzd any form of orthodox
Christiaz Sieology. As evidence, read
the follov.ing liturgy of the service of
milk arc zoney dedicated to Sophia:

“Our maker Sophia, we are
women = vour image: With the hor
blood of zur wonbs e give form to
new litz. Vith the courage of our
convicricrs we pour out litedlood for
justice. ...

“Sorsiz creator God, Let vour
milkc and sney flove. Sovhia. Creator
God. Srcezr us with vour love. ..

“Our sweer Sophia. we are
women I vour image: With necrar
benveen >ir highs we imvite 2 lover
we birar 2 child: With our warm
bOL’I_"L' ‘/‘ZU N
s pleasires and sensations. .,

"Our zuide, Sophia. we are
women in cour image. With our
MOISE mMovzis we Xiss away a tear we
siniie encsuragemen:. With the noney
of wisdon: =1 our mouths, we proph-
esy a jull sumanitv to all the peo-
ples. ...

“We czizbrate the sensual life
you give us. We celebrate the swear
that pours Fom us during our labors.
We celebrz:z the fingertips vibrating
upon the siin of a love. We celebrate
the tongue which licks a wound or
wets our lips. We celebrate our bodi-
liness, our shysicality, the sensations
of pleasure, our oneness with
earii and water.”’

Dorzz Chase is a United Methodist lay-
womza from Willard, Ohio. She has
beer: z delegate 10 General Conjerence
ard ‘s served on various narional pro-
gram boards for the UM Church.
Susen Cyre of the Presbyterian Layman.
conrGuted research to this article.

More “Re-Imagining”
information may be obtained
by writing to ECUMW/
RENEW, 587 Raford Wilson
Rd., Commerce, GA 30529.
A donation to cover process-
ing expenses would be

. appreciated,

The Presbylerian Layman
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