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The organization honors the need for some
individuals (both sexual minoritiesand their
supporters) to remain anonymous.

ABConcerned was the “birthing
organization” for the Association of
Welcoming & Affirming Baptists. AWAB
was a natural outgrowth of the ministry of
ABConcerned’'s as some individuals and
congregations began to feel comfortable
publicly stating their sexual orientation and/
or their support of sexual minority persons.
AWAB cameintobeing officialy in 1993, to
provide an organization for individuals and
congregations who wanted to state openly
that they welcomed and affirmed persons of
all sexual orientations. These people and
congregations were not making a political
statement. It wasmorelike afamily putting
adeca on their front window to let children
passing by know that thiswas asafe hometo
which they could go if they felt endangered.
By being a part of AWAB a congregation
says, “We are a safe church home for all
persons.” Individualsintheassociation say,
“1 am a safe pastor/counselor/friend for all
persons.”

At first the organizations were united, and
AWAB later became a separate entity.
AWAB emphasizes the participation of
congregations in its ministries.
ABConcernedfocusesmoreonministriesby
andwithindividuals. Thetwo organizations
share a warm relationship, and sometimes
doprojectstogether. Atthisyear’ sBiennia,
they engaged in a united response to the
General Board's ousting of four churches.
Many people who are members of one are
also membersof theother. Theleadership of
the two groups are often in contact with one
another. They are complementary
organi zations, each onesupportivetheothers
goals.

Sometimes people are confused about
whether a particular project was done by
ABConcerned or AWAB. Which
organization gets credit (or blame?) is not
nearly so important as the fact that both
groupsareworking hardtocarefor American
Baptists of al orientations, and to promote
justice within the denomination.
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Co-chairs Gary Harris and Lynne Kelley
share this column in Voice of the Turtle

ABC Regions Appeal Churches
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West attemptedtojustify itsdisfellowshipping
of thefour churchesby claimingthat thechurches
didnot meet criteriaone—" supporting thework
andmission of theABC/USA andtheRegion.”

The four churches disputed this claim as not
only falsebut alsoasaclaimthat wasnot raised
or discussed in the disfell owshipping debate.

Despite this conflict between the ABC of the
West Covenant and that of the ABC/USA, no
actionwastakentorequiretheRegiontoremove
theadditional criteriontotheregional Covenant
or toreinstate the churches. Thefour churches
then appealed the Region’'s decision to the
General Board, claiming that the ABC of the
West unjustly dismissed them.

First Baptist Church of Granville, Ohio, which
had monthsearlier beendisfellowshippedfrom
the Columbus Baptist Association and the
American Baptist Churchesof Ohiobecauseof
itsmembershipintheAssociationof Welcoming
& Affirming Baptistsalso filed an appeal.

Theappealsof dl thedisfellowshipped churches
wentthroughanextensivereview processbefore
being heard by the General Board. Duringthis
processthedenominationcontinuedtoviewthe
churchesasbeingingood standing, but without
a Region. During the two years, the General
Board commissionedareport ondenominational
unity. The approved report reaffirmed that a
violation of one of the five Common Criteria
was the only grounds for disfellowshipping a
church. TheExecutiveCommitteeof theGeneral
Board recommended 10-3 that the appeal s of
the churches be sustained and that they be
alowedtoremain cooperating churches, while
a the same time encouraging the churches to
joinanother Region.

OnJune 20, the General Board met to consider
theapped sof thechurches. They first considered
theappeal of First Baptist Churchof Granville,
Ohio. Although the discussion strayed to the
churchesaffirmation of homosexua members,
thedebateof theappea stayedfairly focusedon
theCommon Criteria. TheGeneral Boardvoted
to sustain the appeal of the Granville
congregation (79 yes, 73 no). After taking a
dinner break, theBoard reconvenedto consider
theappeal of First Baptist Church of Berkeley.
Thedebateat thistimeswitchedtoanincreased

emphasisof First Berkel ey’ sinclusionof sexual
minority peoplefully inthelife of the church
and on thefact that it participated in gay pride
paradesand such. Thefocushad beguntomove
further away from the Common Criteria, the
matter that the General Board was charged to
consider. First Berkeley's appeal was not
sustained by onevote, (76 yes, 77 no). When
theappesl of L akeshore AvenueBaptist Church
was heard, the debate focused even more on
someBoard members' viewsthat thechurches
inclusion of homosexual sin membership and
leadershipwaswrong. L akeshore, itwaspointed
out had ordainedagay man. Theviolationof the
Common Criteria as the only grounds for
dismissing achurch had been further lost, and
the debate had instead focused on
homosexuality. Lakeshorelost itsappea (70
yes, 83n0).

Thedebate continued on June21. The General
Board met to consider the appeals of New
Community of Faith and San Leandro
Community Church. Thediscussionmaintained
its ending focus of the night before on
homosexuality, rather than the Common
Criteria. New Community of Faithlostitsapped
(71yes, 83n0). Whenit wastimeto discussthe
SanL eandrocongregation, theBoard voted not
todiscusstheappeal at al andjust votedtodeny
the appeal (72 yes, 82 no).

The General Board was quite divided on the
issueof dismissing thechurches. Many within
the General Board and the ABC/USA believe
the process of dismissing churches on
theol ogi cal groundssetsadangerousprecedent
for AmericanBaptists. Thispracticeundermines
apolity that believes in the autonomy of the
local church and that matters of scriptural
interpretation should not be dictated to
individualsor congregations by ecclesiastical
authorities.

The adjudication process that has been begun
may take ayear or more. The four California
congregations, concerned churches and
Regions, and many individualsareconsidering
various other options to allow the dismissed
churches to continue their long tradition as
AmericanBaptist churchesintheevent that the
decisionof theadjudicatorisnotinfavor of the
appealing Regions v



