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A Letter to The Congregation
From The Session of

Third Presbyterian Church, Rochester, New York

As those responsible for providing direction and leadership for our
congregation, we wish to report a concern and indicate steps we plan
to take in addressing it.

Over the period of the last several years, the Third Church Session has
become increasingly aware of the need to address the issue of
homosexuality and the Church. We know that approximately 10 per
cent of all people are homosexual in orientation. (Editorial Research
Reports, June 29, 1984). There are now, and probably always have
been, homosexual persons in our congregation. These fellow
Christians continue to suffer discrimination by society. And
regrettably, they suffer discrimination by the Church itself -- a Church
in which they want to participate fully, and from which they want and
need support.

This history of discrimination dates back many years. But our
immediate concern grows out of an action early in 1985 by the
Permanent Judicial Commission of the General Assembly. The
Commission ruled that no congregation in the Presbyterian Church
may ordain homosexual people as deacons, elders, and no Presbytery
may ordain homosexuals as ministers. We believe this creates a
second-class citizenship among a group of Christian people.

This past September we held a day-long retreat on “The Church and
Homosexuality.” We began by studying the few biblical passages which
touch directly on the issue. We heard personal testimonies by several
of our members who are homosexual and by parents of homosexual
people. As a result, we became more aware than ever of the personal
pain and prejudice, the isolation and fear, that many homosexual
persons experience. We learned what some of us had not known, that
homosexuality seems neither to be freely chosen nor freely rejected,
but, for reasons that are not altogether clear, seems to be an
orientation some people are given.

As a result of our study and conversations, we believe that the issue of
discrimination against homosexuals in society -- and in the
Presbyterian Church specifically -- must be faced. We believe that the
ideal route to ending such discrimination lies through education. We
believe that such education must be done in a caring, Christian way,
with respect for those views which are different, and that we must
take care to protect the privacy of gay and lesbian persons of the
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congregation, not putting them in a position in which they assume
greater risk of pain than they are willing to accept. We believe that we
should not act either precipitously or unilaterally. We should lay
foundations carefully and should consult with others who share our
concerns. We believe, that recognizing the pain that gays and lesbian
persons in the community suffer, we should seek to strengthen Third
Church’s role as a caring, supportive community.

Therefore, we are creating a Task Force to recommend specific
initiatives that Third Church can and should take in working for an
inclusive Church. In addition, we have encouraged our Commissions
and our pastors to take initiatives in responding to this concern. We
also decided that the support group for gay and lesbian persons should
be continued and encouraged.

We invite members of the congregation to became involved in the
consideration of this issue. You are encouraged to watch for and
participate in the educational opportunities which will be offered in
the months to come. And you are urged to join us in seeking to make
the Church inclusive of all who seek to follow Jesus Christ as Lord and
Savior.

Gene Bay, Moderator of Session

Carol B. Mulford, Clerk of Session
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Addendum: Third Church and the Issue of Homosexuality

In 1978 the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church voted that it
would be inappropriate to ordain “avowed, practicing, unrepentant”
homosexuals as deacons, elders, or ministers. Traditionally ordination
has been the jurisdiction of individual congregations and Presbyteries,
and, therefore, some churches did not consider the General Assembly
ruling to be binding.

More than five years ago, partly in reaction to the General Assembly
decision, the Third Church Session was asked to indicate whether or
not membership in Third Church and full participation in its life is
open to homosexual persons. After a study of various biblical and
theological materials, the Session (on April 29, 1980) adopted the
following statement:

“The Session of Third Presbyterian Church reaffirms that the
sole criterion for membership in the Church is a confession of
faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. This particular
community of faith welcomes as full participants in its life and
work, all who seek and/or have found, reconciliation to God and
neighbors through Jesus Christ.”

Subsequently, Session was approached by Third Church members with
a request to form a support group for gay and lesbian persons.
Approval for such a group was given, its purpose being to provide
support for persons who are homosexual and who seek to be faithful
members of the Christian community.

[Editor’s Note: the original had no item “1”]

2. The Adult Education Commission shall plan for and implement
educational programs on homosexuality.
Such programs should begin in the winter or spring of 1986 and
continue Into the fall. Programs should help Third Churchers
understand the medical-psychological, biblical-theological, and
historical dimensions of homosexuality. The phenomenon of
homophobia in Church and society should be examined. Last, but
by no means least, the actions of the General Assembly and their
implications should be studied.

3. The Support Group for gay and lesbian persons shall be
continued and encouraged.

4. Pastors and others working with young people shall be
encouraged to be alert to young people’s concerns about
sexual orientation.
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5. The Outreach Commission shall consider the need for
programs in support of AIDS victims.
Support may be in the form of fun funding or volunteer service or
both.

6. Pastors shall be encouraged to include concerns regarding
homosexuality in their sermons.

7. The Children’s Faith and Youth Commissions shall consider
ways in which Jr. and Sr. Highs might be helped to be aware of
and deal with differences in sexual orientation.
The Commissions shall report their recommendations to the
Session.

8. Pastors and members of the Church, and the Session itself,
shall be encouraged to speak on behalf of justice for
homosexuals when the need arises.
(I.e. by preparing statements for government bodies which are
considering legislation effecting homosexuals, by writing letters to
the editor, etc.)

9. The Session shall Create a Task Force to recommend specific
initiatives that Third Church can and should take in working
for an inclusive Church.
The Task Force shall consult with Third Church’s Support Group,
the Genesee Valley Chapter of Presbyterians for Gay and Lesbian
Concerns, More Light Churches, the Congregational Life, Adult
Education, Youth, and Worship Commissions, and the
congregation. Among Initiatives to be considered are:

• Session signing of “A Commitment to Truly Inclusive Ministry
and Outreach”

• Offering members of the congregation the opportunity to sign
the “Affirmation of an Inclusive Church”

• Initiating an Overture to change the position of the General
Assembly

• A recommendation to ignore the ruling of the Permanent
Judicial Commission.

Session Minutes, January 14, 1986, pp. 182-184
#2.-#9, “Recommendations of the Committee on Church and Homosexuality”
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Third Presbyterian Church
Session Homosexuality Workshop

Sunday, October 22, 1989
Colgate Rochester Divinity School

October 22, 1989

3:00 Drink Cider
Fill Out Questionnaires
Look Over Session Statement
Welcome and Introduction Betty Iwan

3:15 Biblical Interpretation of Selected Texts Stephen Ford

Theological and Polity Issues John Cairns

Affirm Session Statement to Task Force
on Human Sexuality Peter Oddleifson

4:15 Personal Stories Caryl Qualich
Mary Lou, Ted, Dee, Wayne

6:00 Supper

6:30 Small Groups Co-Facilitators from
More Light Committee and Gay/Lesbian Support Group

7:15 Plenary Session

Reporters’ Highlights

7:35 Discussion of Wishes for Third as a More Light Church

8:10 Closing Worship Lee Beckhusen
Carrie Klinge

Editor’s notes (added March, 1998)
Church contact information:
Third Presbyterian Church
4 Meigs Street
Rochester, New York 14607
(716)-271-6513
www.ThirdPresbyterian.org

Jim Tiefenthal transferred this document from paper to electronic format in March,
1998, at Rochester, NY. Betty Iwan proofread the text. Although loving care was taken
to preserve the original text, MLCN cannot guarantee accuracy.


