OPEN AND AFFIRMING (ONA)

Through several years of contemplation and discernment  the members of our church Council have confirmed that it is appropriate to enter into what is commonly a 18-24 month period of discussion, education and events to understand the meaning of the UCC’s “Open and Affirming” status. 

What does "Open and Affirming (ONA) mean?" (from the UCC web site)
To say that a setting of the UCC (a local church, campus ministry etc.) is "Open and Affirming" means that it has publicly declared that "lesbian, gay, bisexual" (LGB) people (or those of all "sexual orientations") are welcome in its full life and ministry (e.g. membership, leadership, employment etc.) It bespeaks a spirit of hospitality and a willingness to live out that welcome in meaningful ways. Transgender people or gender identity and gender expression is increasingly included in ONA declarations, statements or policies.

Numerous members of our church have stated that in approaching this process we need to include race, gender, class, age and numerous other “isms”. That suggestion will certainly be part of the many discussions we will have in the ensuing year or two. And yet, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons are hindered especially by the ‘invisibility’ and ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ aspect of their status. So, in this process a focus on “LGBT” issues will take precedence. 

Our first event devoted to this topic will occur within the coffee hour on Sunday, October 18. Even before that date, we will be listing in both Passages and our weekly bulletin a simple notice describing the process in which we are actively participating, including a timeline of where in that 18-24 month cycle the process exists. We want all persons with whom we worship and associate to understand that we are prayerful and deliberate in seeking a consensus regarding issues that are relevant to today’s social realities. Following is the core message of the notice to be included in the bulletin:

Welcome. We are a congregation which understands ourselves to be welcome to everyone, whoever and wherever you are on life’s journey. Taking that commitment very seriously, we have chosen to be in the process of educating our selves more fully in matters regarding the welcome, full inclusion and encouragement of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons into the life and ministry of church and society. Therefore we have begun monthly Open & Affirming programs/discussions which you can find noted elsewhere in the Sunday Bulletin, our newsletter Passages, and our website, essexucc.org.
