
 

 

 

May 4, 2012 

 

Dear Servants of Christ, 

 

This spring many Minnesotans are pondering the debate over a proposed amendment to the State Constitution that 

declares:  Only a union of one man and one woman shall be valid or recognized as a marriage in Minnesota.  

This matter will also come up at next week’s Northwestern Minnesota Synod assembly (May 11-12 at Concordia 

College) as voting members consider Resolution #3. 

 

I do not intend, in this letter, to instruct ELCA members on how they should vote on this constitutional amendment 

in the fall or in the related discussion of the synod assembly resolution next week.   Rather, I would like to clarify 

what our church body has said about this matter in our 2009 social statement, Human Sexuality:  Gift and Trust.   I 

hope to offer a thoughtful contribution to this debate that might inform ELCA members as they discern and discuss 

with one another and with other citizens of our state. 

 

Important But Not Ultimate 
 
This is an important discussion among the citizens of our state, because marriage and family life are key 

components of a civil society that nurtures life and well-being for all people.   Our Lord Jesus “locates” marriage 

and family life within the realm of God’s good creation (Mark 10:6-9).  

 

Though crucial for ordering our earthly lives, however, marriage is less-than-ultimate in the whole scheme of 

things—God, creation, salvation, time, eternity, etc.  Jesus speaks of marriage as a protective order of the creation 

for this life--not the life of the world to come (Luke 20:34-36). 

 

So, we will be wise to keep this discussion within appropriate boundaries of civil discourse among the voting 

citizens of our state.   As people whose faith informs how we live our lives in God’s good creation, we ELCA 

members will want to engage in this discourse, bringing to it the resources of our Lutheran tradition as articulated in 

our ELCA.
i
     

 

How we engage in this discussion together may be as important as the outcome of this discussion.   So I ask my 

fellow ELCA members:  Will we engage one another in ways that show mutual respect, express genuine desire to 

understand those with whom disagree, seek the common good, and strengthen the bonds of trust that hold us 

together? 

 

A Church That Respects Diverse Convictions 
 

Our ELCA social statement recognizes that the members of our church hold diverse convictions on the question at 

hand.
ii
    We share many values about human sexuality, but do not agree on all aspects of this particular question.    

 

Our social statement recognizes marriage as “a covenant between a man and a woman.”   But the social statement 

also goes on to state that “some people, though not all, in this church and within the larger Christian community, 

conclude that marriage is also the appropriate term to use in describing similar benefits, protection, and support for 

same-gender couples entering into lifelong, monogamous  relationships.”    

 

 

 

Northwestern Minnesota Synod 



 

As members of a church body that has committed itself to respecting one another’s consciences in this less-than-

ultimate matter, we will want to avoid making comments or claims that effectively deny others the opportunity to 

disagree with us. 

 

Considering the Consequences 
 

As we reflect and decide on how we all will vote on this matter, we will bear in mind the consequences—both 

intended and unintended—of our decision.    

 

Even in the midst of disagreements we have within our ELCA over same-gender relationships, we do agree on 

some critical matters.  We in the ELCA 

 Oppose “all forms of verbal or physical harassment and assault based on sexual orientation;” 

 Support “legislation and policies to protect civil rights and to prohibit discrimination in housing, 

employment, and public services;”  

 Call upon “congregations and members to welcome, care for, and support same-gender couples and their 

families and to advocate for their legal protection.”
iii

 

 

As we engage in this critical state-wide conversation, it is crucial that we who belong to the ELCA bear in mind 

these core values that we share with our neighbors. 

 

Exercising the Gift of Reason 
 

As we draw upon the resources of our faith, we also exercise our reason—another one of God’s good gifts.   So, let 

me share some questions I am pondering as I prepare to vote in November—questions that arise from my own 

reasoned attempt to understand the issue: 

 Why exactly have Minnesotans been asked to consider this constitutional amendment at this time?  Given 

the fact that same-sex marriage is not legally recognized in our state (by virtue of a state law already on the 

books), why did state legislators believe it important to still bring forward this constitutional amendment?   

What are the behind-the-scenes political issues and realities in all of this? 

 Is it wise for people of Minnesota to decide such questions via constitutional amendments rather than the 

political process that involves all three branches of our state government (the Legislature, the Governor, and 

the Supreme Court)? 

 Is this constitutional amendment really only about marriage?   Does the phrase “shall be valid” (in the 

proposed amendment) indicate that the amendment, if passed, could preclude any consideration of future 

legislation allowing for domestic partnerships or civil unions for same-gender partners in Minnesota?    

Could the “shall be valid” phrase be invoked in the future to deny certain rights that gay and lesbian citizens 

of our state already enjoy? 

   

My hope and prayer is that we ELCA members will enter into this state-wide discussion with more than our 

personal viewpoints or political convictions.  As people of Christian faith, hope and love we will also draw deeply 

from the reservoir of wisdom that God has so graciously given to us.   May we seek to serve the common good of 

all the people of Minnesota! 

 

Your brother in Christ, 

 

 
Lawrence R. Wohlrabe 

Bishop, Northwestern Minnesota Synod 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

 



  Endnotes are all from the ELCA social statement, Human Sexuality:  Gift and Trust (2009) which may be 

downloaded at http://www.elca.org/What-We-Believe/Social-Issues/Social-Statements/JTF-Human-Sexuality.aspx  

 

                                                 
i
 As this church and its members engage the changes and challenges of contemporary society related to human sexuality, careful thought 
must be given to which changes enhance and which erode social trust. The development 
of social trust must be a central concern for Christians who seek the good of the neighbor in the pursuit of justice and the common good.  
(p. 13) 
 
ii
 Marriage is a covenant of mutual promises, commitment, and hope authorized legally by the state and blessed by God. The historic 

Christian tradition and the Lutheran Confessions have recognized marriage as a covenant 
between a man and a woman, reflecting Mark 10: 6–9: “But from the beginning of creation, God made them male and female. For this 
reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one put asunder.”  (p. 15)  
Recognizing that this conclusion differs from the historic Christian tradition and the Lutheran Confessions, some people, though not all, 
in this church and within the larger Christian community, conclude that marriage is also the appropriate term to use in describing similar 
benefits, protection, and support for same-gender couples entering into lifelong, monogamous relationships. They believe that such 
accountable relationships also provide the necessary foundation that supports trust and familial and community thriving. Other 
contractual agreements, such as civil unions, also seek to provide some of these protections and to hold those involved in such 
relationships accountable to one another and to society.  (p. 18) 
 
iii While Lutherans hold various convictions regarding lifelong, monogamous, same-gender relationships, this church is united on many 

critical issues.  It opposes all forms of verbal or physical harassment and assault based on sexual orientation. It supports legislation and 
policies to protect civil rights and to prohibit discrimination in housing, employment, and public services.  It has called upon 
congregations and members to welcome, care for, and support same-gender couples and their families and to advocate for their legal 
protection.  (p. 19) 
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