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1. Origins of Communal Discernment Task Force

a. Disappointing, discouraging experience of deliberation at 2007 Churchwide
Assembly consistent with larger climate in church and culture: “polarized and
contentious”

b. Action by Southwestern Minnesota Synod Council requesting establishment of a
task force to “to explore and analyze other models and possible adjustments of our
model of communal discernment as a church body,” in order to aid in “discern[ing]
truth together as a large, complex church body serving the Gospel in very different
contexts.”

c. ELCA Church Council action in April, 2008: “To appoint a communal discernment task
force to explore whether there may be better ways for the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America in all its expressions to engage emotional and divisive issues, seek
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and make difficult decisions as a church body in ways
that will increase mutual trust, build respect for each other as the Body of Christ,
and deepen spiritual discernment.”

d. Task Force began meeting in July, 2008, and has a work plan that is scheduled to
continue through September, 2011.

2. Some key developments in the work of the task force

a. Recognition of assumptions and their inadequacy
i. Discerning is not the same thing as deciding; decision-making processes are

not necessarily discernment processes
ii. What is to be discerned is not only “God’s will” (what supposedly should be

decided and done) but also our identity (who we are in relation to God and
each other)

iii. Deciding does not necessarily follow discerning in a linear progression; often
discerning follows deciding

iv. Discerning and deciding happens differently in communities than in individuals

b. Practice of “Dwelling in the Word” as an experience of communal discernment
i. “Dwelling” at the beginning of nearly every work session
ii. Philippians 1:27, 2:1-11 read aloud each time, followed by “listening the other

into speech,” either in pairs or as a group.
iii. “Dwelling” often flows into agenda without interruption



c. Arrival at the goal of fostering or nurturing a culture of discernment in the ELCA
i. No “silver bullet,” no single practice or method that will “solve the problem”
ii. Rather, development of a culture of discernment in all expressions of the

church — assemblies and councils; churchwide, synod, congregational;
institutional and small-group relations; etc.

iii. Encouragement of concrete tools, specific practices, but not as a magical
solution to a problem; rather, a culture, a way of being the church

3. A question: what is the relationship between a “culture of discernment,” a “community
of faith,” and the church as an “ecology of interdependent ecosystems”?
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