
 

 

 

 

 

 



Celebrating the 20th Anniversary of Open and Affirming at  

Danville Congregational Church 

First in a series of articles by Chris Rauen. 

How did we get to become O & A (Open and Affirming). Chris Rauen has prepared a 
series of articles beginning in the January Good News reflecting on DCC'S O and A 
process as it began 22 years ago. These articles will  reflect the sequential process. 
On Sunday, February 3 we will have a Second Hour devoted to the "journey" presented 
by Dave Hill and Doug Leich. Dave and Doug were two of the original members of the 
Open and Affirming process at DCC. 

The year 1999 was remarkable for many reasons. The U.S. women’s soccer team won 
the World Cup, the business world was obsessed with the Y2K bug, and members of 
Danville Congregational Church voted to be come an Open and Affirming church. 

June 13 officially marks the 20th Anniversary of DCC voting to become Open and 
Affirming (ONA). On June 6, 1999, Rev. Elizabeth Felts delivered a sermon titled “Bring 
the Children Home,” where she addressed the topic head on. As she related, an actual 
vote on the issue was essential. “If we do not vote, or if the vote is no, (society) will 
assume we are not open and affirming.” The following Sunday, at the DCC annual 
meeting, the motion passed by a vote of 76 in favor, 12 against. 

This official ONA recognition was the result of several years of planning and 
preparation. Chris Sonnemann was a catalyst, championing the designation before 
Rev. Felts distributed a note to DCC members on September 17, 1996, proposing the 
launch of an Open and Affirming Committee. Chris served as the first chair of the 
committee, followed by Scott and Barbara Reed, who now live in Colorado. Dave Hill 
and Doug Leich were among the inaugural ONA committee members.  

Over the next several months, we will chronicle the steps that DCC took to become 
officially recognized in June of 1999 as an ONA church. With this designation, DCC                  
followed in the footsteps of other United Church of Christ churches: #37 of ONA 
churches in the Northern California/Nevada Conference, and #302 of all UCC 
churches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Second in a series of articles by Chris Rauen. 
 
In the fall of 1996, Danville Congregational Church formed an Open and Affirming 
(ONA) committee. This would be the first step in a multi-year process to become 
recognized as an ONA church. In less than three years – after many second-hour and 
council discussions, workshops, a classroom program, and adult study video series, 
among other activities – the ONA designation for DCC would become official. 
 
This effort followed a movement that began decades earlier within the larger United 
Church of Christ community. 1972 was a milestone year. On June 25 of that year,                 
William R. Johnson was ordained as the first openly gay minister of the United Church 
of Christ by the Golden Gate Association, which consists of UCC churches in San 
Francisco, the peninsula, and the North Bay. Rev. Johnson and fellow UCC members 
then founded the UCC Gay Caucus, now known as the Open and Affirming Coalition 
of the UCC. This group advocates for the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
community within UCC, and supports UCC churches in their efforts to become 
recognized as Open and Affirming.  

In the spring of 1982, another milestone was achieved when the Rev. Anne Holmes                     
became the first openly lesbian minister, ordained in the Emmaus UCC church in                 
Vienna, Va.  The debate over Holmes' ordination was “highly charged,” according to a 
news report at the time. She ultimately received a substantial majority of votes, but 
the controversy cost the 350-member church about 20 percent of its active 
membership. 
 
Advances in promoting ONA more broadly came in 1985, when the UCC General 
Synod adopted its ONA resolution. The resolution urges UCC congregations to 
declare themselves “Open and Affirming.” The word chosen to reflect a church’s ONA 
commitment is covenant, defined as “a promise we make to God.” In support of this 
covenant, DCC is among the estimated 30 percent of UCC 5,000 churches that today 
have voted to be an ONA church.  

At DCC, the committee that was formed in 1996 set the stage for a comprehensive 
set of second-hour discussions and educational programs in 1997, 1998 and 1999. 
We’ll take a closer look at these next month. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Third in a series of articles by Chris Rauen. 
 

In a dramatic and engaging Ted talk entitled, “Love, No Matter What,” writer and 
clinical psychology professor Andrew Solomon shares remarkable stories of love 
involving people who would be labeled “different.” He opens with a discussion of 
homosexuality, and a shift in perception: from a 1966 Time magazine article that 
called homosexuality a “pitiable flight from life” to the year 2012, when then President 
Obama came out in favor of gay marriage. Dr. Solomon then posed the question that 
would set up the rest of his talk, “How did we get from there to here?”  
 

How Danville Congregational Church got from there to here, as an Open and Affirming 
(ONA) church, was the topic of a highly attended second-hour session last month. Led 
by Dave Hill and Doug Leich, the session covered a lot of ground in less than an hour. 
As Doug pointed out early in the session, a stake in the ground was planted at the 
1985 General Synod of the United Church of Christ. There, a declaration encouraged 
member churches to consider becoming “Open and Affirming.” Eleven years later, an 
ONA committee formed at DCC to look into that. 
 

The committee recognized that educating DCC members about ONA was essential. 
So in the spring of 1997, the ONA task force sponsored three second-hour discussion 
classes dealing with homosexuality and the role of gay and lesbian people in a 
Christian church setting. Building upon that program, the ONA team then put together 
a fall class schedule based on the ONA Task Team of the Massachusetts Conference 
of the United Church of Christ.  
 

Led by Doug Leich, Chris Sonnemann, and other DCC church members, the 7-week 
fall program included the following study topics: 
 

Session 1: Introduction – Getting to know the topic and the study group 
 

Session 2: What’s At Stake? – Why this topic is crucial in the life of the church and                              
acknowledging the feelings it arouses. 
 

Session 3: The Messages of Scripture –  Considering the message and meanings of 
Biblical texts related to this topic. 
 

Session 4: Homophobia – Finding out what it is, what id does and how we might move 
beyond it in our churches 
 

Session 5: AIDS – Learning more about this disease, the lives of those living with it, 
and the responses we might make as the church of Jesus Christ 
 

Session 6: Where Do We Go From Here? – Planning a response to the call to be an 
Open and Affirming Church 
 

Session 7: Class’ Choice – A closing topic chosen by participants of the previous six 
classes. 
 

These educational programs went a long way to raising awareness and recognition 
of ONA, but the dialog and educational programs did not stop here. More work 
needed to be done. So, in 1998, the ONA committee scheduled more second-hour 
discussions. That same year, Rev. Elizabeth Felts delivered a thoughtful sermon about 
ONA, “Moving the Conversation A long,” which encouraged DCC members to continue 
their engagement over the issue. We’ll take a closer look at that pivotal year’s impact 
on ONA recognition at DCC next month. 



 Fourth in a series of articles by Chris Rauen. 
 

On the last Sunday of September in 1998, the Rev. Elizabeth Felts delivered a 
sermon  entitled “Moving the Conversation Along.” It opened by recalling the conflict 
in Genesis between twin brothers Jacob and Esau, and homes in on that night when 
Jacob wrestles with an angel, disguised as a man. As Rev. Felts related, “The 
struggle between Jacob and the angel symbolizes an inner struggle for Jacob: his 
self-confidence is chastened, and he is inwardly preparing for a new relationship 
with his brother.” 

Rev. Felts then called on the congregation to wrestle with the idea of becoming an 
Open and Affirming church. She spent the remainder of her sermon discussing the 
ONA movement, and how a church achieves that designation. She also made it clear 
that this was not something “we have to do as a  congregation. It is something that 
we can choose to do.” 

After the sermon, there was a congregational dialogue, followed by a second-hour 
sermon discussion that centered on two questions: 

1.       The part of the Open and Affirming concept that gives me the most 
trouble is… 

2.       One reason I think it would be good for our church to become Open and 
Affirming is… 

This sermon and subsequent discussions were a prelude to further study, presented 
as second-hour forums hosted by ONA committee members. These sessions 
opened with a video, followed by dialogue and discussion. The schedule included: 

October 4: “Teaching Respect for All,” featuring a video from the Gay Lesbian 
Straight Teachers Network. The focus of the video was on secondary educators and 
their role in providing a safe environment for all students, and why gay and lesbian 
students in particular had been at risk in recent years. 

October 18: “Addressing the Pro-Gay Religious Movement,” where Exodus                                
International, an organization that at the time was promoting conversion therapy for 
gay church members, addressed gay and lesbian religious issues as interpreted 
from their scriptural understanding. 

October 25: “What’s Religion Got to Do with Sex,” from the Questions of Faith video 
series. This video looks at several Judeo/Christian perspectives on sexuality, and 
points of view of leaders from several religious denominations. 

This program laid the foundation for the final ONA educational program in the spring 
of 1999. Next month, we’ll look at this last step in the process that ultimately led to 
DCC members voting for ONA designation. 

 

 



Open and Affirming at Danville Congregational Church:  
Last article in the series. 

 

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven. 
Ecclesiastes, 3:1 

 
It’s now the year 1999 and, at Danville Congregational Church, the time had come for 
Open and Affirming (ONA) recognition. 

As mentioned in the first article of this series, the process began with the forming of 
the ONA committee in the fall of 1996. Over the next several years, educational 
programs, second-hour discussions, and Sunday sermons helped to inform DCC 
members about what being Open and Affirming really means. 

A final set of second-hour discussions was held in the spring of 1999. These focused 
on the major questions and issues that resulted from the previous year’s educational 
program. 

April 18: Putting a human face on the issue.  
This discussion featured a panel of community members who are gay or lesbian as 
well as parents of gay or lesbian children, and a local high school counselor who 
was dealing with the daily concerns of gay and lesbian youth. 

May 2: What does the word “Affirming” mean to us at Danville Congregational 
Church?   
This open dialogue examined what DCC members were affirming: A political 
agenda? A lifestyle? An inclusiveness without judgement? Diversity? 

May 16: Sermon and follow-up discussion on homosexuality and scripture. 
Rev. Elizabeth Felts’ sermon focused on what the Bible says about homosexuality, 
which was the topic of the second-hour discussion. 

May 23: Does this mean we will be doing same-gender union ceremonies at DCC? 
A moderated open forum allowing DCC members to ask questions and air their                  
concerns about this issue.  

May 30: What will we bring to the Annual Meeting? 
A workshop led by Dave Hill to craft an ONA statement, and continued the following                
Sunday in another second hour. The statement was presented to the congregation 
at the June 13 annual meeting.  

Here is that statement, which included language chosen by several working groups, 
plus the DCC mission statement from the DCC bylaws: 
 
The Danville Congregational Church, United Church of Christ, is a diverse group of                       
believers and seekers of God‘s direction in our lives. Our mission is to be a Christian 
faith community that accepts all persons, supports them in seeking deeper meaning 
in their lives, and prepares them spiritually and intellectually to make a difference in 
the lives of their families, community, work, and world. We are called to love our 
neighbors and to act as agents of reconciliation and wholeness. 
 



We welcome and value all God's people. All people, of diverse race, gender, sexual                       
orientation, age, nationality, family status, economic condition, and physical, mental 
and emotional circumstances are encouraged to participate in the worship, life work 
and service of this church. 
 
We affirm that all are beloved by God and empowered by the Holy Spirit. We affirm 
the family in all its diverse forms and we affirm all  oving and committed relationship. 
We therefore declare ourselves to be an Open and Affirming Church, in response to 
study and to the recommendations of the Fifteenth General Synod of the United 
Church of Christ, July 2, 1985. 
 
Finally, at that June 13 meeting, by a vote of 76-12, DCC voted to become Open and                    
Affirming. Amen! 

JOIN THE CELEBRATION OF THIS MILESTONE! 

Join fellow DCC members in a special service on Sunday, May 19, as we 
commemorate our 20 years of ONA recognition. Liturgist that day will be Scott Reed 
who, with wife Barbara, were two of the original ONA leadership members. DCC youth 
will be handing out  rainbow bracelets to everyone as they enter the sanctuary. On 
display — in the sanctuary and in Kairos Hall — will be the “shower of stoles,” which 
are liturgical stoles and other sacred items representing the lives of gay, lesbian, 
bisexual and transgender people of faith. In addition to our pastors Eric and Todd, 
there will be other ministers participating in the service, and together they will lead a 
processional into the sanctuary to begin the service. After the service, everyone is 
invited to stay for a champagne luncheon catered by Carol Gilliland’s catering 
company: A Loveable Feast 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 


