“Hotel California” Syndrome Strikes Nebraska
By Doug Harvey

Last thing I remember, I was

Running for the door

I had to find the passage back

To the place I was before

‘relax,’ said the night man,

We are programmed to receive.

You can check out any time you like,
But you can never leave!

(from “Hotel California,” by The Eagles)

These words from the old rock classic, “Hotel California,” seem to describe
the situation churches in the Nebraska Region of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ) face. They can check out any time they like, but they
can never leave.

On October 28, 2007, the congregation of First Christian Church in EIm
Creek, Nebraska, voted to withdraw from the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ) denomination. They had gone through months of research and
discussion, and the vote was strongly (88%) in favor of leaving.

On November 6, church leaders sent a notarized, certified letter to Kenneth
Moore, Regional Minister of the DoC in Nebraska and Sharon Watkins,
General Minister and President of the DoC denomination. The letter
informed them of the church’s decision and requested that it no longer be
listed as a part of the DoC. According to the Design, which is the DoC’s
denominational constitution, this is the required path for a church to
withdraw. The only other requirement is that the Regional Minister certify
the congregation’s action to the General Minister and President. This is
apparently a safeguard meant to confirm that the congregational vote did
indeed take place, and that the withdrawal was called for by a legitimate
vote of the congregation.

Several months later, the EIm Creek folks noticed that they were still listed
on the Regional website. Tom Swartley, pastor of the EIm Creek
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congregation, e-mailed Moore at the Regional office, noting that the church
was still listed and once again requesting removal, as they had fulfilled the
requirements of the DoC Design. A copy was also sent to Sharon Watkins,
who has never responded.

Moore responded,

“Thank you for writing. |l would be happy to
of ElIm Creek Christian Church. But for the time being we will continue to list
the congregation on our website because | am unwilling t 0 recommend that

the Region endorse the congregation’s request
opportunity for myself and other representatives of the Christian Church

(Disciples of Christ) to visit with the members of the congregation about

their concerns.

twas our Lord’s prayer (John 17:21) that we be
important that each of us do all that we can to maintain unity in the Body of

Christ. Matthew 18:15ff recommends that serious di alogue take place

before any form  al action by the congregatio n”

In other words, the congregation’s decision will not be recognized until
Moore feels that he has been adequately consulted.

This leaves the EIm Creek church in a difficult position. They have done
everything the denomination’s Design asks. They have gone beyond the
Design and further affirmed their desire to be removed from the DoC
listings. But their congregational decision will not be allowed to stand unless
additional requirements set by the Regional Minister are met.

Swartley sent a lengthy reply, noting several past opportunities for dialogue
on the issues that Moore had not followed up on, including a situation in
which Moore did not follow the very guidelines from Matthew 18 that he
demands from the Elm Creek church.

Moore’s simple reply to this letter was,

Thank you for taking time to share your conce
opportunity to meet with you and members of the congregation.
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In other words, he chose to ignore the congregation’s decision unless his
demand for dialogue was met.

Swartley’s reply began with this clear statement:

As | said before, we are beyond concern and beyond dialogue. We have
voted. Itis a past tense completed event. It may displease you and you

may be distressed by it. However, it is finished. We have literally washed
our hands of it. The vote wasn’'t even cl ose.
rehashing dialogue at this stage nor to subje

As word of their situation spread in the Region, the EIm Creek church
learned that the congregation at Broken Bow, Nebraska had also gone
through all the necessary votes and notifications for leaving, and after a year
and a half were still listed as a DoC church. A third church in the Region is
considering withdrawal from the DoC. If the pattern holds, their decision will
be ignored as well.

When the DoC became a denomination in 1968, one of the promises was
that congregations would never be controlled by denominational
bureaucracies. Congregational freedom of choice was to be respected. At
the time, opponents of the decision raised concerns about the creeping
power of denominational bureaucracies once they are set in place. Over the
four decades since 1968, bureaucratic power has slowly, incrementally
grown in the DoC. The changes in policies for ordination and standing in the
denomination and the decision to exclude entire classes of business from
Assembly consideration are glaring examples of the shift of power from
congregations to the denomination.

Now it seems that another attempt to shift power away from the
congregation is under way. The pilot program is in Nebraska, but if allowed
to stand there, it will expand. A congregation can fulfill all that the Design
asks of it, but still be held in the denomination against their will. This time,
the requirement is for dialogue with the congregation. How much dialogue
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is required? If the congregation doesn’t change its mind after one dialogue,
can more be required? What other requirements may be added? The whim
of the Regional Minister must now be fulfilled before the congregation’s
decision will be respected.

Pray for the folks in Nebraska, particularly those at EIm Creek. If you are
part of a church still in the DoC, raise this issue with your Regional and
General ministry staff. Ask them to speak up and stop this assertion of
bureaucratic power and return to congregations their right to make their
own decisions.

If congregations want to leave the DoC, they should not be trapped forever
in the “Hotel California.”
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