Celebrating

20 YEARS

of Open & Affirming
1993-2013

As an open and affirming congregation, Plymouth Church embraces
diversity in our congregation and community. We affirm the dignity
and worth of every person created in the image of God.
We honor the guiding principle that discrimination is incompatible
with Christ’s message of unconditional love.
We welcome into full membership and participation in all aspects of
our church life persons of every race, language, national origin, age,
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, physical or
mental ability, economic or marital status and faith background, and
we affirm and celebrate all loving and committed relationships.
Reprinted from Plymouth’s weekly worship bulletin

It’s A Journey
Walk into Plymouth Church any day of
the week and you could be greeted by
LGBT members as deacons, clergy, and
staff. You could share worship with LGBT
members on church boards representing
Education, Membership, Social Action,
Stewardship, or Benevolences. You could
see LGBT members as leaders on the
church council.

affirm the right of all persons to live freely
and openly according to their affectional
orientation within the grace of God’s
love and the support of Christ’s Church.”
Plymouth Church declared its Open and
Affirming (ONA) status on November 22,
1993, making it the 112th church in UCC
history to do so. As of this printing, there
were 1,121 ONA churches in the UCC.

essential part of the community and ministry of Jesus Christ.

In the everyday life of Plymouth Church,
you may find yourself side by side with
LGBT members actively involved in
outreach with mission trips, homeless
assistance teams, food banks and shelter
dinners, clothing drives, prisoner transition
mentoring, sustainable agricultural issues,
and immigration education, as well as fine
arts and youth programming.

ONA is ‘shorthand’ for Open and Affirming, the designation for congregations,
campus ministries, and other bodies in
the United Church of Christ which make
public statements of welcome into their full
life and ministry to persons of all sexual
orientations, gender identities, and gender
expressions. Plymouth’s ONA statement
also affirms persons of physical or mental
ability, economic or marital status and faith
backgrounds.

This weekend – September 14-15, 2013 –
we celebrate Plymouth’s progress toward
justice, compassion, and a true love of
neighbor. Join us at 5:30 p.m. on Saturday
and 9 and 11 a.m. on Sunday for a celebration during worship. The Willits GLBT
Committee will host a special celebration
in Waveland Hall following each Sunday
worship service. All are welcome at the
celebration!

Don’t expect to be able to identify them
among the crowd, though. There are no
distinguishing features, no banners worn,
no buttons displayed here. Today, LGBT
people are fully integrated in the life of the
church and all its activities.
Twenty years ago, that vision was in its
infancy. But thanks in great part to former
Senior Minister Jim Gilliom, former church
member Earl Willits, and the church
council, the parts came together perfectly
for Plymouth to draft a policy that made
history: “We now declare that Plymouth
Church is open, both in membership and
full participation, to all persons without
regard to affectional orientation, and we

On a national level, The United Church
of Christ adopted an Open and Affirming
(ONA) resolution in 1985 – which encouraged all UCC churches to become ONA.
In 1987, it established the ONA program
to assist congregations in learning more
about this witness, develop study materials, and provide support during their ONA
process.
Since that time, the UCC’s ONA program
has provided the primary leadership and
resources for this growing movement
which proclaims that LGBT persons are
loved by God and that their gifts are an

Here in Des Moines, Plymouth has more
recently passed resolutions supporting
marriage equality and continues to participate as one of the largest contingents of
people from all walks of life in the Capital
City Pride Parade.

The Birth of ONA
at Plymouth

Jim Gilliom

Earl Willits

Beginning with a conversation in the 1980s
between Senior Minister Jim Gilliom and
congregation member Earl Willits (an
attorney and member of the Iowa Senate
and House), the church embarked on a
journey. This discussion would lead to the
Earl Willits Conference on Spirituality and
Sexuality beginning in 1990. As a gay man
coming out of the closet, Earl traveled
through the consequences of his choice to
reveal his sexual orientation to the world
with Rev Gilliom at his side. Willits’ estate
later provided funding for the Willits
Conference – bringing national and local
leaders to provide education and a nurturing spirit during those formative LGBT
years at the church.

The Open and
Affirming
Policy
of Plymouth Congregational
United Church of Church
Des Moines, Iowa
November 22, 1993
WHEREAS various education opportunities
about homosexuality have been offered
to the church, beginning with a five-part
series on homosexuality and AIDS in 1988;
WHEREAS since 1991, through the Boards
of Christian Social Action and Trustees, the
church has administered the Earl M. Willits
Education Fund to fund a series of annual
conferences at Plymouth on Gay and
Lesbian Christian Spirituality (as requested
in a bequest by Earl M. Willits, former
member and chair of the board of Trustees
who was gay and died of AIDS in 1990);
WHEREAS the Church Council has previously approved the church hosting a Plymouth
Church Gay and Lesbian Adult Support
Group (1991);
WHEREAS the Church Council has previously approved the Church hosting the Des
Moines Chapter of P-FLAG (Parents and
Friends of Lesbians and Gays) (1993);
WHEREAS in worship services our ministers,
through sermons and prayers, have taught
us the inclusiveness of God’s love and the
continuing revelation of truth;
WHEREAS persons who are acknowledged
homosexuals are already participating,
serving and leading throughout our church
life;
WE NOW DECLARE that Plymouth Church
is open, both in membership and full
participation, to all persons without regard
to affectional orientation, and we affirm the
right of all persons to live freely and openly
according to their affectional orientation
within the grace of God’s love and the
support of Christ’s Church.

We agree to differ. We resolve to love. We unite to serve.

Plymouth
members
and friends
speak up
about the
ONA policy:
Photo of Plymouth members walking in the 2013 Capital City Pride Parade courtesy of Julie Carroll.

“I am new to Des Moines and still searching for a church home. This policy makes
all the difference in the world to me. To
find a church that accepts me for who I am
is beautiful – a testament to the love and
faithfulness of a congregation who is loving
their neighbors as themselves. You don’t
know how important that is in a world of
Christians who don’t accept me – just as
God created me.”
“Not only do I believe that I am at Plymouth
because it is open and affirming, I am in
church because of it. Although I have been
involved in church and church has been
important to me nearly all my life, it is hard
for me to believe that I could find a home
in a church different from Plymouth.”
“I am very proud to be a member of an
affirming congregation.”

“The whole church is blessed and enriched
by having all persons (without regard to
affectional orientation) active in the
congregation. The policy made a difference
to us when deciding to become members
of Plymouth.”
“I am proud to be a part of church that has
the courage to take a stand when it would
be easier to rationalize silence in the name
of status quo and harmony.”
“I am grateful that we have created an
inclusive, safe, and loving place through
our Open and Affirming Policy. It requires
us to stay committed in spite of any challenges or obstacles to come in the future.
I wish every community had an option like
this for gays and lesbians.”
“Since God is evident in each one of us,
doesn’t it make sense that the more people
we welcome, the closer we are to God?
Diversity is our strength – and I’m grateful to Plymouth for making my gay friends
welcome!”

“The culture of Plymouth Church is distilled
in our ONA statement. This is so important
to our family’s membership here – we want
our children to grow up in a church that
truly reflects God’s love for all people.”
“This is my first visit to your church. I just
wanted to say I am in total agreement with
this policy. I believe God loves all of us just
as we are.”
“It’s good to belong to a church that
welcomes all people.”
“I am new to Des Moines and a new member of this church. I am honored to find an
inclusive, spirit-filled church.”
“My life has been enriched by the gifts of
people I’ve become acquainted with since
we have officially become an Open and
Affirming congregation.”
“Open and Affirming is a splendid expression of God’s and this church’s love for all.
This is one of those very timely acts that
has made a significant difference in the
lives of many: feeling included is fundamental.”
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