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In a troubled world ... how shall we seek and share life
in fullness?
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That all may have life in fullness
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Network News

The President’s Corner

Anticipating the General Assembly:

“On This Rock

| Will Build My Church”

by Kent Winters-Hazelton, president

This past year, I have been living

at the beach. One of my exercise

routines is to take an early morn-

ing walk, heading north on the

beach about a mile until I come to

a cliff and have to turn around.
At the base of the cliff there is a rock
sticking out of the sand, about 3 or 4
feet high, that I go around before head-
ing toward home.

This past March, a series of heavy
storms hit the San Francisco area, and
the surf was too high to walk on the
beach so I went up the hill instead. The
next time [ heading out for my rendez-
vous with nature at the beach, I got to
the cliff and the rock was gone. T had a
hard time believing that a storm could be
so strong as to move a rock of that size
off the beach. Over the next few days,
every time I was on the beach, I would
look for the rock. I just could not be-
lieve that the rock could simply be gone.
I even went up on top of the cliff to look
down to try to figure out the mystery.

After two weeks I had reached the point
of giving up. Then one morning, when I
got to the place where the rock had
been, I took a few steps back and looked
at the sand, the rocks and the cliff from a
wider angle. Stepping back gave me a
broader perspective to see that the land-
scape of the beach had changed. The
storms that blew through had shifted the
sand and dropped the level of the beach
by five to six feet. Now that rock that
was only three to four feet and could be
easily passed when the tide was low had
become a formidable rock formation of
some six to eight feet with a base head-

ing out into the ocean.

Seeing things from a different perspec-
tive can often lead to a new understand-
ing of our context. This is part of the
experience that happens when we gather
together for our General Assembly.
When Presbyterians come together from
all over the nation, you begin to see the
church from a different perspective. At
such a time, you encounter new views;
you hear the scriptures read and pro-
claimed, and issues are discussed in a
faithful, reasonable manner; your faith is
shared and challenged; and as your per-
spective is widened, the church is
strengthened.

This edition of the Network News, the
quarterly journal of The Witherspoon
Society, is being sent to all commission-
ers to this year’s General Assembly. We
offer this as a gift to introduce you to
the work of our members as well as to
share with you our concerns on issues
of justice facing our denomination. In
this edition you will find articles on a
variety of topics that will be under dis-
cussion at this Assembly.

Kent Winters-Hazelton

While you are in Richmond, I hope you
will have an opportunity to participate in
some of Witherspoon’s events, or at
least stop by our booth in the Exhibition
Hall to say hello. Inreturn, we will offer
you words of encouragement, a selec-
tion of quality buttons to help you ex-
press yourself, a handful of “W&W’s”
(or “M&M’s” from a different perspec-
tive!), as well as the promise to pray for
you as you engage in the work of the
church.

One day, while walking on the beach
(after my great rock epiphany) I found
myself thinking about this year’s Gen-
eral Assembly. I began to wonder,
where’s the faith? Often we find our-
selves running around the Assembly
Hall, hearing a cacophony of voices,
bombarded by material reflecting views
from all sides — even some you never
knew existed in the church — finding it
easy to be critical of the church and its
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process, and you can begin to wonder,
where’s the faith?

I have attended several assemblies and
each one has a different flavor. But at
each one, I hear about new initiatives
and programs within our churches, I
meet new friends and revisit old ones. |
see the church in worship, in prayer, in
confession, in action and in service. I
always come away with a deeper appre-
ciation and understanding of who and
what we are as Presbyterians. Each
year, I see a little bit more the rock than
the year before.

May God’s grace and peace be with you
atthe 216" General Assembly.
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The Witherspoon Society
Mission

We are a network of concerned
Presbyterians responding to
God’s call to do justice, and to
work with hope for healing and
wholeness in a world increasingly
broken.

Our mission is:

» tolisten and learn from
those who have been
silenced;

* to nurture the prophetic
voice of the church through
reflection, discernment,
and action;

+ to equip Presbyterians for
faithful participation in the
church and the world;

+ to challenge unjust
relationships of power;

+ to advocate for peace,
justice, the integrity of
creation, and the full
inclusion of all God’s people
in church and society.

Through our witness, we seek to
revitalize the church’s proclama-
tion and action, informed by the
full witness of the Bible and the
confessions, animated by our
hope for the reign of God.
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Witherspoon events

at the 216" General Assembly, "
June 26 - July 3, 2004
Richmond, Virginia

Friday afternoon, June 25, 1:00 to 3:30 pm

The Semper Reformanda Pre-Assembly Conversation will look at the
document, “Living Faithfully with Families in Transition.” A panel
discussion will include people who were involved in the drafting of the original
document (Rev.Gloria Albrecht and Rev. Barbara Gaddis), its rewriting at the
direction of the General Assembly (Rev. Eric Mount, commissioner to the 215"
General Assembly, and Rev. Charles Wiley of the Office of Theology and
Worship), and Witherspoon’s Jennifer Stone.

Marriott Hotel, $10.00

Friday evening, June 25, 7:30 to 9:30 pm

Commissioner briefing, following Covenant Network dinner. Get an overview of
the assembly, learn about the issues and how to be an effective participant, and
meet other commissioners who will be on your committee. The program reflects
a progressive point of view.

Marriott Hotel, $10.00

Sunday noon, June 27, 12:30 to 3:00 pm

Annual Witherspoon Awards Luncheon

Featured speaker: Dr. Katie Geneva Cannon, Annie Scales Rogers Professor of
Christian Ethics at Union/PSCE, on “Power in the Church.” The annual Andrew
Murray and Whole Gospel Congregation Awards will be presented. The annual
Witherspoon business meeting will follow the lunch.

Marriott Hotel, $26.00
Tuesday evening, June 29, 8:00 pm to Midnight

Witherspoon Party and Dance! Time for a break! A great chance to relax
and enjoy great music, danciing, and conversation. A good time to meet others
at the Assembly.

Marriott Hotel, $20.00

To purchase tickets, use the GA Registration Booklet (before June 4) or call
GA Meeting Service at 888-728-7228, ext. 2417. Unless an event is sold out,
you can also buy tickets at the Assembly, at the registration counter in the
convention center. Questions? Contact Gene TeSelle, phone 615-297-2629, or
e-mail: teselle@bellsouth.net
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our faith
by Doug King

The Editor’s Spot

Abu Ghraib: a challenge to

s I write this in the middle of
May, the first shock of the
revelations of American abuse

of Iraqi detainees in Abu Ghraib prison
is beginning to settle in. Or more likely,
it’s just beginning to unsettle us. Or at
least it should, for it raises profound
questions about our own nation, and
about the religious beliefs and attitudes
that seem to undergird our national
culture today.

As people of faith, we recognize that
there are theological issues here that cry
out for attention.

The blame game is well under way. It’s
being said that the soldiers and Military
Police were ill-prepared for the tasks
assigned to them. Or they were afraid.
Or they just didn’t recognize “the
enemy” as human beings. Or they were
just acting under orders from the
intelligence personnel. Or Secretary
Rumsfeld should resign. Or it’s the
President who is ultimately responsible.
Or it’s the fault of the “terrorists” who
started all this.

We may want to say Yes to all of the
above, but I suspect there are deeper
problems. In an excellent article that we
posted in March, “Christians Must
Challenge American Messianic National-
ism: A Call to the Churches,” Rosemary
Radford Ruether says that our current
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have been
depicted by the Bush administration,
and most clearly by the President
himself, “as if they were episodes in an
apocalyptic drama of good against evil,
angels of light against the forces of
darkness, God’s chosen people against
God’s enemies.” [You’ll find her essay at
http://witherspoonsociety.org/2004/
ruether call.htm]

Undergirding this holy war, she says,
are four false theological assumptions:
That “God chooses one nation above all
other nations.” That “the United States
is God’s uniquely chosen nation.” That
“evil is socially located in the enemies of
the United States.” And that “evil can
be conquered by external coercion,
ultimately by military force.”

Based on these assumptions, the U.S.
government has operated with blithe
disregard for the delicate system of rules
and agreements that have been devel-
oped over the past few decades as a
way to keep the world from destroying
itself. So the U.S. has viewed agree-
ments to limit global warming and
nuclear arms as applying to everyone
else, but not to us. We have dismissed
the UN as irrelevant — at least until
things start falling apart and we need to
cover our tails.

Further, by drawing a clear line between
good and evil, we have made it easy, if
not imperative, to treat the “bad guys”
as indeed evil, and therefore not just
less than human, but anti-human.
Inhuman treatment is justified, it seems,
for those whom we see as really not
human.

Finally, the Administration seems to
have seized upon the terrible acts of 9/11
as a grand political tool to inspire fear in
the American people. The fear has
justified many actions and policies that
would probably have been rejected
otherwise. So if the guards in Abu
Ghraib have indeed been motivated by
fear, they’re just responding as we’ve all
been taught over the past couple years.

In a culture of anxiety and a world
divided into good and evil, the actions
of the guards make perfect sense.

This does not mean the perpetrators of
these crimes are really innocent. But it
does mean that the question of guilt and
responsibility is far more broad and far
more complex.

If Christians are to offer any redemptive
insights in this deeply troubled time, we
must begin there: The real problems are
deep. They are at base rooted in bad
theology, as Dr. Ruether so clearly
outlined it for us. We face a challenge
today, to offer a prophetic witness to
authentic faith and to point the way
toward authentic living in the world.

As our church gathers in assembly
toward the end of June, much more will
have happened, but the challenge will
still confront us: How are we to proclaim
a faith the calls us — as individuals, as
communities of faith, as a nation — to
something higher than the narrow
tribalism we have demonstrated? If we
truly seek to follow a God who is the
Creator of all people, and whose love is
toward all, then how can we live out that
faith in the face of such denials of
humanity, such appeals to fearful hatred
rather than to trustful love?

As we face issues that continue to
divide us as Presbyterians, can we reach
beyond our fears of those who are
“other” than us, to proclaim and to live
out the open, inclusive love that God
shows to us and to all?

That may be our high calling for these
very difficult days. May we help one
another, in love, to obey that call.
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A pastoral letter on Iraq

from the National Council of
Churches

May 11,2004
Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ:

Grace to you and peace from God our
Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ!

We, leaders of the thirty six member
communions of the National Council
of the Churches of Christ in the USA,
write this joint pastoral letter at a time
when the threat of violence hangs
over the earth and warfare involving
United States forces is increasing in
Iraq. We write out of a deep love for
this country, but also out of a
profound concern at the direction
this cycle of violence is taking us.
This concern has been brought home
to all Americans and indeed the world
in the horrific pictures of prisoner
abuse.

Two central claims of the Christian
faith are crucial in our thinking: that
every person, as a child of God, is of
infinite worth; and that all persons,
as participants in God’s one creation,
are related in their humanity and
vulnerability. This is why the World
Council of Churches has asserted
that “war is contrary to the will of
God” _ because it destroys that
which God has made sacred.

In a sinful world, some of us may
hold that there may be times when
war is a necessary evil. But
Christians should never identify
violence against others with the will
of God and should always work to
prevent and end it.

We believe, with these things in
mind, that the guiding principle of
U.S. foreign policy must be to build
up the whole, interdependent human
family and to promote reconciliation
whenever possible. Yes, this means
standing firmly against all acts of

Continued on page 10

Coming this summer ...

Ghost Ranch Seminar——July 26-August 2

THE LIBERTY BELL HAs  [JANIAR

A CRACKINIT

In partnership with The Witherspoon Society,
Presbyterian Peace Fellowship
and Presbyterians for Restoring Creation

As we approach another presidential election, many people hope forimportant
change across a spectrum of issues. Are we convinced that real change is
possible? Is our democracy being eroded by political campaigns and decisions
made in Washington, more often influenced by corporate power than by public
opinion?

In the wake of 9/11 and anti-terrorist focus, there is concern that our democratic
values are being compromised. The impact of free trade on the economies of
poor nations, on labor and the environment are significant concerns. War as an
instrument of foreign policy threatens civil liberties, the environment and econo-
mies.

Three eminently qualified people will lead us in exploring these issues from a
faith perspective during our week together.

Andrew Kang Bartlett, National Associate for the Presbyterian Hunger
Program of the PC(USA), has a graduate degree in international relations. He
has worked in the US, Central America and Asia addressing community
development, rural poverty, environmental health, and human rights. He repre-
sented the PC(USA) at the WTO Ministerials and ecumenical consultations on
economic globalizationin Cancun.

Elenora Giddings Ivory, currently serving her 13th year as Director of the
Washington Office of the Presbyterian Church (USA) the public policy informa-
tion and advocacy office of the PCUSA. Reverend Ivory”s responsibilities
include, among others, civil rights and religious liberties issues. She has been
particularly concerned about the possible denial of religious and civil liberties in
the name of homeland security.

Peter Sawtell, Executive Director of Eco-Justice Ministries, an ecumenical
environmental/economic justice organization. He works with church leaders
around issues of social justice and environmental sustainability. He is known to
many PRC/Witherspoon members as the author of “Eco-Justice Notes.”

Coordinator: Jane Hanna
For more information, contact Jane at mjhfos@aol.com, or phone (505) 466-
8755. Or visit the Ghost ranch website: http://ghostranch.org/
o/arship help i
is offe
P ered by Ghost Ranch,

Contactthem atinfo@ghostranch.org, or phone 1-877-804-4678.
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Looking toward

the 216"

General Assembly

What’s Coming to this Assembly?

Witherspoon Issues Analyst Gene TeSelle surveys
some of the major items that will likely be centers
of attention at the General Assembly in Richmond,
VA, June 26 - July 3.

Theological Task force presents interim report

The Theological Task Force on the Peace, Unity and Purity of the
Church was created by the 213th General Assembly (2001), to lead
the church “in spiritual discernment of our Christian identity in
and for the 21st century.” It was to deal with a broad range of
issues, including but not limited to “Christology, biblical
authority and interpretation, ordination standards, and [get this]
power.”

The Task Force was to make an interim report to each General
Assembly — and to presbyteries and sessions, according to an
amendment made on the floor —and make a final report to the 2005
General Assembly. Because the General Assembly has voted to
meet in alternating years, the report will come to the 2006
Assembly.

A preliminary report was issued in February 2004, describing the
work of the eighteen-member task force in eight extended
meetings over almost three years.

This report makes “preliminary affirmations” emphasizing that
Jesus Christ is the church’s peace, unity, and purity. Its language
grows stronger as it moves through these themes. Christians are
reminded that they cannot sever their ties with each other without
the danger of separating themselves from Christ himself (cf. 1 Jn.
4:20). Purity is described in terms of “truth, goodness, and
justice,” and twice in this section Presbyterians are urged to “/ive
into” what Christ has already accomplished, to which we are
joined by baptism.

Not much is said about the crucial issues the task force was
directed to study. Two years ago we noticed that meetings were
scheduled to deal with the first three — Christology, biblical
authority and interpretation, and ordination standards — but none
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That all may have life in fullness
Johm Ac 10k

with power. When we asked about this, they replied that they saw
power as an aspect of all the other topics. But even less has been
said about this. There is clearly much that remains unfinished in
the Task Force’s work.

Some presbyteries have begun discussing what they
might do to take their own part in the work of the Task
Force. Answers seem to cluster into at least four groups.
And each arouses its own set of comments.

1. Discussions might focus on the central issues of
ordination, authority of Scripture, Christology, and power.
The fear is that direct discussion of these issues would
simply exacerbate tensions that are already present.

2. Presbyteries might start the way the Task Force did and
discuss the ways Christ is the peace, unity, and purity of
the church. Hopefully this would bring us together in what
we share.

3. They might discuss the issue of how we can live
together with our diversity and disagreement. (See my
essay on “dealing with differences,” in which I try to learn
from the way the Episcopal Church has been led to deal
with its internal conflicts, on page 11 below.)

4. Finally, the suggestion keeps coming up that we remind
ourselves of our unity in mission and service. In most
presbyteries there is shared energy around the Hunger
and Peacemaking Programs, and around the various
activities of the presbyteries’ own Outreach committees.
(Take a look at the principles on partnership adopted by
last year’s General Assembly for the Worldwide
Ministries Division, but applicable to everything that
Presbyterians do. See page 10.)

Dealing with the ordination question

Again this year a number of overtures will offer a variety of ways
to deal with “Amendment B,” now lodged in our Book of Order as
G-6.0106b, banning the ordination of anyone who persists in
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committing any of the multitudinous “sins” mentioned in our
Book of Confessions. This provision has caused much conflict
and confusion in the church. It has been administered unfairly,
singling out sexuality and overlooking other sins. There has been
uncertainty over how to administer it (e.g., whether prying
questions can be asked during the ordination process). And key
terms are less clear than they seem at first glance: “chastity” does
not mean celibacy, since the confessions speak of chastity in
characterizing marriage; there is certainly “fidelity” in committed
same-sex relationships; and the meaning of “refusing to repent”
can become hopelessly legalistic if it ignores other constitutional
principles of conscience and interpretation.

1. Perhaps the most comprehensive of the overtures (04-49) comes
from Twin Cities, with the concurrence of Hudson River. It would
(a) delete G-6.0106b from the Book of Order, (b) add a sentence to
G-6.0106a asserting that suitability for ordination should be
determined “by the governing body where the examination for
ordination or installation takes place,” and (c) remove the existing
Authoritative Interpretations that have been used to ban
ordination of LGBT people.

2. The Presbytery of Baltimore, with the concurrence of Southern
New England, Genesee Valley, and Des Moines, is offering a
simpler overture (04-4), proposing the deletion of 6.0106b without
dealing with the Authoritative Interpretations.

3. Western Reserve is sending an overture (04-18) calling for
elimination of the Authoritative Interpretations without dealing
with G-6.0106b. This is an action that could be taken by the
General Assembly, without needing to be ratified in the
presbyteries. Detroit is offering a similar overture, with the
affirmation that “within our denomination, people of good
character and principle differ in their understanding of human
sexuality, and in those differences we are called to exercise mutual
forbearance toward each other.”

4. A different approach is taken in an overture from Western New
York (as the earliest to arrive in the office of the Stated Clerk, it is
designated “04-17). It takes a new approach, proposing to amend
G-6.0106 by replacing “the covenant of marriage between a man
and a woman” with “a covenanted relationship between two
persons where a lifetime commitment is intended,” and replacing
“which the confessions call sin” by “does not conform with this
discipline.” The rationale is that “all persons should be guided by
the same principles of sexual behavior regardless of sexual
orientation.”

Reports (and in some cases the full texts) of these overtures can
be found at http://witherspoonsociety.org/03-may/
overtures_on_b.htm. All overtures submitted so far are listed on
the PCUSA website, with links to the full text of each.

The Presbytery of Hudson River is sending an overture (04-52)
“On Examining the Conscience of Candidates,” which would pro-
vide guidance to ordaining bodies on what are and are not appro-
priate matters on which candidates for ordination may be
examined, and how the freedom of Christian conscience is to be

Perhaps we should pause to explain the controversy over
Authoritative Interpretations (“Als” for short). These Als
were enacted by the Assemblies of the UPCUSA (1978),
the PCUS (1979), and the PC(USA) (1993). As the Western
Reserve overture points out, these had the effect of
amending the constitutional standards for ordination
without ratification by the presbyteries. The constitution
itself was later amended (1996-97) with the adoption of G-
6.0601b. The Permanent Judicial Commission has already
ruled in 2002 that, with this constitutional change, the Als
are no longer the prevailing standard by which judgments
are to be made.

respected.

According to the Rev. Dr. Chris losso, former Witherspoon
Issues Analyst and head of the Faith and Order Committee and
the Third Way Project of the Presbytery, “the Presbytery
considers itself a welcoming presbytery, with a diversity of
theological stances and ministry styles.” It has proposed this
overture out of an awareness of “controversies in other
presbyteries that ‘narrow the gate’ for ministers, as well as a desire
to affirm a diversity of perspectives on individual sessions and
boards of deacons. It follows up the Presbytery’s concern for the
use of the Confession of 1967 and the whole Book of
Confessions.”

(7 a

As the Assembly deals with difficult issues and
serious differences, it may be helpful to recall
what the Larger Catechism says about the
duties required in the Ninth Commandment,
“Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy
neighbor.” (See page 9)

Other issues coming before the General
Assembly

Stated Clerk Clifton Kirkpatrick has listed the top ten issues
coming before the 216th Assembly in Richmond. We update his
list with the help of an article by Jerry Van Marter of the
Presbyterian News Service (April 22).

1. General Assembly Council’s Mission Work Plan: The GAC will
bring to the Assembly a major proposal to prioritize its mission
programs in four areas -- evangelism and witness, justice and
compassion, spirituality and discipleship, and leadership and
vocation -- and offers 24 concrete objectives for putting them into
effect.

2. Final Report on Middle Governing Body Relations: At the
conclusion of 115 consultations over three years with synods and
presbyteries, the GAC and the Committee on the Office of the
General Assembly will be bringing a joint report on how to
strengthen partnership between our governing bodies.
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3. Reviews: Review committees have completed their studies of
the Presbyterian Investment and Loan Program and National
Council of Churches and will bring to the Assembly positive
reports on those two bodies.

4. Transforming Families paper: The 215th General Assembly
(2003) referred the document back to the Advisory Committee on
Social Witness Policy (ACSWP), expressing concern that there be
more theological reflection and a stronger affirmation of
traditional patterns of family life. The revised report will be a major
item before the 216th General Assembly. (See p. 12 foracomment.)

5. Overtures on G-6.0106b: As in prior years, overtures to remove
G-6.0106b from the Book of Order will be before the 216th General
Assembly. This Assembly also will deal with additional overtures
to remove all authoritative interpretations concerning homosexu-
ality and ordination issued prior to the adoption of G-6.0106b in
1996.

6. Elections: As always, much attention will be given to the
election of a moderator. (See pp. 20-23.) In addition, this is the
year for the election of a Stated Clerk and for the confirmation of
the presidents of the Presbyterian Church (USA) Foundation and
the Presbyterian Investment and Loan Program.

7. Relations with Jews and Muslims: Because of controversy
surrounding the new “messianic” congregation in Philadelphia
Presbytery, Avodat Yisrael, and because of continuing unrest
over the Occupied Territories, two presbyteries — Eastern Okla-
homa and Hudson River — call for a study and reevaluation of
PC(USA) policies on relations with Jews and Muslims.

8. Constitutional Amendments on Sexual Misconduct: Growing
out of the work of the Independent Committee of Inquiry (into
previous sexual abuse of missionary children in the Congo), the
General Assembly Council will be bringing to the Assembly
proposed constitutional amendments to prevent sexual miscon-
duct by church workers and to protect children.

9. Overtures Relating to Abortion: Overtures are coming from
three presbyteries — Upper Ohio Valley, Charlotte, and Beaver-
Butler — to ban all so-called “late-term abortions.” The overture
from Upper Ohio Valley seeks to add this prohibition to the Book
of Order. Last year’s Assembly upheld the current policy, which
has four conditions under which abortion of a viable fetus might
be permissible: “when necessary to save the life of the woman, to
preserve the woman’s health in circumstances of a serious risk, to
avoid fetal suffering as a result of untreatable life-threatening
medical anomalies, or in cases of incest or rape.”

10. Issues Related to a Post-9/11 World: Both ACSWP and the
General Assembly Committee on Ecumenical Relations will be
bringing proposals to the Assembly related to advocacy for
justice in peacemaking, immigration, response to terrorism, and
Iraq.

On the election of a Stated Clerk

The Stated Clerk is elected for a four-year term. Clifton
Kirkpatrick was unanimously nominated by the review
committee. But three conservative candidates have also
come forward: Bob Davis, Rus Howard, and Alex Metherill,
all of them highly critical of Kirkpatrick. As with the election
ofthe Moderator, a majority (not a mere plurality) of votes is
required.

With three opposing candidates answering questions on
the platform, critics of Clifton Kirkpatrick will have plenty of
air time. But this large slate of conservative candidates
could divide the conservative vote, which has usually been
no larger than 30 percent of the commissioners.

There is organized opposition to Clifton Kirkpatrick,
claiming that he has not “enforced the constitution” in
conformity with the demands of special interest groups.

The Assembly will hear lots of particulars from the three
rival candidates for Stated Clerk, and Kirkpatrick will be
quite capable of defending his record. But it might be helpful
to take a longer-range perspective on this issue.

Those who want the Stated Clerk to take a more “activist”
stance might be reminded of two major blunders by past
Stated Clerks. Eugene Carson Blake, who was an assertive
leader on many issues, orchestrated the prosecution of tax
resister Maurice McCrackin in 1962. Ironically Blake himself
was arrested a few years later for civil disobedience in
desegregating a Baltimore amusement park. McCrackin had
been a few years ahead of his time. The 1987 General
Assembly expressed regret for this action and asked
forgiveness. William P. Thompson ruled that the 1978
General Assembly, in adopting its “definitive guidance”
concerning gay-lesbian ordination, had issued a “constitu-
tional interpretation” despite its own stated intention.
Thompson later reversed his position.

There are other important reports and overtures, too.

The vexed issues surrounding private property rights and the
protection of limited water resources, including the question
when environmental measures constitute “takings,” will be
revisited in a paper that reaffirms and clarifies the policy adopted
by the 1990 General Assembly (Restoring Creation for Ecology
and Justice). In response to an overture from Baltimore
Presbytery in 2002, ACSWP (the Advisory Committee on Social
Witness Policy) has studied the issues and recommends this
updated statement. (See page 19 for more background.)

A study paper entitled The Trinity: God’s Love Overflowing has
grown out of three years of deliberation by a Working Group
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For background on social issues

If you want to get the full picture on the positions the
PC(USA) has taken for several decades, you may want to
consult the Presbyterian Social Witness Policy Compila-
tion (PDS Order Number 68-600-000-001). The price is $30
for a 512-page volume, well worth it for you or for your
presbytery’s resource center.

established by the General Assembly and facilitated by the Office
of Theology and Worship. The General Assembly Council will
recommend that this paper be the basis for a series of
consultations on the Trinity throughout our church. A final report
is to be made to the 2006 General Assembly. (See another
comment on this report, on page 26.)

The Presbytery of Lackawanna has approved an overture (04-48)
which would call on the church, the government, and individuals
to work toward stabilizing and then reducing the global
population, as a vital means of stewardship of God’s creation.
(Seepage25.)

Washington Presbytery considered and then rejected (by 26 in
favor to 76 opposed) an overture to implement “gracious
separation” in the Presbyterian Church. The idea may still come to
the Assembly from some other source. The proposal for “gracious
separation” was largely authored by attorney Bob Howard, a
former chair and still a member of the Board of the Presbyterian
Lay Committee. His proposal essentially called on conservatives
and evangelicals to split from the PC(USA) and form a separate
church. The proposal was one of the major points of discussion -
and disagreement - during the October 2003 national conference
ofthe Presbyterian Coalition. (See my reflections on “Differences
and Disputes,” page 25.)

The Presbytery of John Calvin in Missouri is sending an overture
to amend the Book of Order to specify the “essential tenets of the
Reformed faith.” (There’s more on page 16.)

On avoiding “false witness”

During General Assembly discussions, it might be
helpful to remember what the Larger Catechism says
about the duties required in the Ninth Commandment,
“Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor”
(C-7.254):

. . the preserving and promoting of truth
between [person and person], and the good
name of our neighbor, as well as our own;
appearing and standing for the truth, and from
the heart, sincerely, freely, clearly, and fully,
speaking the truth, and only the truth, in
matters of judgment and justice, and in all other
things whatsoever; a charitable esteem of our
neighbors, loving, desiring, and rejoicing in
their good name; sorrowing for, and covering
of their infirmities; freely acknowledging of
their gifts and graces, defending their inno-
cency; a ready receiving of a good report, and
unwillingness to admit of an evil report
concerning them; discouraging talebearers,
flatterers, and slanderers; love and care of our
own good name, and defending it when need
requireth; keeping of lawful promises; studying
and practicing of whatsover things are true,
honest, lovely, and of good report.

To receive regular e-mail notes
of additions to the Witherspoon
website, just send a note to

dougking2@aol.com

Please put “web updates” in the
subject line.
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Doing our work as partners

The 215th General Assembly approved a policy statement,
“Presbyterians Do Mission in Partnership,” on the recommendation
ofthe Worldwide Ministries Division. (Itcanbe ordered as PDS #74
200 03 001.) It has broader relevance to everything we do in our
congregations and our presbyteries. And the commitments listed
below might provide a useful “examination of conscience” during
the General Assembly.

Partnership Commitments

1. Shared Grace and Thanksgiving
i Is there courage to confess human sins and confront the
forces that deny the abundant life God promises to all in
Jesus Christ?
*  Is God’s forgiveness mutually shared in Jesus Christ?
*  Does the community of partners join in thankful worship to
celebrate God’s gift of grace and renewal?

2. Mutuality and Interdependence

¢ Iseach partner’s self-reliance affirmed, with mutual giving
and receiving?

*  Isthere space for all partners to be guided by self-
determination?

*  Beyond unhealthy dynamics of power and dependency, is
there openness to new dynamics of mutual service and
mutual renewal?

3. Recognition and Respect

¢ Isthere recognition of the self-affirmed identities of each
partner?

*  Are the unique contexts of all partners recognized and
respected?

*  Are gifts and needs of all partners affirmed and respected?

*  Are cultural differences being mediated with sincerity and
ina Christ-like manner?

4. Open Dialogue and Transparency

*  Isthere local initiative in mission discernment and mission
activity?

*  Does God’s Word shape us to lovingly confront one
another’s failings and prophetically challenge the world’s
systems of power and domination?

* s there transparency with all partners about what is being
done in mission, even if there is disagreement?

5. Sharing of Resources

* Do partners minister to and inspire one another, listen to
and critique one another?

¢ Isthere mutual accountability in the exchange of all
resources, including human, cultural, financial, and
spiritual?

*  In trusting relationship, have partners moved beyond two-
way relationships into open mission networks and ever-
expanding webs of mission relationships?

Continued from “NCC,” page 5

terror, but it also means envisioning a world in which
war is truly a last resort.

Current U.S. foreign policy, however, is not aligned
with this principle. Many people see our policy as one
based on protection of our country’s economic
interests narrowly defined, rather than on principles
of human rights and justice that would serve our
nation’s interests in deep and tangible ways. We are
convinced that current policy is dangerous for
America and the world and will only lead to further
violence.

We, therefore, call for a change of course in Iraq, and
we encourage you to do the same. Specifically, we are
calling upon our country to turn over the transition of
authority and post-war reconstruction to the United
Nations — and to recognize U.S. responsibility to
contribute to this effort generously through security,
economic, and humanitarian support — not only to
bring international legitimacy to the effort, but also to
foster any chance for lasting peace. We would ask
that members of our churches, as they feel
appropriate, contact their respective congressional
delegations to urge the U.S. to change course in Iraq.

We certainly recognize that faithful Christians of
good will may disagree with one another when it
comes to questions of national policy. We trust,
however, that all Christians will pray and work for
peace, remembering the words, “Blessed are the
peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

We also urge all of our congregations and parishes to
pray not only for the soldiers of this nation, as we
surely do, but for all people, military and civilian,
caught in this and other cycles of violence. When
possible, join in prayer, discussion, and action with
ecumenical and interfaith neighbors. Materials to
assist in this are available from many of our churches
and from the National Council of Churches.

As ecumenical partners, we know that it is a scandal
that the body of Christ remains so visibly divided,
often by those things that divide the world. Let us,
however, be united as followers of Christ in our hope
for that day when swords are beaten into plowshares
and mourning and crying and pain will be no more!

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God,
and the communion of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

Supported by the thirty-six member communions of
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the

US4, including the Presbyterian Church, USA.
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How can we deal with our differences and
disputes?

Gene TeSelle, Witherspoon Society Issues Analyst

In recent years conservatives have been talking about either
leaving the church or finding some means of “gracious
separation.” But this instantly produces anxieties, since
congregations and individuals would be full of conflict when
they tried to decide which way to go.

Perhaps we can learn something from the Episcopalian Church,
where a sizable majority of bishops voted in favor of recognizing
Bishop Gene Robinson of New Hampshire. Conservatives in
that church talked about setting up an alternative network
within the worldwide Anglican communion. This would involve
“non-geographical dioceses” uniting like-minded congregations
and priests. In March 2004 the Episcopal bishops offered an
alternative, a plan for “delegated oversight”: if a congregation
could not accept leadership by the resident bishop, it might
negotiate with this bishop for supervision by another bishop
more to their liking.

In the PC(USA) we have seen similar proposals, and it might be
helpful to consider all of them.

1. The non-geographical presbytery would make people more
comfortable -- in fact, too comfortable. It is not likely to be good
for the church’s mission to all sorts and conditions of people.

2. A more realistic approach would be to a kind of “extra-
territoriality,” letting churches or ministers be linked with like-

minded presbyteries. This is the approach taken by the
Episcopalians’ “delegated oversight.”

3. We could encourage “affinity groups,” with clear provisions
for accountability and transparency like those of the old Chapter
9. We already have this in the “validated mission organizations”
that work with Global Ministries.

4. The most controversial approach, which needs to be
mentioned for the sake of thorough reflection, is to acknowledge
the legitimacy of “conscientious objection” and “conscientious
abstention” from the church’s policies. This would mean
abandoning the Kenyon decision of 1975, which denied
ordination to a man who said he could not participate in the
ordination of a woman.

5. Most satisfactory is what I call the “open-textured”
governing body, with mutual forbearance, understanding, and
even affirmation. There are some presbyteries in which the
various factions agree on procedural rules of encounter and
perhaps even on their range of toleration on substantive issues.

When conflict rages and schism is threatened, we often say that
“we are family.” This suggests basic unity and mutual loyalty,
even when we do not like each other very much or tiptoe around
each other at family gatherings, especially on issues of politics,
sex, money, and religion.

Barbara Wheeler likes the alternative imagery of strangers and
sojourners. William Sloane Coffin in his new book Credo says
that “in joining a church you leave home and home town to join
a larger world,” that “church is where all hearts are one so that
nothing else has to be one.”

While you’re wandering around

at GA ...

stop and see us at the Witherspoon

Society booth - # 920 in the Exhibit Hall.

You'll find friendly people, a place to sit
and chat, to share concerns, to get information, copies of Network News,
lots of fun buttons, and W & W'’s, also know as M & M’s to the less

creative.
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The Transforming Families
paper

A comment by the Rev. Dr. Barbara Gaddis

This study and policy document will be an important item of
business for the 216th General Assembly. An earlier draft
was substantially rewritten in response to criticisms at last
year’s General Assembly, orchestrated by the conservative
Insitute on Religion and Democracy.

The Rev. Dr. Barbara Gaddis, a family therapist, served on
the Task Force that drafted the original document, and we
have asked her to comment on this revised version.

What a daunting task, to examine the issues facing families and
the church’s response to family life in our current context. It has
taken the ACSWP over 8 years, a Task Force, a Synod Consulta-
tion, a Panel, several editing teams, dozens of people, several
editors and countless hours to produce the current document,
and whether it was time well spent remains elusive.

The Transforming Families paper is a mixed bag.

The family paper like most papers from ACSWP consists of two
basic parts: the recommendations to be adopted by the GA, and
the rationale for those recommendations. In this case the
recommendations comprise 17 pages, the rationale runs some 23
pages, with fully 9 pages of endnotes. A listing of resources for
families and for ministry with families, along with a comprehen-
sive bibliography, round out the 56 page document.

The Assembly is being asked to include the entire document —
both recommendations and rationale — in its minutes, an unusual
request, but in this case a good request. The rationale contains
very well written and informative sociological and economic
data, concisely presented to paint an accurate picture of the
issues facing the modern family. The rationale will be an
excellent study document for the entire church, worth the paper
the GA will use to print it.

The recommendations section contains some intriguing ways to
look at the family in the larger Christian context of baptism,
weaving through the theological propositions references to the
Confessions and Bible. It continues by making a case for such
noble (if not novel) propositions as universal health insurance,
flexible work hours, paid leave for care of dependent persons,
abolishing “marriage penalties” in the tax code, safe, secure and
affordable dependent care services to list but a few of its
recommendations. The paper lays out a vision of family life that
upholds values such as respect and honor for those married and
those who are single, doing well by all children, providing more
time for families to be together, and condemning the rampant
“isms” of our day.

As I read these recommendations though, I cannot help
wondering if it is already a dated document. I found myself
agreeing with a colleague of mine who remarked, “I guess these
things need to be stated somewhere, but there’s a kind of ‘duh’
quality to them. It’s not exactly a cutting-edge document.”

While I am generally supportive of the paper, I wish it had gone
further. For instance, the paper offers no help in our current
national discussion about same-sex marriage. The rationale lays
out some information about same sex couples and their children,
arguing that regardless of our beliefs, the children of such
unions should not bear the brunt of our disagreements. The
recommendations quote from the marriage ceremony in the Book
of Worship regarding marriage being between a man and a
woman. But these are minimal responses to what might be said
in the face of what looks to be a train that has already left the
station, with us on the platform wondering what just happened.

From the beginning this paper had the potential to be a lightning
rod for the culture wars alive in our denomination. To be sure,
the authors have carefully nuanced many an issue to prevent
that from happening. In so doing, what they may have accom-
plished is not so much a forward thinking document, as a
rationale for doing what we’ve always done.

[See page 15 for a light-hearted and slightly sceptical view
of the problem of defining marriage. Ed.]

We invite you to visit the
Witherspoon website during
the General Assembly for
hews and commentary during
the week - from a progressive
point of view.

And we hope you'll come back
again (oftenl) after the As-
sembly is over, to keep in
touch with developments in
our church and in the world.

It's at
www.witherspoonsociety.org
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From one’s who’s sat in the Commissioners’ seats:

What I've learned about being a commissioner

by the Rev. Trina Zelle

The author is currently serving on staff at Church of the Beatitudes, UCC, in
Phoenix, Arizona. She lives in Tempe, and is involved in the “No More Deaths”
campaign on Arizona/Mexico border. She is also Secretary of the Witherspoon
Society. She offered a little “advice to commissioners” at the Witherspoon
commissioners’ briefing before the 2003 General Assembly. (See page 3 above
for information on this year’s event.) She had so much wise advice that we
asked her for a copy of her comments, and she has updated them to be pre-
sented here. She presents this as if to the commissioners on Friday evening
before the Saturday convening of the Assembly.

I want to begin by expressing my hope
that all of you respect or, even better,
like the political process. I say that be-
cause all too often, I’ve read reports
about the goings-on at GA that dispar-
age its political nature. Personally, I
think politics provides us human beings
with a perfect venue for getting things
done — not because of how good we are
but because of how flawed we are. Any-
one who accepts the doctrine of utter
depravity can appreciate the balancing
and remedial effect that political activity
has.

If you still have doubts, I would urge
you to refer back to Jesus’ parable of the
tricky (and politically astute) manager
who, upon learning that he’s about to be
canned, cut deep discounts for every-
one who owes his employer money.

This maneuver guarantees that he’ll
have at least a few friends once he’s un-
employed. Pretty good thinking. Or, if
the lobbying of special interest groups
offends you, I suggest you reread the
book of Ruth, who, at the urging of her
mother-in-law Naomi, got the attention
of her benefactor and future husband by
sleeping at his “feet.” Lobbying and
family values.

Having said that, I’m here to fill you in
on what it’s like to be a commissioner to
GA. Although last year was my first
experience as a commissioner, this is
actually my sixth General Assembly in as
many years. Political junkie that [ am,
I’ve sat in on a fair number of committee

meetings and almost every plenary ses-
sion. And so what the last few years
has taught me, I want to pass on to you.

Now, I’'m assuming you’ve all gone to
your presbytery’s commissioner training
and there will be even more of that to-
morrow, so I’'m going to avoid the tech-
nical stuff that you’ve already gotten or
will shortly. This is what they don 't tell
you.

As GA begins, some of you might feel
like you’ve bounced right back into the
Boys’ or Girls’ State of your high school
years, only most of the people here have
gray hair and not many of us have water
balloon fights in the hotel hallways at
three in the morning.

Tomorrow is when the real deal begins.
Tomorrow night we will be electing our
moderator to preside over this General
Assembly. The moderator is important
for several reasons. They preside over
the plenary sessions of this assembly
and if you don’t know it yet, you
should: whoever holds the moderator’s
gavel holds a lot of power. Not infinite,
but a lot. A commissioner may not
speak without being recognized by the
moderator. The strategic importance of
this should not be underestimated.
Through their rulings, a moderator can
short-circuit or allow floor activity. And
this year’s moderator will be instrumen-
tal in selecting the chairs or moderators
of the 2006 assembly committees. As
you are about to learn, committee moder-

ators set the tone for the work of the
committee. So as you vote tomorrow,
remember that your vote will affect both
this year’s and the 2006 assembly.

Starting Sunday evening, you will spend
the first part of the week with your as-
signed committee, dealing with overtures
and resolutions. The second half of the
week is comprised of legislative — or ple-
nary — sessions, usually three a day.
This is the time that the entire body
deals with what has been in committee
during the first half of the week.

After our closed, get acquainted commit-
tee meetings Sunday night, your work
begins in earnest on Monday morning.
You’ll find you’re doing at least two
things at the same time: dealing with the
legislation before you and getting a
sense of what’s going to happen during
the upcoming plenary sessions, includ-
ing who your likely allies are, both now
and later.

More importantly perhaps, you’ll soon
learn who your worthy opponents are as
well as their larger strategy. Listen for
catch phrases — often sounding quite
progressive — that are repeated by a
number of people that might indicate the
over-arching strategies of commissioners
who will oppose progressive actions.
One year the phrase was “grass-roots.”

-
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The reality couldn’t have been further
from the truth.

As I just mentioned, Sunday evening is
devoted to team building. Even though
I’ve just warned you about catch phras-
es and strategy, try to begin your time
together with an open mind. Just be-
cause you and your seat mate are on
opposite sides of one issue, doesn’t
mean there aren’t other issues where
you are in agreement. And sometimes
it’s good to vote yes on an issue that
you might not really agree with, in order
to get support on an issue that’s impor-
tant to you. None of this is ever said
out loud. It’s just a matter of being sen-
sitive to the people around you.

With some issues though, it’s generally
easier to vote “no” right away to some-
thing you’re uncertain about. You can
always change to “yes” later. Don’t, in
the interest of being seen as a team play-
er, go along with what might seem at the
outset like innocuous requests from the
committee moderator or vice-moderator,
but later on could limit your decision
making authority. For example, two
years ago, the moderator of Bills and
Overtures, who had close ties to the
Presbyterian Coalition, made what
sounded like a reasonable request. He
asked that, in the interest of time and
convenience, the larger committee would
allow the moderator and vice moderator
to make decisions about last minute leg-
islation and materials for distribution
without reconvening the whole commit-
tee. This was presented as a convenient
and common sense way to operate,
which is why the commissioners came
back to plenary after dinner one night
and found an unanswered document on
their desks that basically advocated a
controversial overture to insert the Gen-
eral Assembly into a Northern New En-
gland judicial case.

Very few of the observers in your com-
mittee room will be disinterested observ-
ers. They represent all sides to an issue.
All of them will be happy to discuss the
issues with you from their particular per-
spective, which is fine. Just remember,
they are representing a certain position
which you may or may not agree with.
We will have liaisons in each committee

room as well, whom you should feel free
to approach. They might even be able to
help you develop strategy or figure out
who else on your committee is probably
like-minded.

You’ll possibly be hearing emotionally
charged testimony on all sides of an is-
sue. Take notes you can refer to later,
when you’re alone and can think more
clearly. Figure out the essentials of any
piece of legislation that comes before
you so you’ll know if amendments that
might be offered would fundamentally
change it or not. I know of more than
one instance where the amendments
were so confusing that people ended up
voting for the opposite of the motion’s
original intent.

And just because something is passed
in committee doesn’t mean it will be by
the full assembly — or vice versa. You
might vote with the committee majority
with a great deal of satisfaction only to
have the assembly accept the minority
report that the dissenters write. Or you
might find yourself in the position of
writing a minority report. If you do,
you’ll probably be wanting the assis-
tance of someone who’s been there,
done that, so that it has a better chance
of passing.

During plenary sessions: Try to make
sure you’re not off the floor when a vote
comes up, but take regular breaks. A
couple of years ago there was abuse of
the “move the previous question” mo-
tion which short-circuited debate as well
as confusing people as to what they
were actually voting on. That hasn’t
happened during recent assemblies but
corporate amnesia being what it is, it
might cycle through, so be alert.

Beware of that cranky mood that groups
of Presbyterians are prone to. I call it the
Emily Letilla syndrome: “What’s all this
about...” We trivialize what’s obviously
important to a lot of people and it’s dis-
respectful to the gathered body. I've
seen horrible legislation passed because
it was late or time for lunch or the issue
was complicated. People got irritable
and impatient and the legislation that
was passed showed it.

And — two last things. Come to our
dance/party Tuesday night. It’s a good
time to cut loose a little before three and
half mind- and posterior-numbing days.
And stop by our booth for fellowship
and W & W’s —some people call them
M & M’s. The folks there will commiser-
ate with you, answer questions, or, de-
pending who’s on duty, give you a mini-
back rub.

And no matter what your opinions or
political perspective, we’re glad you
chose to be with us here tonight. Our
opinions might divide us, but our mutual
commitment to Jesus Christ brings us
together in the only true unity there is:
“Oh how good and pleasant it is, when
sisters and brothers live in unity.”

g

A nature lesson
How do you identify a bald eagle?

All of his feathers are combed to
one side.
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So what’s in a family?

As the debate heated up over a
constitutional amendment to define
marriage, someone offered these
Biblical definitions of marriage, in
the form of a “Draft of a Constitu-
tional Amendmentto Defend
Biblical Marriage:

e Marriage in the United States of America shall consist
of a union between one man and one or more women. (Gen
29:17-28;11Sam 3:2-5.)

* Marriage shall notimpede a man’s right to take
concubines in addition to his wife or wives. (Il Sam 5:13; |
Kings 11:3; Il Chron 11:21)

* A marriage shall be considered valid only if the wife is a
virgin. If the wife is not a virgin, she shall be executed.
(Deut22:13-21)

* Marriage of a believer and a non-believer shall be
forbidden. (Gen 24:3; Num 25:1-9; Ezra 9:12; Neh 10:30,
2Cor6:14)

e Since marriage is for life, neither the US Constitution
nor any state law shall permit divorce. (Deut 22:19; Mark
10:9-12)

* [famarried man dies without children, his brother must
marry the widow. If the brother refuses to marry the widow,
or deliberately does not give her children, he shall pay a
fine of one shoe and be otherwise punished in a manner to
be determined by law. (Gen. 38:6-10; Deut 25:5-10)

You’re invited to join in on ...

CONVERSATIONS AT THE
PEACE FELLOWSHIP BOOTH

RICHMOND GA, JUNE 2004 —BOOTH NO. 722

SATURDAY, JUNE 26 —2:00 TO 3:00 PM
“Richmond Peace Education Center”

¢ Ken Willis, Director

SUNDAY, JUNE 27 —3:00 TO 4:00 PM
“Presbyterians Concerned about Colombia”

e Bill Galvin, Anne Barstow, and Members of
Presbyterian Delegation to Colombia, May 2004

MONDAY, JUNE 28 —3:00 TO 4:00 PM

“No More Deaths” - Volunteering in the Arizona desert
to save lives of Mexican migrants who have lost their
way.

¢ National Young Adult Volunteers in migrant
ministries on the border.

TUESDAY, JUNE 29 -10:00to 11:00 AM
“Israel/Palestine: Is Peace Possible?”
e Christine Caton, Christian Peacemaker Teams

TUESDAY, JUNE 29 - 3:00 TO 4:00 PM

“Prisoners of Conscience-2004 Peaceseeker Award
Honorees”

* Presbyterians Who Have Gone to Prison as a
Witness to Close the School of the Americas (WHISC)

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 30 —-10:00 TO 11:00 AM
“The Christian Leadership Challenge: Peace Is More
Patriotic Than War”

* Dr. Bob Edgar, Peace Breakfast Speaker in
Dialogue

Also Al Winn will be signing copies of his book, Ain’t
Gonna Study War No More, which will be available at
the booth. Check the booth for dates and times.
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How shall we think about the
“Essential Tenets of the

Eugene TeSelle

Reformed Faith”?

very candidate for ordination in
E our church is asked, “Do you
sincerely receive and adopt the
essential tenets of the Reformed faith. .. ?
While the constitution speaks of “essen-
tial tenets,” it does not spell them out
anywhere; instead it gives us the Book of
Confessions and asks us to consider it in
the light of Scripture. That leads to the
rhetorical question, “Doesn’t this church
know what it believes?” At least one
overture will be coming to the 2004
General Assembly asking for a specific
determination of the essential tenets. On
reflection, the issue is not as simple as it
may first appear.

I. What is the meaning of
“essential tenets” in American
Presbyterianism?

The term was coined in answer to
demands in England and especially
Scotland for “strict subscription” to the
Westminster Confession of Faith. Pres-
byterians in America, with the Adopting
Act of 1729, took a different approach.
They required ordinands to assent to the
“essential and necessary” doctrines of
the Westminster Confession and the
catechisms, as “good forms of sound
words and systems of Christian doc-
trine,” but permitted them to state their
“scruples” and left it to the presbytery to
judge whether these were within legiti-
mate bounds, not affecting “essential and
necessary” articles of doctrine, worship,
or government.

The Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.,
from 1788 until 1967, asked ordinands
whether they affirmed the Westminster
Standards as “containing the system of
doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures.”
This was interpreted, of course, in the
spirit of the Adopting Act of 1729 and the
agreements of reunion between Old Side
and New Side (1758), Old School and New

School (1869-70), the PCUSA with the
Cumberland Presbyterians (1903), and the
PCUSA with the United Presbyterians
(1958).

These reunions would not have hap-
pened without the spirit of the Adopting
Act. The PC(USA) as we have it today is
the product of that spirit. The flexibility of
language must be interpreted, not as a fall
from some imagined clarity and rigor in
the past, but as the founding spirit of our
church from its very beginnings.

With the adoption of the Book of
Confessions (1967) the UPCUSA re-
phrased the ordination questions as well.
Today all persons being ordained must
state that they will be “instructed,” “led,”
and “guided” by the confessions of the
church, but it is understood that these are
“in obedience to Jesus Christ” and
“under the authority of Scripture.

In 1982 the UPCUSA adopted a
statement entitled Biblical Au-
thority and Interpretation; in
1983 the PCUS adopted a more
comprehensive statement entitled
Presbyterian Understanding and
Use of Holy Scripture (they have
been printed together in a booklet,
DMS # OGA -92-003). These
clearly state that a variety of
methods of interpreting Scripture
are used, quite legitimately, in our
church. And in 1986 the General
Assembly of the reunited PC(USA)
adopted an informative document
entitled The Confessional Nature
of the Church (this has been
printed, along with two later
documents approved by the Gen-
eral Assembly, in a booklet
entitled Confessions, Principles,
and Diversity (PDS #70-420-99-
007,8$3).

1. How has the reformed faith
been stated?

When we look at our confessions, we
discover that they differ not only in
content (I’ll come to that later) but even in
the manner in which doctrinal affirmations
are made.

For starters, our confessions differ in the
order in which topics are discussed. The
Second Helvetic and the Westminster
begin with Scripture. The classic creeds
follow the order of the baptismal formula:
Father, Son, Holy Spirit. C-67 and the
Brief Statement follow the order of the
“apostolic benediction” (2 Cor 13:14):
the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the
love of God, and the fellowship of the
Holy Spirit.

The Westminster Confession does not
speak of the “system of doctrine
contained in the Scriptures”; it uses the
quite different language of “the whole
counsel of God” (C-6.006) as communi-
cated through Scripture. This re-focuses
doctrinal issues in a fruitful way. While
“the whole counsel of God” involves
theoretical assertions about God and
Christ, what is emphasized is the good
news of salvation and renewal; to put it
another way, its primary concern is with
God not before but in and through the
work of salvation. Similarly the Second
Helvetic is interested in “what pertains to
a saving faith and the framing of a life
acceptable to God” (C-5.002). Thisisalso
the tone of the Confession of 1967 and
the Brief Statement adopted in 1991, both
of which contain helpful summaries of the
good news of grace.

One overlooked formulation of “the
whole counsel of God,” stated as gospel
rather than law, and in practical rather
than theoretical language, is found in
the third chapter of the Form of
Government (G-3.0100-0401). It tells
about God’s activity toward the human
race, God’s reconciling action in Jesus
Christ, and the mission of the church as
“the provisional demonstration of what
God intends for all of humanity”; then it
spells out the life of the church in
proclamation and action, calling for an
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attitude of “openness” to God’s contem-
porary action, the diversity of its own
membership, and a “continuing reforma-
tion of the church ecumenical.”

The Confession of 1967 makes four
strong assertions along this line in the
section on “Reconciliation in Society.”
Even as they state the need to express
Christian faith in the world, they also
caution against actions in society that
distort the faith. Those who want to draw
boundaries might consider the following
boundary-line issues in the church’s
witness:

e “Congregations, individuals, or
groups of Christians who exclude, domi-
nate, or patronize others, however subtly,
resist the Spirit of God and bring
contempt on the faith which they
profess” (C-9.44);

e “ .. the church which identifies the
sovereignty of any one nation or any one
way of life with the cause of God denies
the Lordship of Christ and betrays its
calling” (C-9.45);

e “A church that is indifferent to
poverty, or evades responsibility in
economic affairs, or is open to one social
class only, or expects gratitude for its
beneficence makes a mockery of recon-
ciliation and offers no acceptable worship
to God” (C-9.46);

e “The church comes under the
judgment of God and invites rejection by
society when it fails to lead men and
women into the full meaning of life
together, or withholds the compassion of
Christ from those caught in the moral
confusion of our time” (9.47).

Thus there are diverse modes of ap-
proaching the question of “essential
tenets,” but it is important to proclaim
“the whole counsel of God” in a way that
remains gospel and does not become
primarily law.

Ill. How have the “essential
tenets” been listed?

When we set about specifying the
“essential tenets,” we find that the
content differs as much as the modes.

Some lists try to be comprehensive, while
others concentrate on what is central.
Some emphasize what is distinctive to the
Reformed tradition, others what is shared
with other traditions.

It is interesting that Presbyterians today
seem to avoid predestination as an
essential tenet of the Reformed faith,
even though that was the trademark of
the Reformed tradition for several centu-
ries.  The 1986 document on The
Confessional Nature of the Church
starts a longer list of points concerning
which the Reformed tradition has
changed: the exact nature of predestina-
tion, the role of women in the church, the
legitimacy of artistic representations of
Christ, the relation of the church to the
“civil magistrate,” the importance of
missions, and so on.

When people try to list the chief
emphases of Reformed theology, they
usually mention

¢ Godalone,

e Scripture alone,

e Christalone,

e grace alone, and

»  faithalone.

During the impassioned debates of

recent years, many in the PC(USA) have

pointed to the “Great Ends of the

Church” (G-1.0200):

» the proclamation of the gospel for
the salvation of humankind;

e the shelter, nurture, and spiritual
fellowship of the children of God;

e the maintenance of divine worship;

e the preservation of the truth;

*  the promotion of social righteous-
ness; and

»  the exhibition of the Kingdom of
Heaven to the world.

Adopted by the United Presbyterian
Church in 1916 as a supplement to the
Westminster Confession, they were
carried over in the union that constituted
the UPCUSA in 1958. They have been
seen as a consensus statement that can
be agreed to across the theological
spectrum.

In a very different vein, a set of five
Presbyterian  “fundamentals” was

adopted by the General Assemblies of

the PCUSA in 1910, 1916, and 1923 as
“essential and necessary articles of
faith.” They included

*  Dbiblical inerrancy,

e virginbirth,

e substitutionary atonment,

e Christ’s bodily resurrection, and

e hismiracles.

Then they threw their point away by
adding that “others are equally so.”

Subsequent General Assemblies reversed
course, on the grounds that the General
Assembly has no power to add ordina-
tion requirements beyond those spelled
out in the Book of Order, that it is
inappropriate to insist on exact formula-
tions that have only human authority,
and that diversity must be respected in a
spirit of tolerance.

In 1965 the Presbyterian Lay Committee
was organized and funded by J. Howard
Pew with the stated purpose of opposing
the Confession of 1967 and the entire
concept of the Book of Confessions. The
Lay Committee recognized that the
inclusion of other confessions would
compromise the exclusive authority of the
Westminster standards. The Lay Com-
mittee was thus setting itself in the
tradition of “strict subscription” and
resisting the historic Reformed position
that doctrinal statements are confes-
sional in character, not claiming an
authority of their own.

Recently we have seen the enunciation of
a new “three fundamentals” by the self-
proclaimed “confessing church move-
ment” — infallibility of Scripture, no
ordination of homosexuals, and salvation
through Christ alone.

-

For further reading

Several books deal with the contro-
versy during the Twenties:
Loetscher’s The Broadening Church
(Pennsylvania, 1954), Longfield’s
The Presbyterian Controversy (Ox-
ford, 1991), and Weston’s Presbyte-
rian Pluralism (Tennessee, 1997).
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The Presbytery of San Diego in June of
2003 adopted a list of “guidelines,”
including six “essential tenets,” seven
“Reformed distinctives,” and a long list
of “questions for examinations” that
reinforce many of the same points. While
the presbytery claims that it is not
demanding “strict subscription,” there
are justifiable fears that these “guide-
lines” will be used in exactly that way, asa
litmus test by which to admit or exclude
candidates for ordination.

Indeed, attempts are currently being
made to get the General Assembly to
draw up a list of “essential tenets” that
would be binding upon all governing
bodies. The Presbytery of John Calvin in
Missouri has adopted an overture (04-03)
calling on the 216th General Assembly to
“reorganize and improve” three sections
in chapter 2 of the Form of Government
(G-2.0200-0500) and make them “essential
tenets” to which all ordained persons
must subscribe. If adopted, an amend-
ment to the Book of Order would be sent
to the presbyteries, with slight rearrange-
ments of these three sections — but also
with the official declaration that these are
“among the tenets deemed essential to an
understanding of the Reformed faith, as
expressed in the confessions of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).”

When we read chapter 2 of the Book of
Order, it becomes clear that itis a prelude
to chapter 3, cited above, which empha-
sizes the mission of the church as an
expression of God’s gracious purposes
for humanity. There are many topics,
furthermore, that are not mentioned at all
in these paragraphs, or are dealt with
more helpfully in other places.

In actual experience as they teach and
preach, many Presbyterians discover
widely admired statements that have
never been adopted officially. That
happened with 4 Declaration of Faith,
adopted by the PCUS General Assembly
in 1976, rejected by the presbyteries, and
then approved by the 1977 Assembly for
study purposes. Although proposals
have been made several times that the
reunited PC(USA) include the Declara-
tion in the Book of Confessions, no
General Assembly has seen fit to send it

to the presbyteries. And yet the
Declaration is widely used for teaching
and worship, since it is a confession that
speaks the language of modern times and
deals with contemporary issues while
presenting a comprehensive summary of
the faith.

IV. Who should make the judg-
ment?

The Presbytery of San Diego, in justify-
ing its adoption of “guidelines” for
persons seeking ordination, cites one of
the principles of church order (G-1.0302):
that 