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Rev. Susan Andrews, Pastor, Bradley Hills Presbyterian Church (Bethesda, Maryland)

My name is Susan Andrews.  I am a pastor from Bethesda, Maryland, and an Overture Ad-vocate for National Capital Presbytery.  I speak on behalf of twenty-nine overture advo-cates representing twenty-six of the presbyteries that have sent a total of thirty-five overtures requesting removal or modification of G-6.0106b. In order to help you with your work, all of us have collaborated in creating one presentation.  Thank you for allowing this somewhat unusual approach.  We want to speak, with one mind, a message of hope – and to suggest a way that you, in your deliberations, can move through the difficult terrain that is before you.

After the poignant and powerful stories we heard this morning, the five of us who will speak for the next hour wish to move from the personal to the corporate.  We will be focusing not on sexuality but on ecclesiology – on the broader nature, purpose, and pastoral wellbeing of the church.  

When we read the Gospels, we find that hospitality and inclusion are absolutely essential ingredients of Jesus’ pastoral care.  In fact, as the Good Shepherd, Jesus sets the standard for all the pastoral care that takes place in all of our congregations.  Our Lord was a law-abiding Jew, but he sometimes found it necessary to break the law in order to fulfill the law.  He was a compassionate teacher who obeyed God, but who also ate with tax collectors, touched lepers, and healed on the Sabbath.  Through this kind of gracious and flexible ministry, Jesus transformed the purity of law into the purity of love – embracing all of God’s children in the fullness of his pastor’s heart.

In my experience as a pastor, I believe that the provisions of G-6.0106b handicap our ability to provide effective pastoral care in three specific ways.

1.  G-6.0106b compromises the integrity of baptism.  The proclamation of the Word that is sealed in baptism announces that all men and women are created in the image of God, and are called to all of the ministries of the church.  In this sense, baptism is the initial “ordina-tion” of all Christians for Christian ministry.  There is a problem, then, when we preach and act out such a generous baptism – and then turn around and exclude certain categories of baptized people from the full expression of ministry within the church.  This is to ask us to compromise the integrity of the Gospel – and to compromise the integrity of our preaching.  And it can be confusing and painful to people sitting in the pews.

Consider Beth (not her real name), a youth elder, who last year after she was ordained came to the realization that she is a lesbian – and in so doing set aside her growing conviction that she was called to be a Minister of Word and Sacrament.  And what about David, who has served effectively as a parish pastor for twenty years, but finds his closeted sexuality more and more painful and a violation of his personal integrity?  Yes, the disconnect between our theology of baptism and our practices of ordination is a threat to the honesty and the hospi-tality of the Gospel.

2.  A second area of concern that affects the ministry and pastoral care of the church is related to evangelism.  The congregation I serve is moderate in its make-up – we are not More Light – and in fact there are only three openly gay people in our congregation.  And yet the Session has consistently gone on record as opposing B and the restrictive language we now have in the Book of Order.  Why?  Because compassion and hospitality are among our core values.  And there is strong agreement that to close our ministries to anyone, to ghettoize certain categories of Christians, to bind the conscience of some, and to judge some Christians as more worthy than others – all of this is contrary to the Gospel we proclaim.  The majority of people who join our congregation are young families and middle-aged couples – but at least a third of them have come to us because they are specifically looking for a church where hospitality and the inclusion of all God’s children is a priority.

A recent experience brought home once again the evangelism opportunities we are missing in the Presbyterian Church (USA).  I was asked to provide a memorial service for a 45-year-old woman who died of breast cancer.  She was, at the time of her death, a Senior Vice President for the MCI Corporation.  She was also a lesbian.  The service was held in a non-denominational chapel, at her request.  Though she was a baptized Christian, she had not felt comfortable in a Christian church for years.  The service was attended by business col-leagues, friends, and her partner of ten years – though most of the worshippers were not members of the gay community.  After the service, dozens of people spoke to me with incredulity, not believing that a pastor representing the Christian church would be willing to bless and honor the life of a lesbian.  What a travesty it is that large numbers of un-churched people believe that the Church of Jesus Christ only judges and condemns a significant seg-ment of the human population!

3.  The third concern related to the ministry and pastoral care of the church has to do with polity and governance.  So often when we talk about the peace, unity, and purity of the church, we fall into the trap of affirming peace and unity at the expense of purity – or of affirming purity at the expense of peace and unity.  But such conflict is not necessary if we understand purity in a biblical way.  Purity, according to the example and teachings of Jesus, is not based on a narrow Levitical code.  Instead, the purity that Jesus models for us embraces a depth of compassion, a breadth of mercy, and a crystalline quality of love.  A spirit that divides, condemns, and excludes is far from pure, for it is clouded by judgmental-ism and bitterness.  When we deny and hide what God has created – be it gifts of ministry or a particular sexual orientation – we breed within the Body of Christ deception and despair instead of the purity of integrity and honesty.

Within any healthy Christian body there needs to be a consensus about the essentials of the faith -- and then a respectful tolerance and dialogue around issues of theology and behavior that are non-essential.  When asked to summarize the essentials of our biblical faith, the great theologian Karl Barth boiled it all down to three words:  “Jesus loves me.”

Just over a year ago my colleague in ministry, the Associate Pastor of the congregation I serve, acknowledged for the first time to himself – and to me – that he is a gay man.  And because he is a person of integrity, he decided that he could not continue to minister effec-tively without revealing his whole self to those we serve.  After careful consultation with our Personnel Committee and the Session, Scott mailed a letter to all the member of the con-gregation, with a unanimous letter of pastoral support from the Session.

You might be wondering what happened as a result of this self-revelation.  We lost no mem-bers of the congregation.  But we have received the gifts of a whole and revitalized minister, who has doubled our youth program, grown in his power as a preacher, and pastored our congregation with a new and deep joy.  And Scott has received the love of a congregation acting out the Good News – that Jesus loves him, Jesus loves you, and Jesus loves all the children of the world. 

The twenty-nine Overture Advocates gathered here today urge you to change the Constitu-tion so that the love of Jesus Christ might abound. 
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Introduction

Thirty-five overtures seeking to change our ordination

policy toward homosexual persons have been received

by Committee Six.  Twenty-nine Overture Advocates for

those overtures have developed this presentation as a way

for you to hear from all of us, but not each of us!

We believe that it is time for our church to set aside

G-6.0106b and our current ordination policy toward

homosexual persons for the health and well-being of the

church that you and we love and serve.

Introduction


Doug:  I am Doug Nave, Advocate for Overture 01-08 from New York City.

Nancy:  I am Nancy Ramsay, a Professor of Pastoral Theology at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, and Advocate for the Overture from Mid-Kentucky concurring with Overture 00-13.  We are speaking here today on behalf of twenty-nine Overture Advocates who stood a moment ago and who are listed on the final page of this presentation.

Doug:  We have decided to make this part of the presentation in PowerPoint, because we want to go over a great deal of material that is both complex and challenging.  In the time available, we’ll be able to cover only the “high points” – but we hope that you might review the handouts again later, in a quiet moment on your own.  There is much here that we believe is central to resolution of our current difficulties.
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Outline of Presentation

•

Our History and Present Policy

•

Freedom of Conscience / Duty To Forbear

•

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

•

The Promise of Reform

Outline of Presentation


This presentation is organized into four parts:

· First, a brief review of our history and current policy, to provide a context for our discussions.

· Then, a discussion of freedom of conscience, and our duty to show one another mutual forbearance.

· We then turn to a discussion of different understandings of Scripture and the Con-fessions – not to establish which interpretations are correct, but simply to show that faithful Presbyterians who hold steadfastly to the authority of Scripture can have different understandings of texts that are important to our discussions.

· And, finally, we discuss the promise of reform.
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Our History and Present Policy


Nancy:  Let’s begin by reviewing briefly where we have been as a denomination.
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“Authoritative Interpretations”

•

In 1976, two presbyteries 

overtured

 General Assembly for “definitive

guidance” how presbyteries might proceed with gay persons in training for

ministry.

•

In 1978, after two years of study, the General Assembly of the UPCUSA

adopted a “Policy Statement and Recommendations” stating its “present

understanding” that “unrepentant homosexual practice does not accord with

the requirements for ordination.”  In 1979, the General Assembly of the

PCUS issued an essentially identical statement.  Those policy statements

were very controversial, and led to extended debate.

•

In 1993, in an effort to end the controversy, General Assembly formalized

the “policy statements” as “authoritative interpretations” of our general

ordination standards.  The debate went on.

Our History and Present Policy


For 25 years, we have been discussing whether non-celibate gay and lesbian people may render ordained service in the church.

We began in 1976, when several presbyteries requested “definitive guidance” about how they might proceed in working with two gay men who were training for the ministry.

After several years of study, the General Assembly of the UPCUSA issued what it called a “policy statement and recommendations” that “self-affirming, practicing homosexuals” cannot be ordained.  The PCUS followed with a similar statement in 1979.  That began almost twenty years of divisive debate about whether these statements were binding on local sessions and presbyteries.

In 1993, General Assembly tried to end the debate, by declaring these policy statements “authoritative interpretations” of our general ordination standards.  But our debate went on.
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“Amendment B”

•

In 1996, in another effort to end the debate, General Assembly

sent proposed G-6.0106

b

 to the presbyteries for their vote:

“Those who are called to office in the church are to lead a

life in obedience to Scripture and in conformity to the historic

confessional standards of the church.  Among these standards

is the requirement to live either in fidelity within the covenant

of marriage between a man and a woman (W-4.9001), or

chastity in singleness.  Persons refusing to repent of any self-

acknowledged practice which the confessions call sin shall

not be ordained and/or installed as deacons, elders, or

ministers of the Word and Sacrament.”

Our History and Present Policy


Doug:  Between 1993 and 1996, our denomination engaged in a three-year study.  That culminated in a deeply divided General Assembly sending Amendment B to the presby-teries, to see if it should be added to the Book of Order.  Amendment B stated that “chastity in singleness” would be a condition to ordained service – a requirement that could reach all single people – but it was well understood that the proposal was specifi-cally directed at gay and lesbian people.
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Life under “Amendment B”

Our History and Present Policy

G-6.0106

b

 passed by a close and bitterly divided vote:

-  Only 57% of the presbyteries voted for it, with 43% opposed.

-  The vote of individual presbyters was even closer, with only 51% 

    in favor and 49% opposed.

Amendment B has intensified, rather than ended, our debates:

-  Numerous churches have passed dissenting statements.

-  Numerous court cases have been launched in efforts to enforce and

   extend it.


Amendment B passed by a very narrow margin, receiving support from only 57% of the presbyteries.  When one counts the votes of individual presbyters, only 51% favored the amendment, and 49% opposed it.

Nancy:  With such deep division, it is small wonder that debate has continued.  Many groups have passed statements of dissent, some openly defying the amendment.  Other groups have brought a slew of judicial actions to enforce the amendment, and to extend its reach.
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In All These Years:

Our disagreement has been a constant concern.

Overtures regarding the ability of non-celibate gay

and lesbian persons to render ordained service have

been before the General Assembly in:

Our History and Present Policy

1977

1978

1982

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001


We’ve seen countless overtures since 1976.  This matter has been before the General Assembly in twenty of the last twenty-five years.  There were six overtures on this matter in 1976 – three in favor of ordained service by gay and lesbian persons, and three opposed.  This year, the Committee on Ordination Standards of this General Assembly has before it thirty-five overtures in favor of repealing or modifying our ordination rules, and one overture in favor of strengthening them.
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We Have Seen Endless Litigation:

Our History and Present Policy

Buchwalter

 v. Presbytery of Pittsburgh 

(1978)

Union Presbyterian Church (

Blasdell

) v. Presbytery of Western New York

 (1985)

LeTourneau

 v. Presbytery of Twin Cities

 (1993)

Sallade

 v. Presbytery of

 Genesee

 Valley

 (1993)

Presbytery of West Jersey v. Synod of Northeast

 (1993)

Hope Presbyterian Church v. Central Presbyterian Church

 (1994)

White v. Presbytery of Redwoods

 (1995)

Mount Auburn Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Cincinnati

 (1995)

Central Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Long Island

 (1996)

Presbytery of National Capital v. Office of General Assembly

 (1998)

Londonderry

 Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Northern New England

 (2000)

Sheldon v. Presbytery of West Jersey

 (2000)

Hair v. First Presbyterian Church (Stamford)

 (pending)


Doug:  And we’ve seen endless litigation.  This slide lists only the thirteen actions that went all the way to General Assembly’s Permanent Judicial Commission; there have been many more cases in the PJCs below.  Indeed, a new case was filed just a few months ago, against a minister who is a Commissioner to this General Assembly.  That case seeks disciplinary action against the minister, which may include permanent exclusion from ordained ministry.  The case was brought because she maintained pastoral confidence, and did not disclose that one of her congregation’s candidates for deacon was a lesbian living in a thirteen-year relationship.  That case is now pending.
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Twenty-Five Years Later We Have. . .

Thirty-five overtures challenging our present policies:

  -    32 seeking to overturn our present rules limiting

       ordained service by gay and lesbian persons;

  -    3 seeking the ability to obtain local waivers from

      those rules; and

 One overture seeking to strengthen our rules against

ordained service by gay and lesbian persons.

Our History and Present Policy


Nancy:  This year’s Assembly Committee on Ordination Standards has thirty-six overtures addressing this issue.  We are so divided now – twenty-five years after we started – that we hear repeated calls from some in our own church to sunder this denomination in two.
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Why This Issue Won’t Go Away

–

Because we do not yet have sufficient discernment to speak as a

denomination and have tried to govern by narrow majorities.

–

Because many faithful Presbyterians believe that their consciences

and understandings of Scripture are violated by  the present rules.

–

Because other Presbyterians -- equally faithful -- believe that their

consciences and understandings of Scripture support the rules.

–

Because many of us have forgotten the duty to show mutual

forbearance in matters of conscience.

Our History and Present Policy


Doug:  Why can’t we put this issue behind us?  I personally think the answer has very little to do with sex.  I think back to a time when I was perhaps ten years old, and took a walk with my father on the beach.  My father is a Presbyterian minister, now retired, so religion was a common subject of discussion in our household.  I spent perhaps a year tor-turing my parents with the question, “Where did God come from?”  It finally became clear to me that there simply was no good answer to that question.  So I turned to a different question:  “Where did Presbyterians come from?” – and, more importantly, “What makes Presbyterians special from other Christians?”

My father’s answer was so immediate and clear, and carried such conviction, that I can hear it to this day.  He said, “There are two things that make Presbyterians special.  One is, we believe that God alone is Lord of the conscience.  And two is our polity:  We do every-thing decently and in order.”  My father declared these simple truths so forcefully that, as we walked along the beach, I felt like the surf was thundering its approval.

That’s what the rest of this presentation is about.  You see, my father is a fairly conserva-tive soul, and we have many disagreements about what it means to be right – but we are in profound agreement about what it means to be Presbyterian.

I believe we’re not divided by homosexuality nearly so much as we’re divided by a failure to respect our own polity.  We have tried to govern through power, through closely divided votes.  What we’ve forgotten is that power doesn’t give our actions authority.  Almost half of our denomination believes that our ordination standards are wrong – and we won’t have denominational peace and unity until we honor that viewpoint every bit as much as we honor the views of those who agree with our present rules.
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Freedom of Conscience

and Duty To Forbear


The following slides will give some examples from our Scriptures and church Constitution of what it means to be Presbyterian.
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Freedom of Conscience Is

A Bedrock of Presbyterian Tradition

“

God alone is Lord of the

conscience,

 and hath left it

free from the doctrines and

commandments of men

which are in anything

contrary to his Word,

or beside it, in matters

of faith or worship.”

                           

Book of Order,

 G-1.0301

                 Westminster Confession of Faith,

 6.109

                                                    (emphasis added)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Nancy:  We have in our Constitution a section called the Historic Principles of Church Order, dating back to 1788.  They state that:  “God alone is Lord of the conscience, and has left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men [and women] which are in anything contrary to his Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship.”
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Freedom of Conscience Is Grounded in

Scripture

God promises a new covenant: 

“I will put my law within them, 

and I will write it on their 

hearts.”

     (

Jer

. 31:31-34; 

Heb

. 8:10-11, 10:15-17)

 “The word is very near to you;

it is in your mouth and in your

heart for you to observe.”

                             (Deuteronomy 30:11-14)

“In the night also 

my heart instructs me.”

                                                 (Psalm 16:7)

  

“Let all be fully convinced in their

own minds. . . .  Those who eat,

eat in honor of the Lord,

since they give thanks to God;

while those who abstain,

abstain in honor of the Lord

and give thanks to God. . . .

The faith that you have,

have as your own

conviction before God.”

                                          (Romans 14:1-6, 22)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Doug:  Those words come directly out of the great Westminster Confession of 1647.  But the principle – respect for conscience – is much older.  God has promised:  “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts” – a promise reiterated in both the Old and New Testaments.  Paul, likewise, states in 2 Corinthians that, “Indeed, this is our boast, the testimony of our conscience.”

Nancy:  In Romans 14, Paul addresses persons in the early Church who were debating whether Jewish food requirements were still binding.  And Paul calls this a matter of conscience on which Christians should show forbearance toward each other:

Let all be fully convinced in their own minds. . . .  Those who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord, and give thanks to God. . . .  The faith that you have, have as your own conviction before God.
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Paul Emphasizes Conscience

  

Paul invokes 

conscience

 as the opening point in his trial before the religious authorities:

  “Brothers, up to this day I have lived my life 

with a clear conscience

 before God.”

  (Acts 23:1) 

 

 

Paul appeals to his listeners’

 conscience

 

 for discernment:  “By the open statement 

  of the truth we commend ourselves 

  

to the conscience 

of everyone  in the sight

  of God. . . .  I hope that we are also well 

  known 

to your consciences.

”

 

                              (2 Corinthians 4:2, 5:11)

  

Paul endorses 

conscience 

as a way 

  to right living:  “They know that what 

  the law requires is written on their

 

 hearts, to which 

their own conscience

  also bears witness.”     (Romans 2:15)

  

Paul trusts in

 conscience

 for confirmation of the truth:

  

  “I am speaking the truth in Christ -- I am not lying, 

my conscience confirms it

 

    by the Holy Spirit.”   

    

                                                              (Romans 9:1)

  “Indeed, this is our boast, 

the testimony of  our conscience

.”

                                                                                              (2 Corinthians 1:12)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Paul repeatedly emphasizes, throughout his epistles, the central role played by conscience in discerning, and then testifying to, the truth. 
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Christ Rules the Conscience

“The right of private judgment 

. . . is a right for freedom 

of obedience to Christ 

and it is the duty of Christians 

to insist upon this right.”

 

                   

               

General Assembly, 

Historic Principles, 

        Conscience, and Church Government 

(1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

“Christ is obscured, or rather 

  extinguished to us, unless our 

  consciences maintain their liberty.”

                                                 John Calvin, 

                     Institutes, 

Book III, 

Ch

. 19.14.

 

“But with me it is a very small thing

   that I should be judged by you or by

 

 

 any human court. . . .  I am not aware

   of anything against myself, but I am

   not thereby acquitted.  It is the Lord

 

 

 who judges me.  Therefore do not 

   pronounce judgment before the time.”

 

                                      

                                           (1 Corinthians 4:3-5)

 

“Unless this freedom be comprehended, 

   neither Christ nor gospel truth, nor inner

 

 

 peace of soul, can be rightly known.”

 

          

                     

    

John Calvin, 

Institutes of the 

                                   Christian Religion,

 Book III,

 Ch

. 19.1.


Doug:  John Calvin tells us that conscience – in the Latin, “con science,” or “knowledge with” – means knowledge with God, not independent knowledge or simply ideas shared with other men and women.  He warns us repeatedly about the dangers of compromising our conscience – that “Christ is obscured, or rather extinguished to us, unless our con-sciences maintain their liberty.”

And our General Assembly, when we re-united the northern and southern churches, said in 1983 that “[t]he right of private judgment is a right for freedom of obedience to Christ, and it is the duty of Christians to insist upon this right.”

Our first loyalty belongs to Christ, not to other men and women.

Nancy:  I’ve been a seminary professor for eighteen years.  Over that time, I’ve taught perhaps two thousand students.  Again and again, my colleagues in other Presbyterian seminaries and I sit with talented women and men, and agonize with them about this dilemma of conscience.  Baptized; confirmed by Presbyterian congregations like yours and mine; and then invited to consider ministry as their gifts are recognized, these seminarians find themselves called by God to ministry, well equipped for that ministry, but no longer welcomed if they live authentically as gay and lesbian men and women.  They want to be obedient to Christ’s call but cannot do so in the church they call home.

No home should ask a child to choose between authenticity and inclusion, but that is what this church family does.  So as a matter of conscience, these gifted men and women are true to themselves and their call, but in other denominations and contexts for ministry where they are welcomed.  We lose these gifted religious leaders at a time when we endure an increasingly severe shortage of pastors.
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Responsibility, Not License

•

Freedom of conscience is responsibility to

interpret Scripture, not license to ignore it.

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

  

  “That the Word may become effectual to salvation we must 

    attend thereunto with diligence, preparation, and prayer.”

   

     Shorter Westminster Catechism,

 7.090

  

“

The sins forbidden in the

  

 

 First Commandment are

    . . . making men the lords

 

   of our faith and conscience. . . .”

     Larger Westminster Catechism,

 7.215

  

“Try the spirits whether they

    are of God!  Prove also the 

    words of the Confessional 

    Synod . . . to see whether 

    they agree with Holy Scripture 

    and with the Confessions.” 

                   Declaration of Barmen,

 8.04 


It is important to note that freedom of conscience is not unbounded – it is bounded, by the Bible.  Conscience is an obligation to interpret Scripture, not license to ignore it.  Our Confessions emphasize that we cannot merely accept what others say about the Bible, but that we must study and know the Word ourselves.
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“Essentials” Provide Boundaries

•

The doctrinal essence of Christianity includes the Trinity, the

incarnation, salvation by grace through faith, and acceptance of

Scripture as the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ.

•

“Central affirmations” of our Reformed tradition (G-2.0500) also

include:

–

Sovereignty of God

–

Election of the people for salvation and service

–

Covenant life

–

Faithful stewardship

–

Human tendency toward idolatry and tyranny

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


And we recognize that there are some things so fundamental to the Christian faith that we must all subscribe to them.  Since 1758, we Presbyterians have defined our boun-daries as things that are “essential” to Reformed faith and polity.

Doug:  The difficult question, of course, is what can be deemed so “essential” that everyone has to agree to it?  Some examples are shown here on this slide.  We believe in a sovereign God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – Who rules over all creation, and Who now redeems people through grace when they profess faith in Jesus Christ.  We believe in covenant life together in stewardship.  We believe that we must always be aware of our fallenness, and our tendency toward idolatry and tyranny over others.
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We May Differ on Many Things

•

We value conscience so highly that, in 1925,  we affirmed

freedom for ministers to disagree about:

–

The Virgin birth

        -  

Substitutionary

 atonement

–

The miracles of Christ

        -  The 

inerrancy 

of Scripture

–

Bodily resurrection

“The right of private judgment is a necessary one.

It includes the right to be wrong.”

 

                      

                                                                          General Assembly, 

Historic Principles,

                                                                 Conscience, and Church Government

 (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Nancy:  So what’s not “essential”?  We have not drawn any “bright lines.”  However, the last time we faced a liberal/conservative divide, we Presbyterians decided that it is not “essential” to believe in the literal truth or inerrancy of Scripture.  We regard as “essen-tial” that salvation comes by grace only through faith in Jesus Christ.  But we allow disagreement about whether Christ really was born of a virgin or had the literal power to do miracles.  Freedom of conscience is that important.  

In the words of our 1983 General Assembly, “the right of private judgment is a necessary one,” and “it includes the right to be wrong.”
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What’s Not “Essential”?

In all our debates about the central facets of our faith, 

sexual practice has never made the list.

We have reformed our understanding of gender and sexuality 

numerous times:

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

-

Freeing women from

 

subordination and silence.

-

Permitting divorce and remarriage.

-

Recognizing the validity of interracial marriage.

-

Recognizing that a homosexual orientation, in itself, is not sin.


Doug:  We said at the start of this talk that we don’t want to debate the merits of our beliefs about homosexuality, and we mean that.  But we do want to note something interesting – and very important:  When we consider the “essentials,” sexual practice doesn’t even make the list.  We Presbyterians have reformed our understanding in numerous areas:

· We have freed women from subordination and silence in church.

· We have amended the Westminster Confession in recognition that sometimes divorce and remarriage may be permitted.

· We now believe that people of different races may marry.

· And we have recognized explicitly, since 1978, that a homosexual orientation alone is not sinful.

So gender and sexuality are not areas where we have ever defined “essentials.”
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We Have A Duty To Forbear

“There are truths and forms

with respect to which men of

good characters and principles

may differ.  And in all these we

think it the 

duty

 both of private

Christians and societies to

exercise mutual forbearance

toward each other.”

     Book of Order,

 G-1.0305 (emphasis added)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Nancy:  There is a reason Scripture speaks so much about conscience, and why our Reformed tradition places such an emphasis on it.  That’s because there are times when we will disagree.  And not about little things -- if our disagreements were trivial, we would simply forget them and move on.  We place great emphasis on freedom of conscience because we recognize that sincere Christians of good conscience can have deeply felt differences about very important things.  

The Scripture and Confessions tell us how to approach these differences.  Our Book of Order says that:

There are truths and forms with respect to which men [and women] of good characters and principles may differ.  And in all these we think it the duty both of private Christians and societies [that is, churches] to exercise mutual forbearance toward each other.

Doug:  My father was well-loved in the church he pastored for 32 years.  When he retired, the leading newspaper in the state ran a half-page story about him.  And he said something in that interview that struck a deep chord with me, and impressed the editor enough to emblazon it in big, bold letters in the middle of the article.  My father said that “We can differ and get along fine.  But when we deal with people’s convictions, we step on holy ground.”  It is a hard task – but an absolutely funda-mental requirement that has been with us as long as we have been the Presbyterian Church – that we honor each other’s conscience.
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N.T. Writers Caution Against Division

 

“Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord 

   Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions 

   among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.  

   For it has been reported to me by 

Chloe’s

 people that there are quarrels 

   among you. . . .   Has Christ been divided?” 

 

                 

(1 Corinthians 1:10-13)

“Have unity of spirit, sympathy,

love for one another, a tender heart,

and a humble mind.”

                                    

(1 Peter 3:8)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

 

 

“Lead a life worthy of the calling 

 

 

  to which you have been called, 

  

 

 with all humility and gentleness, 

    with patience, bearing with one 

    another in love, making every 

    effort to maintain the unity of 

    the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

 

                                        (Ephesians 4:1-3)

“Be at peace among yourselves.”

   

                              

                              (1 Thessalonians 5:13)


Nancy:  The New Testament appeals to us many times to maintain peace and unity, not to allow our differences to divide us.  Paul says, “I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you.”  The plea runs through virtually every letter in the New Testament:  “Be at peace among yourselves.”
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Synods and Councils May Err

   

“All synods or councils since the apostles’ times, whether general or particular, 

     may err, and many have erred; therefore they are not to be made the rule of faith

     or practice, but to be used as a help in both.”             

Westminster Confession

, 6.175

   

   

“No Church governing body ought to pretend to make laws to bind the conscience

    

 in virtue of their own authority.”

                                          

Book of Order,

 G-1.0307

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

We are a “church reformed,

always reforming, 

according to the Word of God 

and the call of the Spirit.”

Book of Order,

 G-2.0200, G-18.0101

  

“We do not permit ourselves, in controversies 

    about religion or matters of faith, to urge our 

    case with only the opinions of the fathers or 

    decrees of councils; much less by received 

    customs, or by the large number of those who 

    share the same opinion, or by the prescription 

    of a long time. . . .  We do not admit any other  

    judge than God.”

                        

                       Second 

Helvetic

 Confession,

 5.013


Doug:  Our Confessions also recognize that we can’t simply rely on the power of assem-blies.  Synods and councils may err, and we therefore must be always open to reform.  Our Book of Order states it in the plainest possible terms:  “No Church governing body ought to pretend to make laws to bind the conscience in virtue of their own authority.”

It’s a principle that runs through all of our confessions since the 1500s.

Nancy:  Our Confessions also remind us why assemblies cannot bind the conscience in matters where there may be good faith disagreement.  It is because we are a “church reformed, always reforming, according to the Word of God and the call of the Spirit.”  We must remain open to the possibility that God may speak a new word, or that we may discern an old word more clearly, so that we may become better equipped for the ministry of reconciliation.
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Individual Conscience Offers Insight

“Controversy, and 

          “The  church protects 

  the tension inevitably 

its own minority point 

  produced by diversity,

of view as if it were 

  may be the area where  

protecting its future, 

  -- in the struggling and

recognizing that the 

  grappling with ideas -- 

dissenter may well 

  the Spirit is most likely 

represent the will of 

  to speak to the church.”

God.”

General Assembly, 

Historic Principles, 

          Conscience, and Church Government

 (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Doug:  In 1983, we saw the merger of the “northern” and “southern” Presbyterian churches – churches that initially divided in the Civil War era and that still reflected some general differences of view.  Our General Assembly adopted a report then on how we might live faithfully together.  Its words bear re-hearing today.

First, the General Assembly reminds us that individual conscience must be respected because it offers new insights to the church.  The General Assembly stated that:

Controversy, and the tension inevitably produced by diversity, may be the area where -- in the struggling and grappling with ideas – the Spirit is most likely to speak to the church. . . .  The church protects its own minority point of view as if it were protecting its future, recognizing that the dissenter may well represent the will of God.

Those are strong words.
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Forbearance Affords Peace and Unity

   

“Schism is generally

     the result of an improper 

     understanding or use

  “Respect for diversity is

     of Presbyterian polity . . . 

 

  

 a central requirement for 

     [when] a governing body 

    the peace and unity of the

     assumes the simple 

    church.”

     majority to be sufficient 

     for taking action binding 

 

     the conscience of a large 

     minority.” 

General Assembly, 

Historic Principles, 

          Conscience, and Church Government

 (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


Nancy:  And the Assembly’s words about our duty of mutual forbearance are equally strong:

Schism is generally the result of an improper understanding or use of Presbyterian polity . . . when a governing body assumes the simple majority to be sufficient for taking action binding the conscience of a large minority. . . .  Respect for diversity is a central requirement for the peace and unity of the church.
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“Freedom To Leave”?

 

“God . . . reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us 

   the ministry of reconciliation. . . .  So we are ambassadors for Christ,

   since God is making his appeal through us.”     

     

 

(2 Corinthians 5:18-20)

The church in its wholeness testifies to the reconciliation 

that is in Christ:

 

“To be reconciled to God is to be sent into the 

   world as his reconciling community. . . .  The 

   unity of the church is compatible with a wide 

   variety of forms, but it is hidden and distorted 

   when variant forms are allowed to harden into 

   sectarian divisions, exclusive denominations, 

   and rival factions.”

   

 

                           

Confession of 1967,

 9.31, 9.34

   

“Has Christ

   

 

 been divided?”

     

  

     

(1 Corinthians 1:13)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear


You know, in all this back-and-forth about “essentials” and freedom of conscience, some have gotten tired of grappling with each other, and have suggested that “freedom of conscience” means “freedom to leave.”  But the Gospel tells us something different.  The unity of the church testifies before the world to the reconciling power of Jesus Christ.  

Doug:  And we can hear the hurt, and the outrage, and the scandal in the Apostle Paul’s question to the quarreling church:  “Has Christ been divided?”  Division solves nothing.
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Key Points

God alone is Lord of the conscience.

-   Understanding Scripture 

-   Obedience to Christ

     

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

    

We have a duty to show mutual 

    forbearance -- to avoid:

 -   Error (our church is reformed, 

  

 

  always reforming).

 -   Division (a whole church witnesses 

 

 

 

 

 to Christ’s reconciling power).

Sexual practice is not an “essential” of our faith.


Nancy:  To summarize, we need to remember three key points:

First, that freedom of conscience is vital – for understanding Scripture, and for obedience to Christ.

Second, that we have the duty to show each other mutual forbearance in matters of conscience.  Where we do not forbear, we risk error in failing to reform according to new insights, and we risk division in our fellowship.

And, finally, that sexual practice is not of equal dignity to Christ.  It does not rise to the level of “essentials” where we may be required to agree.
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Interpreting Scripture

and the Confessions


Doug:  We would like to shift gears now, and talk a bit about whether there is room for freedom of conscience – or whether Scripture is so clear about homosexuality that we all must believe the same, self-evident truths.
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The Bible Must Be Interpreted

   

“Nor consequently do we acknowledge as the true or genuine interpretation

     

of the Scriptures . . . what the defenders of the Roman Church plainly maintain

     should be thrust upon all for acceptance.  But we hold that interpretation of the 

     Scriptures to be orthodox and genuine which is gleaned from 

the Scriptures

     themselves

 (from the nature of the

 

language

 in which they were written, 

     likewise according to the 

circumstances

 in which they were set down, and 

     expounded in the light of 

like and unlike passages

 and of 

many and

 

clearer 

     passages

) and which agree with the 

rule of faith and love

.”

 

                                                      

Second 

Helvetic

 Confession,

 5.010 (emphasis added)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

“All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all.”

                                                                                          Westminster Confession of Faith,

 6.007


Nancy:  Our Confessions tell us, quite candidly, that Scripture is not self-evidently clear, about many things.  This is nothing new – we said it in 1647, in the Westminster Confession of Faith.  And we said it even before then, in 1561, in the Second Helvetic Confession.  This is not “modernism,” or “accommodating culture” – it is a hard fact of faith.

Doug:  We want in just a few brief minutes to run through the texts that keep coming up in our debates, to suggest some of the ways faithful Presbyterians have understood those texts.  Our point, again, is not to argue “who’s right” and “who’s wrong” – far from it, we believe our denomination would commit grave error if it took a formal position on either side of this debate right now.  But we do want to go into it enough to show that faithful Presbyterians – reasonable people of strong faith and good conscience, people who hold steadfastly to the authority of Scripture – are not of one mind.  And that there is room for freedom of conscience.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

Thirty-three -- over half  -- of the Biblical faculty in our Presbyterian

seminaries disagree with our present ordination standards:

    

“[T]he Bible is an indispensable means of God’s communication. . .

    

“We would first of all caution the church against wresting these six passages out of

    

  

context and pressing them into service in our debate. . .

    “[W]e would caution the church against any hasty conclusion that these passages

      present instructions for us on what we know as homosexuality today. . .

    “[W]e caution the church against an interpretation of the Bible that leads the church

      into pronouncing judgment upon a specific behavior of a whole category of persons. . .

    “We would encourage the church at this time to interpret particular passages of the Bible

      in light of the whole Bible, and in recognition that Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, is the

      living Word of God. . . .

                                                                       The Whole Bible for the Whole Human Family

                                                                                                                              (June, 2001)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Professor Gene March, who testified before the committee, introduced a statement signed by thirty-three of the Bible professors at our Presbyterian seminaries.  They represent over half of all our full-time Biblical faculty, and they make clear that Scripture must be read carefully to be understood, and that they disagree with our current policy.
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    

Aggression:

  Attempted gang rape of

    Lot’s visitors (like the heterosexual

    rape/murder in Judges 19-21).

   

Angels:

  Confusion of the distinction

   between humanity and divinity (the

   sin of the Gnostics condemned in 

   Jude and 2 Peter).

What is at issue in the story of Sodom (Genesis 19:1-26)?

     

Arrogance, 

     Inhospitality

, 

     Injustice,

     Oppression, 

     and Idolatry:

   

  The sins of Sodom 

     cited elsewhere in 

     the Bible (

e.g.,

 

     Deuteronomy 29; 

     Isaiah 1, 3; Jeremiah 

     23; Lamentations 4; 

     Ezekiel 16; Amos 4).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  We start with Genesis 19, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, where the men of the city tried to rape two angels and God then destroyed the city.  The most obvious reading of this story is not that it condemns homosexuality, but that it condemns violence and rape.

Doug:  Other faithful Presbyterians believe that the story is about arrogance and inhospitality – the sins most often attributed to the people of Sodom elsewhere in the Scriptures.

Nancy:  There are other readings as well.  The point, again, is not to decide here which of these readings is correct.  It is simply to point out that faithful Presbyteri-ans, who hold steadfastly to the authority of Scripture, may interpret the story of Sodom as something quite different than a condemnation of homosexual conduct.
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

   

One God:

  Condemnation of male temple 

   prostitution and idolatry (a recurring

   problem -- 

see 

1 Kings 14:24, 15:12, 

   22:46; 2 Kings 23:7).

    

One order:

  “Purity”

    Code prohibiting, 

e.g.,

    blending of fabrics,

    plant or animal 

    cross-breeding, many 

    foods, consumption of 

    meat with dairy, and 

    sexual relations with a

  

 

 menstruant

 (rules lifted

  

 

 in the New Testament).

What do Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 address?

   

One People: 

 Reaction against possible

   assimilation into foreign culture, through 

   rejection of common sexual and other 

   practices, to show that Israel was a 

   community “set apart” (a division 

   eradicated in the New Testament).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Doug:  Then we come to Leviticus, which says that it is an “abomination” for a male to sleep with another man, and that the perpetrators shall be put to death.  One reading of these two verses is to say that they condemn all homosexual conduct, forever.  But there are other, faithful interpretations.  

Nancy:  Some believe that the writer is condemning the widespread temple prostitution and idolatry that beleaguered the Israelites – indeed, a number of texts in 1 and 2 Kings talk about the repeated expulsions of male temple prostitutes from the land.

Doug:  Still other interpreters understand these texts to be part of a complex “purity” code that was done away with in the New Testament.  We don’t observe those rules today – we wear blended fabrics, engage in agricultural engineering, consume pork and shellfish, and the like.  Many people wonder why we should pull these two verses about homosexuality out of all of the others and continue to assert their validity.

Nancy:  Who’s right?  For present purposes, that simply isn’t the right question.  The point is that faithful Presbyterians, of good conscience, may hold different under-standings of these two verses.

Doug:  And that’s all we have in the Old Testament.  Two slides from the New Testa-ment, and we’re done.
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    

Result:

  Homosexuality not as sin,

    but as a feature of fallen Creation, like

    modesty in nakedness, desire for meat, 

    pain in childbirth, and work in agriculture.

    

Reversal:

  

    Persons’ acting

    against their natural

    orientation -- whether

    heterosexual, as 

    in Paul’s example, 

    or homosexual -- 

    which Paul cites as

    an analogy to our 

    turning away from 

    God.

What is Paul addressing in Romans 1?

    

Rhetoric:

  The Jewish view of Gentile

    society as “unclean” in its practices,

    which Paul cites in order to win over 

    his listeners before “turning the tables” 

    and pointing out that the Jews are self-

    condemned.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  Some believe that the Apostle Paul condemns homosexuality in Romans 1, where he talks about people exchanging the natural for the unnatural.  Again, however, understand-ings differ.  

Doug:  Many believe that Paul is describing life outside of Eden, the result of original sin.  Scripture tells us that the Fall affected many aspects of human life – that women now labor to give birth, that people must work hard for a living, even that we wear clothes.  We still view these things, ultimately, as good – even though they were not part of God’s original design.  Likewise, some believe that Paul may be talking in Romans about another result of the fall – the reorientation of affections – as something that was not part of original Creation, but that is not necessarily sinful.

Nancy:  Others believe that Paul is talking here about heterosexual men having sex with other men – about abandon and excess.  He uses this as an analogy to humankind’s substitu-tion of idols in place of its natural affection for God.  However, under that reading, it would be equally “unnatural” for a gay or lesbian person to have sexual relations with a partner of the opposite sex.  Many therefore believe Paul simply isn’t talking about sexual ethics here.

Doug:  And it appears clear that Paul is not stating a judgment against homosexual relations when he says that they are “unnatural.”  In fact, Paul says in the same letter – Romans 11:24 – that God acts “unnaturally,” in grafting Gentiles onto the Jewish root.  Since it is impos-sible for God to act immorally, many readers conclude that Paul must be using the word “unnatural” in a different sense, to connote the unexpected or unconventional.

Nancy:  And finally, there are 1 Corinthians 6 and 1 Timothy 1.  These two letters each use the same Greek words – malakoi and arsenokoitai – to describe wrongdoers.  These two words are quite unusual, and no one is quite sure what they mean.  Some translators have suggested that they refer to homosexuals.  However, these are not the words that were com-monly used for homosexuality when these letters were written.  Many translators therefore interpret these words as referring to people engaged in child abuse or prostitution.

And even if they refer to some same-sex conduct, various translators believe that they refer simply to sexual activity between men and adolescent boys, and the sexual use of slaves common in Paul’s day – rather than the kind of faithful and loving relationships we are debating in the Presbyterian church now.


[image: image34.wmf]34

Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    

Etymology:

  Paul uses 

    unusual Greek words

    that translators interpret

    many different ways --

    from child molesting to

    prostitution -- but that 

    are 

not

 the words that

    were commonly used for 

    homosexuality at the time 

    these letters were written.

    

     

Exploitation:  

Paul

     condemns the pederasty

     and sexual use of slaves

     common in the world

     of the New Testament.

What is at issue in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10

and 1 Timothy 1:9-10?

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


So where does that leave us?  Again, with some uncertainty about homosexuality – but with absolute clarity that faithful Presbyterians can hold steadfastly to the authority of Scripture and still believe that the Scripture does not condemn all homosexual conduct.
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Traditional Readings May Be Reconsidered

We have changed longstanding interpretations on many things:

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

Slavery and racial segregation

 

(formerly based, 

e.g.,

 on Genesis 9:24-27, 24:35;

Exodus 21:1-6, 21:20-21; Leviticus 19:20-22, 22:10-11, 25:44-46; Deuteronomy 15:12-17;

Nehemiah 7:66-67; 1 Corinthians 7:21; Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 3:22-4:1; 1 Timothy 6:1-2;

Titus 2:9-10; 1 Peter 2:18-19; 

Book of Confessions

 7.238, 7.240).

Ban on interracial marriage

 

(formerly based, 

e.g.,

 on Genesis 24:3, Leviticus

19:19, Deuteronomy 22:9-10).

Divorce and remarriage

 

(formerly based, 

e.g.,

 on Deuteronomy 24:1-4; 

Malachi 2:13-16; Matthew 5:31-32, 19:3-9; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Corinthians 

7:10-11; 

Westminster Confession, 

1647

 ed

.,

 Ch

. XXIV.V-VI). 

Subordination of women to men

 

(formerly based, 

e.g.,

 on 1 Corinthians

14:33-36, 11:3; Ephesians 5:22-24; Colossians 3:18; 1 Timothy 2:11-15; 1 Peter 3:1-6; 

Book of Confessions

 3.22, 5.191).


Doug:  Some believe that all of this “parsing of phrases” is a waste of time – that it has been clear down through the centuries that homosexuality is wrong.  But we know that many of our traditional understandings have been unjust and in need of reform:

· We have recognized only in the last forty years or so that it was wrong for men to dominate women, that women have the authority and insight and call to render service as ministers in the church.  We believe that is self-evident today . . . but many other branches of Christianity still do not.

· We believe that slavery is wrong, and racial segregation is wrong, and our traditional ban on interracial marriage was wrong.  But as recently as only thirty or forty years ago, Christians were defending the rules of segregation with a fervor born of certainty in Scripture.

· And both the northern and southern churches amended the Westminster Confession, in recognition that blanket condemnation of remarriage after divorce is not appropriate.

In short, our traditional understandings of Scripture have been – and may be – reformed.  And many faithful Presbyterians, true to the authority of the Bible, are reconsidering their understanding of what Scripture has to say about homosexuality. 
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

Uncertainties in translation may alter the meaning of a text:

 

1 Kings 14:24, 15:12, 22:46

:

 Abominations lead to the extermination of:

 -  “sodomites” (

in

 KJV).

 -  “male cult prostitutes” (

in

 RSV, NRSV, NIV).

 

1 Corinthians 6:9-10 / 1 Timothy 1:9-10

:

 Translators differ greatly about what “

malakoi

” 

 and “

arsenokoitai

” (included among wrongdoers)

 actually mean --  

e.g.,

 sexual “abusers” or “perverts”

 (whether heterosexual or homosexual), all “

homo

-

 

sexuals

” (whether celibate or not), “sodomites,” 

 “weaklings,” “effeminate” persons, 

catamites

, 

 boy prostitutes, or child molesters.

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe we should

avoid exclusionary or

rigid interpretations of

verses whose meaning

is unclear.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  We want to go very quickly through the next slides, but we hope that you will look at them more closely when you have a moment later on your own.  These show some of the ways that faithful Presbyterians, who hold steadfastly to the authority of Scripture, have seen in Scripture reason to change our traditional views.

Doug:  We have mentioned already the translation problems with the verses at issue.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

Some commandments clearly depend on context:

 

“You shall not let anything that breathes 

 

   remain alive.  You shall annihilate them.”

                                

(Deuteronomy 20:10-18)

 “You shall not murder.”                             

                                             

(Exodus 20:13)

 “Accursed is the one who keeps back the 

   sword from bloodshed.”             

          

                                           

(Jeremiah 48:10)

 “All who take the sword will perish by     

   the sword.”                                               

                                           

(Matthew 26:52)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that biblical

references to

homosexuality must

be understood in light

of their specific contexts.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  We also must read with understanding of the context of a passage.  This leads us to think again about what passages like those in Leviticus and Romans might truly be addressing.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

Christ’s gospel does away with legalistic distinctions between

“clean” and “unclean” groups:

  

“You yourself know that it is unlawful for

    a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile;

    but God has shown me that I should not call

    anyone profane or unclean. . . .  If then 

    God gave them the same gift that he gave us 

    when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, 

    who was I that I could hinder God?. . . 

 

    Why are you putting God to the test

    by placing on the neck of the disciples

    a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we

    have been able to bear?”

                                   

(Acts 10:28, 11:17, 15:10)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that Christ’s

gospel erases any

distinction between

heterosexual and

homosexual persons.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Doug:  Many read about how the Gospel of Jesus Christ does away with old distinctions between groups – like those between Jews and Gentiles.  This provides some reason to re-examine traditional distinctions between heterosexuals and homosexuals, groups that have been divided by the same kinds of thinking about the law and “purity.”
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

Christ’s gospel clears away old forms of exclusion:

 

 

“No one who has a blemish shall 

 

  draw near [to serve as a priest], 

 

 

 one who is blind or lame, or one 

   who has a mutilated face or a 

   limb too long.”

                              

(Leviticus 21:16-23)

 “Those born of an illicit union 

 

  shall not be admitted to the 

  

 assembly of the Lord.  Even to 

 

 

 the tenth generation, none of their 

 

  descendants shall be admitted.”

                               

(Deuteronomy 23:2)

 

“There is no distinction, 

   since all have sinned and 

   fall short of the glory of God; 

   they are now justified by his 

 

   grace as a gift. . . .  He justifies 

   the one who has faith in Jesus.”

                                   

(Romans 3:22-26)

 “There is no longer Jew or Greek,

   there is no longer slave or free,

   there is no longer male and female,

   for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”

                                  

 

    

(Galatians 3:28)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  Many read the exclusionary texts of the Old Testament – that someone who is lame or has a physical deformity cannot be a priest, or that someone born out of wedlock cannot enter the congregation.  Then they read the Gospel – that there is no distinction between people, that we are all the same in the grace of Jesus Christ.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

 

“No one who has been emasculated by

   crushing or cutting may enter the assembly

   of the Lord.”

                                            

(Deuteronomy 23:1)

 “As they were going along the road, they

   came to some water, and the eunuch said,

   ‘Look, here is water!  What is to prevent me

   from being baptized?’ . . .  And both of them,

   Philip and the eunuch, went down into the

   water, and Philip baptized him.”

                                                    

(Acts 8:26-39)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that gay and

lesbian persons who

profess faith in Jesus

Christ may participate

fully in the life of Christ’s

church.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


And those faithful Presbyterians conclude that gay and lesbian persons who profess faith in Jesus Christ may participate fully in the life of the church.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

Scripture reflects time-bound perspectives or ancient

societal norms:

 

“For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of 

 

  

every human institution, whether of the emperor

   as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him.”

                                                     

(1 Peter 2:13-14)

 “Tell slaves to be submissive to their masters

   and to give satisfaction in every respect . . .

   so that in everything they may be an ornament

   to the doctrine of God our Savior.”

                                                          

(Titus 2:9-10)

 “Women should be silent in the churches.  

   For they are not permitted to speak, but should

   be subordinate.”

                                          

(1 Corinthians 14:33-35)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that texts often

cited to condemn all

homosexual conduct

reflect time-bound

perspectives that are not

binding today.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Doug:  Many faithful Presbyterians reflect on how Scripture has been used to exclude or oppress people in the past, and they conclude that we are doing the same thing now, in wrongfully excluding gay and lesbian people.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

The New Testament example requires efforts to deliver people

from oppressive social/value systems:

 

 

Christ scandalized the religious 

 community by leveling old 

 hierarchies of “worthiness” 

 and building fellowship with 

 persons thought “unclean,” 

 outcasts, and sinners.

 

  (Matthew 9:10-13, 11:19, 21:28-

  45, 26:6-7; Mark 2:15-17, 14:3; 

  Luke 5:27-32, 7:34-50, 10:25-37, 

  11:37-52, 14:1-24, 15:1-32, 19:1-

  10; John 4:5-42)

 

The apostles scandalized the

 religious community by preaching 

 an inclusive gospel and building 

 the church with Gentiles, foreigners, 

 women, slaves, and others thought 

 unworthy.

 (Acts 2:14-21, 8:26-40, 10:1-11:18, 13:44-52,

 15:1-29, 28:17-29; Galatians 2:1-14, 6:12-14)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Nancy:  More generally, many reflect on the example of Christ, who built fellowship with people on the margins even though this scandalized the religious community.  They reflect on the example of the apostles, who built a church with Gentiles, foreigners, women, slaves, and others considered unworthy.  And those faithful Presbyterians believe that we must follow those examples.
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“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the

   name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching

  

 them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”

   

(Matthew 28:18-20)

“Welcome one another,  therefore,

 

 

 just as Christ has welcomed you.”

                                   

(Romans 15:7)

 

“Do not judge, so that you may not 

   be judged.  For with the judgment 

   you make you will be judged, and 

   the measure you give will be the 

   measure you get.  Why do you see 

   the speck in your neighbor’s eye, 

   but do not notice the log in your 

   own eye?”                 

(Matthew 7:1-3)

Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

•

The Gospel places our priorities on evangelism:

Many faithful Presbyterians 

believe we err if we obscure

Christ’s welcome in judging 

others on non-essentials.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Doug:  And many believe that, whatever else Scripture says, the Gospel places our priorities on evangelism – that we err if we obscure Christ’s welcome in judging others on non-essentials.

Nancy:  The next two slides suggest some of the ways in which faithful Presbyterians can conclude that our Confessions, like Scripture, are open to different understandings, and that they do not condemn all homosexual conduct.  
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Conscience Informs Our Confessions

Many faithful

Presbyterians believe

that there is room

outside 

“perversion,”

“sodomy”

 and 

“lust”

for same-sex relationships

of love, fidelity, and

mutuality.

The two texts some cite as 

prohibitions of all homosexual

conduct condemn:

-  “Homosexual perversion” 

    (4.087); 

     and

-  “Sodomy and all unnatural

    

 lusts” (7.249).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


We do not agree that all homosexual conduct, however loving and faithful, is mere “perversion” or “lust” . . .
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“Chastity” Means a Variety of Things

Many believe that “chastity” requires monogamy or moderation,

regardless of the gender/orientation of the parties, since:

-  Married persons must be “chaste” (4.108); 

-  Celibacy is a special gift only for some (5.245); and

-  Our confessions call it sin to make “entangling vows 

    of single life” (7.249).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


And we do not agree on whether “chastity” means the same thing as “celibacy” . . .

So we do not agree on what “the Confessions call sin.”
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The Confessions Are Subordinate

  

“These confessional standards are subordinate standards in the church, 

    subject to the authority of Jesus Christ, the Word of God, as the 

    Scriptures bear witness to him.”                            

Book of Order,

 G-2.0200

Our Confessions therefore cannot resolve our questions

in any manner inconsistent with a conscientious reading of

Scripture.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions


Doug:  And however we interpret the Confessions, we are absolutely clear that the Confessions are always subordinate to the Scripture.  Where Scripture speaks, or leaves a matter to individual conscience, the Confessions must do likewise.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ

 . . .

“It is the gospel of Jesus that invites gay and lesbian brothers and sisters to full

communion in the church; it is the Spirit of Jesus that calls and equips

Christians for ministry; and it is the justice of Jesus that calls us to ensure that

those who are invited, called, and equipped are free to fulfill their ministries

among us with the full recognition and support of the church.”

                                                                        The Whole Bible for the Whole Human Family

                                                                                                                               (June, 2001)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

Brian K.

 Blount

  . . . Johanna W.H.

 Bos

 . . . James A.

 Brashler

 . . . Robert

 Brawley

 . . .

Carson E.

 Brisson

,

 Jr

. . . . William P. Brown . . . Walter

 Brueggemann

 . . . John T. Carroll

. . . Marvin

 Chaney

 . . . Robert B.

 Coote

 . . . Charles B.

 Cousar

 . . . Linda Day . . . Lewis R.

Donelson

 . . . Susan R. Garrett . . . Beverly Roberts

 Gaventa

 . . . Frances Taylor

 Gench

 . . .

Theodore 

Hiebert

 . . . Elizabeth Johnson . . . Jacqueline E.

 Lapsley

 . . . W. Eugene March

. . . Patrick D. Miller . . .

 Cyris Hee

-

Suk

 Moon . . . Kathleen M. O’Connor . . . Dennis T.

Olson . . .

 Eung Chun

 Park . . . Katharine

 Doob Sakenfeld

 . . . Stanley P. Saunders . . .

Choon

-

Leong Seow

 . . .

 Sibley Towner

 . . . Patricia Kathleen

 Tull

 . . . Paul W.

 Walaskay

 . . .

Antoinette Clark Wire . . . Christine Roy

 Yoder

. . .


Nancy:  We come back to where we began, with the statement of thirty-three Biblical faculty in our Presbyterian seminaries.  These are learned people, and deeply committed Christians.  They have concluded that:

It is the gospel of Jesus that invites gay and lesbian brothers and sisters to full communion in the church; it is the Spirit of Jesus that calls and equips Christians for ministry; and it is the justice of Jesus that calls us to ensure that those who are invited, called, and equipped are free to fulfill their ministries among us with the full recognition and support of the church.
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

Roughly half of the faithful Presbyterians voting year

after year in our debates believe our current rule is wrong:

•

      “Amendment B” was added to our Book of Order by

        a bare majority, over the opposition of 

49%

 of the

        presbyters voting (and 43% of all presbyteries).

Faithful Presbyterians are simply not of one mind in this matter.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

There is room -- and need -- for conscience.


Doug:  And we look again at the significant minority – 49% of all presbyters – who voted against Amendment B, even after twenty years of debate.  Surely half of our denomination cannot be wrong about something so important that we can consider it an “essential” of our faith.

Nancy:  So we come to the conclusion that there is room – and a crying need – for us to respect freedom of conscience.  Our Scriptures and Confessions are not self-evidently clear, admitting only one interpretation in this matter.  We have often found it necessary to reform traditional understandings that we realized were unjust or exclusionary.  And we recognize that, like the Church down through the centuries, we must always be open to new learning, reason, and experience.
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There is room - and need - for conscience

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

Texts:

Scripture does not speak a clear word on homosexuality.

Our Confessions also admit of many interpretations.

Tradition:

We have erred often in excluding

 or dominating others. 

   

    

Reason and experience:

We may find new insight in openness to individual 

differences, experience, and convictions.


Doug:  You know, my father and I are about as close as a father and son can be.  That doesn’t mean that we agree on everything – I believe my father is still of the view that our church’s position on homosexuality generally is about right.  He must be very disappointed to have a gay son.  But we don’t talk much about that, and I think there’s a very simple reason:  We both love and respect each other enough not to focus on conversations that would force one of us to go where our present convictions will not let us.  That’s not denial, not “don’t ask, don’t tell.”  We still do talk about it from time to time, to share new insights, or perhaps simply to acknowledge the importance that each of us places on it and to affirm our desire someday to share a common view.  In the meantime, we share our lives together and put this to one side – honoring the love, trust, and respect we have for each other, and seeing the wisdom in not inflicting serious and unnecessary damage on our relationship.
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Perhaps We Should Say What Jesus Said

About Homosexuality:

Nothing.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions




Does any of this sound like where we are as a denomination?  We need freedom of conscience to follow our convictions in something that ultimately is not important enough to split our family.  Our Constitution tells us that we have a duty to show each other trust and forbearance.  Matters are sufficiently unclear that we know our disagreement can arise in sincere faith, and out of a good conscience.

We leave you with a clear Biblical truth that we believe shows our own way forward.  Perhaps we should simply say what Jesus said about homosexuality:  Nothing.

Jay:  So where do we go from here?
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The Promise of Reform


When I was a child, the happiest week of my summer was spent on my grandparents’ farm near Natchez, Mississippi.  Benny would be waiting for me, and within moments of my arrival we were off to play.  He knew how to saddle and bridle the horses, where the trails through the woods went, where the fish were biting in the pond and where the snakes were not biting in the creek.  Benny was my best friend.  When it came time for lunch, we would head up to the house, and I would go into the dining room to join my family while Benny went into the kitchen where his grandmother was.  There they waited while we ate.  Afterwards the leftovers were returned to the kitchen for the two of them.

For years I never thought a thing about what my actions said and did to Benny.  Then I saw through a glass dimly.  But now I know that segregation – whatever form it takes – is wrong.  Unfortunately, old prejudices die slowly.  Forgive me, Benny . . . and Tammy, Mac, Martha, Henry, Tera, and Kimberly.

So where do we go from here?  We must walk together with open eyes . . . and open hearts.  Let’s not stop talking, but let’s start welcoming all to the table to work together.

My name is Jay McKell.  My church is Grace Covenant – a 900-member congregation in Overland Park, Kansas.  Literally I speak on behalf of the Heartland.
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The Need for Reform

The Fruits of Reform

          

General Assembly has

          the responsibility and authority 

          “to do those things necessary to 

          the peace, purity, unity, and progress

          of the church under the will of Christ.”

                                                 Book of Order,

 G-9.0102

b


Our Book of Order says that the Assembly is to do those things that are necessary to the peace, purity, unity and progress of the church under the will of Jesus Christ.  That gives you good guidance as to how you might address the ordination issue.
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Our Policy Disrupts Peace and Unity. . .

•

We have been debating whether non-celibate gay and

lesbian Christians may render ordained service for 25 

years

,

since 1976.

•

Our denomination remains almost evenly divided, with no

resolution in sight.

•

Some feel that continued debate is so disruptive as to merit

dissolution of our 

fellowship

.

The Fruits of Reform


We know, all too painfully, that our present ordination policies are disrupting the peace and unity of our church.  We have been debating this matter for twenty-five long years, yet we have reached no resolution as to “who is right.”  Some believe that continued debate is so disruptive as to split our church.
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. . . Soils Our Purity . . .

•

We have not yet discerned, as a denomination, whether our

ordination standards promote purity, or are sinful in

themselves.

•

Our current standards promote evasion and lack of

truthfulness in our governance, and contempt for our judicial

processes.

•

Our continuing division on this issue undermines the

church’s moral authority on other issues.

The Fruits of Reform


Some have suggested that we cannot compromise current ordination standards because our present practice upholds the purity of the church.  Others believe that those same standards constitute a tragic error and violate God’s grace.  What I and the other Overture Advocates know is that the purity of our life together is soiled by evasion and disguise.  Likewise, our church’s moral authority is compromised because of our failure to put into practice the hospitality of Christ, who never turned anyone away, even if they did not conform to a particular social or religious norm.
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. . . And Frustrates Our Progress.

•

In continued discord, we often act contrary to Scripture and

confessional teachings about life together as a faith

community.

•

We have driven away many faithful and inquiring persons

who are alienated by our controversies or uncertain of their

welcome.

•

We have had our time, energies, and resources diverted from

serving the Six Great Ends of the Church (G-1.0200).

The Fruits of Reform


Our present impasse has greatly frustrated the progress of our church’s mission in the world.  We are consumed by internal squabbling about who among us are “better Christians.”  God forgive us, for we are at risk of becoming ministers of repudiation, rather than ministers of reconciliation, for daily driving away faithful and inquiring people who are alienated by our controversies or uncertain of their welcome in our midst.

Our progress should serve the Six Great Ends of the Church, yet because of our focus on this debate, I wonder how many of us can even remember those ends.
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It Is Time for “A More Excellent Way”

•

Respecting again the freedom of conscience, and duty to show

mutual forbearance, that our Constitution requires;

•

Returning to the highest standards in our leadership,

knowledgeably applied by local governing bodies;

•

Restoring the trust in each other that is fundamental to life

together as a community of faith; and

•

Moving on to more faithful and productive areas of service in

outreach and ministry.

The Fruits of Reform


We, the Overture Advocates before you – and we sense the majority in our church – believe it is time to return our decisions about ordination to local churches and presbyteries, trusting in their mutual discernment of God’s call.  

In doing so, we will witness to what the Apostle Paul calls “a more excellent way”:

· Respecting the freedom of conscience of faithful Presbyterians;

· Reaffirming the rights of your session and your presbytery to determine ordination in their jurisdictions;

· Restoring our trust in one another; and

· Returning to faithful service in outreach and ministry as expressed in the Six Great Ends of the Church.
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High Standards Will Apply

•

Those who would render ordained service will be held to

the highest standards:

“Those who undertake particular ministries

should be persons of strong faith,

dedicated discipleship, and

love of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.

Their manner of life should be

a demonstration of the Christian gospel

in the church and in the world.”

                                                 Book of Order,

 G-6.0106

a

The Fruits of Reform


If this Assembly takes this action, we will return to the high standards for ordained service that have governed our selection of elders, deacons, and pastors, literally for centuries.
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Informed Decisions Will Be Honored

•

The discernment of presbyteries and sessions will be

honored as they interpret and apply ordination standards

to individuals whom they know (G-6.0107):

 

A 

congregation

 still must elect and call, and 

session

 still must 

 examine, its leaders (G-10.0102

l

, G-14.0200, G-14.0500).

 

A 

presbytery

 still must:

 -  Examine, certify, and ordain candidates for ministry

      (G-14.0300 - G-14.0400);

 -  Find and approve calls as being in order and for the good

      of the whole church (G-14.0507);

 -  Grant permission to labor within its bounds (G-11.0400).

The Fruits of Reform


If this Assembly takes this action, local governing bodies will apply those standards to persons whom they know.  Now, certainly some will object, suggesting that “ordination is to the whole church,” fearing that presbyteries or sessions will be forced to receive leaders whom they believe are not qualified to serve.  This is not correct.  In fact, our Presbyterian system provides that ordination is to the whole church, but that installation is to the local office.  Therefore, congregations and presbyteries will be able to decide who is and who is not called to labor in their midst. 
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We Will Restore Our Trust

Respect for individual conscience honors an awareness

that our church “rests upon the fellowship and is not

designed to work without trust and love” (G-7.0103).

Mutual forbearance in times of honest disagreement

places our trust in God alone as we go forward

in God’s mission of reconciliation (G-3.0400).

The Fruits of Reform


If this Assembly takes these actions, we will restore trust to our community of faith.  We will put an end to lawsuits dividing us and to fears that challenge a pastor’s ability to counsel parishioners in confidence.

Of course, some argue that becoming more inclusive of diversity will destroy our church.  But a God known in three Persons, a Bible with two creation stories and four gospels, each providing a different picture of Jesus’ life and ministry, and a Spirit blowing where it wills, along with our varied collection of creeds, curriculums, liturgies and devotional practices, convince me that all of us – Jews and Gentiles, slaves and free, male and female – find ourselves welcomed into the kingdom and called upon to serve it.  Again and again Scripture calls us to follow the course of reconciliation, trusting that God’s Spirit – not our restrictions – will preserve and strengthen the church.  In fact, we see numerous congregations like my own doing that and growing precisely because they boldly practice hospitality to all people.
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We Will Promote Christian Unity

Respecting individual conscience may advance

our ecumenical dialogue:

Modeling how other

denominations may move

beyond their own debates

about sexuality.

Modeling how 

a faith community can live

together despite individual

differences.

The Fruits of Reform


Additionally, taking this action will promote Christian unity in the ecumenical sense.  While some may argue that more inclusive ordination standards will make it impos-sible to work with other denominations, we believe that demonstrating our ability to trust God’s Spirit working through our diversity will give our ecumenical partners confidence that they can work constructively with us as well.
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We Will Take a Step of Grace Together

•

Peace can come to our denomination when we honor the

conscience of faithful Presbyterians as our Scriptures and

Constitution call us to do.

•

Others may seek to resume denominational debate -- but only

if they are unwilling to respect the rights of conscience that

they insist on having themselves.

The Fruits of Reform


And finally, if this Assembly takes this action, we will embrace God’s gift of grace -- together.  We will end this harmful debate and go forward in faithful fellowship, trust and service.

Now, I know some will argue that changing our ordination standards this year will simply provide grounds for others to come back to next year’s Assembly to reverse this action yet again. However, this debate may be renewed in future years only if some among us refuse others the freedom of conscience they insist on having themselves.  What we ask of you and of this Assembly is a recognition that freedom of conscience honors our Creator, enriches our church, and enhances our mission. What we want is for the convictions of all God’s people to be honored equally.  That’s all.  Currently they are not.

Should you support this proposal, you will have spoken the word of God’s grace, thereby bringing peace, purity, unity, and progress before us as they should be.
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Conclusion

“In essentials unity,

In non-essentials liberty,

In all things charity.”

Conclusion

It is time we return to a more excellent way --


So, again I ask you, where do we go from here?  Let us return to a more excellent way:  “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”


[image: image63.wmf]63

From the Overture Advocates. . .

Susan Andrews, National Capital

Laurie 

McNeill

, Long Island

Mike Brown, Northern New England

Doug Nave, New York City

Dick Carlson, Mid-Kentucky

Scott 

Opsahl
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Phil Courtney,

 Cayuga

-Syracuse

Mark Palermo, Chicago

Rod

 Frohman

,

 Genesee

 Valley

Paul Rack, Elizabeth

Barbara

 Hager

, Southern New England

Nancy 

Ramsay

, Mid-Kentucky

Lee Hancock, Hudson River

Arnold Rots, Boston

Tim Hart-Andersen, Twin Cities Area

Cass

 Shaw, Albany

Eleanor

 Hopke

, Northern New York

Susan 

Poole

 Solomon, Utica

Joan Huff, San Francisco

Phil Sorensen, Baltimore

Bill

 Humphreys

, Milwaukee

Susan Thomas, Detroit

Ray 

Kersting

, Santa Fe

Jon Walton, New Castle

Kim Smith King, Twin Cities Area 

Bill 

Weisenbach

, Hudson River

Tricia

 Dykers Koenig

, Western Reserve

Carlos 

Wilton

, 

Monmouth

Jay

 McKell

, Heartland


Rev. Timothy Hart-Andersen, Pastor, Westminster Presbyterian Church (Minneapolis)

My name is Tim Hart-Andersen.  I am an Overture Advocate from the Twin Cities and a pastor in downtown Minneapolis.  The session of the church I serve wrote one of the over-tures sent to the Assembly by our presbytery.  We wrote it not because we are of one mind on homosexuality and Christian faith, but because we need middle ground in our local church.  

We need middle ground in our denomination.

Our hope is not that the church will now suddenly agree on one or another perspective on homosexuality or biblical interpretation, or that one side or another will now be declared the winner.  Our hope is that we will again reaffirm the historic freedom of conscience on non-essentials that Presbyterians have embraced for centuries, since the Adopting Act of 1729.  

Some have recently suggested we need a third way in the church; maybe that really just means the old way. 

G-6.0106b has not helped us; if anything it has resulted in more contention in our church, precisely because it leaves us with winners and losers.  Amendment B was an experiment that failed the church, because with “B” we strayed from our tradition by adopting manda-tory language about a non-essential matter, a matter about which we disagree in almost equal numbers.  

Sooner or later, as we have seen in the presentation, that gets us into trouble.  And we are in trouble in the church today.  

This committee has before it a host of options for how to help the church through this tur-moil.  The Overture Advocates here today represent those various approaches.  Each of us expected to be arguing for our particular proposed resolution.  But, frankly, the advice and counsel of the Advisory Committee on the Constitution led us to conclude that the Assem-bly must act in a comprehensive fashion.  

The church can return to its historic commitment to freedom of conscience if the Assembly does two things, two things that this committee can propose and which we advocate:

1) Issue a new authoritative interpretation on this matter; and 

2)  
Send an amendment to the presbyteries to delete G-6.0106b.  

One overture, 01-08 from NYC, would accomplish these two steps.  Here’s how the Advisory Committee on the Constitution put it: “This overture correctly identifies the need to act on both G-6.0106b and previous authoritative interpretations if the assembly wishes to change the position of the denomination on these matters.” 

Much has been said in recent days and weeks about the need to move beyond a denomi-national focus on win-lose campaigns of attrition.  We agree.  The church finds itself at the present time in the position of having narrowly adopted a divisive interpretation on a non-essential matter, that of ordaining openly gay or lesbian Presbyterians.  Until that conten-tious paragraph is removed, we can expect it to continue to provoke controversy in the church, year after year.   Like a thorn that irritates until removed, we can expect Amendment B to disrupt our life, General Assembly after General Assembly, presbytery meeting after presbytery meeting, until it’s gone.  

This Assembly can be remembered as the time when we stood down from the hard lines we have drawn, and embraced what might, indeed, be a more excellent way.

The array of overtures before you offers several ways to move us into a win-win position as a church.  We do not need to micro-manage and regulate our presbyteries and sessions in their ordination decisions.  We agree with the Stated Clerk, who said to the Assembly on Saturday, “The regulatory approach is not working.” 

We can take action at this Assembly that puts the church in a position that neither requires nor prohibits the ordination of openly homosexual Presbyterians.

We can return to the standard that served us well in the church for many, many years, known now as G-6.0106a, namely:  “Their manner of life should be a demonstration of the Christian gospel in the church and in the world.”  This standard puts the question of the manifestation of the gospel of Jesus Christ at the heart of our determination of the fitness of individuals for office.  Surely that standard is sufficient.

Some have said that the removal of G-6.0106b would create difficulties for the church because it could result in a situation where a person serving in ordained office in one gov-erning body would not being considered fit for office in another.  That is exactly the point, and always has been.  Such a determination is up to the examining governing body.  

We need to protect the historic freedom of sessions and presbyteries on these non-essential matters.  That means – with or without G-6-0106b – that even though I am already an ordained minister, I cannot serve in your presbytery until you examine me and approve my call.  We are ordained into the whole church, but elected and installed to particular minis-tries, upon the vote of local congregations and governing bodies.

Middle ground is what we need at this point in the church, after twenty-five years of closely fought struggle over human sexuality, where sometimes one perspective prevails, sometimes another.  To borrow from our new Moderator, our church has resembled a bird cage, where we worry about keeping the door shut, rather than a bird bath, where the life-giving waters are open to all.

This committee can propose a way for us to break the pattern of back and forth, win or lose, a pattern of which we have all had enough, whatever our point of view.  Let us follow the historic Presbyterian tradition when we disagree on non-essential matters: we agree to dis-agree.

On Saturday, Cliff Kirkpatrick and John Detterick offered four principles for our work at this Assembly.  This committee can be guided by those principles as you respond to these overtures:

1. Action rooted and grounded in love:  The middle ground we propose would let those closest to the persons being ordained – these are individuals in our churches whom we love and whose gifts for Christian service we have observed first hand – let those closest to the candidates decide if they are fit to hold office in the church.

2. Acknowledge our differences and seek mutual understanding:  The middle ground we propose would affirm the freedom of conscience of different Presbyterians on these mat-ters, and allow them to exercise it.

3. Probe deeply our Presbyterian beliefs under the Lordship of Jesus Christ:  The middle ground we propose would reach back into our confessional tradition and recover our historic commitment to following the call of Christ in our ordination decisions.

4. Encourage an openness to the Holy Spirit: The middle ground we propose would not lock into our Constitution one perspective or another, but would leave plenty of room for the Spirit to move among us.

As I close, I would like to ask all the Overture Advocates, representing twenty-six presby-teries from across the church that include over 1,700 congregations with over 400,000 mem-bers, please to rise.  

All of us, overture advocates, commissioners, observers, staff, all of us in one way or another, approach this decision, this Assembly, with a certain amount of fear in our hearts.  Some of us will argue that this is not the year to act.  But others of us also bring great hope that now is the time, this is the year, to let go of the fear that grips us, and trust that Jesus Christ will lead us into the future.

“For such a time as this . . .” 

My local congregation needs your help.  The whole church needs your help.  We need middle ground, upon which we can walk together.  Ground that will allow us to build our ministries of compassion in the community, ministries of healing and hope, ministries that bear the good news of Jesus Christ to a world in need.

We urge your support for middle ground, as you respond to these overtures before you.

Overture 01-08 On Reforming Application Of
Our Ordination Standards To Homosexual Persons

The Presbytery of New York City respectfully overtures the 213th General Assembly (2001) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) through its Stated Clerk to take the following actions:

(1)  To send the following proposed amendment to the presbyteries for their affirmative or negative votes:

Section G-6.0106(b) of the Form of Government shall be stricken from the Book of Order;

and

(2)  To issue the following Authoritative Interpretation, that:

The interpretive statements concerning ordained service by homosexual persons by the 190th General Assembly of The United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America and the 119th General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, and all subsequent denominational affirmations thereof, shall be given no further force or effect; and Section G-6.0106(a) of the Form of Government, together with the other prerequisites for ordination expressly stated in our Book of Order, hereby are affirmed as the sole and exclusive standards for ordi-nation by ordaining bodies acting in prayerful discernment of the leading of Almighty God.

Rationale

We have reflected prayerfully over these past four years, in a spirit of inquiry and openness, striving to be faithful both to our beloved family of seekers in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and to the gospel message.

We have observed with sadness the judicial trials ripping the fabric of our communities; with anger the unintended hypocrisy that, albeit in good faith, has allowed us to conclude that some are more worthy than others; and with alarm the increasing desire in our fellow-ship to debate supposed heretics rather than to nurture sincere believers.

Our journey of faith with homosexual persons of deep conviction, sincere love of Christ, and valued service to our congregations has caused us to take to heart anew the apostolic revelation that the Church may call no person unworthy, even though their beliefs and prac-tices may differ from our own, if they profess our common faith in the saving power of our Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 10-11).

We affirm the possibilities of revelation and reform, that Scripture may deliver a fresh word of hope and challenge to every generation that faithfully searches its pages for the truth; that synods and councils may err; that our confessions speak often of sins as matters of context and degree, rather than as absolute rights and wrongs; and that our understandings of the natural world and human sexuality are incomplete.

We affirm the founding principle of our denomination, that God alone is Lord of the con-science (G-1.0301) in matters not essential to the Reformed faith.

We believe that the deep differences of opinion among our own members and past amend-ment of our confessional standards regarding conjugal relationships, no less our own inner sense of conviction, demonstrate that the matters addressed by G-6.0106(b) are not “essen-tials” of the Reformed faith.

We would honor Christ’s last prayer with his disciples that all may be one (Jn. 17.11), and would heed the admonitions of the New Testament writers that we avoid needless contro-versies lest the body of Christ be divided.

We would be faithful to our brothers and sisters in Christ, valuing reconciliation rather than repudiation, walking alongside rather than placing stumbling blocks in front of those who search for the Christian path in their lives as, indeed, we all do.

We would be faithful to our church, shepherding its resources for outreach to the world, enabling service by all in whom we discern a call to serve, aware that factionalism demeans our fellowship, detracts from our witness, denies the gospel, and defeats our purpose.

We would be faithful to our Form of Government, affirming that our Presbyterian system cannot be allowed to disintegrate into political maneuvering, that we must speak from the authority of consensus rather than from the power of narrow majorities.

We would be faithful to our Lord God, striving constantly to honor and express in our cor-porate life the reality of the amazing and unfathomable grace on which we all depend.

Therefore, we have concluded that our denomination’s pronouncements upon the ordination of homosexual persons and subsequent adoption of G-6.0106(b), understood in light of the foregoing, were in error.
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Synods and Councils May Err





   “All synods or councils since the apostles’ times, whether general or particular, 

     may err, and many have erred; therefore they are not to be made the rule of faith

     or practice, but to be used as a help in both.”             Westminster Confession, 6.175

   

   “No Church governing body ought to pretend to make laws to bind the conscience

     in virtue of their own authority.”                                          Book of Order, G-1.0307

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

We are a “church reformed,

always reforming, 

according to the Word of God 

and the call of the Spirit.”



Book of Order, G-2.0200, G-18.0101

  “We do not permit ourselves, in controversies 

    about religion or matters of faith, to urge our 

    case with only the opinions of the fathers or 

    decrees of councils; much less by received 

    customs, or by the large number of those who 

    share the same opinion, or by the prescription 

    of a long time. . . .  We do not admit any other  

    judge than God.”

                        

                       Second Helvetic Confession, 5.013
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 “Chastity” Means a Variety of Things

Many believe that “chastity” requires monogamy or moderation,

regardless of the gender/orientation of the parties, since:



-  Married persons must be “chaste” (4.108); 



-  Celibacy is a special gift only for some (5.245); and



-  Our confessions call it sin to make “entangling vows 

    of single life” (7.249).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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“Amendment B”

		In 1996, in another effort to end the debate, General Assembly sent proposed G-6.0106b to the presbyteries for their vote: 



“Those who are called to office in the church are to lead a

life in obedience to Scripture and in conformity to the historic

confessional standards of the church.  Among these standards

is the requirement to live either in fidelity within the covenant

of marriage between a man and a woman (W-4.9001), or

chastity in singleness.  Persons refusing to repent of any self-

acknowledged practice which the confessions call sin shall

not be ordained and/or installed as deacons, elders, or

ministers of the Word and Sacrament.”

Our History and Present Policy
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N.T. Writers Caution Against Division





 “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord 

   Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions 

   among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.  

   For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels 

   among you. . . .   Has Christ been divided?”                   (1 Corinthians 1:10-13)

“Have unity of spirit, sympathy,

love for one another, a tender heart,

and a humble mind.”



                                    (1 Peter 3:8)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

  “Lead a life worthy of the calling 

    to which you have been called, 

    with all humility and gentleness, 

    with patience, bearing with one 

    another in love, making every 

    effort to maintain the unity of 

    the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

 

                                        (Ephesians 4:1-3)



“Be at peace among yourselves.”   

                              

                              (1 Thessalonians 5:13)
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .





“It is the gospel of Jesus that invites gay and lesbian brothers and sisters to full communion in the church; it is the Spirit of Jesus that calls and equips Christians for ministry; and it is the justice of Jesus that calls us to ensure that those who are invited, called, and equipped are free to fulfill their ministries among us with the full recognition and support of the church.”























                                                                        The Whole Bible for the Whole Human Family

                                                                                                                               (June, 2001) 

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

Brian K. Blount  . . . Johanna W.H. Bos . . . James A. Brashler . . . Robert Brawley . . . 

Carson E. Brisson, Jr. . . . William P. Brown . . . Walter Brueggemann . . . John T. Carroll 

. . . Marvin Chaney . . . Robert B. Coote . . . Charles B. Cousar . . . Linda Day . . . Lewis R. 

Donelson . . . Susan R. Garrett . . . Beverly Roberts Gaventa . . . Frances Taylor Gench . . . 

Theodore Hiebert . . . Elizabeth Johnson . . . Jacqueline E. Lapsley . . . W. Eugene March

. . . Patrick D. Miller . . . Cyris Hee-Suk Moon . . . Kathleen M. O’Connor . . . Dennis T. 

Olson . . . Eung Chun Park . . . Katharine Doob Sakenfeld . . . Stanley P. Saunders . . . 

Choon-Leong Seow . . . Sibley Towner . . . Patricia Kathleen Tull . . . Paul W. Walaskay . . . 

Antoinette Clark Wire . . . Christine Roy Yoder. . . 
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .





Thirty-three -- over half  -- of the Biblical faculty in our Presbyterian seminaries disagree with our present ordination standards:



    “[T]he Bible is an indispensable means of God’s communication. . .



    “We would first of all caution the church against wresting these six passages out of 

      context and pressing them into service in our debate. . .



    “[W]e would caution the church against any hasty conclusion that these passages 

      present instructions for us on what we know as homosexuality today. . .



    “[W]e caution the church against an interpretation of the Bible that leads the church 

      into pronouncing judgment upon a specific behavior of a whole category of persons. . .



    “We would encourage the church at this time to interpret particular passages of the Bible 

      in light of the whole Bible, and in recognition that Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, is the 

      living Word of God. . . .

  

                                                                       The Whole Bible for the Whole Human Family

                                                                                                                              (June, 2001)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		Uncertainties in translation may alter the meaning of a text:



 1 Kings 14:24, 15:12, 22:46:

 Abominations lead to the extermination of:

 -  “sodomites” (in KJV).

 -  “male cult prostitutes” (in RSV, NRSV, NIV).



 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 / 1 Timothy 1:9-10:

 Translators differ greatly about what “malakoi” 

 and “arsenokoitai” (included among wrongdoers)

 actually mean --  e.g., sexual “abusers” or “perverts”

 (whether heterosexual or homosexual), all “homo-

 sexuals” (whether celibate or not), “sodomites,” 

 “weaklings,” “effeminate” persons, catamites, 

 boy prostitutes, or child molesters.

Likewise, many 

faithful Presbyterians believe we should avoid exclusionary or rigid interpretations of verses whose meaning is unclear.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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The Need for Reform





		





The Fruits of Reform





          General Assembly has

          the responsibility and authority 

          “to do those things necessary to 

          the peace, purity, unity, and progress

          of the church under the will of Christ.”





                                                 Book of Order, G-9.0102b
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Responsibility, Not License

		Freedom of conscience is responsibility to interpret Scripture, not license to ignore it.



Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

  

  “That the Word may become effectual to salvation we must 

    attend thereunto with diligence, preparation, and prayer.”

   

     Shorter Westminster Catechism, 7.090



  “The sins forbidden in the

    First Commandment are

    . . . making men the lords

    of our faith and conscience. . . .”



     Larger Westminster Catechism, 7.215

  “Try the spirits whether they

    are of God!  Prove also the 

    words of the Confessional 

    Synod . . . to see whether 

    they agree with Holy Scripture 

    and with the Confessions.” 



                   Declaration of Barmen, 8.04 
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Informed Decisions Will Be Honored

		The discernment of presbyteries and sessions will be honored as they interpret and apply ordination standards to individuals whom they know (G-6.0107):



 A congregation still must elect and call, and session still must 

 examine, its leaders (G-10.0102l, G-14.0200, G-14.0500).

 A presbytery still must:



 -  Examine, certify, and ordain candidates for ministry

      (G-14.0300 - G-14.0400);

 -  Find and approve calls as being in order and for the good

      of the whole church (G-14.0507);

 -  Grant permission to labor within its bounds (G-11.0400).

The Fruits of Reform
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 Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

Roughly half of the faithful Presbyterians voting year 

after year in our debates believe our current rule is wrong:



		      “Amendment B” was added to our Book of Order by 



        a bare majority, over the opposition of 49% of the

        presbyters voting (and 43% of all presbyteries).

Faithful Presbyterians are simply not of one mind in this matter.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

There is room -- and need -- for conscience.
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The Bible Must Be Interpreted





   “Nor consequently do we acknowledge as the true or genuine interpretation

     of the Scriptures . . . what the defenders of the Roman Church plainly maintain

     should be thrust upon all for acceptance.  But we hold that interpretation of the 

     Scriptures to be orthodox and genuine which is gleaned from the Scriptures

     themselves (from the nature of the language in which they were written, 

     likewise according to the circumstances in which they were set down, and 

     expounded in the light of like and unlike passages and of many and clearer 

     passages) and which agree with the rule of faith and love.”

 

                                                      Second Helvetic Confession, 5.010 (emphasis added)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

“All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all.”



                                                                                          Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.007
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		Some commandments clearly depend on context:





 “You shall not let anything that breathes  

   remain alive.  You shall annihilate them.”



                                (Deuteronomy 20:10-18)



 “You shall not murder.”                             

                                             (Exodus 20:13)



 “Accursed is the one who keeps back the 

   sword from bloodshed.”                       

                                           (Jeremiah 48:10)



 “All who take the sword will perish by     

   the sword.”                                               

                                           (Matthew 26:52)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that biblical 

references to homosexuality must 

be understood in light 

of their specific contexts.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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“Freedom To Leave”?

 “God . . . reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us 

   the ministry of reconciliation. . . .  So we are ambassadors for Christ,

   since God is making his appeal through us.”           (2 Corinthians 5:18-20)

The church in its wholeness testifies to the reconciliation 

that is in Christ:

 “To be reconciled to God is to be sent into the 

   world as his reconciling community. . . .  The 

   unity of the church is compatible with a wide 

   variety of forms, but it is hidden and distorted 

   when variant forms are allowed to harden into 

   sectarian divisions, exclusive denominations, 

   and rival factions.”



                               Confession of 1967, 9.31, 9.34

   “Has Christ

     been divided?”



            (1 Corinthians 1:13)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Christ Rules the Conscience





“The right of private judgment 

. . . is a right for freedom 

of obedience to Christ 

and it is the duty of Christians 

to insist upon this right.” 

                   

               General Assembly, Historic Principles, 

        Conscience, and Church Government (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

“Christ is obscured, or rather 

  extinguished to us, unless our 

  consciences maintain their liberty.”



                                                 John Calvin, 

                     Institutes, Book III, Ch. 19.14.

 “But with me it is a very small thing

   that I should be judged by you or by

   any human court. . . .  I am not aware

   of anything against myself, but I am

   not thereby acquitted.  It is the Lord

   who judges me.  Therefore do not 

   pronounce judgment before the time.” 

                                      

                                           (1 Corinthians 4:3-5)

 “Unless this freedom be comprehended, 

   neither Christ nor gospel truth, nor inner

   peace of soul, can be rightly known.”

 

                                   John Calvin, Institutes of the 

                                   Christian Religion, Book III, Ch. 19.1.
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What’s Not “Essential”?





In all our debates about the central facets of our faith, 

sexual practice has never made the list.



We have reformed our understanding of gender and sexuality 

numerous times:

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

-	Freeing women from subordination and silence.

-	Permitting divorce and remarriage.

-	Recognizing the validity of interracial marriage.

-	Recognizing that a homosexual orientation, in itself, is not sin.
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Life under “Amendment B”





Our History and Present Policy

G-6.0106b passed by a close and bitterly divided vote:

-  Only 57% of the presbyteries voted for it, with 43% opposed.

-  The vote of individual presbyters was even closer, with only 51% 

    in favor and 49% opposed.

Amendment B has intensified, rather than ended, our debates:

-  Numerous churches have passed dissenting statements.

-  Numerous court cases have been launched in efforts to enforce and

   extend it.
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The Promise of Reform
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It Is Time for “A More Excellent Way”

		Respecting again the freedom of conscience, and duty to show mutual forbearance, that our Constitution requires;



		Returning to the highest standards in our leadership, knowledgeably applied by local governing bodies;



		Restoring the trust in each other that is fundamental to life together as a community of faith; and



		Moving on to more faithful and productive areas of service in outreach and ministry.



The Fruits of Reform
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General Assembly

Committee on Ordination Standards

June, 2001

From the overture advocates for Albany, Baltimore, Boston, Cayuga-Syracuse, Chicago, 

Detroit, Elizabeth, Genesee Valley, Heartland, Hudson River, Long Island, Mid-Kentucky, 

Milwaukee, Monmouth, National Capital, New Castle, New York City, Newton, Northern 

New England, Northern New York, San Francisco, Santa Fe, Southern New England, 

Twin Cities Area, Utica, and Western Reserve. 
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    Etymology:  Paul uses 

    unusual Greek words

    that translators interpret

    many different ways --

    from child molesting to

    prostitution -- but that 

    are not the words that

    were commonly used for 

    homosexuality at the time 

    these letters were written.    

     Exploitation:  Paul

     condemns the pederasty

     and sexual use of slaves

     common in the world

     of the New Testament.

What is at issue in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10

and 1 Timothy 1:9-10?

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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From the Overture Advocates. . .



Susan Andrews, National Capital			Laurie McNeill, Long Island

Mike Brown, Northern New England		Doug Nave, New York City

Dick Carlson, Mid-Kentucky			Scott Opsahl, Newton

Phil Courtney, Cayuga-Syracuse			Mark Palermo, Chicago

Rod Frohman, Genesee Valley			Paul Rack, Elizabeth

Barbara Hager, Southern New England		Nancy Ramsay, Mid-Kentucky

Lee Hancock, Hudson River			Arnold Rots, Boston

Tim Hart-Andersen, Twin Cities Area		Cass Shaw, Albany

Eleanor Hopke, Northern New York		Susan Poole Solomon, Utica

Joan Huff, San Francisco			Phil Sorensen, Baltimore

Bill Humphreys, Milwaukee			Susan Thomas, Detroit

Ray Kersting, Santa Fe			Jon Walton, New Castle

Kim Smith King, Twin Cities Area 		Bill Weisenbach, Hudson River

Tricia Dykers Koenig, Western Reserve		Carlos Wilton, Monmouth

Jay McKell, Heartland			
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We Will Restore Our Trust





Respect for individual conscience honors an awareness

that our church “rests upon the fellowship and is not

designed to work without trust and love” (G-7.0103).

Mutual forbearance in times of honest disagreement

places our trust in God alone as we go forward

in God’s mission of reconciliation (G-3.0400).

The Fruits of Reform
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We Will Take a Step of Grace Together

		Peace can come to our denomination when we honor the conscience of faithful Presbyterians as our Scriptures and Constitution call us to do.



		Others may seek to resume denominational debate -- but only if they are unwilling to respect the rights of conscience that they insist on having themselves.  



The Fruits of Reform
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Conclusion









“In essentials unity,

In non-essentials liberty,

In all things charity.”

Conclusion

It is time we return to a more excellent way --
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We Will Promote Christian Unity





Respecting individual conscience may advance

our ecumenical dialogue:

Modeling how other

denominations may move

beyond their own debates

about sexuality.

Modeling how 

a faith community can live

together despite individual

differences.

The Fruits of Reform
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High Standards Will Apply

		Those who would render ordained service will be held to the highest standards:



“Those who undertake particular ministries

should be persons of strong faith,

dedicated discipleship, and

love of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.

Their manner of life should be

a demonstration of the Christian gospel

in the church and in the world.”





                                                 Book of Order, G-6.0106a

The Fruits of Reform
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. . . Soils Our Purity . . .

		We have not yet discerned, as a denomination, whether our ordination standards promote purity, or are sinful in themselves.



		Our current standards promote evasion and lack of truthfulness in our governance, and contempt for our judicial processes. 



		Our continuing division on this issue undermines the church’s moral authority on other issues.



The Fruits of Reform
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. . . And Frustrates Our Progress.

		In continued discord, we often act contrary to Scripture and confessional teachings about life together as a faith community.



		We have driven away many faithful and inquiring persons who are alienated by our controversies or uncertain of their welcome.



		We have had our time, energies, and resources diverted from serving the Six Great Ends of the Church (G-1.0200).

		



The Fruits of Reform
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 Our Policy Disrupts Peace and Unity. . .

		We have been debating whether non-celibate gay and lesbian Christians may render ordained service for 25 years, since 1976.



		Our denomination remains almost evenly divided, with no resolution in sight.



		Some feel that continued debate is so disruptive as to merit dissolution of our fellowship.



The Fruits of Reform
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There is room - and need - for conscience





Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions



Texts:

Scripture does not speak a clear word on homosexuality.

Our Confessions also admit of many interpretations.





Tradition:



We have erred often in excluding

 or dominating others.    

    

Reason and experience:



We may find new insight in openness to individual 

differences, experience, and convictions.
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Perhaps We Should Say What Jesus Said 

About Homosexuality:





Nothing.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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The Confessions Are Subordinate

  “These confessional standards are subordinate standards in the church, 

    subject to the authority of Jesus Christ, the Word of God, as the 

    Scriptures bear witness to him.”                            Book of Order, G-2.0200

Our Confessions therefore cannot resolve our questions

in any manner inconsistent with a conscientious reading of Scripture.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Traditional Readings May Be Reconsidered





We have changed longstanding interpretations on many things:

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

Slavery and racial segregation (formerly based, e.g., on Genesis 9:24-27, 24:35; Exodus 21:1-6, 21:20-21; Leviticus 19:20-22, 22:10-11, 25:44-46; Deuteronomy 15:12-17; Nehemiah 7:66-67; 1 Corinthians 7:21; Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 3:22-4:1; 1 Timothy 6:1-2; Titus 2:9-10; 1 Peter 2:18-19; Book of Confessions 7.238, 7.240).



Ban on interracial marriage (formerly based, e.g., on Genesis 24:3, Leviticus 19:19, Deuteronomy 22:9-10). 

Divorce and remarriage (formerly based, e.g., on Deuteronomy 24:1-4; 

Malachi 2:13-16; Matthew 5:31-32, 19:3-9; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Corinthians 

7:10-11; Westminster Confession, 1647 ed., Ch. XXIV.V-VI). 

Subordination of women to men (formerly based, e.g., on 1 Corinthians

14:33-36, 11:3; Ephesians 5:22-24; Colossians 3:18; 1 Timothy 2:11-15; 1 Peter 3:1-6; 

Book of Confessions 3.22, 5.191).
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		Scripture reflects time-bound perspectives or ancient societal norms:



 “For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of 

   every human institution, whether of the emperor

   as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him.”



                                                     (1 Peter 2:13-14)



 “Tell slaves to be submissive to their masters

   and to give satisfaction in every respect . . .

   so that in everything they may be an ornament

   to the doctrine of God our Savior.”



                                                          (Titus 2:9-10)



 “Women should be silent in the churches.  

   For they are not permitted to speak, but should

   be subordinate.”

                                          (1 Corinthians 14:33-35)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that texts often 

cited to condemn all homosexual conduct

reflect time-bound perspectives that are not binding today.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions














_1054657165.ppt


Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		The Gospel places our priorities on evangelism:



 “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the

   name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching

   them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”   (Matthew 28:18-20)

“Welcome one another,  therefore,

   just as Christ has welcomed you.”

                                   (Romans 15:7)

 “Do not judge, so that you may not 

   be judged.  For with the judgment 

   you make you will be judged, and 

   the measure you give will be the 

   measure you get.  Why do you see 

   the speck in your neighbor’s eye, 

   but do not notice the log in your 

   own eye?”                 (Matthew 7:1-3)

Many faithful Presbyterians 

believe we err if we obscure

Christ’s welcome in judging 

others on non-essentials.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Conscience Informs Our Confessions







Many faithful

Presbyterians believe

that there is room

outside “perversion,”

“sodomy” and “lust”

for same-sex relationships

of love, fidelity, and

mutuality.

The two texts some cite as 

prohibitions of all homosexual

conduct condemn:



-  “Homosexual perversion” 

    (4.087); 



     and



-  “Sodomy and all unnatural

     lusts” (7.249).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		The New Testament example requires efforts to deliver people from oppressive social/value systems:



 

 Christ scandalized the religious 

 community by leveling old 

 hierarchies of “worthiness” 

 and building fellowship with 

 persons thought “unclean,” 

 outcasts, and sinners.

 

  (Matthew 9:10-13, 11:19, 21:28-

  45, 26:6-7; Mark 2:15-17, 14:3; 

  Luke 5:27-32, 7:34-50, 10:25-37, 

  11:37-52, 14:1-24, 15:1-32, 19:1-

  10; John 4:5-42)

 The apostles scandalized the

 religious community by preaching 

 an inclusive gospel and building 

 the church with Gentiles, foreigners, 

 women, slaves, and others thought 

 unworthy.



 (Acts 2:14-21, 8:26-40, 10:1-11:18, 13:44-52,

 15:1-29, 28:17-29; Galatians 2:1-14, 6:12-14)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		Christ’s gospel clears away old forms of exclusion:



 

 “No one who has a blemish shall 

   draw near [to serve as a priest], 

   one who is blind or lame, or one 

   who has a mutilated face or a 

   limb too long.”

                              (Leviticus 21:16-23)



 “Those born of an illicit union 

   shall not be admitted to the 

   assembly of the Lord.  Even to 

   the tenth generation, none of their 

   descendants shall be admitted.”



                               (Deuteronomy 23:2)

 “There is no distinction, 

   since all have sinned and 

   fall short of the glory of God; 

   they are now justified by his  

   grace as a gift. . . .  He justifies 

   the one who has faith in Jesus.”



                                   (Romans 3:22-26)



 “There is no longer Jew or Greek,

   there is no longer slave or free,

   there is no longer male and female,

   for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”



                                       (Galatians 3:28)

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .







 “No one who has been emasculated by

   crushing or cutting may enter the assembly

   of the Lord.”



                                            (Deuteronomy 23:1)



 “As they were going along the road, they

   came to some water, and the eunuch said,

   ‘Look, here is water!  What is to prevent me

   from being baptized?’ . . .  And both of them,

   Philip and the eunuch, went down into the

   water, and Philip baptized him.”



                                                    (Acts 8:26-39)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that gay and lesbian persons who profess faith in Jesus Christ may participate fully in the life of Christ’s church.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Presbyterians Differ . . .

		Christ’s gospel does away with legalistic distinctions between “clean” and “unclean” groups:





  “You yourself know that it is unlawful for

    a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile;

    but God has shown me that I should not call

    anyone profane or unclean. . . .  If then 

    God gave them the same gift that he gave us 

    when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, 

    who was I that I could hinder God?. . .  

    Why are you putting God to the test

    by placing on the neck of the disciples

    a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we

    have been able to bear?”



                                   (Acts 10:28, 11:17, 15:10)

Likewise, many

faithful Presbyterians

believe that Christ’s gospel erases any distinction between heterosexual and homosexual persons.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Interpreting Scripture

and the Confessions
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

   One God:  Condemnation of male temple 

   prostitution and idolatry (a recurring

   problem -- see 1 Kings 14:24, 15:12, 

   22:46; 2 Kings 23:7).

    One order:  “Purity”

    Code prohibiting, e.g.,

    blending of fabrics,

    plant or animal 

    cross-breeding, many 

    foods, consumption of 

    meat with dairy, and 

    sexual relations with a

    menstruant (rules lifted

    in the New Testament).

What do Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 address?

   One People:  Reaction against possible

   assimilation into foreign culture, through 

   rejection of common sexual and other 

   practices, to show that Israel was a 

   community “set apart” (a division 

   eradicated in the New Testament).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    Result:  Homosexuality not as sin,

    but as a feature of fallen Creation, like

    modesty in nakedness, desire for meat, 

    pain in childbirth, and work in agriculture.

    Reversal:  

    Persons’ acting

    against their natural

    orientation -- whether

    heterosexual, as 

    in Paul’s example, 

    or homosexual -- 

    which Paul cites as

    an analogy to our 

    turning away from 

    God.

What is Paul addressing in Romans 1?

    Rhetoric:  The Jewish view of Gentile

    society as “unclean” in its practices,

    which Paul cites in order to win over 

    his listeners before “turning the tables” 

    and pointing out that the Jews are self-

    condemned.

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Faithful Interpretations Differ:

    Aggression:  Attempted gang rape of

    Lot’s visitors (like the heterosexual

    rape/murder in Judges 19-21).

   Angels:  Confusion of the distinction

   between humanity and divinity (the

   sin of the Gnostics condemned in 

   Jude and 2 Peter).

What is at issue in the story of Sodom (Genesis 19:1-26)?

     Arrogance, 

     Inhospitality, 

     Injustice,

     Oppression, 

     and Idolatry:

     The sins of Sodom 

     cited elsewhere in 

     the Bible (e.g., 

     Deuteronomy 29; 

     Isaiah 1, 3; Jeremiah 

     23; Lamentations 4; 

     Ezekiel 16; Amos 4).

Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions
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Forbearance Affords Peace and Unity









   “Schism is generally

     the result of an improper 		

     understanding or use	  “Respect for diversity is

     of Presbyterian polity . . . 	    a central requirement for 

     [when] a governing body 	    the peace and unity of the

     assumes the simple 	    church.”

     majority to be sufficient 	

     for taking action binding 	 

     the conscience of a large 

     minority.” 			General Assembly, Historic Principles, 

			          Conscience, and Church Government (1983)



				

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Key Points





God alone is Lord of the conscience.

-   Understanding Scripture 

-   Obedience to Christ

     

























Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear

    We have a duty to show mutual 

    forbearance -- to avoid:



 -   Error (our church is reformed, 

     always reforming).

 -   Division (a whole church witnesses 

     to Christ’s reconciling power).

Sexual practice is not an “essential” of our faith.
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 Individual Conscience Offers Insight 









“Controversy, and 	          “The  church protects 

  the tension inevitably 	its own minority point 

  produced by diversity,	of view as if it were 

  may be the area where  	protecting its future, 

  -- in the struggling and	recognizing that the 

  grappling with ideas -- 	dissenter may well 

  the Spirit is most likely 	represent the will of 

  to speak to the church.”	God.”



				General Assembly, Historic Principles, 

			          Conscience, and Church Government (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Why This Issue Won’t Go Away

		Because we do not yet have sufficient discernment to speak as a denomination and have tried to govern by narrow majorities.



		Because many faithful Presbyterians believe that their consciences and understandings of Scripture are violated by  the present rules.



		Because other Presbyterians -- equally faithful -- believe that their consciences and understandings of Scripture support the rules.



		Because many of us have forgotten the duty to show mutual forbearance in matters of conscience.



Our History and Present Policy
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Paul Emphasizes Conscience

  Paul invokes conscience as the opening point in his trial before the religious authorities:

  “Brothers, up to this day I have lived my life with a clear conscience before God.”

  (Acts 23:1) 

  Paul appeals to his listeners’ conscience

  for discernment:  “By the open statement 

  of the truth we commend ourselves 

  to the conscience of everyone  in the sight

  of God. . . .  I hope that we are also well 

  known to your consciences.”

 

                              (2 Corinthians 4:2, 5:11)

  Paul endorses conscience as a way 

  to right living:  “They know that what 

  the law requires is written on their

  hearts, to which their own conscience

  also bears witness.”     (Romans 2:15)

  Paul trusts in conscience for confirmation of the truth:

  

  “I am speaking the truth in Christ -- I am not lying, my conscience confirms it 

    by the Holy Spirit.”                                                                     (Romans 9:1)



  “Indeed, this is our boast, the testimony of  our conscience.”

                                                                                              (2 Corinthians 1:12)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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We May Differ on Many Things

		We value conscience so highly that, in 1925,  we affirmed freedom for ministers to disagree about:



		The Virgin birth		        -  Substitutionary atonement

		The miracles of Christ	        -  The inerrancy of Scripture

		Bodily resurrection



“The right of private judgment is a necessary one.

It includes the right to be wrong.” 

                      

                                                                          General Assembly, Historic Principles,

                                                                 Conscience, and Church Government (1983)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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We Have A Duty To Forbear







“There are truths and forms

with respect to which men of

good characters and principles

may differ.  And in all these we

think it the duty both of private

Christians and societies to

exercise mutual forbearance

toward each other.”



     Book of Order, G-1.0305 (emphasis added)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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“Essentials” Provide Boundaries

		The doctrinal essence of Christianity includes the Trinity, the incarnation, salvation by grace through faith, and acceptance of Scripture as the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ.



		“Central affirmations” of our Reformed tradition (G-2.0500) also include:



		Sovereignty of God

		Election of the people for salvation and service

		Covenant life

		Faithful stewardship

		Human tendency toward idolatry and tyranny



Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Freedom of Conscience Is

A Bedrock of Presbyterian Tradition



“God alone is Lord of the

conscience, and hath left it

free from the doctrines and

commandments of men

which are in anything

contrary to his Word,

or beside it, in matters

of faith or worship.”



                           Book of Order, G-1.0301

                 Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.109

                                                    (emphasis added)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Freedom of Conscience Is Grounded in Scripture





God promises a new covenant: 

“I will put my law within them, 

and I will write it on their 

hearts.”



     (Jer. 31:31-34; Heb. 8:10-11, 10:15-17)



 “The word is very near to you;

it is in your mouth and in your

heart for you to observe.”



                             (Deuteronomy 30:11-14)



“In the night also 

my heart instructs me.”



                                                 (Psalm 16:7)





  “Let all be fully convinced in their

own minds. . . .  Those who eat,

eat in honor of the Lord,

since they give thanks to God;

while those who abstain,

abstain in honor of the Lord

and give thanks to God. . . .

The faith that you have,

have as your own

conviction before God.”



                                          (Romans 14:1-6, 22)

Freedom of Conscience/Duty To Forbear
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Freedom of Conscience  

and Duty To Forbear
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“Authoritative Interpretations”

		In 1976, two presbyteries overtured General Assembly for “definitive guidance” how presbyteries might proceed with gay persons in training for ministry.



		In 1978, after two years of study, the General Assembly of the UPCUSA adopted a “Policy Statement and Recommendations” stating its “present understanding” that “unrepentant homosexual practice does not accord with the requirements for ordination.”  In 1979, the General Assembly of the PCUS issued an essentially identical statement.  Those policy statements were very controversial, and led to extended debate.  



		In 1993, in an effort to end the controversy, General Assembly formalized the “policy statements” as “authoritative interpretations” of our general ordination standards.  The debate went on.



Our History and Present Policy
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We Have Seen Endless Litigation:





Our History and Present Policy

Buchwalter v. Presbytery of Pittsburgh (1978)

Union Presbyterian Church (Blasdell) v. Presbytery of Western New York (1985)

LeTourneau v. Presbytery of Twin Cities (1993)

Sallade v. Presbytery of Genesee Valley (1993)

Presbytery of West Jersey v. Synod of Northeast (1993)

Hope Presbyterian Church v. Central Presbyterian Church (1994)

White v. Presbytery of Redwoods (1995)

Mount Auburn Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Cincinnati (1995)

Central Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Long Island (1996)

Presbytery of National Capital v. Office of General Assembly (1998)

Londonderry Presbyterian Church v. Presbytery of Northern New England (2000)

Sheldon v. Presbytery of West Jersey (2000)

Hair v. First Presbyterian Church (Stamford) (pending)
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Twenty-Five Years Later We Have. . .







Thirty-five overtures challenging our present policies:



  -    32 seeking to overturn our present rules limiting

       ordained service by gay and lesbian persons; 



  -    3 seeking the ability to obtain local waivers from 

	      those rules; and



 One overture seeking to strengthen our rules against ordained service by gay and lesbian persons.

Our History and Present Policy
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In All These Years:





Our disagreement has been a constant concern.



Overtures regarding the ability of non-celibate gay and lesbian persons to render ordained service have been before the General Assembly in:

Our History and Present Policy

1977

1978

1982

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001
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Outline of Presentation



		Our History and Present Policy

		Freedom of Conscience / Duty To Forbear

		Interpreting Scripture and the Confessions

		The Promise of Reform



Outline of Presentation
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Our History and Present Policy
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Introduction





Thirty-five overtures seeking to change our ordination

policy toward homosexual persons have been received

by Committee Six.  Twenty-nine Overture Advocates for those overtures have developed this presentation as a way for you to hear from all of us, but not each of us!

We believe that it is time for our church to set aside 

G-6.0106b and our current ordination policy toward homosexual persons for the health and well-being of the church that you and we love and serve.

Introduction














