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The 218th PCUSA General Assembly was held in June 2008 and drew representatives from all over the country.  Some of the decisions they made were excellent, some were frustrating, some were the necessary minutiae of managing a large denomination.  We have selected ten items which we feel deserve special attention as our denomination moves forward.  For each of the ten, you will find the original text and changes made by the GA, followed by commentary on the implications of each change.  
Our presbytery will discuss these issues both at our July 29 meeting and in the months to come.  This report is not designed to preempt reports from our commissioners or our presbytery leaders, but to contribute to the ongoing conversation. We humbly submit this document with the prayer that it will be useful to those who read and study its contents. 
The Session of First Presbyterian Church, Hendersonville, NC
Decisions of the 218th 
General Assembly
Study Guide

 

Fidelity and Chastity Clause 

Book of Order G-6.0106b

Status: Requires ratification by a majority of the 173 presbyteries. 
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	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.
	Those who are called to ordained service in the church, by their assent to the constitutional questions for ordination and installation (W-4.4003), pledge themselves to live lives obedient to Jesus Christ the Head of the Church, striving to follow where he leads through the witness of the Scriptures, and to understand the Scriptures through the instruction of the Confessions. In so doing, they declare their fidelity to the standards of the Church. Each governing body charged with examination for ordination and/or installation (G-14.0240 and G-14.0450) establishes the candidate's sincere efforts to adhere to these standards.


Comments:  Opens up a huge range of options for presbyteries to ordain practicing homosexuals or others deviating from scripturally-mandated standards of sexual morality.  The Confession of 1967 says that “Anarchy in sexual relationships is a symptom of man’s alienation from God, his neighbor, and himself.”  This new statement seems to endorse anarchy far more than reconciliation with God and neighbor.
Presbyteries have voted three times on this particular clause of the Book of Order: once when it was initially approved and twice more following General Assembly votes to remove it.  Nearly 57% of presbyteries voted to place it in the Book of Order in 1996.  In 1998 and 2001, when the General Assembly voted for its removal, presbyteries voted to keep it, by larger number of presbyteries each time.  In the most recent vote (2001), 73.8% of presbyteries voted to keep the clause in the Book of Order.
Heidelberg Catechism
Book of Confessions 4.087
Status: First, the recommendation goes to a Special Committee for review for two years.  Next, it must be approved again by the 219th General Assembly.  Then, it will require ratification by a 2/3rds majority of the 173 presbyteries.  Finally, if it passes all these steps, it will go into effect at the 220th General Assembly in 2012. 
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	Q. 87. Can those who do not turn to God from their ungrateful, impenitent life be saved?

A. Certainly not! Scripture says, “Surely you know that the unjust will never come into possession of the kingdom of God. Make no mistake: no fornicator or idolater, none who are guilty either of adultery or of homosexual perversion, no thieves or grabbers or drunkards or slanderers or swindlers, will possess the kingdom of God.” [Quoted from 1 Cor. 6:9-10]
	Q. 87. Can those who do not turn to God from their ungrateful, impenitent life be saved?

Certainly not; for as Scripture says no unchaste person, idolater, adulterer, thief, greedy person, drunkard, slanderer, robber or anyone like that shall inherit the kingdom of God."


Comments:  Proponents argued that this was a correction of the creed.  The term “homosexual,” though, is in the Scripture referenced and has been in our version of this creed for years. The Corinthians passage uses two Greek words for homosexual – one is malakoi, which refers to the effeminate (literally “soft”) male role, and arsenokoitai, which refers to all other male-male intercourse.  
Our second concern is why this particular question in this particular creed is suddenly singled out, when we still have rules in our Book of Confessions against women baptizing babies, against the Roman Catholic church, and several other out-dated statements (for example, see Book of Confessions, Scots Confession: 3.22).  This is clearly part of a larger effort to encourage the ordination of practicing homosexuals.
Definition of Marriage
Book of Order W-4.900
Status: No Change
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	Directory for Worship states: “Marriage is a civil contract between a woman and a man.”
	None


Comments:  We were encouraged that this resolution was rejected by the GA.  The proposed change would have redefined marriage as stated in the Book of Order W-4.9000.  It would have replaced the words “between a woman and a man” with the words “between two persons.”  Nearly 80% of GA delegates voted against this proposal.

1993 Authoritative Interpretation
Originally the 1978 Definitive Guidance
Status: Goes into effect immediately.

	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	Stated that "homosexual practice does not accord with the requirements for ordination set forth in Form of Government."
	Removed.


Comments:  Initially approved as a Definitive Guidance in 1978, the 1993 AI had actually been reaffirmed and endorsed during the 2006 GA.  That same GA directed the Louisville office to send a copy of this AI to each congregation along with a study guide, within a year of the 2006 GA meeting.  The Louisville office neglected to fulfill these mandates in either the timeline or the extent of materials requested (a few brief materials were made available eight days before the 2008 GA), easing the path for its defeat.

Peace, Unity, and Purity Authoritative Interpretation
Status: Goes into effect immediately.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	The 217th GA in 2006 approved the PUP Authoritative Interpretation, but this was overruled by the GAPJC in February 2008.  The GAPJC heard a case brought by the Synod of Alaska-Northwest against the Olympia Presbytery, which had approved the following resolution:  “We hereby declare that in our discernment of the movement of the Holy Spirit, every mandate of the Book of Order (2005-2007) is an essential of Reformed polity. Therefore, any violation of a mandate of the Book of Order (2005-2007) constitutes a failure to adhere to the essentials of Reformed polity and thus presents a bar to ordination and installation.”

The GAPJC sided with the Olympia presbytery and decided that:

“While the General Assembly and the General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission may interpret these [ordination] standards, the authoritative interpretation did not (and constitutionally could not) change any ordination standard, including the requirements set forth in G-6.0106b. Similarly, no lower governing body can constitutionally define, diminish, augment or modify standards for ordination and installation of church officers.” 
	The following is the text approved by the GA:

“The 218th General Assembly (2008) affirms the authoritative interpretation of G-6.0108 approved by the 217th General Assembly (2006). Further, the 218th General Assembly (2008), pursuant to G-13.0112, interprets the requirements of G-6.0108 to apply equally to all ordination standards of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Section G-6.0108 requires examining bodies to give prayerful and careful consideration, on an individual, case-by-case basis, to any departure from an ordination standard in matters of belief or practice that a candidate may declare during examination. However, the examining body is not required to accept a departure from standards, and cannot excuse a candidate’s inability to perform the constitutional functions unique to his or her office (such as administration of the sacraments).”


Comments: The 2008 GA voted to overturn the decision of the GAPJC in February 2008.  They voted that presbyteries do indeed have the right to decide on a case-by-case basis if individuals can “scruple,” or disagree with a mandate of the Book of Order, and, in so doing, presbyteries can also decide whether or not an individual can intentionally not comply with that mandate.

The GAPJC had decided that while it was acceptable for a candidate to disagree with an article of the Book of Order, they still had to comply with all mandatory statements.  No exceptions could be made on compliance.  

If the “Fidelity and Chastity” clause is once again supported by the vote of the presbyteries, it will remain a mandatory provision in the Book of Order.  We maintain, with the GAPJC ruling, that mandatory statements are just that, mandatory.  This is supported by at least eight other GAPJC rulings as well.
Belhar Confession
Recommended to be added to the Book of Confessions
Status: First, the recommendation goes to a Special Committee for review for two years.  Next, it must be approved again by the 219th General Assembly.  Then, it will require ratification by a 2/3rds majority of the 173 presbyteries.  Finally, if it passes all these steps, it will go into effect at the 220th General Assembly in 2012.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	None
	A few quotes from Belhar:  

We believe in one holy, universal Christian church, the communion of saints called from the entire human family.

We believe… that God’s lifegiving Word and Spirit has conquered the powers of sin and death, and therefore also of irreconciliation and hatred, bitterness and enmity, that God’s lifegiving Word and Spirit will enable the church to live in a new obedience which can open new possibilities of life for society and the world;

Therefore, we reject any doctrine… which absolutizes either natural diversity or the sinful separation of people in such a way that this absolutization hinders or breaks the visible and active unity of the church, or even leads to the establishment of a separate church formation.

For complete text, see www.pcusa.org/theologyandworship/confession/belhar.pdf


Comments:  This confession arose from the very admirable work against the reign of apartheid in South Africa.  On the surface, this confession has a great deal to say to our country, which remains captive to the scars of racism, and our church has spoken out publicly on this issue.  
However, this little-known Confession fails the two major tests for inclusion in our Book of Confession.  Documents to be included 1) must have shaped Reformed theology over the long term, and 2) must have been used by many congregations in their work and worship.  It has done neither.  
We are concerned about this confession’s roots in Liberation theology over Reformed theology.  Unlike the Barmen Declaration, written in response to Nazi advances in the 1930s, Belhar does not seem to have as its first goal the proclamation of Jesus Christ as Lord or proclamation of the redemption and transformation found solely through him.  In addition, we are concerned that some portions of this confession could be used against churches who continue to hold to the scriptural teaching that homosexuality is sinful, turning a moral issue into a civil rights issue.
Litigation Fund
Status: Goes into effect immediately.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	None
	The 2008 GA passed a resolution allowing contributions “for the purpose of sharing the cost of legal fees defending our Constitution against the New Wineskins non-geographic presbytery of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church.”


Comments: We are deeply grieved by this resolution and fully believe that we can find a way to graciously allow churches wishing to leave the denomination to do so.  At no time has the EPC or New Wineskins ever solicited involvement in their denomination.  They are receiving churches who have become disillusioned by the actions of the PCUSA.  

We are relieved that the resolution was changed from its original form, which required funds to come from mandatory per capita and set the fund total at $2 million.  It now is only allowed to come from voluntary contributions to a designated fund and does not set a specific dollar amount.
Gracious Witness
Status: Goes into effect immediately.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	So-called “Louisville Papers” hold out an aggressive legal stance as the de facto stance of most presbyteries, particularly where there is no stated process to the contrary.
	For congregations considering leaving the denomination, the resolution urges presbyteries and synods to “implement a process using the following principles: 

· Consistency 

· Pastoral Responsibility 

· Accountability

· Gracious Witness 

· Openness and Transparency


Comments:  Approved late Friday night of GA week, after the other Book of Order and Authoritative Interpretation changes above.  Affirmed by nearly 77% of the votes.

In the committee meeting, the denominational head legal counsel spoke against the motion only weakly.  At one point he admitted, “Ending up in court is not working well for us.”  

The main sponsor of the resolution was Rev. Robert Austell, a pastor in Charlotte, NC.  He urged the other commissioners to act out our differences in a way that is glorifying to God, both within the church and to the outside world.  "We are more interested in shepherding the sheep than litigation," he said.
The Trinity: God’s Love Overflowing
Status: Goes into effect immediately.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	“Received” by the 217th GA in 2006.
	Study materials approved by the 218th GA in 2008.


Comments:  Although the Trinity paper was “received” in 2006, it was not approved for study.  Serious questions had been raised about the paper’s broad range of options given to the naming of the Trinity, and it seemed to confuse the name of God with metaphors for God.  The name given to the Trinity in scripture is “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” and that remains the only baptismal formula that “shall” be used according to the Book of Order. 
The Office of Theology and Worship of the PCUSA presented the assembly with three study guides and a DVD about the Trinity paper which, we are encouraged to hear, are said to address many of the shortcomings of the original paper.  The materials were approved for study by the GA.  We have not been able to review the study materials as of this printing and look forward to seeing them.
Interfaith Statements 
Status: Goes into effect immediately.
	Previous Rule/Wording
	Change Approved by GA

	Partially in response to the letter written by Muslim clerics entitled, “"A Common Word Between Us and You."
	One portion of the approved statement reads:  “Though we hold differing understandings of how God has been revealed to humankind, the PC(USA) affirms that, as children of this loving God, we share the commandments of love for God and neighbor, the requirement to care for the poor.”    


Comments:  We were deeply disturbed by the first version of these statements which were presented to the GA by the Ecumenical and Interfaith Committee.  One originally included the line that “Jews, Christians and Muslims worship a common God, although each understands that God differently.”  This statement was vastly improved in the final resolution after many revisions on the floor of the plenary session.  

However, this still-weak theological statement points directly to our denomination’s recent signs of compromise related to the essentials of our faith, especially losing sight of the importance of salvation through Jesus Christ, and of the foundational belief in the Trinity.  Muslims do not worship Jesus as God.  One thing most Muslims are taught from childhood is that “God has no partners.”  Many Christians, though, do not fully appreciate the importance of the Trinity.  The Trinity is not merely important for our understanding how God has been revealed, it describes the very nature of God.  God is both transcendent and imminent, present and at work in us through the community of the Three-in-One: the love of our Father, the saving work of Jesus Christ, and the power and presence of the Holy Spirit.  
We are encouraged that the GA’s statements about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict present a more balanced view than previous statements had.  We continue to call the denomination to be as fair and balanced as possible, respecting both sides in this extremely complicated and volatile situation.  We particularly wish to call the Church to support Christians on both sides of the conflict, whether they are Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem, Messianic Jews living in Galilee, or Presbyterians living in Tel Aviv.  With the psalmist, we will continue to “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem,” and also long for the return of the true Prince of Peace.
For Further Reading 
This is only a brief outline of some of the most significant issues arising from the 218th General Assembly.  The assembly covered several hundred other matters in a short period of time.  For example, the assembly did extensive work on social action concerns.  They boosted the number of missionaries supported by the denomination, but failed to approve the funding to pay for the missionaries.  Also, as our presbytery requested by overture, they decided to postpone voting on the revised Form of Government so that presbyteries could review it for two years.
We encourage each church and its leaders to do further research into the decisions of the General Assembly.  The following websites can be helpful sources and were used for most of the information in this document:
· PCUSA 218th General Assembly Website: www.pcusa.org/ga218

· The Presbyterian Outlook:  www.pres-outlook.com
· Presbyterians for Renewal:  www.pfrenew.org
· The Presbyterian Coalition:  www.presbycoalition.org

· The Outreach Foundation:  www.theoutreachfoundation.org
· The Institute for Religion and Democracy:  www.theird.org
· The Presbyterian Layman:  www.layman.org
· Theology Matters: www.theologymatters.com
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