Presbytery of Transylvania
Christian Formation & Discipleship Committee
March 14, 2006

Please review the following pages from the Peace, Unity, Purity Task Force’s Report
before the March 14™ meeting of Presbytery. Small group discussions will take place.

Lines 10-260
Lines 927-1386
Study Guide-Section 1 & Sections 5&6
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4.  We are a people whose identity is sealed in the waters of baptism. Baptism “in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19) initiates us into the
community of faith and attests to a God-given identity that can never be erased. This is an
identity more enduring than all other identities we ourselves or others may give us. Our
relationship to one another in the household of God is grounded in this identity alone.

5. We are a people whose identity is nurtured in the sharing of bread and cup. Just as
we have been baptized into Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, so also are we sustained in
our life together through Christ’s presence in the sharing of the Lord’s Supper. This meal of
thanksgiving is a place where we receive the grace of God and confess our sins before God
and one another. At this table we continually embrace the reconciliation that is ours through
the death of Christ, enact our unity in Christ’s body, and anticipate the great feast to which
people shall come from north and south and east and west to be welcomed and to sit at one
table with Jesus Christ as host (Luke 13:29). The ultimate consummation proclaimed in this
meal dignifies our diversity, seals our unity, and even reverses our assumptions about our own
and others’ acceptability, for in that day “some are last who will be first, and some are first
who will be last” (Luke 13:30; cf. Matt. 8:11-12).

6. We are a people whose identity is strengthened through discernment and service.
God created us all in God’s very image, and though we are sinners, God’s Spirit is restoring us
in the image of Christ. To that end, God has firmly established our Christian identity in
election. We are not elected to an elevated status but to a special service—to embody God’s
purposes in and for the world. Our given Christian identity, however, requires ongoing
discernment. Although God knows us fully, we do not always think and act as though we
know God. Embodying God’s purposes in our time and place requires that we rely on God’s
grace and cultivate wisdom, committing ourselves to faithful prayer, study, worship, and
works of mercy and justice. We must seek the will of God revealed in the Scriptures by the
Holy Spirit as we discern our unique calling in these unique times.

by the individual concerned but ultimately becomes the responsibility of the governing body in which he or she
serves. (G-1.0301; G-1.0302)

“Candidates for Ministry

«

c. Persons seeking to be received as candidates for ministry in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) shall have
their attention drawn to the constitutional documents of the church including its statement on freedom of conscience.
(G-14.0304)”

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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6 Theological Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church

B. God Saves Us: The Object of Our Hope

What is our hope? That while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us (Rom. 5:8). And our
hope is alive through the power of Christ’s resurrection. “For if while we were enemies, we
were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been
reconciled, will we be saved by his life” (Rom. 5:10). We confess that Jesus Christ is Savior
and Lord, who has broken the power of sin, death, and evil.

Holding firm to this confession, we commit ourselves to the core convictions of Christian
faith in the church’s traditional teaching documents: the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, the
Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments. Guided by Chapter II of the Book of Order, we
embrace the faith of the church catholic (universal), the faith of the Protestant Reformation,
and the faith of the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition (Book of Order, G-2.0300—-.0500), as
witnessed in our historic confessions.

1. We confess the faith of “the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.” We receive
its canonical Scriptures. We accept its ecumenical creeds. We embrace the mystery of the
triune God and the truth of the Word made flesh in Jesus Christ. He was fully human and fully
divine, shared the exposed and vulnerable condition of all humankind, and gave himself, once
and for all, to redeem us from sin and restore us to righteousness.

2. We confess the faith of the Protestant reformation, including the doctrine of
justification by grace through faith, “so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). From this
doctrine, we know that all things, including peace, unity, and purity, are gifts that the church
receives by faith in the saving work of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.® As heirs of the
Protestant reformation, we also acknowledge that the Bible gives us the unique and
authoritative witness to Jesus Christ (Book of Order, G-14.0801g(2)), divine Word mediated
and spoken through inspired human words. These writings are our rule of faith and life (The
Book of Confessions, Westminster Confession, 6.002)—our reliable guide in matters
pertaining to salvation, our light in a world of moral obscurity, our measure of what is
theologically truthful and spiritually life-giving. These words also reflect the social, cultural,
and intellectual conditions of their times, so the church approaches Scripture with historical
and literary understanding as it engages in interpretation.

3. We confess the faith of the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition, with its core vision
of the majesty, holiness, and providence of God. From this tradition flow the themes of
election, covenant, stewardship, and the recognition of the human tendency to idolatry. This

® For this reason, in our preliminary report we were bold to claim that Jesus Christ is the source of our peace
with God and with one another; that Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of the church’s unity; and Jesus Christ is the
source of purity and righteousness to which we aspire, individually and corporately.

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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some positions others among us hold are incorrect, even damaging to the church and the
clarity of its message. Yet we have come to respect the integrity with which theological views
different from our own are held, and we have seen that many others in the church have the
same capacity to perceive the biblical basis and Christian credibility of other perspectives.

Therefore, the task force has concluded that, despite disagreements, the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.) should make every effort to prevent schism. What protections are there
against bitter division? The task force, diverse in its makeup, has gained some practical
wisdom about what it required for unity while important differences remain. Our pattern of
life together, our experiences of the results of sustained study and regular worship, and our
review of history and the principles of polity have convinced us that there are Presbyterian
traditions and habits, some of which have been underutilized, that may enable the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) not only to avoid a division, but to grow closer in Christ as its
members struggle together to live out the gospel. The following recommendations, which are
means to this end, commend the use of the resources we have discovered to the whole church.

2. The Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church recommends that the
217th General Assembly (2006) urge governing bodies, congregations, and other groups
of Presbyterians to follow the example of the task force and other groups that, in the face
of difficult issues, have engaged in processes of intensive discernment through worship,
community building, study, and collaborative work.

Rationale

The task force was directed to devise “an instrument and a process” by which means the
church can discern and discuss matters that unite and divide it. By the grace of God and with
the Spirit’s help, the task force grew into a Christian community. We also discovered that we
were not unique, that numerous groups in the church were also seeking mutual understanding,
using the disciplines of study, sharing of joys and sorrows, and prayer that paved the way. We
commend to the church the methods that the task force and others have used to pave the way
to discernment: deep reflection on Scripture; serious study of basic theological doctrines;
intensive review of the history of the church, the currents of conviction that created and
resolved conflicts, and the practical wisdom it has gained from its experience over time;
regular prayer and worship; use of texts written from a variety of perspectives as an
introduction to the discussion of potentially divisive issues; and work together toward
important goals. Taken together, these disciplines form part of the “instrument and process”
the task force commends to the church.

To assist other groups that want to use methods the task force employed, discussion
resources that helped us shape our thinking are on our Web site:

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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34 Theological Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church

www.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity. In addition to educational resources produced by the task
force, a complete bibliography of materials we have read is available
(www.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity, look under Resources). Before June 2006, we will publish
curricular materials that help church leaders, members, and groups make use of the
educational resources we have prepared or used ourselves.

The intent of this recommendation, however, is to invite the whole church to participate
in a season of discernment, not to mandate any particular format or approach. The task force
resources may be helpful starting points. We urge others to share the plans and materials they
have used, and we encourage all who decide to pursue mutual understanding to bring all the
imagination and creativity they can muster to the process.

3. The Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church recommends that the
217th General Assembly (2006) commend for study the Theological Reflection that
heads the task force report (see lines 35-260).

Rationale

The task force was directed to lead the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in “spiritual
discernment of our Christian identity in and for the 21st century.” We began our discernment
process by studying core doctrines of the Christian faith. Toward the end of our time together,
as we began to draft this report, we summarized what we have come together to believe about
who we are called to be as Presbyterian Christians facing an uncertain, challenging future.
That summary, the Theological Reflection that begins this report, affirms biblical faith,
foundational Christian and Reformed teachings, and helpful ways that contemporary believers
express the faith in a world hungering for meaning and truth.

The Theological Reflection is not, however, intended to be an official doctrinal statement
of the church, much less a new confession of faith. It is the work of one group whose
members were chosen, as we have said, not because we are experts but because we are typical
of the range of backgrounds and views of church leaders and members. The fact that the task
force, in all its diversity, has been able to agree on so much will, we hope, be an
encouragement to the church. What we hold in common is far greater than those things that
divide us. Many readers of the Theological Reflection will want to restate portions of it or add
to it. We encourage them to do so. We urge that the Theological Reflection be studied, not as a
finished or perfect product, but as a starting point for other groups that seek the experience,
which we have found so valuable, of grappling with basic theological issues in the company
of those who bring different perspectives. Listening to how our presumed opponents
understand God, Jesus Christ, the work of the Spirit, the mission of the church, and other
centrally important features of the faith has done more to deepen our discernment and mutual
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understanding than any other activity. Such theological searching, we believe, should be an
early step in any process of discernment meant to foster purity, unity, and peace.

4. The Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church recommends that the
217th General Assembly (2006) direct the Committee on the Office of the General
Assembly, and urge those who plan and moderate meetings of other governing bodies,
to explore the use of alternative forms of discernment and decision-making as a
complement to parliamentary procedure, especially in dealing with potentially
divisive issues.

Rationale

The other element of “an instrument and process” the task force commends to the church
is the wide variety of processes of discernment and communal decision-making the task force
used in its deliberations. These processes are alternatives to the mode of debate, in which
opposing sides emphasize the strength of their own position and the weaknesses of the other.
In discernment, members of the body work together to generate and weigh options. Advocacy
is complemented by inquiry. This can lead to cohesion in the body as well as discernment of
the will of Christ. These methods can be used under Robert’s Rules of Order [the primary
framework for decision-making in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)] in modes such as
“committee of the whole” before proceeding to a vote. The alternative approaches that were
most effective for the task force as it sought insight, understanding, and cohesion in Christ are
described in detail in “Discernment and Decision-Making,” one of the discussion resources
that can be found on our Web site (www.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity), in video resources the
task force produced, and in additional resources posted on our Web site.

The task force, having gained so much from these approaches and methods, strongly
commends them to the church. Such methods are easily integrated into the proceedings of
small groups like the task force. They also can be used by larger decision-making groups. In
the resources noted above, examples are provided of how all deliberative bodies, including
large assemblies, can integrate some of these alternative means of discernment into their life
and work.

5. The Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church recommends that the
217th General Assembly (2006) approve the following authoritative interpretation of
section G-6.0108 of the Book of Order:

a. The Book of Confessions and the Form of Government of the Book of Order
set forth the scriptural and constitutional standards for ordination and installation.

b. These standards are determined by the whole church, after the careful
study of Scripture and theology, solely by the constitutional process of approval by the
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General Assembly with the approval of the presbyteries. These standards may be
interpreted by the General Assembly and its Permanent Judicial Commission.

¢. Ordaining and installing bodies, acting as corporate expressions of the
church, have the responsibility to determine their membership by applying these
standards to those elected to office. These determinations include:

(1) Whether a candidate being examined for ordination and/or installation
as elder, deacon, or minister of Word and Sacrament has departed from scriptural and
constitutional standards for fitness for office,

(2) Whether any departure constitutes a failure to adhere to the essentials
of Reformed faith and polity under G-6.0108 of the Book of Order, thus barring the
candidate from ordination and/or installation.

d. Whether the ordaining/installing body has conducted its examination
reasonably, responsibly, prayerfully, and deliberately in deciding to ordain a candidate
for church office is subject to review by higher governing bodies.

e. All parties should endeavor to outdo one another in honoring one another’s
decisions, according the presumption of wisdom to ordaining/installing bodies in
examining candidates and to the General Assembly, with presbyteries’ approval, in
setting standards.

Rationale

The most intractable conflicts in the Presbyterian church often result in disputes over
ordination. Therefore, the task force recommends this authoritative interpretation, which
clarifies ordination procedures by emphasizing principles that are, we believe, closer to
Presbyterian tradition than some of our current practices.

If adopted, this authoritative interpretation would restore a greater degree of both rigor
and flexibility in ordination decisions. The authoritative interpretation would accomplish this
by clarifying provisions of G-6.0108 that stem from long-established principles of
Presbyterian polity:

1. Standards for ordination are determined by the whole church by constitutional
process. Acting on their own, local governing bodies cannot set their own standards or set
aside the church’s standards.

2. Ordaining and installing bodies are empowered and duty-bound to apply the church’s
standards and to determine the fitness for office of those elected to office. This responsibility
includes determining, on a case-by-case basis, whether officers-elect adhere to essential and
necessary articles of doctrine, discipline, and government.

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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3. Ordaining/installing bodies and higher governing bodies are partners in the
ordination process. Higher governing bodies oversee the decisions of lower ones. Ordaining
and installing bodies determine fitness for office. Partnership requires mutual respect of each
other’s decisions.

Why is an authoritative interpretation needed?

The function of an authoritative interpretation is to clarify potentially ambiguous words
or phrases in the Book of Order. (See line 1243.)

Section G-6.0108 was added to the Book of Order in 1983. It requires that all candidates
for office adhere to the essentials of Reformed faith and polity (G-6.0108a, sentence one) as
expressed in The Book of Confessions and the Form of Government. Ordaining bodies may
not dispense with the church’s standards or promulgate their own. Section G-6.0108 also
requires the application of the standards with integrity. It ensures freedom of conscience in
interpretation of Scripture within certain bounds, requires ordaining/installing bodies to
determine whether there is a “serious departure” from standards (G-6.0108a, sentence two),
and makes an important distinction between “standards” and “essentials.”

Standards are aspirational in character. No one lives up to them perfectly (for this reason,
G-6.0108 permits “departures” from standards that are not deemed essential). Essentials, by
the terms of G-6.0108b (third sentence), are those matters of faith and polity that the officer-
elect’s governing body discerns are indispensable for ordained service. Essential doctrines are
those that are required for a person’s beliefs to fall within the bounds of Reformed
understandings of Christian faith. Essentials of polity are those that are required for a person’s
ordained service to fall within the bounds of Reformed understandings of church governance.
Essential practices are those that are required for a person’s life to fall within the bounds of
Reformed understandings of Christian discipleship.

In recent years, the relationship between G-6.0108 and other Book of Order sections on
ordination has become unclear. Some ordaining/installing bodies have maintained that the
Constitution gives them the right to overlook or dispense with certain churchwide standards.
Others have considered adopting their own version or distillation of essential standards, to be
applied to all officers-elect. Some interpreters have insisted that some provisions of the
Constitution, such as those that govern sexual behavior, supersede the right of ordaining and
installing bodies to determine fitness for ordination in all cases.

This authoritative interpretation addresses all these points of confusion, by reaffirming
the wisdom in G-6.0108, as it holds together key historical and theological principles—the
need for the establishment of standards by the whole church and the duty of ordaining and
installing bodies to apply those standards in determining fitness for office and compliance
with essentials. If the authoritative interpretation clarifies current confusions about ordination
and installation, it will, we believe, contribute to the peace, unity, and purity of the church.

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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What is new or different about the proposed authoritative interpretation?

No elements of the proposed authoritative interpretation are new. In fact, both G-6.0108
and this interpretation represent a reemphasis of traditional principles that, as we
demonstrated in the previous section, have been held in constructive balance and tension in
the past.

o The power of the whole church to set standards is affirmed. This power was first
conferred in 1729, when the General Synod adopted the Westminster standards as
the confessional basis for all ministers. The principle established then and confirmed
in this authoritative interpretation do not permit the kind of “local option”
arrangements that some have proposed, in which each ordaining and installing body
sets its own standards. Such a procedure would be new, and it would be un-
Presbyterian.

o The authoritative interpretation also emphasizes the traditional respective
responsibilities of various persons and bodies. Officers-elect have the duty to
conform to essentials of faith and polity and the right to freedom of conscience
within bounds. Ordaining and installing bodies have the duty to apply standards and
the right to discern which are essential for ordained service. These two principles
were also established in 1729, when ministers were given the opportunity to dissent
from articles of the Westminster standards (“declare a scruple” was the language of
the time) and ordaining bodies were given the right to determine whether the
“scrupled” article was an essential tenet.

o The authoritative interpretation emphasizes as well the power of higher governing
bodies to review ordination and installation decisions if they are challenged,
determining whether examinations were lawfully and fairly conducted and whether
the matter of essentials was adequately grappled with. This, too, is a tradition of
Presbyterian polity, dating from the adoption of a constitution and the establishment
of the General Assembly in 1789.

By emphasizing traditional principles, the authoritative interpretation might, however,
introduce at least two changes in current practices of ordination.

e Though current practices vary from session to session and presbytery to presbytery,
it is often reported that examinations lack rigor by not fully investigating the scope
of each officer-elect’s beliefs, practices, gifts, willingness to uphold the governance
of the church, and scruples. The authoritative interpretation lifts up the obligation of
the ordaining or installing body to gain the broadest visions of each officer-elect’s
faith, manner of life, and promise as it applies standards and makes determinations
about essentials.

o The authoritative interpretation also lifts up a feature of G-6.0108 that is grounded in
history but has fallen out of current practice. Section G-6.0108 puts ‘faith and
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polity"—belief and behavior—on an equal footing, as they were in 1729, when
scruples were permitted in matters of “doctrine, discipline and government.” Over
time, an imbalance has developed, with flexibility afforded in matters of doctrine and
strict compliance required on all points of conduct and polity. By implication, this
confers greater authority on the Form of Government than on the confessions and the
Scripture they interpret. The proposed authoritative interpretation restores the
balance, grounded firmly in the Reformed theological insight that faith and action are
inextricably related. Faith is not only mental assent but also a pattern of life lived in
the presence of God. The test and fruit of faith are change of heart and amendment of
life. Therefore, officers-elect must comply with essentials of polity and practice as
well as faith. Ordaining and installing bodies may exercise judgment in the
application of standards of both belief and practice that are deemed by those bodies
to be nonessential.

In a word, the proposed authoritative interpretation introduces no innovations, but it does
seek to retrieve and clarify long-established Presbyterian principles of decision-making in
matters of ordination to and installation in church offices.

How would the authoritative interpretation address current critical issues
in the church?

The authoritative interpretation we have proposed is intended to clarify constitutional
principles and decision-making procedures in any church controversy that affects ordination
standards, as so many Presbyterian disputes have done in the past. It is not designed to settle a
particular issue but to clarify the common framework within which all ordination decisions
are made. The problem on which it focuses is a perennial one. Because Presbyterian standards
for office are ideals, including the highest ideal—perfect obedience to Scripture—all
candidates for office will depart from them in some ways, in both belief and practice. There
never have been or will be perfect officers-elect. Thus every ordaining/installing body, in
every case, must decide what departures can be tolerated and which are so serious that
essential matters of faith and practice are compromised. The interpretation proposed here
makes clear that standards may not be compromised merely because they are unpopular in a
particular locale. At the same time, ordaining/installing bodies, which have the most direct
connection and responsibility for people seeking to enter their membership, have the
responsibility for making judgments about whether these actual, fallible human beings have
the self-awareness, commitment, and capacity to exercise faithful ministry.

At the present moment, however, many will ask how the proposed interpretation may
affect several issues that have been the focus of recent conflicts about ordination, including
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the use of theological standards in the ordination process, the application of G-6.0106b, the
respective powers of governing bodies, and the status of authoritative interpretations.

o Theological standards: The proposed authoritative interpretation emphasizes what
the Constitution already requires: the examination of officers-elect according to the
standards of Scripture, the confessions, and the Form of Government.
Ordaining/installing bodies may not ignore any existing churchwide standards or
adopt additional standards to be imposed on all candidates. The proposed
authoritative interpretation further emphasizes the duty of ordaining/installing bodies
to determine whether the officer-elect accepts the essentials of faith and polity. If the
candidate cannot accept the essentials of Reformed faith and polity as determined by
the examining body, the ordination cannot proceed.

e (-6.0106b: 1t is not the intention of this proposed authoritative interpretation of
G-6.0108 to change existing ordination standards, including the standards of
G-6.0106b, which was added to the Constitution in 1997, and authoritative
interpretations addressing its concerns.*® The task force was not asked to adjudicate
the issues named in its mandate, including the questions about sexuality and
ordination that are the focus of G-6.0106b. Rather, the task force was instructed to
propose ways for the church to live faithfully while dealing with those issues. The
task force recognizes that the debate over G-6.0106b may continue for many years.
The authoritative interpretation the task force proposes is designed to help the church
maintain peace, unity, and faithfulness to scriptural and theological principles while
that debate continues.

The proposed interpretation requires ordaining and installing bodies to examine
carefully both the doctrinal views and the manner of life of those elected to office. If
an ordaining or installing body determines that an officer-elect has departed from
G-6.0106b, a manner-of-life standard, the ordaining/installing body must then

36 «G-6.0106 Gifts and Requirements

«

a. To those called to exercise special functions in the church—deacons, elders, and ministers of Word and
Sacrament—God gives suitable gifts for their various duties. In addition to possessing the necessary gifts and
abilities, natural and acquired, 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. They must have the approval of God’s people and the concurring
judgment of a governing body of the church.

“b.  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.”

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity
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1225 determine whether this departure violates essentials of faith or polity. If so, the

1226 candidate may not be ordained. If the departure is judged not to violate the essentials
1227 of Reformed faith and polity, after the ordaining/installing body has weighed the
1228 departure in the full context of a candidate’s statement of faith and manner of life,
1229 then there is no barrier to ordination (though there also is no requirement that the
1230 person be ordained). As at present, the ordaining/installing body would make the
1231 decision, with the help of the Spirit, about whether to ordain and/or install and based
1232 on all the evidence before it.

1233 o Review of decisions: The interpretation reaffirms long-standing principles of review
1234 of lower governing bodies by higher ones. Decisions about who meets standards of
1235 fitness and whether those elected to office are in compliance with essentials of faith
1236 and polity belong to the ordaining/installing body, but whether the ordaining body
1237 has adequately exercised its duties, including whether it has adequately grappled
1238 with the question of what constitutes essentials for ordination, is subject to review.
1239 Prior judicial commission rulings have specified that examination of candidates must
1240 be reasonable, responsible, and deliberate and that it must be thorough enough to
1241 ensure compliance with essentials. This interpretation conforms to the letter as well
1242 as spirit of those earlier judgments.

1243 o The status of authoritative interpretations: The proposed authoritative interpretation
1244 would clarify an issue that has caused considerable confusion: how authoritative
1245 interpretations of ordination standards function. The Constitution gives the General
1246 Assembly and its Permanent Judicial Commission the power to issue authoritative
1247 interpretations of constitutional provisions and stipulates that such interpretations are
1248 binding on lower governing bodies (Book of Order, G-13.0112 and G-13.0103r).
1249 Ordination standards are constitutional provisions, and thus are subject to

1250 authoritative interpretation. At the same time, the General Assembly Permanent
1251 Judicial Commission has established that higher governing bodies may not prevent
1252 lower bodies from carrying out their constitutionally mandated responsibilities. The
1253 conjunction of these two principles means that, if an ordination standard has been
1254 authoritatively interpreted, (1) ordaining/installing bodies must interpret the standard
1255 as the General Assembly and its Permanent Judicial Commission have

1256 authoritatively directed, and (2) ordaining/installing bodies have the power to

1257 determine whether any officer-elect’s departure from the interpreted standard

1258 compromises essentials of Reformed faith and polity and thus should constitute a
1259 barrier to ordination. In short, an authoritative interpretation binds how an

1260 ordaining/installing body interprets a standard, but it does not override that body’s
1261 power to judge which matters are essential and whether any departure from

1262 nonessentials is sufficiently serious that a candidate will not be ordained or installed.
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We believe the practical effects of the implementation of the proposed authoritative
interpretation can be positive. Confirming the standard-setting role of the whole church
will contribute to the church’s unity and purity. Affirming the right of ordaining/installing
bodies to make judgments about standards and fitness for office will, we believe, ultimately
contribute to the church’s peace. These measures will not be effective, however, unless
subsection (5) of the proposed authoritative interpretation is taken with utmost seriousness:
All parties must outdo one another in honoring the decisions of other bodies, presuming
that other governing bodies have employed their best wisdom and sincerely sought the
Spirit’s guidance in all their deliberations. The proposed authoritative interpretation is not
a license either to disregard standards or to override judgments of the fitness of persons
elected to office.

Admittedly, this measure will stimulate some vigorous debates and possibly dissension in
sessions and presbyteries about critical issues. Groups that meet together regularly have,
however, many more opportunities to engage conflicts constructively than do large national
bodies like the General Assembly whose membership changes from meeting to meeting and
often finds itself under sustained pressure from opposing interest groups. And what about
purity? Some will object that the approach we propose will lead to variations in the actual
judgments made by ordaining bodies and will permit persons to be ordained who do not meet
the church’s standards. There is already considerable variation in the judgments of ordaining
and installing bodies; and no candidate perfectly conforms to the church’s standards. We
predict that the authoritative interpretation, by bringing renewed emphasis to the process of
examination and application of standards, will in fact lead to more careful and balanced
decisions about fitness for ordination, thereby promoting the purity of the church and the
quality of its leadership.

Finally, it is essential to note that the proposed authoritative interpretation is meant to
serve these purposes—peace, unity, and purity—no matter what standards are in place in the
future. Some current standards, particularly G-6.0106b, are controversial. If that provision
were to be removed, or others were to be added, the authoritative interpretation, with its
emphasis on the right of ordaining/installing bodies to apply the standards in a given case,
would continue to ensure that an ordaining body could not be forced to ordain a person
whose faith or manner of life it deems to constitute a departure from essentials of Reformed
faith and practice established in The Book of Confessions and the Form of Government in the
Book of Order.

We submit that the authoritative interpretation proposed here answers many pressing
needs of the church and will continue to do so in years to come. At the same time, we
acknowledge that there are no perfect solutions to the challenge of living with a common
confession of faith and deep difference about particular issues. Some will be disappointed that
we have not adjudicated the controversial issues of the moment, making recommendations on
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behalf of one side or another. We have understood our mandate to be broader and farther
reaching: to seek ways for the church to live the gospel joyfully and productively amid
inevitable disagreement. We believe that the recommendations we have put forward,
including this authoritative interpretation, will facilitate that.

6. If the 217th General Assembly (2006) approves Recommendation S, the Task
Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church strongly encourages

a. the 217th General Assembly (2006) to approve no additional authoritative
interpretations, to remove no existing authoritative interpretations, and to send to the
presbyteries no proposed constitutional amendments that would have the effect of
changing denominational policy on any of the major issues in the task force’s report,
including Christology, biblical interpretation, essential tenets, and sexuality and
ordination.

b. all church members to acknowledge their traditional biblical obligation, as
set forth in Matthew 18:15-17, Matthew 5:23-25, and in the Rules of Discipline in the
Book of Order, “to conciliate, mediate, and adjust differences without strife” prayerfully
and deliberately (D-1.0103) and to institute administrative or judicial proceedings only
when other efforts fail to preserve the purposes and purity of the church.

Rationale

In order to assess whether the ways forward we have proposed are effective in promoting
peace, unity, and purity, it seems advisable to all members of the task force, whatever their
personal positions on issues, that the task force’s recommendations be considered and
weighed in a spirit of discernment, and that they also be given an opportunity to work.

Although the task force has affirmed commonly held convictions of Presbyterians on the
issues the General Assembly named in the task force’s mandate, it has not taken positions on
disputed issues whose resolution might necessitate constitutional change. Nor has it debated
various measures that have been or may be sent to the General Assembly at which this report
will be received. We believe it would create confusion and further conflict to attempt to make
major constitutional changes to section G-6.0106 or on other controversial issues before the
church has reacquainted itself with the time-tested principles of the proposed authoritative
interpretation. In the same period, additional measures are required to create a climate for
discernment. Whenever possible, personal engagement, mediation, and conciliation should be
used before either administrative or judicial action is considered.

7. The Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church recommends to the
217th General Assembly (2006) that this report answer the following: Overture 01-33,
Commissioners’ Resolutions 00-28, 01-23, and Item 02-10.

WWW.pcusa.org/peaceunitypurity



1336

1337
1338

1339

1340
1341
1342
1343
1344
1345
1346
1347
1348
1349
1350
1351
1352

1353
1354
1355
1356
1357
1358

1359
1360
1361
1362
1363
1364
1365
1366
1367
1368
1369

44 Theological Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church

Rationale

These items referred to the task force by previous General Assemblies are answered by
this report.

V1. A Final Word

This entire report has as its premise that a season of discernment is due in the church, one
that all the task force’s recommendations are intended to support. We have

e recommended that the church remain united and strengthen its internal partnerships;

o suggested that Presbyterians form and support communities of discernment;

o offered a Theological Reflection that is the result of our own search for Christian
identity;

¢ urged governing bodies to use a variety of methods, the better to discern the will of
God;

e recommended a return to traditional methods of making ordination decisions that put
discernment at the center; and

o suggested that if these measures are approved, the church seek to create new patterns
of interaction and to increase mutual understanding before engaging in processes of
constitutional change.

Life together in a discernment mode has the potential to be more constructive and less
difficult than our current pattern of head-to-head confrontation over issues. The purpose of
discernment, however, is not to minimize critical issues in order to get on to other matters,
much less to make life more pleasant. The purpose, rather, is to know, in our very being as a
church, the peace, unity, and purity that have been given to us in Jesus Christ, and to show
that peace, unity, and purity to the world we have been commissioned to teach and serve.

Therefore, our denominational struggle to live into the fullness of the gift we have in
Jesus Christ is not a diversion from our true mission, as some would claim, but integral to our
vocation to proclaim the truth of the gospel. On the night before he died, in the longest prayer
recorded in the Gospels, Jesus prayed for us, the church of the future, lifting our names and
our troubled church before God in prayer. And chief among his petitions in our behalf was his
prayer that we “may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in
us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. . . . By this everyone will know that
you are my disciples [he said], if you have love for one another” (John 17:21; John 13:35).
How is the world to be challenged to know the truth about God? The world needs not only to
hear our witness to the gospel, but also to see and experience the embodied witness of a
community joined in love of one another.
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Jesus does not, it should be noted, pray that we may all be the same or that we all agree.
Indeed, one of the most compelling reasons to continue to hold on to one another is to
persuade one another of the truth as God has given us to know it. Another is to strengthen and
support one another, different as our vocations and life circumstances may be, in personal
holiness and in service to a world riddled with suffering and injustice. Nevertheless, even as
we differ and even as we contend with one another, Jesus prays that we may all be one, that
we might love one another despite many differences that threaten to divide us. At a time when
people readily kill one another over their differences, a church that lives and works for that
kind of witness will capture the attention of a polarized world. What besides the mystery of
divine love could give us the capacity to love those whose goals and views differ from, even
contradict, our own?

The task force is convinced that the world is watching the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
and other denominations as we engage in highly publicized debates. To be one is not to say
that we will be the same, that we will all agree, that there will be no conflict, but as the church
listens to Jesus pray, all its members are reminded that the quality of our life together—our
ability to make visible the unique relationship that is ours in Jesus Christ—is compelling
testimony to the truth and power of the gospel we proclaim.
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As you discuss the following questions, consider using an approach such as mutual
invitation or prayerful listening, which are described in the resources named above. If the
group is large, divide into subgroups of five to seven participants in each small group. Provide
each small group with newsprint and markers if you choose to have them record the highlights
of their discussions to share with the larger group.

Section I: Prologue: The Theological Basis of This Report

The Theological Reflection in the prologue demonstrates that a group of Presbyterians,
chosen for its diversity, can affirm with one voice the core theological convictions of
Christian faith, the Reformed theology that the PC(USA) teaches, and the mission of the
church to a rapidly changing world.

e How does the Theological Reflection compare to your core convictions as a
Presbyterian Christian?
e What is compelling about our Presbyterian identity?

Section II: The Plan and Progress of the Work of the Task Force

Over our time together, a common conviction has grown among us: different as we are,
God has called us all to be part of the body of Christ as it is manifested in the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.) (lines 386-388).

e Refer to lines 315-339. Do you find yourself in one of these descriptions of ways we
have harmed one another in the body of Christ?

e Within your community of faith, how do you remain true to what you believe and
who you are and hold together with those who are different from you?

Section II1: The Issues Before the Task Force

A. Christology

We were inspired by the power that the affirmation “Jesus is Lord” and other
traditional Christological formulas have to shape faith and discipleship in our day. (lines
449-450)

e What does it mean to you that Jesus is Lord?
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D. A Concluding Word on Polity and Process

The task force has been impressed again and again by the church’s own members and
organizations, many of which are pioneering new ways of working together that build bridges
among parties and factions, deepen mutual understanding, and build up the body in love.
(lines 885—-887)

e What is already happening in your congregation that is helping to build bridges and
deepen mutual understanding?

Section V: Recommendations

e Refer to the task force’s recommendations (lines 927-1335). How do you think the
recommendations flow from the conclusions of the report?

e The task force presented and voted on all seven recommendations together, rather
than considering each recommendation separately. What difference(s) do you see
between considering the recommendations together as opposed to separately?

e How might the recommendations contribute to the peace, unity, and purity of the
church?

Section VI: A Final Word

e Read the final two paragraphs of the task force’s report (lines 1370-1386). What do
you make of their conclusion?
e What will be your next steps toward a season of discernment in the PC(USA)?
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