Statement on the Dismissal

of the Millbrook Congregation with Their Property

The following was a statement offered at the June 2008 meeting of the San Joaquin Presbytery by the Rev. Dr. Chris Erdman of the University Presbyterian Church, Fresno, California.  Erdman served as a member of the committee charged by the Presbytery to recommend action in response to the request by one of the Presbytery’s congregations to leave the PC(USA) for the Evangelical Presbyterian Church.  The statement was offered in support of the majority position held by the committee.  The Presbytery subsequently approved the committee’s recommendation and the congregation was dismissed in a brief service of honorable departure.  In no way did the committee’s recommendation suggest a precedent for its other congregations.  The Presbytery made it clear that all requests to leave the PC(USA) would be handled on a case by case basis and subject to the requirements of the Presbytery’s Property Covenant (adopted, 2007); the dismissal of the Millbrook congregation followed a long and disciplined process.

It is no secret that I do not agree with much about the current movements to secede from the denomination.  I have spoken publicly that to be faithful to Jesus Christ I believe we must have the courage to find greater purity through greater unity and that we will find neither through the scourge of division (cf. John 17).


I see a number of errors in every historical movement toward schism, not least of these errors are the tendencies toward elitism, judgmentalism, and self-righteousness.  But those of us who stay put and point our fingers at schismatics are not without error ourselves. And those on both sides ought to pray for the self-awareness that keeps us staring at the speck in the eye of the other while remaining blind to the log in our own. 


I am a member of the committee assigned by the presbytery consider Millbrook’s request to be dismissed to the Evangelical Presbyterian Church and recommend action.  Through the process I’ve had to evaluate my own reasons for wanting to block that dismissal or at least make them pay for their assertions about the apostasy of the PCUSA that has necessitated their withdrawal.  And I’ve had to come to terms with the ways I’ve tried to dress up those reasons, making them look more just and pure than they are.


I cannot speak for anyone else, or judge your motives that may cause you to vote one way or another.  My motives, pretty as I’ve tried to make them, do not accord with the way of Jesus Christ as I understand him.  They accord with me, with my hurt, my sense of justice, my desire to act punitively toward those who have judged me as inferior theologically, spiritually, morally.  My motives, good as I try to make them, spring largely from sin, or at least are terribly tarnished by it, and do not flow from the revelation of Jesus Christ.


Having examined my motives against the will and way of Jesus Christ, I believe it is not only gracious but mandatory that we dismiss this congregation (as much as I do not wish to see them or any other congregation break fellowship with the PCUSA) and that we dismiss them with their property and with our full blessing.  

There are six reasons I agree with the committee’s recommendation even though it runs against my earnest desire for greater unity and our Lord’s own prayer that we work for greater unity so that the world may come to know our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ:

1. Blocking their dismissal or trying to talk them out of leaving is pointless.  This has been coming, the Millbrook leaders tell us, for some thirty years.

2. Holding on to their property is foolish.  There is little we can do with the property.  Withholding it from them or requiring payment for it hamstrings a vibrant congregation, and for me, such an act would merely nourish my own judgmentalism, self-righteousness, and desire to punish.  You may be above these things, but my pastoral experience teaches me that we’re never far from such things and that we must do everything we can to insure we are not snared by our own sin even while trying to guard others from their own.

3. Our Lord Jesus, and our long pastoral tradition warn us against judgment.  The same Lord who said, “Go and sin no more,” also said, “Do not judge.”  Judge yourself as hard as you need to in order to live a holy life; that is a matter between you and God.  But beware—do not presume to judge others and so take the place of God.  Whenever possible, and unless they are in mortal danger, leave others alone (cf. The Cloud of Unknowing, chapter 30, 14th century).

4. The Millbrook congregation believes they are obeying God.  We can dispute this, but if we do, no one wins.  We must not inhibit another’s obedience to God, even if we think it is misguided.  If we do so, we may find ourselves opposing God (Acts 5.34ff).  

5. If we feel ourselves injured by Millbrook’s actions and the judgment they therefore make about the rest of us, we are to forgive.  “If you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any they are retained” (John 20).  If we fail to forgive, if we exact anything from them, we are sinning against the expressed command of our Lord.  

6. Our Lord calls us to give, freely and without expecting anything in return.  “If anyone strikes you on the right check,” our Lord teaches us, “turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  Give to every one who begs form you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you” (Matt 5.39-42).  

Here is a clear summons to the authentic Christian life.  It is the way of Christian liberty.  I endanger my soul when I hold on, when I am too attached to my goods, my reputation, my opinions, even my sense of justice.  And when I judge or withhold or seek to exact payment I place myself in the place of God.  And that is a very dangerous place to be.


If we are to be free we must confront our propensity to act from the wounded and sinful places deep within us and we must follow without hesitation and without compromise the teachings of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  We must give the shirt off our backs.  We must go the extra mile.  We must give liberally and without reservation.  Only so will the goodness of the Kingdom grow among us.  Only so will we be children of God.


I could be wrong in my recommendations, very wrong.  If so, I am ready to be shown a better way. 

