A Pastoral Letter Guiding UPC’s Response

To Actions of the 218th General Assembly of the PC(USA)

Meeting in San Jose, June 2008

July 21, 2008

FROM:   
The PC(USA) Clergy Associated with University Presbyterian Church:

The Rev. Ren Adams

The Rev. Dr. Chris Erdman

The Rev. Calvin Hoff

The Rev. Tedd Lyons

The Rev. Ruth Musson

The Rev. Lou Paradise

The Rev. Dr. David Bruce Rose 
The Rev. Dr. Sharon Stanley

TO:  
    Members and Friends of University Presbyterian Church;

The Presbyterian Church (USA) is made up of over 2.3 million members, gathered into over 11,000 congregations and organized into 173 presbyteries (district governing bodies) and 16 synods (regional governing bodies).  Every two years representatives (elders and pastors) of each of those governing bodies meet for our General Assembly where they worship, deliberate, and act in order to be the people of God and advance the Great Ends of the Church.


The last General Assembly, meeting in Birmingham, Alabama in June 2006, caused an immediate stir based on concerns that our church had compromised its historic and biblical commitments as it considered issues of human sexuality, sexual orientation, and ordination to church leadership.  In July of 2006 Pastor Chris Erdman wrote and mailed to each of you a pastoral letter arguing that such cries were not only premature, but also misleading.  The next two years proved his interpretation to be accurate and the church continued to hold to its previous convictions.


This year, the General Assembly, meeting in San Jose made decisions that have been widely interpreted, once again causing a stir in the news sources, in blogs, and on the internet websites.  This has destabilized some congregations, and caused concern among many pastors and elders.  Some congregations are once again arguing that it’s time to leave the denomination.  

In early July, our congregation hosted a large gathering of pastors from the San Joaquin Presbytery not only to hear reports from the General Assembly (GA) meeting, but also to allow the airing of concern and confusion.  There are many good things our GA did, including the commissioning of missionary personnel, the approval of our own Presbytery’s resolution for the whole denomination to enter a season of deep and searching prayer (a call for regional Solemn Assemblies), and the advancement of new projects like the Living Waters for the World project UPC learned about in worship on June 29, one that encourages our own participation in bringing clean water to the poor of the world.  (A number from our congregation were present, some leading in worship—including Dr. Sharon Stanley, God’s Asian Youth Group, Dave and Sandra Eaton, and the Rev. Lou Paradise served as our presbytery’s commissioner.)  Most of these good things are eclipsed by the ongoing debate over ordination of practicing gay and lesbian persons.  Of course, the status and rights of gays and lesbians is a big issue not just for Presbyterians—Californians will engage in heated debate over the state’s definition of marriage this fall in our election.


In light of the stir already spreading among the churches, there are several things we as clergy related to University Presbyterian Church believe about this summer’s General Assembly meeting in San Jose and about the response that may be required of us.


First, as was true in July of 2006, when turmoil and anxiety unsettled churches across the nation, it is too early to know what the results of this year’s actions will be—some of them must still be voted on by the local presbyteries over the course of this next year, and may well fail when brought to the local churches.


Second, it is vitally important that we all practice what we’re preaching this year—that we keep returning over and over again to the center, which is Jesus Christ, through prayer, worship, and humble service.  As in our personal lives, we can so easily be knocked off kilter and before we know it we’re living in a morass of anxiety.  We must hold to our confession that Jesus Christ is Lord of the church—not our anxieties, opinions, or judgments.


Third, this GA does seem to us to hold the potential to be a real watershed moment.  We don’t believe that we’ll be able to say this time that “nothing has changed.”  It appears that things have changed (though time will tell how much).  As the days ahead unfold and things become clearer, we suspect that it will be time for us to find a way, with the Bible in one hand and the missionary context of the church in the other, for us as a congregation to honestly, humbly, and faithfully engage in real conversation about human sexuality.  At every stage in the church’s history, Christians have faced the world in which they’re living and found a way to respond with words and deeds.  Too often that response has conformed more to our own biases, behaviors, and opinions than to those of Jesus Christ and the way of life revealed in Holy Scripture.  But Christ has prevailed even upon his church and made it his faithful witness.  He will do so again.  We must trust him.


Finally, we as clergy who regularly worship and serve among you at UPC believe UPC is a remarkable church and capable of the challenge the Lord has placed before us.  We trust in no other authority than Jesus Christ and the Holy Scriptures that bear witness to him.  We are suspicious of every other claim to authority (even our own opinions) and in prayer and worship seek to foster a way of allegiance to Christ alone.  We are a people of deeply held convictions but also a people who know that we must be willing to change our minds if we are to be an Easter people, surrendered to the newness of Jesus Christ come into the world.  The way of allegiance to Christ alone must be found in community—in honest, respectful debate, yielded to the Holy Spirit, or it will not be found at all.  And so, we urge us as a congregation to discern a path for just this kind of conversation in the months ahead.  We as pastors and theologians are willing to assist our elders in any way they discern to be most helpful.


If you would like to read more about the actions of the 218th General Assembly and have access to the internet, you might try this site: http://www.pcusa.org/ga218/.  If you would like a hard copy of a summary of actions by a group with no official affiliation with the PCUSA, the office has copies of What Happened at the 2008 Presbyterian Church (USA) General Assembly (from www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com). 

In the days ahead we urge you to hold firmly to Christ.  Go ever deeper in prayer.  Learn the way of humility, gentleness, truthfulness and not only will you be saved, but the church will gain a witness against which even the powers of Hell itself cannot prevail.
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