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 and UPC’s Ongoing Witness to the Word of God, Jesus Christ
An Interpretation by the Rev. Dr. Chris Erdman
General Assembly Reaffirms Traditional Views
The Report of the Theological Task Force on Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church, accepted by the 217th General Assembly of the PC(USA) reaffirmed its unwavering and historic commitment to traditional and orthodox theology.  A good segment of the long (50 page) report is devoted to a restatement and reaffirmation of the gospel, the person and work of Jesus Christ, and the work of the church in light of the crisis facing the church over the ordination of practicing gays and lesbians.  Furthermore, it has reaffirmed our denomination’s traditional teaching, or “authoritative interpretation,” on sexuality, marriage, and ordination.  It has not, as the media has announced, “eased the way for gay clergy.”  

For some of us at UPC, news like this is a relief.  But others among us are saddened.  We are a congregation that holds diverse opinions together under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, gathered in worship Sunday after Sunday, listening to the Bible as God’s Word to us, and sent out in witness to the world.  This is as it should be.  To think in lockstep with every other person in the congregation would be the ruin of us.

Unfortunately, the Report is not easy to read; it is neither the best of theological writing, nor is a good example of legal discourse.  But it does not pretend to be.  That was not its purpose.  And because most of us want good theology and good polity we have great difficulty reading it.  That means that many of us will look to others to interpret it for us.  Frankly, that’s why you’re reading my interpretation.  It’s always easier to read the judgments others have made about political candidates, ballot initiatives, and policy changes at your work site, for example, than it is to read and form your own opinions. And as you may well imagine, there are many organizations and persons, both on the Left and the Right, who have a considerable stake in the way the General Assembly’s actions are interpreted, myself include.  I confess openly that none of us are innocent.  That’s why we must work hard to listen, even to those opinions that don’t jive with us, and resist the pressure to dismiss the other side.  The witness of Scripture (cf. Acts 15.1-35) and the testimony of history (cf. the Council of Nicea, 325 A.D.; America’s Founding Fathers’ Constitutional debates, late 18th century) teach us that it is through real debate that we all come to the truth; our own truth is often too small to be of any real good for the world.      
Local Churches and Presbyteries Do Not Have the License to Do As They Choose

It’s a strange irony that a report of a task force whose aim (it was commissioned at the 2001 General Assembly) is “peace, unity, and purity,” would excite such a furor.  Bear in mind that it is the culmination of decades of struggle in our denomination over the place of gays and lesbians in the church and their exclusion from leadership.  The most divisive issue in the Report, and the General Assembly’s acceptance of it, has to do with what our denomination calls the “authoritative interpretation” of our ordination standards—that is, the interpretation that is the official stance of the PC(USA).  Critics of the Report argue that the Report has overturned our past authoritative interpretation which reads: 

“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 women, 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” (G-6.0106b).  

Our authoritative interpretation also allows for “freedom of conscience—individual and corporate”—so long as there is “no serious departure from these standards” (G-6.0108).  When there is departure, individuals, congregations, and other governing bodies have had recourse in the church courts.   

The newly adopted Report reaffirms all this, saying: 
“If the 217th General Assembly (2006) approves Recommendation 5, 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,” (Report, lines 1305-1312).

When it comes to ordination, local congregations and presbyteries “have the responsibility to determine their membership by applying these standards to those elected to office,” (lines 1057-1059).  This, again, is as it always has been—those of you ordained as elders and deacons were ordained under this kind of guideline.  
That said, the Report does provide the kind of wiggle room that many fear opens up the floodgates for gays and lesbians to be ordained.  At this time of such struggle over the exclusion or inclusion of practicing gays and lesbians in the church, many would have preferred for the Report and this General Assembly to enact a language barrier that does not allow congregations and presbyteries the freedom to apply the denomination’s authoritative interpretation locally.  

Thankfully, the General Assembly has not moved to a greater bureaucratization by centralizing ordination at the higher levels of government.  There will be, as there already have been in years past, congregations and presbyteries that take license with our standards and ordain people who do not “lead a life in obedience to Scripture and in conformity to the historic confessional standards of the church.”  If they do so, and those persons are shown to possess a way of life that “departs” from or “fails to adhere to the essentials of Reformed faith and polity under G-6.0108 of the Book of Order,” they will be “barred from ordination and/or installation,” (lines 1063-1065).  I don’t think it’s faithful to the text of the Report for someone to argue that this is a descent into chaos as a church or the loss of our ordination standards.  

The Report as an Attempt to Find a Way Past Our Current Fighting
If things are to stay the same then, why a five year task force study and why such a long report?  That’s the million dollar question.  The Report sets forth its purpose in this way:

“The task force was instructed to propose ways for the church to live faithfully while dealing with those [divisive] issues.  The task force recognizes that the debate over G-6.0106b may continue for many years.  The authoritative interpretation the task force proposed is designed to help the church maintain peace, unity, and faithfulness to scriptural and theological principals while the debate continues,” (lines 1215-1220).  

The Report is an attempt, perhaps not the best of attempts, to live faithfully with our past, while providing the church with a process for engaging such an important, painful, and potentially divisive experience before the church with respect to human sexuality, homosexuality, and the witness of the gospel.  It is a plea for time and an invitation of engage resources that can guide us constructively through the debates we need.  It does not give the Left the freedom it wants, nor does it give the Right the clarity it wants.  Hence, it’s pleased very few.  But it is not a warrant for fear, secession, threats, or ultimatums.  Many in the larger church have been fighting in this trench for thirty years and we’re no better for it; it’s affecting our mission work; it’s sapping our vibrancy for our larger witness to Jesus Christ.  We’ve got to try something else, a different way.  I could be wrong, but I think the Report provides just that, and it’s worth giving it a try.  
Lee and Rosie Erickson put it well in a note they sent to me this week:  “Lee and I, and everyone we talk with at church, are so thrilled with the direction UPC is taking, and the tremendous spiritual growth we see in our church family.  We thank you our pastors, our elders, and our staff for your Christ-lead leadership.  We pray that these national developments within PCUSA will not derail us and that our congregation will continue to pray for and listen for our Lord's guidance.”

Some believe there must be a Trojan horse in the Report somewhere, and it’s clear that such fears have already begun to conjure up a real “fog of war.”  When such a fog rolls in, very few can see clearly.  In fact, we start seeing ghosts and monsters and hear frightful sounds that tell us more about ourselves and our own fears than what’s really going on “on the ground.”  
So What Shall We Do?

We must live in this moment with patience, generosity, and a larger measure of honest conversation about such matters than we’ve practiced in the past.  Patience is not cowardice.  Vigorous debate and discussion is not soft on conviction.  Generosity does not promote the mediocre middle.  Rather, they teach us to seek truth together.  Doing so does not mean that we waffle on biblical authority.  Such an accusation is both untrue and unhelpful, and it’s too quickly spoken by those who want to shift the weight on the teeter-totter quickly and decisively in their favor.  It’s easy to say about a person whose position you find untenable, “You don’t believe what the Bible teaches.”  But that’s rarely true and is nearly always unfair.  Christians can disagree and still confess their allegiance to the same Holy Scripture.   We must find ways of reading Scripture together so that we are all learning how to live under this text instead of over it, listening for the ways it wants to judge and heal us instead of making it say what we want it to say.

“The weapons of our warfare are not worldly,” wrote St. Paul (2 Corinthians 10.4).  Nor can be the ways we Christians fight our battles.  Those who think we must quickly and decisively set a moral standard that cannot be crossed tell us that the world is watching how we deal with this moral issue—and that a soft stance toward practicing gays and lesbians will be a stain on our witness to Jesus Christ.  That may be true.  We quickly draw lines between good and bad, the axis of evil and the alliance of righteousness.  And some may want just that.  There were some, maybe many, who wanted a certain moral and political vision from Jesus and felt sorely disappointed and betrayed by him.  There are many in our world who are watching to see if Christians can offer the world another way of solving its problems and working through the great differences that divide and threaten us.  
Jesus said, “Love one another.”  Not just when we like each other; not just when we agree with one another.  But always.  Unified, even when it hurts.  Why?  “So that the world may know that [the Father] has sent me,” (John 17.21).  Love for one another, even when we can’t see eye to eye is our witness to the reconciling love and power of Jesus Christ, who alone can heal this stubborn, divided world.  The way we engage this present crisis is a missional matter—it will witness to Jesus Christ.  How we engage this crisis is a matter of biblical authority—will we live out the command of Jesus Christ to “love one another” and so witness to his power to unite what the devil would divide and conquer?
I call you to Jesus Christ—not to life lived inside our small opinions or fears.  I call you to a season of more intensive worship, more intensive Bible study, more intensive conversation and debate (without threats or ultimatums that only foster an environment of distrust) . . .  a season of generosity and patience as we live into the faithfulness of Jesus Christ who has not, and will not, abandon his church—us, who are the only witnesses the world’s ever going to get to his power to heal and save.

