University Presbyterian Church


FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

About the PC(USA), Ordination, and Homosexuality
Introduction—
Last fall, our elders commissioned a Task Force to help UPC address the current conflict in the PC(USA) over the ordination of practicing homosexuals.  This team, which includes Hilary Chittick, Denise Grisez, Steve Varvis, Tedd Lyons, and me, has not only met to develop a teaching plan to help us all engage this conversation from the vantage point of biblical faith, but they have also worked to research answers to questions many in our congregation asked at our October “Church Hall Meeting.” 


Below is their response to your questions.  I think you’ll find this a helpful guide to the current situation as well as an introduction to the history of this denominational conflict.  I believe these studied answers will help you become a more informed Presbyterian, and also provide you with background to involve yourself constructively in this process.


A special thanks to the Task Force members for framing up this response and their part in helping us all have a better grasp of the situation before us.

—Dr. Chris Erdman, Senior Pastor

W

e have tried to answer some of the general questions you have asked that can be briefly answered.   We thought it would be helpful to you to have the questions and the responses in writing.  The questions we are responding to in this FAQ fall into three areas:  1. what did GA do; 2. what happens now; and 3. what does Scripture say.  Under each heading we repeat some of the questions, and then attempt a short answer to the questions.  

I.  WHAT DID GENERAL ASSEMBLY DO?
1.  You asked questions like:

· I understand that this overture would affect ordination standards of “straight” elders/pastors/deacons because it weakens the responsibility of all ordained to be chaste. Could this open up possibility that “straight” ordained would/could be “allowed” to commit adultery, etc?

· Does the new proposed rules for ordination allow for non chastity in marriage or in singleness? 

· Does it allow for those not living a moral life to be ordained ministers? 

· How did our Presbytery vote on these issues at GA? Talk about the overture to change the scripture interpretation.

Answer: 
The General Assembly (GA), took the following four actions relevant to our discussion.  The actions were taken by ballot, so there is not a way to determine how our representatives voted.  
   

1. The 218th General Assembly voted (Item 05-09) to send a proposed constitutional

amendment that asks the presbyteries to delete the current text of G-6.0106b and insert new text in its place. The Presbyterian Constitution has two parts.  The first part is The Book of Confession, which contains historical statements of what we as a church believe.  The second part is The Book of Order, which contains items such as the form of worship, rules for ordination and organization of the Presbyterian Church, etc.  It is this second part that the General Assembly proposes to amend, as follows.  
	Original Language
	Proposed Language

	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


The dispute over whether non-celibate homosexuals should be eligible for ordination in the Presbyterian Church has a long history, and this proposed amendment is one in a long line of proposals voted on at GA.   In 1978 the General Assembly (GA) passed a “definitive guidance” that homosexuality is a sin, and not God’s wish for humanity.  In 1991, the GA clarified that its position was that marriage is between a man and a woman, not a same sex union.  In 1993 it was clarified that the then-current PCUSA constitution did not permit the ordination of avowed non-celibate homosexuals.  The original language set out above, which the current proposed amendment seeks to change, was passed by a majority of the presbyteries in 1997.  Overtures (requests for actions of various types submitted by presbyteries – analogous to introducing a bill in Congress) have been submitted dealing with some aspect of the homosexuality issues at every GA since 1985.  (See also the attached graph, page 7, for more on this history).
2. Regarding Authoritative Interpretation—

An Authoritative interpretation (AI) is an interpretation of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) that carries the authority of the General Assembly and is binding on the governing bodies of the church. According to G-13.0103 in the Book of Order, these interpretations are made:
· by the action of a General Assembly upon the advice of the Advisory Committee on the Constitution (ACC), or,

· through a decision of the Permanent Judicial Commission of the General Assembly in deciding a remedial or disciplinary case.
· The most recent interpretation of a provision of the Book of Order shall be binding. 

Issues frequently arise on which section of the Book of Order may be ambiguous.  Either the General Assembly may make a general statement by majority vote as to the meaning of the section, or the Permanent Judicial Commission in deciding an individual case, may interpret a portion of the Book of Order.  The most recent interpretation governs.  

In the present case, the General Assembly voted to do two things by AI.  The two AI votes are set out below.  First, it voted to remove prior AIs which interpreted the Book of Order to bar ordination of self-affirming practicing homosexuals to ministry.  They did not however, substitute an AI in its place which authorized the ordination of homosexuals.  Instead there is not a General Assembly AI dealing directly with the topic.  

Second, it attempted to address the issue of scrupling.  Scrupling is the declaration of conscientious objection to some item by a candidate for ordination.   The scrupling is the ancient tradition of the church that allows space for an individual’s conscientious disagreement with certain matters but still permits ordination.  Those on one end have attempted to pass resolutions at the presbytery level which curtail scrupling by defining many beliefs or actions as being essential to the Reformed faith.  Those on the other end have attempted to go around express requirements, such as the fidelity in marriage section by arguing that it need not be complied with if an individual seeking ordination had a scruple against it.  Scrupling then requires the ordaining body to determine whether the scruple is such that the individual is disqualifying.  The Presbyterian courts have attempted to maintain this delicate balance.  On one hand they have ruled that scrupling does not permit a refusal to live in accordance with an express requirement for ordination.  On the other hand, the courts have declined to allow an expansion of the specific requirements for ordination by presbytery votes.  The Book of Order attempts to strike a balance between individual conscience and corporate uniformity in those things the faith community has found to be essential.  This balancing principle is seen most clearly in G-6.0108 of the Book of Order discussing the issue of scrupling.  The text of that section reads as follows:

G-6.0108a. It is necessary to the integrity and health of the church that the persons who serve in it as officers shall adhere to the essentials of the Reformed faith and polity as expressed in The Book of Confessions and the Form of Government. So far as may be possible without serious departure from these standards, without infringing on the rights and views of others, and without obstructing the constitutional governance of the church, freedom of conscience with respect to the interpretation of Scripture is to be maintained. 

G-6.0108b. It is to be recognized, however, that in becoming a candidate or officer of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) one chooses to exercise freedom of conscience within certain bounds. His or her conscience is captive to the Word of God as interpreted in the standards of the church so long as he or she continues to seek or hold office in that body. The decision as to whether a person has departed from essentials of Reformed faith and polity is made initially 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) 

G-6.0108c. 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-14.0405)
The issue the GA attempted to address was the relationship between the general balance between conscience and uniformity, and the express provisions in the current 6-0106b.  
3. General Assembly Authoritative Interpretation Actions

A.  The 218th General Assembly adopted (Item 05-09) a new Authoritative Interpretation, which is now in effect. 

Interpretive statements concerning ordained service of homosexual church

members by the 190th General Assembly of the United Presbyterian Church in

the United States of America and the 119th General Assembly of the Presbyterian

Church in the United States and all subsequent affirmations thereof, have no

further force or effect.

What this means is that this identical wording from those 1978 and 1979 predecessor bodies is no longer in effect: “For the church to ordain a self-affirming, practicing homosexual person to ministry would be to act in contradiction to its charter and calling in Scripture, setting in motion both within the church and society serious contradictions to the will of Christ” (Presbyterian Church in the United States, 1979, 201; United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, 1978, 261).

The subsequent affirmations that are also negated include these words from the 1993 General Assembly Minutes, p. 76:

…we concur with the opinion of the Advisory Committee on the Constitution that ‘the

General Assembly statements of 1978, 1979, and subsequent years concerning the

ordination of self-affirming, practicing homosexual persons and the related

recommendations adopted by the General Assemblies have been considered by the

judicial commissions of the church . . . [and] currently carry the weight of authoritative

interpretations.’

B.  The 218th General Assembly also adopted (Item 05-12) a new Authoritative Interpretation of G-6.0108:

…the requirements of G-6.0108 … 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).

This modifies the 2008 GAPJC decision of Bush v. Presbytery of Pittsburgh, in that the scrupling of either belief or practice is now allowed. The effect of this action is to remind ordaining bodies that they bear the responsibility for determining whether any particular standard (including those described in G-6.0106b) will be a bar to that particular candidate’s ordination/installation. This Authoritative Interpretation preserves the historic right of sessions and presbyteries to determine their membership; all these decisions, however, continue to be subject to review by a higher governing body.
4.  Other

The assembly declined to propose an amendment to W-4.9001, thus continuing the

PC(USA) constitutional provisions reserving marriage for relationships between a man and a woman.

II.  WHAT HAPPENS NOW?

1.  When do the above become “law?”

With respect to the constitutional amendment (#1 above), there are 173 presbyteries and a majority of the presbyteries must vote yes for the constitutional amendment to pass.  Until then, the current standard remains one of the standards to be applied in examinations for ordination and installation.

With respect to the Authoritative Interpretations (Item 2) above, they are in effect now.  Item 4 was not a change.  

2.  Voting

· How does the Presbytery vote work? 

· When does our Presbytery plan to take their vote? 

· Are the churches who have decided to leave the Presbytery currently participating in the decisions that Presbytery makes? 

Individual Presbyteries are voting during the next two years, between now and the next General Assembly.  However, there is a request that all presbyteries vote on or before May 2009. Our Presbytery voted on November 22nd  to reject the proposed Constitutional amendment.  The churches that have decided to leave the Presbytery, while in the process of departure, are still participating in Presbytery decisions.  

III. WHAT DOES SCRIPTURE SAY?

1.  You asked questions like:
· Could you provide us a listing of places in the Bible that discuss homosexuality?

· I request a Bible Study on these issues in the evening and during the day.

· How can we engage in a study on the Gospels as a way to understand Jesus’ heart for homosexuals? And how do we weigh the voice of the Epistles in comparison to the voice of Jesus on this issue?

· What is Jesus’ position on homosexual marriage? I know it will take interpretation so please teach us how to interpret! I want to make an informed decision.

· What does God (the Bible) really say about homosexuals? Is homosexuality a choice or biological? Should we judge or exclude any individuals that maybe can’t help who God has created?

· Jesus is the word. Can Jesus as the word teach us through the Spirit beyond what is in scripture?

· How do we go about deciding which scriptures “speaks” to us when many are conflicting?

· In the context of 1 Corinthians 5:1-13, how can believers justify condoning the practice of immorality?

· Please lay out specifically what the Bible says regarding homosexual activity. It seems that current events have gone against God’s will. How do we justify this?

· I’m confused! In the Bible God teaches that marriage is between a man and woman. We also learn extensively about forgiveness. Does that mean we must forgive the sin of homosexuality?

· I don’t know truth on this issue anymore. I need to listen. Can we all listen to each other and listen to scriptures and Holy Spirit with open minds on this subject? Is this possible?

Answer:

We intend to have a significant study of Scripture and Reformed theology on Scripture beginning January 18, 2009, so that each of you may engage this issue for yourselves both individually and as members of the UPC body.  Meanwhile, to get you started, we attach a bibliography (handout entitled, “The PC(USA), the Bible and Homosexuality) of a number of books and/or articles that some of us have found helpful in our own exploration of the issues.  

� See PCUSA Advisory Opinion # 22 on the PCUSA website for further information.  
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