Why the Church Needs to Preserve Its Ordination Standard of Fidelity in Marriage and Chastity in Singleness
The church—and the society—are in a prolonged discussion in our time over matters of sexuality.  Many of us, like Frodo Baggins in Lord of the Rings, wish that the times were otherwise. But what Gandalf said to Frodo also applies to us. It is not for us to determine the times we are in but only what we will do with the time that is given to us. 
I assume that each of you is here because you are called to act in this time. I doubt that you are carrying a ring of power, but many of you do carry a vote. And that vote is likely to have a very big effect on the future of the church—and the society as well.
It’s important to be clear about exactly what you will be voting on and the implications of voting yes or no on Amendment B. 
The implications of Amendment B go much farther than opening the church to the ordination of people in homosexual practice. The amendment would change our view of Scripture, our view of Christ, our view of marriage and sexual practice generally, and our view of the Gospel. 
The outcome of adopting Amendment B would be a reshaping of our theology so that the church’s moral standards could reflect the negative trends in the society around us instead of reflecting the holiness that God desires to work in us, and the power of the Gospel to transform us. 

Recently, Dr. Tom Gillespie, former President of Princeton Seminary, spoke to members of my presbytery, National Capital. Dr. Gillespie was a commissioner to the General Assembly in 1978. He was chairman of the writing team that produced what the assembly called “definitive guidance” on homosexual practice and ordination. Dr. Gillespie explained to us the history that led to the current language of G-6.0106b.

In the mid-1970s overtures were sent up to the General Assembly from the presbyteries of New York City and Palisades. They asked the General Assembly to form a task force to answer a very specific question of whether “self-avowed, practicing homosexual persons” –their language—could be ordained to ministry in the Presbyterian Church. The assembly answered that question with “definitive guidance” that said, “homosexual practice does not comport with Christian faith.”  Gillespie said that at the close of the assembly, a close friend of his said, “Well, Tom, that’s the end of that.” Gillespie knew it was only the beginning.

Challenges to the definitive guidance were sent up as overtures to the following General Assemblies, and other challenges resulted in church court cases. In 1993 the General Assembly reaffirmed the definitive guidance and called it “authoritative interpretation” of the constitution. 
Then, in the 1990s a minority of the General Assembly court issued an opinion. It said that the church should not expect the court to continue ruling on the basis of the authoritative interpretation alone, without an express statement in the Book of Order. Because the challenges continued, the General Assembly of 1996 considered and adopted the language of G-6.0106b. The language was ratified by the presbyteries in 1997.

It often is said that those who support the current language of the constitution are responsible for continually roiling the church on this issue. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The issue is continually pressed year after year by those who wish to change what has been the standard of the Church throughout its long history.

Now here is what Dr. Gillespie saw in the action of 1997: he said that when G-6.0106b was added to the constitution, it changed the subject. What had been a narrowly expressed standard related only to homosexual practice was changed to become a broad statement that applies to all sin and, in particular to marriage and to any sexual relationship outside the bonds of marriage.  It expressed the created order recorded in Genesis 1 and 2 that is repeated by Jesus and his disciples in the New Testament that marriage between a man and woman is an institution established by God. What had applied only to persons in homosexual relationships was changed to apply to all of us.  The current standard of the Book of Order stands in sharp contrast to the sexual revolution of the society. It is a witness from the Church that those who follow Jesus are following a different drummer. They are aiming to be faithful and obedient to the Savior. They are aiming to be a demonstration of the power of the Gospel by the way they live their lives. They recognize that discipleship asks much more of us than we can give, and that it is in Jesus’ death and resurrection that we discover the power of the Gospel to change lives. That is, in fact, what the Gospel is all about: changed lives.

Further, the current language of G-6.0106b presumes Romans 3, that all have sinned and come short of God’s glory, and it proclaims the Christian way to experience God’s forgiveness and restoration, and thereby eligibility for church office. 

The new language of Amendment B erases this understanding of our condition and the work of grace for us. Amendment B’s third sentence calls on the church to consider candidates based on their “sincere efforts.” This language is a throwback to a pre-Reformation time when the righteousness obtained for us in Christ was thought to be insufficient without adding our own works.

Pastor Corey Widmer saw this problem in Amendment B. Here’s what he said in the debate in his presbytery:

My deep fear about this amendment is this, he said: I fear that it ultimately suggests a gospel that is impotent to deal with people like me: a helpless, broken, selfish sinner. It suggests a gospel that accepts me but makes no promise to change me. It suggests a gospel that welcomes me but has no intent to deal with the profound brokenness in my life. It suggests a gospel that includes me but has no power to set me free from the enslaving addictions and selfish inclinations of my heart. It suggests a Jesus who welcomes and includes but who offers no vision and power for transformation and liberation to newness of life. 

…It is a gospel, he said, without the cross, a gospel that in the end is about Jesus’ welcoming behavior but has no need for his horrific death, no need for a Savior who dies for our brokenness and rises to set us free. 

The current standard has been called an effort to exclude persons who otherwise are qualified to serve the Church.
But the current standard does not separate out one sin or even one sexual sin. There are men and women in our church who have fallen into sexual sin, both homosexual and heterosexual. Many of these cases are resolved by counseling or by disciplinary action taken by sessions. I’m aware of a number of cases of adultery that have been resolved at the session level and never ended up in the higher courts.  I’m aware of the testimonies of many who have been engaged in homosexual lifestyles whose lives have been transformed and who now are fully qualified for ordained ministry. 
The testimony of a man named Mike Goeke is an example. As a young Christian man, Mike married in an effort to deny and conquer his homosexual yearnings. He finally gave up his “sincere efforts” to adhere to standards he couldn’t keep, and gave full expression to his homosexual desires. He was welcomed and affirmed by some in the church, but he was pursued by his family. He considered their pursuit of him offensive. He now says that their offensive love for him finally brought him to experience what he calls the “powerful love of the risen Savior.” His family, including his wife, who never gave up on him, welcomed him back, ready, he said, to “walk the journey out of homosexuality alongside of me.” 
The current standard excludes no person from access to the church or from the message of redemption. Jesus said that “Whosoever will may come,” and that is the Church’s message. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says in Life Together that the church is not a body of saints. Rather, it is a community of sinners who have been forgiven. 
What is excluded is important to note.  The current standard excludes “persons refusing to repent of any self-acknowledged practice which the confessions call sin.”  In other words, it excludes only the person who says, “I know God opposes this and the church forbids it, but in spite of the vows of ordination, I choose to do it anyway.”  It is those who have declared that they will not comply with the Church’s standard who find themselves in court. It is the forgiven and repentant who are qualified to serve the church: those who have been reconciled to God through the power of the Gospel. That is the meaning of the last sentence of the current language.  
Both marriage and sexuality are deep concerns of the whole of Scripture and are used frequently to refer to the faithfulness as well as to the infidelities of the people of God. The New Testament compares marriage to the relationship between Christ and his Church (Eph. 5:32). 
In an age like ours where Christian standards for sexual behavior and the Christian understanding of marriage are undermined by the society, where the society presses constantly for the normalizing of every form of sexual sin, and where the world’s standards have laid hold of the church with such force, it is appropriate to hold up the standard of marriage and sexuality for our leaders. 
Scripture affirms marriage between a man and a woman as the context for sexual expression that God approves and blesses. Genesis 1 and 2 record the creation of humans as male and female in a complementary one flesh relationship. Jesus referred to the creation narrative when he spoke to matters of marriage (Matt. 19:5).  Alternately, there is no place in Scripture that affirms same sex or adulterous relationships or any other sexual relationship outside the bond of marriage. As one writer has said, If the church wishes to change its sexual ethic it will need a different Creation order.
Our sexual behavior is no small matter. 1 Cor. 6 reminds us that our bodies are temples of God’s Holy Spirit and, that as Christ’s redeemed, we don’t belong to ourselves—we have been bought with a price. The apostle tells us to glorify God in our bodies—in our sexual behavior. Homosexuality is not singled out, not here or in the current language of the Book of Order. The standard of fidelity in marriage and chastity in singleness applies to all of us who seek to be servants of Christ and servants of his church. 

Tom Gillespie noted that the Church’s teaching requires us in our age to be counter-cultural. Amendment B would remove that teaching. The amendment opens up the possibility of setting standards that would reflect the culture’s trends and be the opposite of Scripture’s teaching. That cannot help the Church.

This opening to what is contrary to Scripture is found in the first sentence of Amendment B. That sentence is evidence that the amendment’s authors recognize the necessity of setting Scripture aside in order to argue that a sexual relationship outside marriage is acceptable. 
Recently, an article on a Presbyterian website argued that the Bible has become a weapon of injustice and discrimination against our lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered brothers and sisters. The author suggested putting the Bible on the shelf and letting it gather dust for a while. And then, he said, go grab a cup of coffee with someone who’s gay.
Amendment B implies much the same thing. The evidence for that is in the wording of the rationale that you will find included with the wording of the amendment in the booklet of amendments. The rationale tells us the amendment’s intent is to distinguish the will of Christ from Scripture. It says this: “Our church has bound itself to a hierarchy of authority in which we are to obey Jesus Christ its Head, and, additionally, to heed first the Scriptures and then the confessions, to the extent that they accurately bear witness to Christ’s will….” 
It goes on to say, “In order to be able to rely on Jesus Christ as its Head and as its chief guide in all of life, the church must shed any subordinate source of authority that would bind its ability to follow where he leads.” One of the subordinate authorities is Scripture.
This wording suggests that we can know Christ’s will for the Church and find reconciliation without the complication of Scripture. It is a way of loosening the Church’s bond with God’s Word in order to lean more into our own sense of what is right and just and compassionate. This is a suggestion that would set the Reformers’ teeth on edge.
British theologian N.T. Wright comments on this temptation in his book Following Jesus:

Plenty of people in the church and outside it have made up a ‘Jesus’ for themselves, and have found that this invented character makes few real demands on them...which is, he says, what the real Jesus had an uncomfortable habit of doing.
Our theology holds that Christ is God’s Word incarnate.
Luke’s gospel (24:27) records that Jesus opened the eyes of his disciples to know who he was by opening the Scriptures to them. I John warns us not to believe every spirit, but rather, to test the spirits to see whether they are from God. (4:1,2; see also 5:2)
The Confession of 1967 says that “the Holy Spirit bears unique and authoritative witness” to Jesus Christ “through the Holy Scriptures, which are received and obeyed as the word of God written.” The Word is our only assurance that the Christ we obey is the true Christ and not one we imagine. This is the consistent testimony of Scripture and our Confessions.
The hierarchy expressed by the rationale for the new Amendment B is unfaithful to what we Presbyterians hold to be true. The amendment’s permission to avoid the Scripture in seeking agreement on matters of theology and morality cannot help us to be reconciled with God or with each other. Putting the Bible on the shelf is not a way forward. On this basis alone, the new Amendment B should be rejected.
In summary then, the three main problems with Amendment B are:

First, Amendment B would change the theology of the Presbyterian Church by putting Scripture in a position secondary to a will of Christ. Whether and how Scripture could be applied to candidates for ordination would be determined by individuals and governing bodies. This is not how Reformed faith views the relationship between Christ’s will and Scripture.
Second, Amendment B would remove all specifically expressed standards for ordination; in particular, the reference to marriage and sexual behavior. 
And third, Amendment B would create a “different Gospel”; one that runs counter to our Presbyterian understanding of sin and grace.  

1 Cor. 6:9-11 says,

Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor [persons] who practice homosexuality,* nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (ESV; NRSV says “sodomites”)
Because we are creatures who, by our own efforts, cannot hope to please God, or to meet the requirements of discipleship in our own strength, we are dependent on grace—every day we are dependent on God’s grace. It is repentance, and not sincere efforts, that is our only hope for qualifying for ordained service to the Church. “Blessed is the person whose transgression is forgiven,” says the Psalmist, “whose sin is covered.”
I hope that you here in LeHigh Presbytery will by your vote call the Church to a standard of holiness that the Savior wants to work in us. The Church cannot approve what God seeks to redeem. I urge you to take the faithful action of voting no on Amendment B.
Terry Schlossberg

Lehigh Presbytery

April 4, 2009

PAGE  
5

