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[Editor’s Note. Julius B. (Jay) Poppinga, now deceased, was an elder at Grace Presbyterian Church, Montclair, New Jersey. He was a lawyer. He was also a commissioner to the 1995 General Assembly and attended as a Corresponding Member in 1996, having chaired the Quadrennial Review Committee. He wrote this article prior to the adoption of the original Amendment B as G-6.0106b. His arguments remain pertinent.] 

Has the church-wide, four-year controversy about ordination standards revealed a void of understanding among Presbyterians about their own denomination?
Let us begin with the basics expressed in the vows of ordination. (See G-14.0405 and G-14.0207.) Awareness, at some time, of these basics can fairly be imputed to each and every ordained deacon, elder and minister of Word and Sacrament.
Ministers, as well as deacons and elders, declare their willingness “to be governed by [the] church’s polity” and to “abide by its discipline.”
Of note in the parallel provisions of the remaining vows is the inclusion of “purity” alongside “peace” and “unity,” “intelligence” alongside “imagination,” “discipline” alongside “government,” “justice” alongside “love.”
These vows, taken at the time of ordination and repeated at the times of installation, even if they were standing alone, provide a validating context for G-6.0106b. But they do not stand alone.

To challenge G-6.0106b by asserting that the Confessions are only a guide or that they relate only to belief or that to invoke the Confessions as a standard detracts from Jesus Christ does not just compromise (one might say, does not just repudiate) the vows of ordination, but to do that also rejects in wholesale fashion key elements of the PC (U.S.A.) Form of Government.

What does the church Constitution, in the Book of Order, say about the purpose and place of that part of the church’s Constitution known as the Book of Confessions?
G-2.0100

a. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) states its faith and bears witness to God’s grace in Jesus Christ in the creeds and confessions in the Book of Confessions. In these confessional statements the church declares to its members and to the world

who and what it is,

what it believes,

what it resolves to do. (Emphasis added.)

b. These statements identify the church as a community of people known by its convictions as well by its actions (emphasis added). They guide the church in its study and interpretation of the Scriptures; they summarize the essence of Christian tradition; they direct the church in maintaining sound doctrines; they equip the church for its work of proclamation.

These passages are too clear to be misunderstood. Opposition to G-6.0106b on the ground that it purports to impose a standard, or to elevate the Confessions over Scripture, or to supplant love with law, reveal a profound need on the part of the objectant to read what the Constitution of our church has been saying about the Confessions for a long, long time. G-6.0106b is not a new thing in Presbyterianism, but it can help us rediscover “who and what [the PC (U.S.A.)] is, what it believes, and what it resolves to do” (G-2.0100a).

G-6.0106b can also aid our rediscovery of the special responsibilities of leadership. To hold office as deacon or elder, and certainly to serve as minister of the Word and Sacrament, is not a status to claim as a matter of right, or to seek as a sign of affirmation, or to flaunt as a badge of achievement.” All ministry in the Church is a gift from Jesus Christ.” (G-6.0101).

Every would-be leader of the church has a choice: be a candidate for office and hold one’s conscience captive “to the Word of God as interpreted in the standards of the church” or not be a candidate for office.

Persons already holding office have a similar choice: submit one’s conscience “to the Word of God as interpreted in the standards of the church so long as [one] continues to seek or hold office in that body” or demit.

Did G-6.0106b add something new that puts leaders of the PC (U.S.A.) to that choice? No. That has been their choice for a long, long time. Does G-6.0106b lead us to rediscover what has been the choice (the cost, if you will) of leadership in the PC (U.S.A.)? Yes, and apparently to the surprise of some.

“Discipline” is not a popular word in today’s culture, especially when it is pejoratively translated “witch hunt” or equated with “inquisition.” The stronger words play on fear, of course. Those who use them do not cite a single instance in the 22 years of experience that have elapsed since the “Definitive Guidance” of 1978 that would justify the fear these words incite.

But as deplorable as the appeal to fear may be (where facts fail), an even more serious attitude lies behind that kind of rhetoric, namely, an apparent mind-set that rejects the very idea that the church should exercise discipline.

Yet, the word “discipline” figures prominently in the polity and belief of the PC (U.S.A.). 

1. Deacons, elders and ministers, in ordination and in installation, publicly vow to “abide by [the church’s] discipline.” 

2. The Preamble to Chapter 1 of the Rules of Discipline defines “discipline” clearly and comprehensively.
3. The Rules of Discipline, in sixty-six pages, comprising fully one-third of the Book of Order, spell out in detail how discipline is to be administered.
4. Officers of the PC (U.S.A.) are under an affirmative duty to exercise discipline. (G-1.0303).

This solemn investiture of disciplinary authority is one of the foundational principles of the PC (U.S.A.) (G-1.0300).

The linkage of the Historic Principles to the Holy Scriptures in Chapter I of the Book of Order is followed by the three-way linkage of Jesus Christ, the Scriptures and the Confessional statements throughout Chapter II. The relatedness of all three are obscured, as happens all too often, by truncating the words of G-2.0200, “The church reformed, always reforming,” thereby imputing legitimacy to confessional flux. The omitted words are critical. The last sentence of G-2.0200 reads in its entirety:

The church affirms “Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda,” that is, “The church reformed, always reforming, according to the Word of God and the call of the Spirit. (Emphasis added.)

One cannot read the arguments of the leaders of the dissents and protests against G-6.0106b without raising this question: Is this an effort not to “reform...according to the Word of God” but rather to reform out from under the authority of Jesus Christ, the Word of God as the Scriptures bear witness to him, and out from under the Confessional standards? One might also ask, as to church officers and ministers, out from under the solemn vows of ordination and installation? To the degree that there continues to be a clamor for ordination without regard to fidelity and chastity, dissent becomes disavowal.

When matters that lie at the core of the PC (U.S.A.) are opposed, circumvented, or simply ignored, the issue ceases to be G-6.0106b. The issue becomes the commitment to historic Presbyterianism of persons who are or would become deacons, elders and ministers of the Word and Sacrament of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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