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Presbytery of San Joaquin
“The September Statement of Conscience” (2006)
Regarding the Actions of the 217" General Assembly (2006)

We, the undersigned presbyters of the Presbytery of San Joaquin, are troubled by the
trajectory of the presbytery’s Denominational Cabinet and its “Challenge of Our Time”
document passed by our presbytery at its June 2006 meeting. The concern it expresses
over the actions of the 217" GA (2006) impels many congregations toward a withdrawal
from the denomination which we believe is not only unwise but inappropriate. With
great affection for our church and love for our sister and brother presbyters, we offer this
protest against what appears to be the majority perspective in our presbytery on what
these decisions indicate concerning our denomination. Furthermore, we believe there are
legitimate biblical and theological differences within our presbytery concerning recent
GA decisions, and that all of the voices that make up the presbytery must be heard in
order for us to rightly hear and obey the Word of God. We therefore, with love and
respect for those with whom we disagree, offer this statement of conscience to our
presbytery expressing our particular concerns and testifying to our hope in Jesus Christ
for the manifestation of his church, called the Presbyterian Church (USA):

1. There is no abandonment of the faith “once entrusted to us”

We believe that the actions of the 217" General Assembly and its adoption of the Report
on the Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church (PUP), while giving neither wing of our
church grounds for celebration, have nevertheless not signaled an abandonment of our
historic commitment to the person and work of Jesus Christ, nor have they denied our
traditional theological convictions or jettisoned our traditional teaching on human
sexuality and standards for ordination.

Furthermore, while there is considerable frustration on the Right and the Left
concerning GA'’s actions, there is also considerable miscommunication by the media,
church-related agencies, and by our church’s pastoral leadership. We believe that all
communication within our church family is to be characterized by both accuracy and
grace. Failure to strive for both accuracy and grace together is failure to communicate as
Christians and results in a crisis mentality throughout our church.

2. Why we cannot break fellowship

We believe that there are very few justifiable reasons (maybe only one) for a church’s
ordained leaders to abandon their vows and lead congregations to withdraw from a
denomination. Should a church’s official teaching and policy deny the person and work
of Jesus Christ, such a church would be in a state of defection from its ultimate
confessional allegiance. We confess that such a defection may necessitate a break in
fellowship in order to summon a church to confessional faithfulness.

We do not believe the PC(USA) has reached such a state today. Our pastors are
not officially prevented from proclaiming Jesus Christ “as he is attested for us in Holy
Scripture, the one Word of God we must obey in life and in death” (The Barmen
Declaration). Our congregations are not deprived of our evangelical witness and the
church is therefore not in a state of defection from our confessional allegiance. For this
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reason we must not—indeed we cannot—nbreak fellowship with our church nor can we
initiate a process that may lead to such a break without sinning against the Body of
Christ, our Lord, and our confession of faith (we “believe in the holy catholic church”).

3. “Unity” is the only means to “purity;” it is our witness to “peace”

In order to address this pastoral crisis—a crisis caused not by a defection from
confessional allegiance, but by our fear, our imitation of our culture’s divisiveness, our
uncritical willingness to “wage war according to human standards” (2 Corinthians 10.3),
and our attempts to gain and maintain power—we believe that we must summon the
church’s elders, teaching and ruling, to remain true to their ordination vows.

We have each vowed, among other things, “to maintain the peace, unity, and
purity of the church.” There is a reason “unity” stands between “peace” and “purity.”
According to our Lord’s prayer for the church (John 17), there is an intrinsic relation
between unity and sanctity, and between our unity and the witness to Christ’s reconciling
peace we are to be and offer to the world.

Led by the scriptures, we believe that unity is the best guarantee of purity. When
we divide, we deprive ourselves of the witness of those who, though they differ from us,
nevertheless serve us and the gospel by shedding light on those inevitable blind spots that
keep us from the clear-eyed obedience to the Word of God we all desire. Our best hope
for a pure gospel witness is the wholeness, fullness, and catholic-ness of the church.

We also believe and confess that the peace we practice through our visible unity is
the best witness we can offer this world to the truthfulness and purity of the gospel.

4. Therefore, we are full of faith, hope, and love
Finally, we recognize the present turmoil in our church is threatening our fragile but
necessary unity.

Should we fail here and divide, the world will lose the strength of our particular
Presbyterian witness to the gospel of peace and its promise of healing, hope, and
reconciliation.

Should we fail to remain united here, the world is right to denounce us as having
no real answer to its own warring nature.

Should we fail to maintain the unity God enjoins upon us, not only will we not be
pure, but we will have no peace, and we will have profaned God’s hame “among the
nations” to which he has sent us (Ezekiel 36.23).

Nevertheless, even our failure is not irreparable; even if we cannot remain true to
the unity Jesus asks of us, he will, by his own creative Word, have a church as his
witness. Therefore we are not despondent or pessimistic. Instead, with the prophets of
old, we too see a day when by God’s grace we will be “sprinkled clean,” given a new
“heart,” and made abundant in our fruitfulness. “Then the nations that are left all around
you shall know that I, the LORD, have rebuilt the ruined places, and replanted that which
was desolate; I, the LORD, have spoken, and | will do it” (36.26-36).

On the LorD God and on God’s unfailing promise to the church, in our love for
God and for our “neighbor” presbyters, we take our stand and confess our faith and hope
in God’s future for our church.




Signers:

The Rev. Ren Adams
Chaplain, Minister at Large, Fresno

Mr. Charles Barrett
Elder, Westminster Church, Fresno

The Rev. Sandy Brown
Pastor, Lemoore Church, Lemoore

The Rev. Ken Crabtree
Minister at Large, Visalia

Mr. Dan Cunningham
Elder, University Church, Fresno

Mrs. Sandra Eaton
Elder, University Church, Fresno

The Rev. Dr. Tom Elson
First Church, Lindsay

The Rev. Bill Ekhardt
Pastor, Northminster Church, Bakersfield

The Rev. Dr. Chris Erdman
Pastor, University Church, Fresno

Mrs. Terry Holland
Elder, First Church, Fresno

The Rev. Calvin Hoff
Minister at Large, Fresno

Mr. Mel Khachigian
Elder, Westminster Church, Bakersfield

The Rev. Tedd Lyons
Pastor, University Church, Fresno

The Rev. Jim Rogers
Pastor, Foothill Church, Porterville

The Rev. Dr. David Rose
Minister at Large, Fresno

The Rev. Sharon Stanley,
Director, Fresno Interdenominational Refugee
Ministries, Fresno

The Rev. Arlin Talley
Pastor, Community Church, Three Rivers

Dr. Joe Wilson
Elder, University Church, Fresno

The Rev. Dr. Charles White
Minister at Large, Tehachapi



