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ANIMUS IMPONENTIS: HITS AND MYTHS
“Animus imponentis?” What in the world does that mean? And why on earth is this sensible Presbytery having a conference to talk about it? First of all, animus imponentis (AI) is an old legal term, hence the Latin, applied, apparently beginning in the early 19th century, to ecclesiastical (church) law and government. It means “the intention (or mind) of the imposing body,” referring to the church as the body that oversees the officers who receive and adopt the confessions and catechisms of the church. This obviously has to be further unpacked and it is for this reason, as I understand it, that this honorable Presbytery is holding this conference.
We come here to think through together all these matters of how we go about being a confessional church. And in so doing, I would like to focus on what AI means and does not mean, what I playfully call the “hits and myths” of the animus imponentis. Additionally, I would like, beginning in this talk and concluding with the final shorter one, to contextualize this the way that I did in the first CCE Candidates and Credentials Conference by thinking through together how to go about “Handling Difficult Issues in the Theology Exams for Candidates for the Gospel Ministry.”
I would call your attention, first of all, then, to what AI means from what you were asked to read by me in advance of this conference: sections of the Report of the Committee on Creation Views (of which I served as chairman) and of an article of mine just published in the most recent issue of Confessional Presbyterian (having to do with the “Affirmation of the IAOC at the WAD”).
As just noted, the Latin phrase animus imponentis is employed in constitutional law.  According to Black’s Law Dictionary,
 “animus” (Latin for “soul” or “mind”
) when used at law, particularly constitutional law, often indicates “intention,” and is best translated as such.  Inasmuch as “imponentis” means “the imposers,”
 or, in this case, “the imposing body,” the animus imponentis would refer to “the intention of the imposing 


body.”  We employ the term animus imponentis in ecclesiastical law then as a way of highlighting that in church law, as in civil law, attention must be paid not only to the actual words of the constitution itself but also to the intention of the body that would interpret that constitution.

In ecclesiastical law, as in all constitutional law, judicatories that interpret the constitution should pay the most careful attention to the words of the constitution itself. The words of the Standards themselves, as a faithful putting together and interpretation of the words of Scripture itself, should always be the first concern of all of our presbyters and judicatories.  The words drafted and adopted by the framers serve as the form of unity and bind the church together in its doctrine.  The interpretation that the church as a whole has of the constitution has come to be referred to by the technical term animus imponentis (about which term we are particularly concerned here). 
 The animus of the church, however, is shaped not only by the words of the constitution itself but also by the church studying and giving heed to what the original intent of the those who framed the confession or its amendments was (among other things).  Original intent, like animus imponentis, is also a technical term and refers to what the framers of a document, whether it is a civil or ecclesiastical constitution, had in mind when they wrote and adopted the constitution.  Relevant to this task of ascertaining original intent, then, is a survey of the writings, public and private, of the framers, as well as any record of the debate that occurred in the process of drafting and adopting the constitution. So thus far we have the words of the Standards themselves, interpreting the words of Scripture itself, together with the original intent (as best we can ascertain that, often no small feat), all going to make up this thing we are calling the animus imponentis.
The imposing body, then, is concerned not only with the words of the Standards themselves and original intent, but also, and here’s a new element, with additional light from further biblical/theological work. This additional light, and/or firmer conviction about a matter (take two examples: the IAOC or definite atonement) permits the church to hold something more clearly or firmly than is suggested by what we know of the original intent, but never in a way that it at variance with any of the words of the 
Standards but interprets those Standards in a particular way (it may be argued that the Divines intended exclusive psalmody, but it is arguable that the words of the Standards demand it and, at any rate, that is not the way the church has interpreted those words).  

The animus imponentis, as I noted in the CP article, is particularly relevant when dealing with the Westminster Confession and Catechisms since they were not the product of an ecclesiastical judicatory (unlike the products of so many previous church councils and judicatories) but were instead the product of a body that was advisory to the English Parliament. As such, the intention of the Scottish Church in adopting the Westminster Standards (in 1649)
 is, for that church, as important (if not more so) than the intention of the WA. Similarly, then, the animus imponentis is significant for the Presbyterian Church in the colonies when it passed the Adopting Act of 1729 or when the OPC adopted the form of the Westminster Standards that it did at the Second GA of the OPC in November 1936. Some might even regard such adopting acts by ecclesiastical judicatories as savoring more of an original intent situation than an animus imponentis one. Regardless of which is correct, the point remains that in confessional hermeneutics significant consideration must be given to acts of church judicatories subsequent to the adoption of the WS. 

The concept of animus imponentis finds further significance in that the church is not only the authoritative interpreter of its constitution but that it imposes on its members 

the oaths and vows that they take to maintain and defend that constitution.  Animus imponentis means, in this respect, that when an officer in the church subscribes to the constitution of the church, he does so with the explicit understanding that the valid intention as to its meaning is that of the church as a whole and not merely his own private 
opinion. For example, if a man coming into the OPC denies, say, the IAOC or definite atonement, he should not take the position, when asked about differences or scruples with 
the Standard, that he has none, because he personally believes that the Standards do not teach either of these doctrines. The OPC would regard either of those positions at variance with the Standards as understood now by the church, regardless of the candidate’s insistence that the Standards do not teach them. This is the animus imponentis. 
So, backing up just a bit, how is intention of the church to be gathered?  Most obviously, the meaning of the constitution resides in the words themselves.  The intention of the church, then, is to be gathered by a careful reading of precisely what she has stated in her Standards. The standards of the church are already themselves an interpretation of the Scriptures, a “saying together” what the Bible itself teaches in the various loci of the 
theological encyclopedia.  To be sure the Standards themselves must be interpreted but not in the same way that the Scriptures must be interpreted. The Scriptures, for instance, do not employ technical theological language in the same way that the Standards do.  
This is because the constitution of the church, containing, as it does, the secondary (in the Confession and Catechisms) and tertiary (in the Book of Church Order) standards, are the church’s agreed-upon interpretation of the Scriptures.  They must clearly set forth what the church believes.

The Standards are by their very nature a theological formulation, laid out in a logical, orderly fashion amenable to quick reference, summarizing the Bible’s major teachings. This is to say that, presumably, wherever the Standards address an issue they do so with maximal clarity.  While there may be things in Paul, as well as other places in Scripture, that are “hard to understand” (II Peter 3:16), it is assumed that the Standards do not, in the main, contain such obscurities.  It is particularly the province, if not to say the 
burden, of the Standards to teach doctrine with clarity and precision, since they serve as the Church’s interpretation of the Word of God on certain key issues.

We must not imagine, though, that we only interpret the Scriptures and not the Standards.  While it is true that the Standards ought always to serve to clarify what we 
confess together the Bible teaches, we still have to interpret the Standards.  That this interpretation should not be purely private but take into account how the church as a 
whole reads its standard is the concern of animus imponentis.  That having been said, it is important as well to assert that the church ought to interpret her Standards consonant with the meaning intended at its adoption (or the adoption/modification of any part of it), as best as that can be ascertained.  It is inimical to constitutional government for the church to interpret her constitution in any way that is clearly at variance with its own words and the original intention of the framers/adopters.  To disregard the Standards’ clear statement about a particular doctrine and to believe otherwise in spite of what is confessed is the mark of a declining, if not to say, apostatizing church.

When the church comes to believe that the Scriptures teach something other than what she has confessed the Scriptures to teach, integrity demands she amend her 
constitution in the manner that the constitution itself prescribes for its own amendment.  For the church to refuse to amend her constitution to reflect her current understanding but instead to read it clearly at variance with its plain meaning is to render the concept of the 
church as a confessing church meaningless.  All this is to say that the concept of animus imponentis may not be employed so as to make a wax nose of the Standards and to pit the church’s interpretation of the Standards against the plain words of the Standards itself, particularly inasmuch as the Standards generally are thought to contain but few obscurities.  Rather, animus imponentis, rightly understood and employed, means simply that the church as a whole in its integrity interprets its own constitution and that such interpretation, and not those of private individuals or lesser judicatories, is decisive.

The concept, then, of animus impoentis, is significant because it insures confessional integrity.  It means that the church can read and understand its own confession and it is that shared corporate meaning that binds the church together.  Thus 
when one subscribes to the Standards, or takes his ordination vows to uphold the Constitution of the OPC, he does so explicitly affirming the constitution as understood by the church as a whole.  It is not one’s own interpretation or even that of a particular 
presbytery that is to prevail but the animus imponentis, the intention of the church as a whole, which church as a whole imposes the oaths and vows through its particular 
representatives.  So the animus imponentis means that one is to understand the Standards in the sense of the words as commonly understood in the church. 

The Standards are not then to be understood in some wooden literal fashion that a punctilious reading by a particular candidate or judicatory might yield.  Similarly, the Standards are not to be given an overly elastic loose reading that a particular candidate or presbytery might hold.  In the former instance, a novitiate, for instance, might not understand the texture that a particular passage in the Standards has assumed as the church has read her Standards and might read them in an idiosyncratic, and rather wooden, fashion. In the latter instance, a candidate might believe that he can subscribe to the Standards taking the words thereof to mean whatever he chooses to mean by them in his own private counsels.  The concept of animus imponentis would stand over against 
both approaches and would indicate that the Standards are to be subscribed to in the manner in which the Church understands them, as best as that can be grasped.
Another way of putting it is that the Standards are to be subscribed ex animo
 and not with equivocation or mental reservation
.  To do otherwise, as Hodge rightly observes in his discussion of animus imponentis, “shocks the common sense and the common honesty of men.”
  One might well argue, then, that inasmuch as animus imponentis 
serves as a check for making the Standards mean whatever the individual candidate or judicatory wishes to make it mean, the concept of animus imponentis is necessary to 

preserve the peace, purity, and unity of the church.  Without such a concept, every man understanding and subscribing to the Standards in an individualistic fashion would result in ecclesiastical anarchy.  Keeping in mind the animus imponentis serves to check such subjectivism and to preserve the purity, peace, and unity of the church.

**Myths associated with animus imponentis in the OPC**
1. We interpret the Bible but not the Westminster Standards.

a. This is an understandable error given the nature of the Standards as clear statements of doctrine. One might wrongly assume that they need no interpretation; rather they need only to be received in their teaching. This is the fundamentalist error about the Bible (“no book but the Bible; no creed but Christ”) applied to the creeds. Let’s not think that creeds neither warrant nor need interpretation.
b. Interpretation, the hermeneutical task, is, at every level, inescapable. The question, then, is not whether we interpret the Standards (we do): the question is, whose interpretation prevails? My possibly idiosyncratic one or the one that the imposing body, acting in integrity, holds? One may object that the imposing body might be wrong or is not acting in integrity  but that’s another matter and remedies for such exist in our BCO.
c. Variations of interpretation on a particular matter in the imposing body may signal either departure from the faith or a proper elasticity in enforcing the confession at that particular point (think of the issue of exclusive psalmody). One has to judge and act accordingly. There is no escaping that hard work.
2. We should do, or be able to do, without this confusing notion of AI
a. Since AI is inevitable we can no more do away with it than we can do away with the act of interpretation and application itself, the hard work that the church is called to do.

b. Nothing is automatic, it must be administered. Do away with all talk of AI and speak of the church’s view or what-have-you: AI is still there!

3. Animus makes a wax nose of the Westminster Standards.

a. Meaning that the concept of AI can be employed against the plain meaning of the words or what seems to be the original intent of the framers (those in 1646 or 1936?) and thus permit a liberalizing church, in effect, to amend  

      the constitution without having to go through the hard work involved in the  

      process of constitutional amendment. 

b. Yes, this can happen and nothing we do can guarantee that it won’t. We must keep on our knees in this regard, and pray that the church continues in integrity to adhere to its confession or to modify it if she believes that Scripture warrants or demands such.
c. Some would see any affirmation of AI as analogous to what the courts in the U.S. have done vis-à-vis the U.S. Constitution: changed it without having amended it. We can speak of a faithful AI or a faithless AI but there is one, and the mere presence of it, or mention of it, does not signal, by that alone, that one wishes to play fast and loose with the Standards.    

4. The OPC, by its dalliance with things like AI, evidences signs of downgrade.

a. Downgrade can not be successfully alleged merely by noting that the church believes in an AI (which spells trouble). We’ve seen that there is an AI that is either relatively faithful or faithless. But one man’s faithfulness is another’s obscurantism and one man’s faithlessness is another’s charity.
b. Rather, a full court press must make the biblical and confessional case that the church has departed from the truth (not that it has permissible exegetical differences) and thus its AI is faithless, unbelieving. If one wishes to make that case in re: the length of days, let the case be made in all the proper ways.
5. The affirmation of an AI does not cohere with a hearty confessionalism but corresponds to, permits, makes allowances for, or encourages a weak confessional position. 

a. AI, rightly understood, will be affirmed by all confessionalists, whether full or strict subscriptionists, system subscriptionists, “good faith” subscriptionists, etc. (even by those who hold some form of ippsima verba confessionalism , a position never held by the staunchest Old Schoolers).

b. Properly understanding the concept of AI helps us better to grasp the whole constitutional process, furnishing us with the proper categories for understanding our tasks as judicatories.
HANDLING DIFFICULT ISSUES IN THE THEOLOGY EXAMS FOR CANDIDATES FOR THE GOSPEL MINISTRY

I. The purpose of the theology exam 

A. To ascertain orthodoxy and orthopraxy (see Rec. 1 of the Report of the Committee to Study the Views of Creation, Minutes of the 71st GA, pp. 193-350), with these questions in mind:

1. Does the candidate believe the Scriptures and Standards and freely take his ministerial vow(s) as regards them?

2. Does he have any scruples in re: the Standards?  Definition: mental reservations; qualms.

a. He should enumerate such, and the judicatory must then decide if these scruples affect or alter the system, recalling that Scriptures contain a system of doctrine, which system is contained and expressed in the confession.

b. We have no mechanism for recording scruples or exceptions by the clerk of Presbytery so that it becomes either a black mark against him or a list of things with which he may freely differ (cf. Report of the CSVC, Agenda, p. 1665; Minutes of the 71st GA, pp. 266-267).
B. To ascertain his understanding of, and ability to teach, the doctrine (again Rec. 1 of the Report of the CSVC).

1. A minister must be apt to teach and a host of related qualities from the Pastorals, particularly (v. 1 Tim 3.2; 4.6-16; 6.2 ff.; 2 Tim. 2:22-26; 4.1.ff.; Titus 2.1). 

a. He must understand doctrine with some depth, not merely be able to repeat the WSC, which a child can do.

b. He must also be able to teach doctrine with conviction and clarity.

2. Notice more specifically the creation report, especially Recommendation 1.

a. Does he understand where we agree and differ?

b. How do we treat differences among ourselves? Exegetical ones? Doctrinal ones? Hermeneutical ones?

c. Can he articulate and defend his position?

d. Is he able to make distinctions in terms of degrees of importance? (cf. WCF 1:7)  All doctrines are not alike important and all particulars within doctrine are not alike important.

II. Dealing with controversial issues in the theology exam.

A. We need to have not only a proper grasp of the right theology (what does the Confession teach?) but also of the process by which we come to it (assuming Scripture as foundational): We need, in other words, to have a proper grasp of Presbyterian constitutionalism.

1. The significance of “original intent” (See pp. 1657-1658 of the 71st GA Agenda, line 2594 ff.; GA Minutes, pp. 257-259)

a. We should, a much as possible ascertain the original intent of the drafters, which is to say, the words themselves (first of all) and then other sources.

b. The Confession is a compromise document: not all that was believed by the drafters was necessarily imposed as prescribed.

2. Animus imponentis (see Agenda, pp. 1659-1664; GA Minutes, pp. 259-266).

a. The church administering the oath, not the individual taking the oath, determines what the constitution means: corporate, ultimately, not merely individual, interpretation.

b. This was a conservative doctrine in Hodge, serving as a preservative and keeping the standards from becoming a wax nose to be shaped as suited by private parties.

3. In the creation case

a. Original intent is debatable.

b. Animus imponentis –Church has over several centuries permitted some latitude (within bounds) on the question, particularly, of the length of the creation days, while ruling other considerations out.
B. And, knowing this, we need rightly to conduct ourselves in the judicatories of the church (Agenda, pp. 1665-1667; GA Minutes, pp. 266-269.)

1. We need to respect the integrity of the commissioner while remembering the submission of the commissioner (to his brethren in the Lord).

a. He stands coram Deo and as such must ask what he thinks he should from that perspective, without being squelched.

b. And yet he should not ask as a contrarian, opposing what we established above about proper constitutionalism. 

2. When examining on the floor, particular care must be given:

a. Not to debate or teach the candidate; or to badger him by asking him questions that he has answered.

b. Not to debate each other, but t seek appropriate fora for that, as in Presbyterial colloquia, study committees, etc.

3. Let the body police itself in re: to its proper conduct.

a. Moderator should not hesitate to call to order a commissioner seeking to debate or badger a candidate, as well as questions clearly outside our standards.

b. Other members may rise to points of order if the moderator does not call unruly members to order.  

c. There is no “right” to ask any question one may think of just because one is a commissioner.  Let us deal with one another as we would be dealt with.
� Black’s Law Dictionary, Sixth edition (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1990), 87.


� Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1997), 134.


� Oxford Latin Dictionary, 849.


� McKay, 240-41, notes that the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland found the Confession to be “most agreeable to the Word of God, and in nothing contrary to the received doctrine, worship, discipline, and government of this Kirk.” The Scottish GA did make two qualifications (having to do with ecclesiastical officers and assemblies and the power of civil magistrates to call such), the point here being that the WCF bore authority in the Scottish church only when and as that church adopted it as her confession. So too with the American Church in 1729 and 1788/89 (at the first GA) and following, as particular Presbyterian denominations had occasion to come into being (for which, see D.G. Hart and John R. Muether, Seeking a Better Country: 300 Years of American Presbyterianism (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007).


� “From the soul, or heart.”  Ecclesiastical oaths have sometimes been explicitly administered with the requirement of an ex animo affirmation for the very purpose of making it clear that the oath is to be taken in full sincerity and with integrity.


� WCF XXII:IV: “An oath is to be taken in the plain and common sense of the words, without equivocation, or mental reservation.”  The concept of animus imponentis is adduced in the support and defense of this principle.


� C. Hodge, The Church and its Polity (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1879), 318:  “It is no less plain that the candidate has no right to put his own sense upon the words propounded to him.  He has no right to select from all possible meanings which the words may bear, that particular sense which suits his purpose, or which, he thinks, will save his conscience.  It is well known that this course has been openly advocated, not only by the Jesuits, but by men of this generation, in this country and in Europe.  The ‘chemistry of thought,’ it is said, can make all creed alike.  Men have boasted that they could sign any creed….Professor Newman, just before his open apostasy, published a tract in which he defended his right to be in the English Church while holding the doctrines of the Church of Rome.  He claimed for himself and others the privilege of signing the Thirty-nine articles in a ‘non-natural sense;” that is, in the sense which he chose to put upon the words.”  Hodge’s entire argument here is that the notion of animus imponentis safeguards the integrity of the Standards and does not allow one to put whatever construction he may choose upon its words.
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