PRESBYTERY OF NORTHERN CALIFORNIA 2009 ANIMUS IMPONENTIS CONFERENCE
Mr. John Muether- Lecture 4
According to the National Basketball Association, “AI” doesn’t mean Artificial Intelligence.  It means Allen Iverson.  And, imagine my shock, therefore, when a few weeks ago my email inbox was assaulted by a dozen messages with the title “AI Information.”  I thought I was being spammed by the Allen Iverson Fan Club – a group I didn’t want to necessarily belong to – and I was about to purge all these when I thought, well, let’s take a look at it.  Well, they were coming from Mark and it was important information about this conference.  So, I’m adjusting, as well, to this brave new abbreviation, “AI”.

Now, my burden is to discuss how the animus has played out in Orthodox Presbyterian history, and my somewhat tongue-in-cheek opening for this presentation is this:  Discussions about confessional subscription are not always productive exercises.  Can this presbytery agree with that?  I wonder.  We might go so far as to say that when it comes to subscription in the OPC, sometimes the less said the better.  This is a paradox that is not restricted to subscription.  I remember Sinclair Ferguson describing to me a parishioner in his church who was plagued by her doubts over the doctrine of assurance.  She couldn’t find assurance for her salvation, though she was obsessive in its pursuit, and Ferguson finally told her that she was going to figure out assurance only when she stopped thinking about it.  This was advice that was akin, you recall, to what Luther received from von Staupitz  that morbid introspection must yield to our setting our sights on the work of Christ.  Now, let me give you another example of what I am suggesting here, and this may be even more familiar to us.  Consider infant baptism. I have been a theological educator now for about a quarter century, and I have known many young men who have migrated from credo-baptism to paedo-baptism, and I am sure you have, as well. Maybe there are some in this room who have made that migration.  What I have never witnessed is anybody who has been persuaded by a study of New Testament proof texts.  In those discussions, the credo-baptist stands firm.  But, away from those texts, as he is given to consider broader issues in redemptive history – the beauty of the covenant in all its consequences, the symphony of Scripture that links God’s saving purposes in the New Testament with that in the Old Testament – here is where resistance to paedo-baptism begins to breakdown.  And, I want to suggest that possibly a similar phenomenon may apply to controversies and conundrums regarding confessionalism.  In my study of the history of the OPC, it was striking to learn how little the OPC has engaged in any corporate reflection on the nature and terms of subscription.  Indeed, a search of the OPC General Assembly minutes will reveal that until the Creation Views Committee was erected in 2001, there was no reference to animus or imponentis on our minutes at all.  And, I would even venture to suggest that the OPC seemed to achieve its moments of greatest confessional consensus at particular times when it was least given to corporate reflection on subscription.  We have been united on the subject, it seems, when it doesn’t come up.  

Now, the point is not that we should drop the subject and hope it goes away.  I don’t want to add confessional subscription to politics and religion as subjects that the well-bed and the finely mannered don’t raise in polite conversation, but rather I simply want to observe that subscription, like assurance and infant baptism, is an issue that is connected with other issues that we ought to consider. It is misguided to treat it abstractly and in isolation from other dynamics that cultivate and maintain our corporate identity as Orthodox Presbyterians.  And, I want to make some suggestions at the end of my presentation about what some of those larger connecting issues might be.


Now, when we look at what the OPC has thought about subscription, we might be able to summarize it in three words:  “what he said,” he being Charles Hodge.  John Fesko has ably summarized the view of Old Princeton on confessional subscription.  As John noted, Hodge offered three answers from the history of American Presbyterianism on the question of what is the system of doctrine.  And, in parsing this question, Hodge carefully distanced himself from extreme views.  He distanced himself on the one hand from the idea that subscription meant every proposition contained in the Confession of Faith.  He distanced himself from the view that the system of doctrine in the confession is merely the essential doctrines of Christianity and nothing more.  The system of doctrine, as you have heard from previous speakers, what Hodge was affirming, is that the ordinand, the candidate, was adopting the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms as containing the system of doctrine found in Scripture.  

Now, it is helpful to repeat a few other things that you have heard earlier.  Hodge goes on to argue that some propositions in the Westminster standards are not part of the system of doctrine.  And, he gives two examples:  The pope as the antichrist and the teaching of Leviticus on the consanguinity in marriage.  Now, these two examples may be of limited use to us as orthodox Presbyterians because they were excised from the Northern Presbyterian version of the Westminster Confession before the forming of the OPC, but still we should pause at least to note that Hodge himself was in no rush to make those amendments and those amendments did not happen in his lifetime.  He seemed content to live with them.  Now, this raises a question to which I will return in a few minutes.  To what extent ought we to insist that the Westminster Confession of Faith perfectly, purely represents the system of doctrine taught in Scripture?  Hodge was not concerned with a precise correlation, given these two features, propositions that he didn’t describe as part of the system of doctrine. And, OPC thinking on this issue may surprise us, as well, but on that matter more in a few minutes.  John Fesko also noted the work of Warfield and his reflections on the dangers of over-exacting subscription.  Warfield claimed that the old school Presbyterian tradition preserved a form of subscription that was at once conservative yet liberal in Warfield’s terms.  It required subscribers to adopt every article and doctrine, but not every proposition.  It allowed for substantive exceptions beyond semantics.  And, let me quote again Warfield here (these are words you heard last night):  “Over-strictness demands and begets laxity in performance, while a truly liberal but conservative formula binds all essentially sound men together against laxity.  In pleading for a liberal formula, therefore, we wish it distinctively understood that we do not plead either for a lax formula or much less for a lax administration of any formula within which an essential dishonesty lurks.”  Instead of strict subscription being a deterrent to the inroads of heresy, Warfield was convinced that the exact opposite was the case.  Again, to quite from him:  “When the formula of acceptance is such that no one signs without some mental reservation, some soon learn to sign without reference to mental reservation and gross heterodoxy becomes gradually safe because there is no one so wholly without sin that his conscience permits him to cast the first stone.”  According to Warfield, the over-strict were the least faithful.  Let me add at this point that a vindication of Warfield’s point here can be found if you consider the sad confessional decline of the Christian Reformed Church in the second half of the twentieth century.  Arguably, no American reformed denomination was operating constitutionally under a principle of stricter confessional subscription than the CRC, whose subscription formula it inherited from the Synod of Dordt.  That formula proved to be no safeguard for reformed orthodoxy.  Now, in John Murray’s analysis of the history of creed subscription in American Presbyterian history, and again I am summarizing what we have heard from John and Dr. Knight on this point, the Westminster systematician finds himself  at home with the sentiments from Old Princeton.    He lauded this via media where the proponents of rigid subscription gained the principle of subscription to the reformed standards and others preserved a measure of liberty in respect to articles not essential and necessary.  This via media that comes to expression in Hodge, Murray calls it “thoroughly reasonable.”  Now, it is still worth noting, and I want to reiterate what Dr. Knight pointed out, that Murray was quick to observe that Hodge’s position is frequently misunderstood in part because Hodge himself mis-spoke at times.  This via media does not require mere subscription to a system of doctrine contained in the Westminster Confession.  Rather, the confession itself is adopted, nothing more, nothing less, because it contains the system of doctrine taught in the Scripture.  Again, this is not mere substance nor is it every position.  

Okay, let’s turn to the OPC.  “On Thursday, June 11, 1936, the hopes of many long years were realized. We became members at last of a true Presbyterian church.  We recovered at last the blessing of true Christian fellowship.  What a joyous moment it was. How the long years of struggle seemed to sink into nothingness compared with the peace and joy that filled our hearts.”  Those, you may recognize, were the words of J. Gresham Machen in The Presbyterian Guardian at the founding of the OPC. The OPC was the climax of a long process, where Machen and his allies sought every constitutional means to reform the PCUSA. “Our solemn ordination pledge,” Machen wrote, “required us to be zealous and faithful in maintaining the truths of the Gospel, the purity and peace of the church, whatever persecution or opposition  may rise unto us on that account.  We have tried to fulfill that pledge.  We have tried to bring about a return of the Presbyterian Church in the USA from modernism and indifferentism to the Bible and the church’s constitution.”  Here and elsewhere, a deep respect for the Westminster Confession pervades the writings of Machen.  He was reluctant to refer to the confession as a man-made creed.  Instead, he referred to it as the “Creed that God has taught in His Word.”  As he became involved in the fundamentalist-modernist debates in the twenties and thirties, his concern always centered on defending the reformed faith as it was expressed in the Westminster Standards.  And, in several works Machen lashed out against the brazen dishonesty 9of modernists within the church who were deceptively using traditional language to take control of the church, all the while denying the confession and infallibility of the Bible.  “Revival in the church will come,” he wrote, “only with the renewal of just plain old-fashioned honesty of speech.”  In his most popular work, Christianity and Liberalism, Machen reflected on the ordination vows in the Presbyterian Church.  He wrote, “If these constitutional questions do not fix clearly the creedal basis of the Presbyterian Church, it is difficult to see how any human language could possibly do so. The ordination vow declaration is part of the constitution of the church.  If a man can stand on that platform, he may be an officer in the church.  If he cannot stand on it, he has no right to be an officer in the Presbyterian Church.”  In another essay, another popular essay, “The Creeds and Doctrinal Advance,” Machen lamented the anti-doctrinal spirit of his age, modern church unionism, saw it as unity through the watering down of confessional commitments.  The goal of ecumenical movements was to make doctrine as meager and as vague as possible, all in the  name of religious progress.  And, Machen countered that creeds are an expression of the truth, not an expression of the historically conditioned experience of truth.  Creeds of the past were premised on the idea of truth and ignoring them led not to doctrinal progress, but to doctrinal regression or decadence.  While Machen did countenance the possibility of doctrinal advance within the church, he also believed that his was not a creed-making age.  Now, Machen’s confessionalism tied to his high ecclesiology led him to champion the notion of the “corporate witness of the church.”  The church as a whole church was a witness to the truth through its constitutional documents. Ministers occupy pulpits in the church only with the endorsement of the church.  “The preacher, therefore, speaks not only for himself,” Machen wrote, “but for the church.  If he were to preach heresy, it would be heresy for which the whole church would be responsible.  The church, therefore, must be a doctrinally strict company through the instruments of its doctrinal standards.”  Machen saw this corporate witness compromised not only by liberal preachers and the underhanded tactics of church bureaucrats, but also by the indifference of the moderates who sought to stand aloof from doctrinal controversies.  This principle of corporate witness was to be held above institutional loyalty or academic prestige.  Let me just add in passing that this concern of Machen echoes what John Fesko described as Thornwell’s desire to see that in Thornwell’s case the journals of the church speak on behalf of the whole church, as well.  Though he died six months after the founding of the church, Machen had a monumental influence on it.  The OPC inherited both Machen’s confessionalism and his ecclesiology and it saw itself, like Machen, pitted against two opponents:  Modernists who deny the church and indifferentists who refuse to leave the mainline church.  As the founders of the OPC put it, “modernism and indifferentism now have so grievously silenced the church’s clear and glorious testimony.”  The OPC would stand out as confessional.  It was neither liberal on the one hand nor was it broadly evangelical on the other.  And Machen was very careful to frame the formation of the OPC in the rhetoric of spiritual succession.  This is an important term.  The OPC was the spiritual successor to the PCUSA in a way similar to Westminster’s relationship of Princeton seven years earlier.  Spiritual succession was understood in terms of fidelity to the Word of God and to the Westminster Confession of Faith, that had formerly characterized the church an the seminary that Machen left.  This notion of spiritual succession was no empty slogan.  It bore great meaning and significance.  The PCUSA was dead and the OPC stood as the continuing church.  This language would loom large, but it was also ambiguous language.  In what sense was the OPC the spiritual successor of the PCUSA?  What features of the Northern Church was the OPC determined to perpetuate?  Let me cite very briefly three voices for spiritual succession in the early years of the OPC:  Carl McIntyre, Cornelius Van Til, and Paul Wooley.  One of Machen’s followers who was most eager to pursue this notion of spiritual succession was Carl McIntyre.  Among the first issues for the young church to resolve was the form of the Westminster Confession that it would adopt.  McIntyre argued that  unless the church adopted the 1903 revisions to the confession it could not legitimately claim to be the Presbyterian Church’s spiritual successor.  Now, while it was generally agreed that those revisions were Arminian and anti-reformed in character, McIntyre and other commissioners argued that only by maintaining the old confession of the church including those revisions would an argument for spiritual succession carry any legal weight and thereby help congregations in their legal battle to maintain church property.  Machen feared the expediency of McIntyre’s lodge and he privately expressed concern that what lay ahead for the church was a calamity beyond words.  At a crucial point in the debate, Cornelius Van Til, then but 41 years old, a Presbyterian for all of four months, spoke in opposition to McIntyre’s arguments for legal expediency. He thundered “Shall we be Arminians before the courts this year with the full expectation of being Calvinists the next year?”  Millions of dollars of church property, he averred, could not justify the dishonesty of adopting Arminian standards for the church.  Van Til’s arguments prevailed and the Presbyterian Guardian described the outcome of the debate in this way:  “When the vote was taken by roll call on this all important matter, the result was the adoption of the Westminster Confession of Faith and catechisms without the obnoxious 1903 revisions by a decisive majority of 57 to 20.”  For Van Til, spiritual succession  meant reformed militancy.  


Now, at this point you may be wondering, this discussion about spiritual succession is all very well and good, but what does it have to do with animus imponentis in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church?  Well, let me try to tie that in with a third voice on the theme of spiritual succession, and that is that of Paul Wooley, long-time professor of church history at Westminster Seminary.  In the March 1966 issue of The Presbyterian Guardian, editor John Mitchell challenged Charles Hodge’s notion of confessional subscription and he urged the church’s adoption of another view of the meaning of the ordination vow other than the one advocated by Hodge and apparently well-established in the OPC now 30 years old.  In effect, Mitchell wanted to jettison the notion of animus imponentis altogether.  Paul Wooley’s response was published in the next issue of The Guardian and it read in part, quoting Wooley:  “I believe that the Hodge approach was held by the great majority of office-bearers throughout the period from the formation of the General Assembly after the American Revolution to the time when the OPC was formed.  If that church is to continue in truth to what it was founded to be, the spiritual successor of the Presbyterian Church in the USA, it may not depart from that point of view.  Otherwise, it becomes a sect.  It may not depart from that point of view.  Otherwise it becomes a sect.”  Paul Wooley locates spiritual succession precisely in the Hodge/Warfield view of the second ordination vow.  Hodge’s position was the position of the OPC.  Anything other than that would not be spiritual succession.  We must align ourselves with that understanding, Wooley urged, lest we forfeit our claims to spiritual succession and consign ourselves to a schismatic founding and a sectarian existence.  

Now, let me go back to this point that Hodge apparently was willing to live with some, if you will, untidiness in the confession.  Must the confession always represent the system of doctrine as precisely as it can?  Put another way, is the church obliged to change the confession as speedily as possible in order best to align the confession with the Scriptures’ system of doctrine?  How exacting must the confession’s resemblance to that system of doctrine be?  Now, we noted a moment ago that Hodge himself was not obsessed with the task of getting this confession to represent that system of doctrine as neatly as possible. He lived with those two irregularities we mentioned.  But, what about the OPC?  The OPC, too, has demonstrated in its past a willingness to be untidy in this respect, and the classic example of this is in the premillennial controversy in the church’s early years.  J. Gresham Machen urged two things at once regarding premillennialsts in the OPC.  First, that the OPC welcome historic premillennialsts into its ministerial membership.  And, secondly, that the OPC not revise the Westminster Confession of Faith or, more specifically, the Westminster Larger Catechism in those places where it specifically condemned premillennialism.  Machen wrote:  “We think that a man who holds that the return of Christ and the final act of judgment take place not in one act, as the Westminster Standards contemplate them as doing, yet may honestly say that he holds the system of doctrine that the standards contain.  It is no new thing to take this position regarding creed subscription. It is the position which has long been taken by orthodox Calvinistic theologians.”  According to Machen, a premillennialist could still receive and adopt the confession in good faith, and there I quote:  “for the reasonable interpretation of the meaning of the ordination vow so far as the return of Christ is concerned we must have confidence in our brethren.”  RB Kuiper explained Machen’s argument in an article in The Presbyterian Guardian several years later.  Now, listen to these words by Kuiper:  “Would you know why premillennialsts, amillennialists and supernatural postmillennialists stand shoulder-to-shoulder in our church?  The reason is very simple.  It is not that we are willing to condone a mild form of heresy, but that whatever our individual convictions may be as a church we have not yet arrived at certainty that any one of those groups is one hundred percent right.  Our church is still seeking more light  Obviously this type of Christian liberty has nothing in common with doctrinal indifference.”  Now, a couple of things to note there.  Listen to that phrase, “our church is still seeking more light.”  Does that ring familiar?  Remember when Alan Strange talked about the purpose of animus imponentis was that it reflects the church seeking more light.  This is what Kuiper is talking about here.  And, Kuiper stares down any claim about doctrinal indifference.  That’s not what’s going on here.  This is not the brazen dishonesty that Machen condemned.   Kuiper took those charges head on and he argued that the very opposite of doctrinal indifference was at work.  This was doctrinal discernment at a profound and pastoral level.  And, notice the distinction that Kuiper is observing.  “The standards are an expression of individual conviction when a minister subscribes. The standards are an expression of corporate conviction when the church applies the oath.”   This is a vital distinction we must take care to observe.  There are ministers in the church who hold to some doctrines with a certainty that the church cannot and ought not to express with a corporate certainty.  This is RB Kuiper’s argument here.  The significance of this eschatological establishment must not be overlooked.  The OPC determined in 1936 to identify an area of liberty for a theological viewpoint that was condemned by the Westminster Standards.  Confessional revision was an option before the church.  The OPC’s version of the confession had been revised in 1789, 1887, and 1903.  And, several years later, actually, the RPCES did, in fact, revise the larger catechism questions 86 and 89 to remove statements that contradicted premillennialism.  Those revisions, by the way, did not apparently survive the JNR in 1981.  So, they are not in an existing constitution now.  But, the OPC chose not to make such revisions.  This decision was not accompanied by any fear in the church that it was descending down a slippery slope of doctrinal declension.  Clearly, the church maintained a corporate distinction between tolerating premillennialism as not contrary to the system of doctrine on the one hand, and  tolerating denial of justification by faith or the virgin birth of Christ on the other hand.  So, precision in the standards while it’s a good thing we need to bear in mind that what the OPC is displaying here is its willingness to live together during a slow and cautious and deliberate process of achieving that unity and the OPC in this premillennial episode in her history demonstrated a willingness to live with some untidiness in its standards, and this untidiness should not be confused with doctrinal indifference. 

Now, the larger point from these observations I want to draw is this.  Expressions like animus imponentis may not be tripping lightly off the tongues of Orthodox Presbyterian ministers; however, the principle behind the animus as Hodge and Warfield articulated it is evident in our church’s past.  And let me interject her parenthetically to underscore what previous speakers have said, animus imponentis is not the unique possession of the OPC.  It’s not the trademark of old school Presbyterianism.  Every confessional body of whatever sort has an animus.  The PCUSA has an animus.  If you don’t believe, ask Wynn Kenyon.  Wynn Kenyon, you may recall, was that ministerial candidate in the seventies who went before his PCUSA presbytery in Pittsburgh and said he would not fight women’s ordination in the church, but he was conscience-bound not to participate in the ordination of women in the Northern Presbyterian Church.  Wynn Kenyon was given the left foot of fellowship.  He is now a minister in the PCA, I understand.  The CRC has an animus.  The PCA has an animus.  What is distinctive about the OPC is not that the body imposes its mind on the constitution, but how it does that.  

Now, let’s turn our attention to one episode where that took place in that feature of the confession that may be the greatest quandary for twentieth century American Presbyterians – the teaching on the Sabbath.  In 1968, the Presbytery of Wisconsin, which is now the Presbytery of the Midwest, in the mist of a discipline case over a minister’s views of the Sabbath overtured the General Assembly requesting that the church evaluate the teachings of the Westminster Standards concerning the Sabbath with the purpose of defining the nature of subscription to the standards on this matter.  The Assembly’s Committee on Overtures recommended that the Assembly take a very strong Sabbatarian position.  It argued that “the second ordination vow for office bearers entails belief that as to Sabbath observance the prescriptions and prohibitions of the fourth commandment under the New Covenant apply to the first day of the week in distinction from the other six days.”  The assembly itself determined, however, that it didn’t deem advisable apart from an appeal from a decision from a presbytery to render a decision.  It stated in effect – “Bring us a judicial case and we’ll talk.”  Well, that would come the very next year in the form of a complaint entered against the Presbytery of Wisconsin for failing to discipline a minister.  Among the reasons in the complaint was a failure to uphold the Confession of Faith and Catechisms of this church as containing the system of doctrine taught in Holy Scripture.  And, in effect to declare that those secondary standards themselves were in error.  In response to this, the assembly did what the assembly does best – they appointed a Committee on Sabbath Matters.  And, four years later, that committee presented a divided report.  The majority report essentially upheld the complaint against the presbytery.  It concluded, and here I quote:  “So far as the teaching of our secondary standards regarding the Christian Sabbath or Lord’s Day as the teaching of Scripture, its acceptance is required by the second ordination vow.”  A minority report sought in effect to loosen the animus.  It took strong exception to this conclusion.  The offenses in the trial before the Presbytery of Wisconsin were not in the judgment of the minority report contrary on any construction to the reformed system of doctrine.  The report went on to argue that the “core of the church’s faith should not be a reformed faith that requires what is confessionally unique to the Westminster Standards.”  In other words, a so-called continental view of the Sabbath should not be beyond the bounds in the OPC.  

Now, what is significant about this case for our purposes is that this represents, perhaps for the first time, an episode when the General Assembly focused specifically on the nature and extent of subscription.  Both the majority report and the minority report claimed that their understanding was representative of the animus of the church.  The upshot of this discussion was that the recommendations of the majority report were adopted.  What prevailed in this debate was not a truncated doctrine of the Sabbath as some vague reformed consensus but the full statement of the confession on the Sabbath Day.  Four years later, the General Assembly took the matter up again when it denied an appeal from a minister who was suspended by a different presbytery (I think it was the Mid-Atlantic in this case).  He was disciplined for playing semi-pro soccer on Sundays.  The assembly reasoned that the presbytery had the right to take such action in seeking to uphold the teaching of Scripture and the confessional standards relative to the Sabbath and its observance.  These decisions reiterated the centrality of the practice of the Sabbath to Orthodox Presbyterian piety.  The church insisted on the adherence to Scripture and confession on the moral law.  It refused to soften its corporate witness on the Sabbath.  It declined to follow the pain of main-line and evangelical churches.  The animus of the OPC on the fourth commandment was clear.  


Now, it is also helpful to note in passing that a literal six-day view of the creation week was not necessary in sustaining this animus on the sanctity of the Lord’s Day.  Many in the OPC have argued that an ordinary day position on the days of creation is the only way to protect the church’s teaching on the Sabbath:  A  firm Sabbath theology collapses if the days in Genesis 1 and 2 are not understood as of ordinary length.  The experience of the OPC in these judicial cases suggests otherwise, however.  I think that’s important to note.  A strong consensus on the sanctity of the Lord’s Day is upheld, but it’s not undergirded by a particular interpretation of the days of creation.  


Now, I had the opportunity in the book that George Knight was referring to earlier, to reflect on OPC history on the confession and on confessional subscription, and I suggested that the OPC has generally avoided tensions in subscription that beset other denominations because our denomination has established a community of interpretation that enabled it to maintain both peace and orthodoxy without the polarizing effect of a rigorously enforced subscription.  Providentially, the OPC has been relative to other communions clear about its theological identity, and that clarity came through some painful episodes that involved certain parties leaving the church, certain failures at merger – all of these things, as disappointing as they were, were at least helpful in this sense.  They kept narrow the focus and identity of the OPC.  If these episodes had kept the church numerically small, they have also kept it theologically cohesive.  This corporate culture in the OPC has developed in a way that has avoided the modern temptations of advanced bureaucracy, high levels of organizational efficiency, and the OPC instead believes that it must engage in the very deliberate, painfully slow and excruciatingly inefficient process of debate on theological issues.  In this way, the OPC has demonstrated the principle that the church—Here I want to quote from theologian, Richard Lints, in his book The Fabric of Theology:  “The construction of a theological framework and the appropriation of a theological vision are properly the tasks of the Christian community not of isolated individuals.  The communal character of interpretation serves to suppress the tendency of an ecclesiastical aristocracy or an academic elite to reign supreme in matters pertaining to the Bible.  This construction and maintenance of the theological vision we can put in other words, animus imponentis.”  


Now, concluding my remarks – and my time is up – so I will try to be brief here.  I want to return to the point at the beginning.  Confessional subscription, concerns about confessional subscription, may be disguising other issues before the church that it needs to address.  Why is there such a heightened concern of late about confessional subscription in this and other presbyteries?  Why do some in our church believe that there is perhaps even a crisis in confessional subscription today?  I think that there are other dynamics at work, and to do full justice to them takes us far from the focus of this seminar, so I can only refer to them in very summary fashion.  You will find some attenuation to these phenomena in summary form also in the Creation Views Report.


The first problem that we have in the church today is the pluralization of theological education.  My colleague on the Christian Education Committee, Jim Gidley, has made the insightful observation that theological controversies in the American Presbyterian experience are always crises or controversies in theological education.  And, we may even go so far as to say that controversies arise especially during periods of heightened competition in theological education.  Consider in colonial times Harvard versus Yale, old side versus new side, the nineteenth century American Presbyterian story is Princeton versus Union.  Now, the OPC didn’t have that problem for roughly the first half of its history because there was no competition in theological education.  Westminster Seminary was the only place, with few exceptions, where the OPC received its ministerial members.  Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia was the means by which ministers were inducted into the culture of the OPC.  And, this enculturation process cultivated a sense of confidence among OP ministers.  General Assemblies were meetings of the Westminster Alumni Association.  At a recent General Assembly, Danny Olinger during one of the down-times at the assembly (there are a few of those), he sat down and counted the ministerial composition of that particular assembly and discovered that the ministers commissioned to that assembly came from 25 different seminaries.  We have gone from a meeting of the Alumni Association to a gathering of strangers.  And, under those conditions of unfamiliarity, suspicion usurps confidence.  Now, if you want a simple example of what I’m talking about – look at the speakers you have invited to come here.  Four speakers representing four different seminaries, none of which is Westminster in Philadelphia.  We’re part of the problem!  Now, this is not a call for a denominational seminary.  Now is not the time.  This is not the economy for such an undertaking.  But, I bring this up to underscore that we have to take efforts to overcome this and the Ministerial Training Subcommittee of the Christian Education Committee is taking steps in that regard, especially with the MTI OPC program which seems to be something like the induction service that Westminster Seminary provided for the denomination in the past.  

Another feature that is, I think, causing us to have a heightened concern about confessional subscription is the way in which we have disengaged ministerial credentialing from theological education.  Candidates today think they have to go through two different hoops:  They have to get their education and then they have to get credentialed.  They have to go through the process of care, licensure and ordination.  And, we need to reconnect these two components of ministerial preparation.  And, there are encouraging signs it seems to me that that is beginning to happen.  The Ministerial Training Subcommittee is reporting to the General Assembly its investigation of seminaries where OPC candidates are attending. They are investigating the kind of education that is being received.  And, the Christian Education Committee is sponsoring meetings of candidates and Credentials Committees in order that we can pool resources and talk together, collaborate in the process of ministerial credentialing.  These are small steps in the right direction.  


Now, one more thing and I’ll close.  I want to speak on the, I think the confessional anxiety today in the OPC owes to a great extent to the demise of confessionalism in other quarters of American Presbyterianism.  Alan Strange talked yesterday about the train-wreck that was the confession of 1967.  Are there train-wrecks about to happen elsewhere around us?  Let me just cite one prominent example.  We face in our age, just as Machen did in his age, an anti-confessional bias.  In some of his recent books, my colleague, John Frame, has taken aim at Presbyterian confessionalism.  He has urged the church to create greater leg-room within the confession and he laments, here I quote:  “That the whole question of what is and what is not tolerable in the church has not been systematically analyzed.”  That’s an amazing statement.  That’s what a confession does – is that not right?  Now, I cite Frame only because he is representative of this dangerous phenomenon of imaging that theological fruitfulness can only take place when we liberate ourselves from the confession.  Listen to how John Frame describes his student days at Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia.  He recalls two features of that course of instruction.  “First,” he said, “it lacked an overt confessional focus.  And, secondly, there was a spirit of creativity and openness in theological reflection.”  Now, Frame goes on to make a startling admission.  “After graduation,” he said, “I became ordained in the OPC and I confess I was rather surprised at the seriousness with which my fellow ministers took the confessional standards and the Presbyterian tradition.  Eventually, I became more like my fellow-OPC ministers, but not without some nostalgia for the openness of theological discussion during my seminary years.”  Now, whether Frame has described with accuracy the teaching of Westminster or the ethos of the OPC is not our concern.  What is revealing is this dichotomy - and here I cite Frame only because I think he is representative of a very popular point of view – the dichotomy between perpetuating the confession on the one hand and the flourishing of original and impressive theological thought on the other.  This is a dichotomy that was unknown to previous generations of reformed theologians.  Surely, it was his high confessionalism that permitted Charles Hodge to remark in that oft quoted and misunderstood line that “no new idea ever proceeded from Princeton Seminary” on his watch, a 50-year tenure of remarkable fruitfulness and creativity. 

And here, I want to close with the words of Calvin Professor Richard Muller, who has done remarkable work on behalf of the church in his archaeological rediscoveries of the reformed scholastics.  And, Muller captures in an article that he wrote for New Horizons the importance of reformed confessions.  He writes, “we need creeds and confessions so that we as individuals can approach Scripture in the context of the community of belief.  Confessions function as mediating structures standing between Scripture and the potentially idiosyncratic individual as churchly statements concerning the meaning of Scripture.  They are normative declarations spoken from within the church itself as the expression of our corporate faith and corporate identity.”  You see, for the scholastic mind, according to Muller, once a churchly confession is accepted as a doctrinal norm, it does two things:  It provides boundaries for theological expression but it also offers considerable latitude for development of varied theological and religious expressions within those boundaries.  A confession is a place to stand.  A confession is room to roam.  Now, history, I am convinced, will not record the twentieth century as one that was hospitable to reformed confessionalism, but there are reasons for us to be confident of better things.  One is the work of Richard Muller that I cited, and others, who are leading us to rediscover the robust confessionalism of reformed scholasticism.  Another is the wonderful gift that we have of the translation of Herman Bavinck in English.  This sterling example of creative theology in a confessional tradition is now accessible to an English-speaking audience and our century-long exile under the tyranny of Barth and Berkhouer may be coming to an end.  We are in a position, I believe, to recover Machen’s vision that theological progress comes only through the means of confessional precision.

But, let us not grow weary in well-doing.  The task of maintaining reformed orthodoxy is perpetually unfinished business, as Professor Strange reminded us last night.  It constitutes no small part of what it means to be the church militant, and I pray that God will grant us the grace to persevere in the faithful application of the animus imponentis to our confessional standards.

Thank you.  
