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LECTURE 5- MR. JOHN MUETHER

I want to express my thanks to all of you for having us this weekend, for the organizers of this seminar, and I also want to express thanks to Alan who really sort of got this organized among us and put together – if this has any coherence, it owes to Alan.  And, he also, I thought, had a very logical way of making these presentations.  It went, as you recall – Alan, John, George and me – and now it is going to be that I will go first, George, John and Alan.  And, when I saw that, my first reaction was that’s a marvelous chiastic structure.  But, my second thought was less noble.  I thought to myself, well, that’s clever, Alan, you get the first word and the last word! (Alan Strange in the background:  “you broke the code!”).  It took me a while.  

I want to just spend a few minutes highlighting a couple of things that are mentioned in the Creation Report that bear on the question of animus in OPC history, especially as it relates to the issues surrounding creation.  And, there was one episode that the creation report documents that is worthy of reviewing.  In 1954, the Committee on Christian Education declined to publish a tract on evolution, and the tract was written by a Dr. Edwin Monsma, and in the tract the author argues for the days of creation as being ordinary days of 24 hours.  And, the committee’s rationale for declining to publish this in part owed to its determination not to be dogmatic on this issue.  Now, in fact, Dr. Monsma expressed himself in very gentle and irenic ways, but the committee did not determine it would be wise to advance that view suggesting it was the only view of the church.  And, what’s interesting about this is that this is not a court of the church, but this was a committee of the church and by actions of the committee of the church, actions of a church committee are one more way in which the animus of the church is revealed.  And, so, what the Creation Report concludes on this is that this episode reveals something about the animus.  It seems to indicate that 20 years after the formation of the OPC the denomination was unwilling to publish anything under its auspices that set forth the length of the creation days in some dogmatic way as being of ordinary duration.  So, that’s another thing we need to think about in terms of an animus revealing action by the church.  

Now, if we go ahead another 40 years, an important judicial case comes before the General Assembly in 1996.  This has to do with the views of Professor Terry Gray at Calvin College.  Terry Gray taught a very guarded nuanced version of theistic evolution.  He articulated that Adam had animal ancestry, an he claimed that he was representing the spirit of Warfield in this.  Now, whether or not that is an accurate claim is arguable.  But, what the church decided there – I should be more specific – this came in the form of an appeal on his part against the discipline he received from his presbytery, and the General Assembly denied his appeal.  The General Assembly in overwhelming fashion determined that it refused to allow an ordained officer, in this case a ruling elder, to articulate a view of theistic evolution or at least, more specifically, the animal ancestry of Adam.    How many here were at that assembly?  I’m just curious. There are a few of us.  I was there.  I was a commissioner, and I spoke and voted in defense of Dr. Gray.  And, I’ve got to say that this was no mere academic exercise for me.  But, Gray was disciplined and I, as a commissioner there, felt rebuked.  I mean, this thing went down in flames.  It maybe got 10 or 15% of support?  I mean it was overwhelming.  And, I have since then felt duty-bound to align my views on this according to the animus that was revealed in this decision. This was the case of some animus tightening that took place.  And, that belies the mistaken notion that animus goes one way – it’s always a loosening.  Well, no – if Warfield had his supporters before Terry Gray, this episode seemed to suggest that that view was not tolerated in the OPC any more.  Now, a few years later, the assembly would establish the Creation Views Report and in the course of which would ask the question whether the animus should be tightened to eliminate other views of the nature and length of the creation days and in that case, as you know, the report determined not to tighten the animus along those lines.  

So, I think this is kind of a helpful sketch to see how fluid this is, now in the course of deliberation the church can at times tighten it, can refuse to tighten the animus.

Now, I want to address one more thing here, which I think might be helpful.  Did the Terry Gray case involve the symbolic defrocking of BB Warfield?  Or, to put the question differently, is the OPC after the Terry Gray decision, did the OPC become a denomination that would no longer tolerate the likes of Warfield or Hodge as ministerial members?  This is a fear that gets expressed by folks in these debates about the animus.  If the animus gets too tight, we have suddenly defrocked these giants of the faith – I don’t want to be a member of a church that wouldn’t have Warfield as a minister.  Now, I sympathize with the sentiment behind that notion because it expresses respect for the past, and great theological minds of the past.  But, I think that sort of sentiment is actually anachronistic and misguided.  It’s not necessarily the case that were Warfield alive today, it’s not necessarily the case that the Terry Gray episode would have involved Warfield’s deposition, suspension from office or whatever.  Other possibilities are imaginable.  Warfield could have joined the church, for example, in coming to see the greater light that was being shed on this issue, that may not have been available to him when he wrote in the late nineteenth-early twentieth century.  Or, Warfield could have possibly exercised some influence in shaping the animus in yet a different direction on this.  So, I don’t think we should express the fear that we’ve somehow narrowed the OPC beyond the way in which the giants of our past had expressed it. But, let’s also take note of something else here, that this is definitely an animus shaping episode in our church.  I’ll confess that I am not sympathetic personally to the idea of limiting the permissible views on the days of creation to simply days of ordinary length.  But, if that is an agenda on the part of somebody in the church, I would encourage that to be pursued by means of seeking to shape the animus.  I think it’s misguided to say that the only way in which you can establish six ordinary days is to go back and hold/cling to original intent.  Animus is, in my judgment, the best strategy for pursuing this or any other direction that you hope to see the church mature into.  I hope that makes sense.  I will pause there and allow – maybe – is the procedure to take questions at this point?

Pastor Mark Richline:  We’ll take about ten minutes for anything you want to ask of John and then any of the others can weigh in on that at the same time, as well.  So, of you have a question just stand where you are and I will come with the mike.  I think these are being recorded, too.

QUESTION:  I’ve sometimes heard the, I guess the opinion that in these kinds of matters that lead to liberalizing the church, that the liberal opinion keeps coming, and so the animus of the church is expressed in a conservative way, and then the issue comes back, and then it is again expressed in a conservative way, and it comes back, and eventually there will be a liberalizing trend and seemingly the church just gives up.  And, I wondered – is that a legitimate kind of observation that that has happened in certain denominations?  And, is it something to be feared, or what can we say about it?

MR. MUETHER:  Let me address that.  I sympathize with that sentiment, and I think that you can find evidence for  that if you consider how the PCUSA has established women’s ordination and how it seems to be establishing the legitimacy of the ordination of homosexuals to church office.  Conservatives win it one year and it comes back the next year.  And it comes back the next year.  And it comes back the next year.  So, if you look at the practice in other Presbyterian, in this case main-line denominations, it seems as though the tide of history is on the side of liberalism in this case.  But, I don’t think you can make that case for genuinely confessional bodies like the OPC.  And, I would cite the Terry Gray case as a good example.  I mean, this happened now 13 years ago, and it has not come up and I don’t hear any prospects of its coming up.  This was a rather definitive chapter in the history of the denomination and – that’s not to say it won’t ever come up again – but the matter seems to be quite settled as I read the will of the church.  Anyone want to add to that?

QUESTION:  Mr. Muether, you were talking about at one time having a certain sympathy for the process creationism of Terry Gary and being somewhat emotionally invested in it, if I understood you correctly.  And, then, once the animus of the church was expressed, that that educated your opinion.  I am just wondering what that really involved.  Was it a question that you had sympathy for but didn’t necessarily agree with or that you agreed with and you changed your position or that you didn’t change your position but you sublimated the position in some fashion because the church had spoken?  What exactly was that change you underwent as a result of understanding the animus?
MR. MUETHER:  Well, I am not a scientist and I wasn’t able to follow Terry  whenever he got specific about his perspective on this.  And, it just struck me as a viewpoint that I was willing to tolerate, although I didn’t personally hold to views of the qualified expression of theistic evolution that he had.  But, subsequent to that decision, I felt duty-bound to, whenever the issue came up in private conversation or in a teaching moment, to make clear that the church had spoken in this judicial case on this matter and the voice of the church needed to be heard.  

PASTOR MARK RICHLINE:  Another question?  Okay, we are going to ask Dr. Knight if he would proceed.

LECTURE 6 – DR. GEORGE KNIGHT

Put on your thinking caps and let’s re-think the whole question again, if you will.  

I have handed out this paper.  I trust most of you have gotten a copy.  There are a couple of copies still here by my coat, if you haven’t.  I’d like to read this statement to you because this is the way that I think we can discuss the question at hand dealing in particular with the animus imponentis and the creation question.

When we discuss the question at hand, or anything relating to subscription to the standards, we must recognize that we have to deal with two things at once.  Namely, what does the document mean by what the GA now understands it to permit for those taking the vow, that is what are they opening or closing or stating may be done?  And, the fact that God alone is the Lord of the conscience (Westminster Confession of Faith 20.2).  That last statement in its wholeness is quite compelling.  To the words I’ve just read above it adds the words “and hath left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men which are in anything contrary to His Word or beside it in matters of faith or worship.”  So, in speaking about how one may vote on a person coming for ordination, as compelling as the intent of the body enforcing the vow, no matter how compelling that statement adopted by the GA in my understanding, it may be for that voter, the presbytery and all members thereof must extend to each voter of the presbytery this God-given right to vote before God with God being the Lord of his conscience.  We must take seriously among ourselves, that when a person votes he votes with God alone being the Lord of his conscience.  In fact, not to overstate it, but to give it a little effect, that is part of our confessional standards, whereas the AI is not part of our confessional standards.  So, this must be given all its effect.  This truth might be parsed by those who may be inclined to vote against a candidate by voting differently on the two most critical motions leading up to ordination.  One might vote against affirming that the theological examination has been passed adequately because of the candidates answers on the question at issue.  But, then, the same voter might vote on the question as to whether the presbytery should proceed to ordain by voting either affirmatively or by declining to vote, recognizing the growing trend in the OPC to allow various views of the days of creation, I put in parenthesis “within bounds.”  In this possible example, the two votes bear in mind the two matters which a voter must deal with:  That is, his allegiance to God who is alone the Lord of his conscience, and his vow to submit to his brothers in the Lord.  Of course, others might say, I put in parentheses, the Westminster Confession of Faith 20.2 controls their vote on both matters.  And, I certainly don’t want to debate that question here now.  But, we must say, that elders must receive and accept one another when they are ordained by the church and are in good standing.  I would personally oppose any brothers bringing charges against other brothers who hold a different view of the creation days.  That is, as permitted with qualifications in the Creation Report.  This paragraph is a short-term appraisal of the matter.  I am saying – here’s how things might be at the present time, recognizing that the GA has said – at least I think it has said – I am going to ask Alan a question about that in just a minute – but let me give you my long-term appraisal of the matter and that is the question of AI or the intent of the body or the mind of the body on the question of the creation days.  I want to argue that that mind or intention has not been yet firmly determined by the denomination and its presbyteries.  And, I think the mind can only be determined in a question so vital as what we allow and permit about subscription vow by an action analogous to how we can amend or adjust the subscription vow indicated in the Form of Government of our standards.  For example, let me read to you what it says in 32 verse 3:  “The Confession of Faith and Catechisms and the forms of subscription required of ministers, licentiates, ruling elders and deacons as these forms are found in the Form of Government may be amended only in the following manner.  The General Assembly shall determine whether a suggested change is worthy of consideration.”  Which certainly is done by appointing a committee on the creation and its days.  “If so determined, it shall appoint a committee to consider any suggested change to report to the next regular assembly with a recommendation” – which it has already done.  “That assembly may then propose the amendment to the presbyteries by a two-thirds majority of the members voting.  Approval by a presbytery shall be by a majority of the members voting and following the decision the clerk of the presbytery shall notify the clerk of the assembly in writing of the decision of the presbytery.  If two-thirds of the presbyteries approve the amendment, it shall be adopted finally only after approval of the next ensuing assembly by two-thirds vote of the members voting.”  Right now all we can say, and some may say even less than this, is that one General Assembly, they think, has given the mind of the church.  But, it has only given the mind of that assembly.  Notice how the recommendation was finally adopted.  I read to you from pages 28 and 29 of the Minutes of the Seventy-First General Assembly of June 2-8, 2004:  “Recommendation one of the Committee on Views of Creation was adopted in the following form.  That the General Assembly recommends that presbyters should expect a ministerial candidate to articulate his view on the days of creation with a proper recognition, hermeneutical, exegetical and confessional considerations involved.  The following kinds of questions should be used by presbyters when examining a candidate whatever his view of the days of creation.”  And I think that view on the light of the recommendation originally given by the committee means that the assembly when it adopted this was allowing those views even more than the views stated in the Creation Report when it put this clause in.  Do you agree with that or not?  Alan?

DR. STRANGE:  Was allowing?  I’m sorry.

DR. KNIGHT:  “Whatever his views of the days of creation” is a qualified statement in this recommendation.  Is this a way of allowing the different views of creation, length of days of creation?

DR. STRANGE:  I think it was a way of expressing that the particular views with respect to the question of the duration of the days as set forth in the body of the report were in an of themselves considered to be within the bounds.

DR. KNIGHT:  That’s what I thought it meant, too.    Do we all understand?  I was at the assembly and voted, but I didn’t want to speak above what the chairman of the committee had to say on the matter.  Whatever his views of the days of creation in order to show that his doctrine of creation is consistent with Scripture and the subordinate standards.  And, then it gives a, b, c, d, and e, also to thinks that he needs to be asked in addition to telling us what do you think of  the length of days.  “A:  Does the candidate affirm the following?  Can he articulate what he understands by them?  Creation out of nothing or ex nihilo, the federal headship of Adam, the covenant of works, the doctrine of the Sabbath, the sufficiency and perspicuity of Scripture, sufficiency and clearness of Scripture, historicity of the creation account.  B:  Does the candidate understand and affirm the priority of Scripture and the relationship between special and general revelation?  C:  Does the candidate understand and affirm the hermeneutical principles expressed in Scripture and the subordinate standards?  D:  Is the candidate able to address and refute the errors of the theory of evolution both exegetically and theologically?”  Coming back again – “And, E:  Can the candidate articulate and affirm the covenantal structure of the plan of redemption as found in Genesis 1-3?”  Now, that was adopted by the assembly.  The problem is that many of us have said – I don’t like saying this because I think our confession states the matter a little more clearly about the decision of the assembly – but let me just say that because that is the current understood way – that one assembly does not determine what the denomination believes.  It only says that that assembly believes at that moment.  So, I think the analogy is that we need to have to clarify this issue a determination by the presbyteries and a following assembly as to whether or not they concur with this.  If that happens, it is my judgment that it is clear, peaceable and productive of unity that the whole denomination including its presbyteries will have concurred with this assembly decision. 

So, I go on to say, in doing so the General Assembly  and the presbyteries will be following the instructions or guidelines of the Form of Government 32:3 on how the forms of subscription should be amended in any way. They are doing this by analogy, of course, because we are not amending the form of subscription, but we are saying how the mind of the church shall be expressed and Its intent  in view of the length of the days of creation.  


It is my opinion that the animus imponentis or the mind of the assembly or the denomination or the body imposing the vow on the creation days is almost but not quite yet in place with the denomination and its presbyteries, and that it will be in place when these guidelines of the Form of Government are followed.  I might even suggest that this presbytery might serve the denomination and the other presbyteries, as well, if they would formulate an overture asking the assembly to ask that concurrence of the presbyteries and to vote again on the matter at another assembly.


What I am trying to work for, my brothers, is complete peace and unity among us.  Now, you say, why would anybody want to vote for that, particularly if they are opposed to the action of the General Assembly, and adoption of the first recommendation of the committee?  Well, for several reasons.   One is the assembly has spoken and now we need to either clarify what the assembly says or vote against it  - both of which are possible avenues.  You see, the assembly in its instruction on how to amend to amend the document does not say the first time the assembly proposes or adopts an amendment it has established the mind of the church.  It says that it will have established the mind of the church on that matter when it is also adopted by the presbyteries, two-thirds of them, and by following General Assembly.  So, I think that’s the clearest analogy of how we should find the mind of the church on the matter before us.  And, that is why I commend it to this body and to my brothers here around the table with me.  Any questions about that?  There is a question right back there.

QUESTION:  Excuse me, I’m fairly new to the OPC, not near as long as you, Dr. Knight. But my question is, as I hear you speak about that’s the decision of one assembly, it almost seems like when I hear John Muether speak about how he felt bound based upon that decision on that case, if I hear what you say unless we do some type of an official legislation or something, the study reports that we do in the assembly really have no weight whatsoever other than this is what they say at that time, and something else can be said next time.  I think of the current report on the Sabbath.  That is what I am concerned about is as I hear you say that any reports we get from the assembly are just their opinion that really carry very little weight on what I need to do as a member of the OPC.
DR. KNIGHT:  I think it carries more weight than that, but I think there is so much sentiment in the OPC that it carries only the weight of one assembly, and because of the way in which this proposes how we should deal with certain analogous matters.  I think it is better defined.  You see, look, only a representative assembly voted on the matter.  If we follow this guideline, every minister in every presbytery and the ruling elders that are there to represent or to be the representatives or the commissioners, I should say rather, from their sessions will have a way to vote up and down on the matter, as well as the following assembly.  To me, that , see, I want us not to just have one assembly decision guide us.  I’d like to have us be guided by two assemblies and the presbyteries voting in-between.  That’s what I propose.

QUESTION:  If a report is given to the General Assembly that the General Assembly finds to be in error, my understanding is this report was received by the General Assembly, and forgive my ignorance, that’s my understanding of the process that happened, so, in the case where a report is found to have error, what is the process maybe of the General Assembly? Do they comment on those errors?  I mean, does my question make sense?  So, if, for example, a report was submitted to the next General Assembly that had a serious error in it, would the assembly feel compelled to point that out?
DR. KNIGHT:  Well, the assembly, may I must begin by saying to bring you up to speed, the assembly appointed a Committee on Creation to study the matter – I don’t know how long – Alan, did you know?  Three years.  Then brought back its report including recommendations. This is the form in which the first recommendation was adopted.  So, that’s what I think has happened. Now, I do believe that our Confession of Faith, to go back to the previous question, has a stronger statement about authority of the assembly than our beloved now with the Lord Professor Paul Woolley said, when it was only the piased opinion of the assembly.  I don’t know whether the rest of you who went to Westminster remember him saying that- I think John may remember.  But, notice what it says in our confession about synods and councils, in addition to it saying they may err, it says this about their authority:  “It belongs to synods and councils (31:2) ministerially to determine controversies of faith and cases of conscience, to set down rules and directions for the better ordering of the public worship of God and government of His church, to receive complaints in cases of maladministration, authoritatively to determine the same, which decrees and determinations if consonant to the Word of God are to be received with reverence and submission, not only for their agreement with the word but also for the power whereby they are made as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in His Word.”  That is my perspective on the decision of the assembly.  But for others who may still think what I mentioned a beloved long ago professor once said, I think to go through this analogous way strengthens our determination o the mind of the church.

MR. MUETHER: Can I follow up on this?  I think we may be missing an important distinction here.  Any of you correct me if I am going astray here, but I think that when we talk about the Creation Report and the effect that it might have on the animus of the church, it’s not a matter of what did that report do to establish the animus.  That is not what the report is doing.  The report is revealing the animus that is there.  This doesn’t establish by way of a decision that bears constitutional or some kind of quasi-constitutional weight, but is a revelation to the church of where the mind of the church seems to be.  Alan, is that distinction worth honoring?  I think that is important to keep in mind.  So, we’re not talking about, you know, what the mainline church used to call “deliverances” or authoritative interpretations, but the accumulation of this report, the composition of the committee, the findings the committee made, the responsive of the assembly to adopt its recommendations, all of these things serve to reveal what the animus of the church seems to be on the nature and length of the days of creation.

DR. STRANGE:  And, if I may, just to follow up from what you said, John, to put that together, I think what it reveals is this in this respect – that both that decision of the Presbytery of Philadelphia that came before in the seventies, and then the Gray case in the nineties, what you had, and I think you rightly described that, was a kind of tightening of the animus.  In other words, the church was wanting to say, maybe over against earlier what had been said in the church, that these are some of the things that we think are out of bounds.  We think that primate ancestry for Adam is out of bounds, and so it seems within a fairly distinct space of years that you have a tightening in the one respect where at least theistic evolution as constructed in a way is ruled out of bounds, and yet at the same time shortly thereafter the church is saying but with respect to the question, the specific question of the duration of the creation days, we are not wanting to tighten it just there, so the church, it is sort of showing you that the church is tightening it here in this judicial case, but not necessarily tightening it, and it is reflecting what has been there in the history of the church, that there has been some variation there and permitted.  And, I agree with you in that sense, that it reveals something and I am not sure that you can ever say that then there is a settledness there, because, you know, you can talk about shaping the animus imponentis and it going in a different direction, and it being faithful or faithless, but where it is all going to end up – I mean, it’s a work in progress.  What does the church think about this?  How does the church read it?  Well, at any given point, I don’t mean everything is up for grabs- and I know this can make us nervous, but we want guarantees and there are no guarantees in that sense.  We must follow after our Lord and what He has taught, and you can’t say, we’re going to nail this down forever, and it’ll be taken care of – because the next generation could throw the whole thing out.  If that scares you, I don’t know what to say about that.  I mean, there is no guarantee.  I mean, if you look at new England, it goes from Calvinist to Arminian, to deistic, Socinian, Unitarian, in a couple of generations, and you can talk about what created that, but I can tell you that people didn’t want it – the Calvinists didn’t say wow- we hope our grandchildren are all Unitarian.  

DR. KNIGHT:  You can see there is a difference of opinion here around the table.  I like to have a decision made and I think that the decision of adopting the first recommendation was the General Assembly putting in black and white that there has been a settled opinion about admitting various views of the days.  And, I think that is valuable so that we don’t have to talk about a nebulous “I think this is the situation” but the assembly declared it was.  And, I am just trying to strengthen that let them do the next couple of steps.

QUESTION:  Dr. Knight, I have a question I’d like you to speak to.  I’m not sure that I entirely understand what you are proposing here in the fourth paragraph.  But, if I’m understanding it correctly, it just seems that there could be a host of decisions, things that have been adopted by various general assemblies that if a group of people in the church, a group of officers had some level of personal disagreement with that, it seems to me like this is opening up the idea that anything that the General Assembly does , and f there is some level of disagreement with it, unless it goes back to presbyteries and is somehow, I don’t know extra-officially adopted, that it really doesn’t stick.  I am probably not wording that well, but do you see what my concern is?
DR. KNIGHT:  I do see your concern.  But, you also have to hear the spirit in which I am coming.  I am trying to work for the greatest degree of peace and unity.  The greatest degree of peace and unity.  And, that s why I propose this.  Not because I want to give an escape valve or say the decision was not made by the General Assembly.  I am working for the greatest degree of peace and unity.  You have to hear me and accept my statement in that light.

QUESTION:  First of all, thank you for fielding all these questions. This is very helpful. My question has to do with building a little bit on what Pastor Kevin said, but it is on the fluidity that you brought up.  After last night, I was very interested to once again hear the views of Hodge propounded in terms of theistic evolution, and then we hear about Mr. Gray, was it?  Who we hear the mind of the church has now gone against theistic evolution, where perhaps in the 19th century it was pro-theistic evolution, at least more than today.  Given that fluctuation or fluidity of the AI, what role does an elder have in terms of voting his conscience?  And, maybe this goes to Dr. Strange or any of the others – do we have a right to still vote our conscience against a view within the church today that is, you know, permissible today?  In other words, maybe theistic evolution isn’t permissible today, I’m not sure after last night, but I was about ready to do the altar call for theistic evolution – but do we have a right to vote against somebody if they are theistic evolutionists or a framework hypothesis or a whatever view in conscience?
DR. KNIGHT:  That is the argument I was trying to establish in the first part when Is aid God alone is the Lord of the conscience.  However, it must be bound with the fact that you also vow to be in subjection to your brothers and that means also determining what is the mind of the church, so those things are tied together.  I suggest to you that you might handle that matter in the third paragraph.

DR. STRANGE:  I am having to resist – I keep wanting to say Mr. Moderator – I’m used to saying that a lot.  In fact, I moderated this last General Assembly, and there was a time or two where I said “Mr. Moderator” when I began speaking, and I was moderating the thing – talking to myself there.  Anyway – We say that around our dinner table, you know.  If you would look – I appreciate the question about conscience.  We seek to address that rather head-on.  I don’t have from the minutes – I have from the agenda when I printed it off, but it’s the section on creation, credentialing and corporate culture.  Could somebody tell me what page that is?  It is the third section, it’s creation, credentialing and corporate culture.  Those were three points of a sermon, actually, that I had preached, and a poem.  It’s just right before the recommendations.  Sorry about this.  Well, let me just – we address that issue, and I think it’s helpful.  Dr. Knight, I think, was getting at something of this, too.  That you can’t abstract – in other words, when a commissioner comes to vote, the question of conscience, there is more to it than just one’s conscience, and then one has to look at what informs the conscience?  The Word of God.  One can never invoke conscience to mean I can do what I want to and I don’t have to answer to anybody but God.  Well, you will have to answer to God, but the judgment isn’t probably going to occur right then and there – I mean at least the final judgment.  So, I think, Luther before the Diet of Worms is a very clear instance of conscience and a willingness to pay the price for conscience.  A too quick and facile invocation of conscience is something you want to be careful about.  That should not easily roll off the tongue.  It should no more easily roll off the tongue than – I mean I am of the school and there is a connection to this in my mind – that if you say I quit – you quit.  I don’t cotton to people who threaten to resign from things.  You don’t threaten to resign – you resign.  And, it is similar with conscience.  You don’t say I must vote this way as a matter of conscience just because that seems to justify what you’re doing.  You need to be very thoughtful about that, and I think we talk about that in the report that you’re voting corum deo, to be sure.  Did we get the pages for that?  

DR. KNIGHT:  The pages are 266 through 269.

DR. STRANGE:  Okay, well it’s the bottom – are those lined? Those aren’t lined, are they?  If you look in that section, go to the first part of the section which is 266 – count down 1,2,3,4,5 paragraphs, and it gets into this discussion.  “The commissioner’s vote, in other words, is his alone and he must answer to God for how he casts it.  Recognizing this, what advice might this committee give that would touch upon this question?”  And, it goes to talk about the “commissioner should vote as he in good conscience believes that he must before God.  The oaths and vows the commissioner has taken are an important part of what must inform his conscience, especially his vows of subscription to the standards, his approving of the church order, and his vow to submit to his brethren in the Lord.”  So, in other words, could I vote on conscience to deny somebody for example to say somebody has sustained a theological exam with something that is extra-confessional.  I’ve seen people argue that.  Well, of course you can’t.  Because we have vowed to take and to put as a standard and apply it that which is confessional.  And you say, well that is not what I’m saying.  Well, you were asking just the general question of conscience.  I didn’t hear any particular content to that.  So, I want to say that when we talk about conscience we’ve got to be talking about conscience in our context, in the context of being Orthodox Presbyterians.  And, so, if I were to say, well, you know, there is this exegetical point that I ask every – and I have heard this sort of thing – I ask every candidate, but if I were honest I would say it’s an extra-confessional matter – do I have the right to vote against a candidate who won’t affirm my extra-confessional position?  The answer to that is no.  Because that doesn’t mesh up here with the vows of subscription that you’ve taken to the standards, your approving of the church order and your vow to submit to your brethren in the Lord.  Then, I say secondly, or this report says secondly, the commissioner should vote corum deo with an eye to the words contained in the standards as well as his understanding of the animus imponentis.  This reminds us that conscience is not merely an individual matter, even as the individual conscience is to be informed and formed by Scripture.  So, there is a corporate conscience that is to be informed and formed by Scripture.  To put it another way, we as Presbyterians rightly eschew idiosyncratic and highly personalized interpretation of the Scriptures.  The heart of confessionalism is that the church as a corporate entity reads the Bible together.  Similarly, there is a greater concern than simply that of one’s own private conscience formed by Scripture, and it is that of the corporate conscience also formed by Scripture as read together by the church.  The function of the animus imponentis reminds us that the church also has a corporate conscience which guides the exercise of individual conscience. If a candidate ought not to subscribe to the standards in a way other than ex animo, and that has been talked about in the report before, and should not feel free to interpret the standards individualistically without regard for the animus imponentis, then arguably neither should a commissioner vote for or against a candidate without regards to the standards in the animus imponentis.  While it is true that a commissioner’s vote is inviolate and he must give account of it ultimately to God, he should not vote for a man whose confessional divergence he believes to be detrimental to the purity, peace and unity of the church.  On the other hand, a commissioner should be mindful of what the church as a whole regards as deleterious to its purity, peace and unity.   In other words, I may regard something as deleterious to the purity of the church but if I am being honest, I say the broader church doesn’t regard it as deleterious to the purity of the church, so what we go on to say here is a commissioner should be very slow to vote against a candidate solely on grounds which the rest of the church finds perfectly acceptable, at least if and when a commissioner does so he ought to be fully cognizant that his position is at variance with the animus imponentis. Then, we say “for individual presbyters to oppose candidates whom they might regard as confessional unacceptable when the rest of the church does not so regard them potentially is vexing for the church.”  And we say that there is another way, our recommendation here is if you regard this position, some particular position, as contrary truly, you say I believe that this position is contrary to the confessions, even though I know a lot of people in the church hold it, well our argument is don’t make candidates the sole place where this gets addressed  - or even the primary place.  Rather, if it is this matter of conscience – I mean Martin Luther was willing to lay down his life for his convictions, and he didn’t want to just vote against a candidate, he wanted to declare this as the Word of God to the whole world.  And, so, there is a certain sense in which one would have to question how much this really is an issue of conscience if I only exercise this when a candidate is being examined for licensure or ordination.  If I know that the church permits this view of this candidate or many people in the church hold this view, but I do nothing about it other than vote at the time of a candidate, I really question whether that is- how significant is this issue for one’s conscience.  One should be in the grip of this conscience in that sense.  It’s not just something – occasionally I remember that I shouldn’t vote for such a person, so I won’t, but otherwise I’m not gong to do it.  And, I think if the response is, well, here I can win, so to speak, I can vote no, but I couldn’t prevail with the rest of the church – I think that’s  apolitical and not a principle response.  I think if you have a conscience it is about principle. If it’s not about that, it’s not about anything.  And, if it’s about principle, then you take a principle stand and you pay the price.  You let the whole church think, wow – what’s wrong with Alan?  What’s wrong with Joe?  What’s wrong with Bill?  I mean, how do they take this position?  I take it because I must- I am bound in my conscience to do so.  That’s conscience.  

DR. FESKO:  Don’t hold back, Alan.  Tell us what you really think! (laughter).

(Unintelligible question)

Come in packages, such as points A, B, C and D are correlated and currently the AI allows for latitude in point A, but not B, C and D.  How would you counsel presbyters to guard against the temptation to assume that when another presbyter votes against a candidate he does so solely because of A, but not B, C, or D, especially ……..”
DR. KNIGHT:  Well, I don’t know that we are required to tell anyone why we vote in our presbytery, although it might be helpful in arguing to indicate if you want to draw people to join with you in voting.  So, I’m not sure what I should say more than that.


I do just want to make a slight rejoinder on this whole matter of you can’t vote on a matter unless you pursue everybody in the whole denomination with a charge – brothers, I’ve lived a little longer than the rest of you, I hope I will still live a little bit longer, we have to recognize in our life we have all sorts of priorities.  And, we have the priority of recognizing whether or not we will prevail and whether or not we can express ourselves in a vote.  I don’t think anyone should fault someone because they don’t bring a charge but vote against an ordinand.  Take the sample of the Committee on Justification. The Committee on Justification mentioned several people by names in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church  that were aberrant in their view of justification or had said some things that seemed to be out of order.  I haven’t faulted any one of those members of the committee because they haven’t pursued charges against that person, even though they mentioned him in a written report filed with the assembly.  I haven’t pursued because I know they have other matters to deal with and lives to lead.  So, please, do not lay down laws and regulations that bind our conscience, and remember that God alone, says our confession, is the Lord of conscience.  Obviously, we are not saying you should vote against someone because you don’t like the person or have come to this position.  You must vote before God as the Lord who determines how you vote or not vote what you believe and don’t believe, and you are always voting before Him when you vote.  So, let’s not be frivolous.  It seemed to me that statement that we must most of all take into consideration the statement that goes like this:  “Thus a commissioner should be very slow to vote against a candidate solely on grounds which the rest of the church finds perfectly acceptable” but it doesn’t say he can’t.  At least, if and when a commissioner does so, he ought to be fully cognizant that his position is at variance with the animus imponentis.  Let me again say, when we are adopting the mind of the church, we are not saying that we do not think this is more or less acceptable or more or less unacceptable.  We need to factor in here the whole question of tolerance, which is what we have in mind when we talk about the mind of the church.  Tolerance in days gone by would be a statement of saying I recognize you have the right to be wrong in your opinion, in your vote or your action, and I am going to give you that right, but I am not going to say that you are equally correct. Now tolerance means that you must accept in the pluralism in which we live everybody being equally correct to the view which you believe in and accept.  I think the first view we may agree to, but not the second view.  We need to bear that in mind when we are dealing with the question of the intention of the church.

