The Church’s Power:  Its Relation to Subscription

T. David Gordon

[N.b., this appeared, in a slightly-modified form, in The Practice of Confessional Subscription, ed. David W. Hall (University Press of America, 1994):  293-300.]

This essay attempts to address the question of confessional subscription in light of one other reality:  The nature of church power.  Thus, the essay is very limited in scope.  It does not intend to address the issue of confessional subscription comprehensively.  Rather, it merely wishes to consider whether the issue of subscription might not be profitably addressed by considering the implications of the doctrine of the power of the church.  This essay assumes that the church has both power and responsibility to declare the doctrines and commandments of Christ (Matthew 28).  It wishes to examine the issue of confessional subscription in light of three aspects of church-power:  the spiritual nature of church-power, the fallibility of the exercise of church-power, and the joint-several nature of church-power.

The church’s power to enforce is spiritual, not temporal.  


In 1 Cor. 5, the church is commanded to hand the impenitent individual over to Satan, not to the civil authority.  Following this, the majority of the Presbyterian churches have refused to employ the civil authority’s power to enforce ecclesiastical laws.  The First Preliminary Principle in the PCA BCO follows that of earlier American Presbyterian churches in saying the following:  “…No religious constitution should be supported by the civil power further than may be necessary for protection and security equal and common to all others.”  The Eighth Preliminary Principle states:  “…Since ecclesiastical discipline derives its force only from the power and authority of Christ, the great Head of the Church Universal, it must be purely moral and spiritual in its nature” (emphases mine).


One implication of this doctrine of the spiritual nature of church-power is this:  Persuasion is always more consonant with the progress of God’s Kingdom than coercion.  Thus, if a candidate for the gospel ministry is not able conscientiously to affirm every aspect of the church’s doctrine as his own, the court of the church should investigate whether the candidate’s scruples are due to ignorance.  The candidate may never have been exposed to the best arguments (or any arguments!) for the confessional view, since the confessional documents themselves do not present arguments for the conclusions found therein.  Under such a situation, remanding for further study, and providing directions for such study, is a preferable option to merely rejecting the candidate.  If the candidate is merely rejected, only two possibilities can occur.  First, the candidate, potentially useful to the church, is discouraged from candidacy and withdraws from pursuit of the ministry.  If this takes place, the church has lost a potential laborer, who, had he been pursuaded if the church’s view, could have been profitable to the church.  Second, the candidate may simply find a Presbytery who will not scrutinize him on this point.  In this case, the candidate remains unpersuaded of the church’s view, and, therefore, incapable of promoting the church’s view.


Thus, if we genuinely believe that the church’s power is moral and spiritual, we believe it is important to present the arguments to the conscience, as the seat of moral decision.  Similarly, if her power is spiritual, then again it is wise to expose the candidate to truth, by which spiritual sanctification takes place.  For both reasons, then, it is important for the examining Presbytery to recognize that it has three options, not two:  It may approve the candidate, disapprove the candidate, or remand the candidate for further study, requiring the candidate to read specific works and to report on his interaction with the arguments presented therein.

The Church’s  power to declare what is true is not inerrant.  


WCF 1.10 says:  “The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.”  Similarly, WCF 31.3 says:  “All synods or councils, since the apostles’ times, whether general or particular, may err; and many have erred.  Therefore they are not to be made the rule of faith, or practice; but to be used as a help in both.”  The church, then, has a responsibility to confess the faith in a manner which recognizes her own fallibility in so confessing.  We believe it was the recognition of this twofold responsibility which caused the Protestant churches to permit candidates to record exceptions and/or scruples
 with the confessional standards.  


Thus, an individual who takes exception to something which the church has declared need not, simply for this reason, be removed from the church or from the teaching office.  If no exceptions or scruples are permitted, then, effectively, the church’s declarations have indeed become a “rule of faith, or practice,” rather than a “help in both.”  The church must determine how significant the exception is.  Does the exception sufficiently undercut the church’s responsibility to confess the truth that the candidate in question cannot be granted the court’s endorsement?  


At the same time, if the court determines that the candidate is “acceptable,” this does not mean that the candidate’s exception is now part of the church’s teaching, as some erroneously think.  Two views are common in the more conservative reformed bodies today, and they may be accurately represented by illustration:

First View
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Second View


[image: image2.wmf]






The first view distinguishes three categories of beliefs which the church recognizes.  There are those beliefs which the church endorses and propogates; there are those beliefs which the church does not propogate, but which she tolerates; and there are those beliefs which she has declared intolerable.  The second view distinguishes only two categories of beliefs:  those which the church propagates and those which she declares intolerable.  For the second view, when the church “approves” a candidate’s exceptions, those exceptions become, in some sense, part of the church’s approved view.  For the first view, those “approved” do not become part of the church’s view; yet they are considered less harmful than heresy, and are “tolerated” in the sense that they are not, in and of themselves, ground for removal from the church or from the teaching office.


The picture could even be cut a little finer, because the church could assign to that second category two sub-categories:  Beliefs which are tolerated and which can be taught; and beliefs which are tolerated but cannot be taught.  In such a scenario, the church could permit an individual who professes a given belief to remain in the church, and to remain an officer in the church, but could require the officer not to teach the views in question.
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Indeed, the picture could be qualified even further (though the readers will be spared another graphic), because a given court of the church could also elect to permit a man to teach a given exception, with the proviso that when doing so he would also clearly distinguish that view from the view of the church (This has always been the author’s personal practice, even though Presbytery has not required it of him).  That is, the court’s “tolerance” of a given exception from the church’s confession may be in degrees.  It can be tolerated:

-if the one holding the view will not teach it (or will only teach it in discussions among other officers);
 or

-if the one holding the view will always teach the church’s view in apposition to the exceptional view; or

-it can be tolerated without any qualification.

The distinction between joint and several powers in the church.


The confusion which exists regarding the “Second View”, above, is itself a reflection of the confusion regarding the twofold power of the church.  The Scottish Second Book of Discipline in its very first page made a distinction which continues to appear in Presbyterian Books of Order and Government; the distinction between joint power and several power.
  In the PCA, this distinction is articulated at BCO 3-2:

Ecclesiastical power, which is wholly spiritual, is twofold.  The officers exercise it sometimes severally, as in preaching the Gospel, administering the Sacraments, reproving the erring, visiting the sick, and comforting the afflicted, which is the power of order; and they exercise it sometimes jointly in Church courts, after the form of judgment, which is the power of jurisdiction (emphases mine).


The officers, in whose hand church-power is effectively exercised, sometimes exercise that power “severed” from one another, acting as individuals; and sometimes they exercise power joined together in church-courts, exercising authority over those under their jurisdiction.  Thus, an individual minister teaches and preaches both privately and publicly, exercising the keys of the kingdom (calling people to faith and repentance) severally.  His words are his.  The officers of the church assembled, however, frame, modify, and approve the church’s confession, acting jointly.  Acting jointly, the officers may determine that “lewd and lascivious dancing” is sin; while acting severally, a given minister might very well counsel a member of his flock that his (or her) dancing is indeed lewd and lascivious, and should cease.  Such counsel is private counsel; it is church-power severally administered.  If the individual does not heed the counsel, and a trial ensues, only at the end of the trial has the church acted jointly to determine the matter.  


Those confused about this distinction between several and joint power believe that a minister’s teaching and the confession of the church must always be the same.  Thus, they either become plenary subscriptionists (requiring subscription to everything said in the church’s confessional standards) or they become “floating” confessionalists (believing that every time a court approves a man with exceptions, this exception now becomes part of the church’s confession).
  Both views are wrong, and both are wrong because they fail to distinguish several and joint power.  


Requiring plenary subscription effectively nullifies the church’s profession that her standards may be modified.  How can such standards be modified, if no one is permitted to office-holding in the church, except those who embrace the standards plenarily?  On the other hand, permitting a kind of “floating” confessionalism (the church professes what the confession says, plus everything that her officers may say in opposition to that confession) effectively nullifies the church’s confession (because it cannot be found anywhere in writing, consisting as it would of that written document plus every view of every scruple-holding individual).


A better alternative is to recognize the distinction between joint power and several power.  The church’s confession is jointly determined.  The PCA confesses only what she has jointly declared or approved.  There may be within her individuals (such as myself) who respectfully disagree with portions of that confession.  Our disagreements, however, are not part of her confession.  What such individuals say severally is not to be equated with or confused with what the church says jointly.  Allow me to illustrate the practical consequences of this view by two examples.


As a teacher in a confessional church, I may very well be entitled to take exception to that confession in some areas.  I am not entitled to teach those exceptions in any way that might imply that those exceptions were not exceptions.  I may be rightly expected to know what the church’s confession is, and I may be rightly expected to teach that confession, whenever called upon to explain the church’s view.  I therefore must, whenever called upon to explain my own personal (several) view, be prepared to make clear that my view on that point is not the church’s view.  If I do not do so, then I nullify, in practice, the church’s several power in declaring the truth.  In practice, I create a “floating” confession.  If I do make the distinction clearly and explicitly, then the church’s confession has been preserved intact, and my hearers are not deceived into thinking my views enjoy the endorsement of the church.


In a case of discipline, similarly, the distinction of joint and several power is very significant.  What am I to do, if a judicial matter comes before me in an area wherein my views differ from the church’s views?  Acting jointly at that point, I have no liberty to enforce a decision contrary to the will of the church that ordained me.  My only options, therefore, are two:  I may request to be absented from serving on the case, on the ground that I do not wish to enforce a law I deem erroneous (with full knowledge that the court would have every right, if it so desired, to remove me from my office for failure to fulfil my duties), or I may adjudicate the case consistently with the law of the church.  I have always chosen the latter approach.  Any individual or lower court brought before a PCA tribunal has every right to expect the matter to be resolved by reference to the PCA’s beliefs, not by my beliefs.  My duty, in such a circumstance, is to determine whether the individual or court has complied with the standards of the church.  If the individual or court has any interest in the perfectly arcane issue of whether they have complied with my standards, they may ask me in the hallway afterward.  


I believe this distinction satisfies two parties in our church who otherwise appear to be at logger-heads.  To those who fear that the secondary standards would become de facto primary standards, my viewpoint assures that this will not happen.  Individuals may be permitted to serve as officers without implicitly declaring the church to have been infallible in its confession-making councils.  To those who fear that every permitted exception effectively expands the church’s confession or even nullifies its, my viewpoint safeguards against this entirely.  Not one member of our congregation has ever been confused over what the PCA’s position is where I respectfully disagree with it.  Nor need anyone who has complied with our constitution ever fear that they will be found guilty in a judicial case because they have not satisfied my opinions.  In judicial/joint business, I accept my duty to enforce the law and will of the church, even where I respectfully disagree with it.  

� “Scruple” is probably a better term than “exception.”  “Exception” is a much-stronger term.  I, for instance, don’t believe “ten commandments” appear anywhere in the Bible, and that they therefore should not appear in the Westminster standards (the expression “ten words” does appear in the Bible with reference to the Sinai revelation, but only three times:  Ex. 34:28, Deut. 4:13 and 10:4, and both the Hebrew and Greek refer to them as “words,” thereby embracing the historical prologue).  However, this is merely a scruple:  Of course I would not permit a Hebrew student to translate דבר as though it were מצוה, and would not permit a Greek student to translate λόγος as though it were ἐντολὴ.  But this is not an exception; it is a scruple.


� I regard this as ordinarily a poor choice.  What does “teach” mean?  Does it mean aggressively to promote a view, or does it mean to reply to an honest question?  If someone says, “Pastor, what do you believe about x?”, how could the Pastor honestly answer that question without articulating his own viewpoint?  Further, if he replied:  “Well, I’d like to tell you, but Presbytery has prohibited me from doing so,” this merely creates more-energetic curiosity in the questioner’s mind.  So, while in theory I believe a presbytery could restrict someone in this manner, I don’t think it would ordinarily be wise to do so.  Better to fish or cut bait--if the exception strikes at the vitals of religion or the system of doctrine, remand or refuse to ordain. 





�“This power is diverslie usit:  For sumtyime it is severally exercisit, chiefly by the teachers, sumtyme conjunctly be mutuall consent of them that beir the office and charge, efter the forme of judgment.  The former is commonly callit potestas ordinis, and the uther potestas jurisdictionis.


These two kinds of power have both one authority, one ground, one finall cause, but are different in the manner and forme of execution, as is evident be the speiking of our Master in the 16 and 19 of Matthew.”  (Chapter one, sections 7 and 8).  From the edition published as an appendix in Stuart Robinson, The Church of God as an Essential Element of the Gospel (Philadelphia, 1858).


�The distinction between plenary subscription and floating confessionalism is, in my judgment, much more helpful than the commonly-heard but unhelpful distinction between “strict” and “system” subscription, neither of which is sufficiently meaningful because both are terms which allow of degree.   How strict is strict?  How loose is loose?  Is one man’s “loose” another man’s “strict”?  Who determines what the “system” is?  The reason there has been so much discussion of this question, with so little resolution, is that the categories of the discussion themselves virtually doom the discussion to fruitlessness from the outset.  In permitting the discussion to take place on these terms, we disguise the reality that some (falsely, and contrary to the both the provision for registering exceptions and the confessional statement that councils may err) actually are promoting plenary subscription, while others (equally falsely, and contrary to the entire idea of a written confession) are promoting floating confessionalism.  If we candidly recognized the ancient distinction between several and joint power, the discussion would end.  We would recognize that there is always a potential distinction between what the church says corporately, assembled to settle issues of faith and life, and what an individual officer of the church says individually, speaking from his own conscience with the light given him.  No two sermons are identical; no two men would counsel a given individual in precisely the same manner; the keys of the kingdom when exercised severally will always have some differences.  Nonetheless, unity (though not uniformity) is maintained by the church confessing her faith jointly and corporately.  An individual who cannot conscionably associate with a church whose confession is so different from his own ought simply to refuse association with her.  Similarly, a court of the church which determines that an individual’s beliefs are too dissimilar to her own confession may simply refuse to ordain such an individual.  
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