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Turning tragedy to triumph

Congregation still
serves and worships
despite displacement

Nathan Key
The Layman

A devastating tornado that caused substantial damage to West-
minster Presbyterian Church in Hattiesburg, Miss., has not ham-
pered the congregation’s ability to worship and serve the Lord.

Members of Westminster have been sharing facilities with the
congregation of a local Methodist church for worship services while
insurance adjustments and, ultimately, repairs to their sanctuary take
place.

“We were offered an
opportunity to worship
at Parkway Heights
Methodist Church,
and we have been
doing that for six
weeks now,” Westmin- |2k e
ster Pastor Steve = § 2
Ramp said. “That has [ SSSSEEE el
worked out beautifully ﬁ : e
and has been very nice B TSl M
for all of us. We’ve  Photo By Ryan Moore, Hattiesburg American
had some joint servic- Emergency personnel walk past a
es, gotten to know a smashed vehicle outside Westminster
lot of other people and Presbyterian Church
made some new
friends. It has been really meaningful.”

Ramp explained that Parkway has an 8:30 a.m. contemporary ser-
vice on Sundays before leaving the sanctuary for Westminster to
have its 9:30 a.m. service. Parkway’s members then have their 11
a.m. traditional service. On Wednesdays, the two churches share a
meal together before splitting for their evening services.

“The hospitality factor from the Methodists has been so warm
and inviting,” Ramp said. “We feel like we are partners, and it
means a lot to them to be able to help us. They don’t just say that,
they mean it, and our folks feel very comfortable with them.”

“(Parkway members) have a beautiful, spacious facility and have
been so cordial. It really has taken a lot of angst out of this situation
for us.”

That angst was brought on by the tornado that ripped through

4 )
In this issue ...

Covenant Network seeks to redefine marriage indirectly............ccccco...... 2
BOP: A story of two economies and an intersection of values................. 3
AREET EASTEN ... 4
‘Are we teaching children the Bible?’ is a better question ...................... 5
Presbytery seizes control of Virginia church ............ccceeeviiievccccennne 11
Presbyteries begin voting on constitutional amendments ............... 12-13
Churches that have left the PCUSA recently ...........cccoeeeeevvceececcnene. 14

G J

NEXT Church: Say ‘Yes’ to
the unexpected plans of God

By Paula R. Kincaid
The Layman

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Greeters stood at all of
the entrances to the sanctuary of First Presbyteri-
an Church in Charlotte, N.C., on both days of the
two-day NEXT Church conference, giving every-
one who entered a brightly colored stole to wear
around their neck.

While these stoles, which at times were called
ribbons, were solid colors, they were a reminder :
of the multi-colored stoles, or scarves, worn at R {
other Presbyterian Church (USA) events that sig- h,
nify support for the lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender lobby. While the lobby has succeed- 6 3
ed in opening ordination in the PCUSA to LGBT Stoles collected at the
people, they are now focused on allowing NEXT conference.
PCUSA pastors to perform same-sex marriages
in their churches.

Bearing witness to the connection between the agenda of NEXT Church and
the LGBT lobby, those who arrived for the conference early were treated to a

See CONGREGATION, page 15

See NEXT, page 15

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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What 1s
marriage’?

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge — e
The Layman

The executive director of the Manhattan Declaration, Eric
Teetsel, told members of the Association for Church Renewal
(ACR) that the threat to marriage in America is a threat to soci-
ety’s very foundation. He made his case at ACR’s recent meet-
ing in Washington, D.C., March 11.

Teetsel’s presentation addressed two questions: What is mar-
riage? Why does it matter?

Acknowledging that all categories of people are marked by
divorce, infidelity, sexual confusion, sexual sin and broken-
ness, Teetsel appealed to his audience that Christians’ responsi-
bility throughout these debates, both privately and publicly, is
to show love to one another in responsible witness to Jesus
Christ.

“The Christian witness on these subjects has not been faith-
ful, which makes the current climate hostile to the message we
seek to proclaim,” he said.

So, Teetsel began his appeal from a wide place. He quoted
Psalm 19:1, and then acknowledged that “All truth is God’s,
wherever it is found.”

Elaborating, he said, “It’s true that there is a theme through-
out Scripture regarding sexuality and marriage, and that theme
features one man and one woman. But to appeal only and
always to the Bible in the midst of a culture for whom the Bible
holds no authority is futile.”

So, Teetsel said, Christians must appeal to the truth of God
about marriage that is revealed throughout the social sciences,
history and studies that plainly support the advantage that
intact, biological two-parent households have on children.

Quoting from the Manhattan Declaration, Teetsel said “Vast
human experience confirms that marriage is the original and
most important institution for sustaining the health, education
and welfare of all persons in a society. Where marriage is hon-
ored, and where there is a flourishing marriage culture, every-
one benefits — the spouses themselves, their children, the com-
munities and societies in which they live. Where the marriage
culture begins to erode, social pathologies of every sort quickly
manifest themselves.”

Teetsel then turned to comments by President Lyndon John-
son in 1964: “The family is the cornerstone of our society.
More than any other force it shapes the attitude, the hopes, the
ambitions and the values of the child. And when the family col-
lapses it is the children that are usually damaged. When it hap-
pens on a massive scale the community itself is crippled. So,
unless we work to strengthen the family, to create conditions
under which most parents will stay together — all the rest:
schools, and playgrounds, and public assistance, and private
concern, will never be enough to cut completely the circle of
despair and deprivation.”

Eric Teetsel is the executive director of The Manhattan
Declaration (http://manhattandeclaration.org/). For more
resources on marriage, visit The Layman Online s marriage
resource page at www.layman.org/category/marriage-2.

Covenant Network seeks to
redefine marriage indirectly

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

Everyone expects to see and contend
with efforts at the Presbyterian Church
(USA) General Assembly in 2014 to rede-
fine marriage. So, pro-

shall have the freedom to exercise
discretion regarding the conduct of
worship as pastoral care except
where explicitly proscribed in this
Constitution. The exercise of this

freedom may not

ponents plan to insure
their victory by alter-
nate means.

It’s political strategy
101: If the opposition is
watching the front line,
go around to the flank.
Apparently advocates of
the lesbian, gay, bisexu-

infringe on the ses-
sion’s responsibility
to control the use of
church facilities and
to authorize the cele-
bration of the sacra-
ments, or the presby-
tery’s responsibility to
validate and oversee

al, transgender (LGBT)
agenda fear that efforts at an honest,
straight-forward redefinition of marriage
in the PCUSA Constitution through
amending the confessions and Directory
for Worship may fail at GA. So, some are
advocating plans to try alternative routes.

They advocate “creating a space” which
is another way of saying they intend to
create a loophole so that officers of the
PCUSA could perform same-sex mar-
riages in PCUSA churches.

Pay attention because you won’t hear
the word marriage in what is proposed.

The amendment to the constitution
would read, “Teaching elders, and ruling
elders commissioned to pastoral service,
shall have the freedom to exercise discre-
tion regarding the conduct of worship as
pastoral care except where explicitly pro-
scribed in this constitution.”

Would that kind of language pass as an
overture at General Assembly and be for-
warded to the presbyteries for a vote?
Most likely yes. And would it pass in your
presbytery and a majority of others?
Again the answer is likely yes.

It sounds like it’s about pastoral care,
but it’s really about same-sex marriage.
Read the quote in its context and the
speech it came from:

“Do not seek to amend W-4.9001 on
the definition of marriage. Rather
amend W-1.4005a on rights of the
pastor as worship leader by adding
the following (or similar) provision:

“Teaching elders, and ruling elders
commissioned to pastoral service,

the ministry of the
Word and sacrament.”

“Do you see the words ‘same-sex’ or
even ‘marriage’ in this overture? No.
It is not about that, although it would
create a space in most presbyteries
to allow same-sex marriages to be
performed under the protections it
guarantees. There is careful language
that I have vetted with some of my
colleagues that would overturn exist-
ing Als from 1991 and after. It does
preserve the right of a session to
refuse to allow its facilities to be used
for purposes with which it disagrees,
but that is properly their right any-
way. It also preserves the rights of
presbyteries that want to be obstruc-
tive to address the conduct of indi-
vidual ministers under their jurisdic-
tion, but it would take an enormous
investment of time and money to try
multiple cases. The overture means
that obstruction can only happen on
a case-by-case basis or by adopting
specific amendments to take away
pastoral freedoms, which will be a
hard sell in my opinion.”

‘Marriage equality in the PCUSA’

by the Rev. Dr. Daniel M. Saperstein,

Covenant Network Regional Conference.

It would seem that the Covenant Net-
work, which was organized for the sole
purpose of stripping the “fidelity and
chastity” standard historically known as
G-6.0106b from the constitution, now has
the redefinition of marriage by any means
necessary planned for the 2014 PCUSA
General Assembly.

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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Board of Pensions

A story of two economies and an intersection of values

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

PHILADELPHIA, Pa. — The out-
comes of the Board of Pensions
meeting are relevant to two distinct
but related groups: Pension plan
members and medical plan mem-
bers. Pension plan members can be
confident that the $7.476 billion in
assets will more than adequately
cover the $5.9 billion in liabilities of the plan.
After five years of receiving no experience
apportionments, pension plan members will be
happy to hear that the board approved a 1 percent
experience apportionment for 2012. The medical
plan news is a different story.

Due to the significant and growing gap
between medical plan expenses (medical claims
by covered participants) and revenue (dues paid
by churches), some kind of dues increase is com-
ing in 2014 and 2015. Several scenarios are
under discussion, and emphasis was placed on
the need to listen and respond to constituent con-
cerns. The challenge is to craft a solution that is
both financially viable and does not violate the
values and feelings of all involved.

Medical plan

Although the big decision about dues restruc-
turing will not be made until the June meeting,
some decisions were made by the board in rela-
tionship to the medical plan. The board approved
* an increase in the co-pay for generic prescrip-

tion drugs from $8 to $10 for monthly pre-

scriptions filled at retail pharmacies and from
$20 to $25 for three-month supplies received
through mail order. This will increase reve-
nues to the medical plan by about $500,000/
year.

* an increase in the minimum effective salary
from $42,000 to $44,000, and

+ the initiation of a health accountability model
for medical plan beneficiaries.

Several scenarios are under discussion to close
the funding gap between medical expenses and
current revenues. But before exploring those
options, it’s important to understand why some
measure to increase revenues is necessary.

The Board of Pensions Medical Plan is a self-
insured, employer-provided church plan. “Self-
insured” means that the plan must take in dues
and other revenues equivalent to the medical
claims of covered participants. “Employer-pro-
vided” means that those receiving the benefits
are not the ones paying for it.

ﬁ The Board of Penstones
wl e Foeeka i Lok il 2Nt

John Hamm, chairman of the board’s Health-
care Committee, reported that “34,000 people
are getting healthcare benefits provided by the
BOP. They are not paying for those benefits,
churches are.” The board sends bills to 6,700
churches and other employing organizations.
Since 1988, those employers have been responsi-
ble for 100 percent of the cost of healthcare for
plan members, their covered partners and all
dependents.

The problem, Hamm said, “is that since 1988
when the plan was designed, healthcare costs
have increased dramatically.” He said that “the
claims covered in 1988 were $48 million, today
it’s $200 million per year. We have 20 percent
fewer members than we did then, which means
that the cost per member has increased over 500
percent. In the past 25 years there is nothing that
has gone up by that measure.”

Reviewing the history for the board, Hamm
reported that “at the outset (in 1988), churches
were paying 8 percent of effective salary for cov-
erage. Now they are paying 21 percent, and that’s
not enough to cover rising costs. Under the cur-
rent dues structure, the projected deficit for 2014
will be $14 million. That number was revised
down from the $28 million shortfall projected in
October 2012. And in 2015 expenses are expect-
ed to outpace dues by $40 million. Reserves are
insufficient to make up the difference.”

Asking the question that comes at the intersec-
tion of the math and the values, Hamm asked,
“Have we reached a tipping point where the man-
dated 100 percent/0 percent cost allocation is
having aberrant behavior patterns?”

He was referring to the growing reality that
churches are replacing called pastors with non-
mandated clergy and lay people. Hamm acknowl-
edged that for some churches, mandatory partici-
pation in the BOP medical plan is so cost prohib-
itive that they are foregoing calling ordained
clergy.

Hamm suggested that “maybe it’s time we
breach that 100 percent to 0 percent allocation,
with limitations.”

In seeking to design a solution, Hamm said

there are two primary objectives:

* to maintain the long-term viability of a pay-
as-you-go healthcare plan. This involves cash
flow between BOP and churches or employ-
ing organizations.

* to provide churches with limited medical dues
flexibility (a euphemism for “relief”). This
involves the potential for cash flow between
churches and medical plan members.

Hamm noted, “We are not backing off of the
church having to pay 100 percent of the member
benefit, but we think it’s time to consider allow-
ing churches the flexibility of discussing with
their pastors how to approach dependent cover-
age. When we made the recommendation called
Dues Plus, we did not direct that they be charged,
we simply recommended that the session have
the discretion to work out what was best for their
local church situation.”

In reference to the visceral response the pro-
posed Dues Plus recommendation generated
from across a broad spectrum of the church,
Hamm quipped, “Everyone did not stand up and
applaud.”

The board acknowledged that the church need-
ed to be heard and also needed an opportunity to
more fully understand the reality that under the
current dues structure the medical plan is not
viable for the long-term.

Hamm stressed, “We have not made a decision
and we are not making a recommendation today.
We intend to listen at the RBC’s (Regional Bene-
fit Consultations) and return to you with a
refined pricing model in June.”

Whatever is ultimately decided, the board
stressed its goals twofold: to maintain the long-
term viability of healthcare coverage in an envi-
ronment where dues do not currently cover
expenses and live up to the unique principles of a
faith-based healthcare plan that is the standard of
all such plans.

A tension exists as the board wants to “take
economic impacts out of the call process” to
maintain the principle of call neutrality but at the
same time is challenged to uphold the plan com-
munity nature which Hamm described as
“churches with the where-with-all to do so will
be expected to cover more than their cost so that
others who cannot afford it can be subsidized.”

The problem is that there are not nearly enough
people at the “high” end of the spectrum to sub-
sidize all the people who participate at the Plan’s
“low” end of the salary scale.

A decision on the 2014 and 2015 restructuring
of dues for the medical plan is expected in June.

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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For Christians, Easter is the high point. Our sanctu-
aries are resplendent with lilies, daffodils, tulips and
fresh smelling hyacinth. The vestments change from
purple to white, and choirs lead congregations in
robust renditions of triumphant hymns as the organ
hits full crescendo. Every Easter Sunday seems to be
sunny, and while I am sure there has been a cloudy
one somewhere on record, in my mind’s eye I don’t
remember it that way. The sun just seems to shine
brighter on Easter. All of nature seems to sing of
rebirth and new beginnings, the pews are full and the
people are happy. “He is Risen!” is greeted back with
“He is Risen Indeed!”

The Church can celebrate on Easter morning. Our
Lord is risen and we believe. He has paid the price for
our sin and overcome the bonds of death on our
behalf. We reaffirm each other’s belief by our pres-
ence and joy, acknowledging the truth of the Gospel
as a family of faith, united in mind and spirit. He is
risen indeed, and so shall we be at the appointed time.
Celebration is easy and joyous on Easter morning.

Then comes the hard part, the time after Easter. The
post-Easter challenge is to live out the faith. We need
to live the resurrection and the atonement reality as
authentic believers, and we need to do so in a manner
which might welcome others into a closer walk with
God. The best way to do so is to rely on the Word of
God itself — and as I pondered what comes after Eas-
ter I found that turning to the source revealed a simple
lesson that has serious implications.

The time after Easter was not easy for the first dis-
ciples. They were scorned by the religious institution
they sought to reform. They were persecuted by politi-
cal powers. Families divided. But more sobering than
the enmity of a hostile world were the internal chal-
lenges of doubts and dissension. One of the things I
love about the Bible is that it is brutally honest about
people and the human condition. Take those initial
disciples right after Easter. They heard He was risen
from the dead and doubted until they saw Him. But
even then, even after going to Galilee, to the mountain
which Jesus had designated, they saw Him and wor-
shiped him, “but some were doubtful.” (Matt. 28:17).
Empowered by the Holy Spirit the disciples moved
mountains of doubt and their numbers swelled. But
even still, as we see in Romans 10:16, even after hear-
ing the good news, not all believed. It must have been
hard on those who held fast to the faith.

This pattern is not unique to the early church. Think
of the Israclites after Egypt. Following 400 years of
slavery God reveals His grace to His band of people
by bringing them through all of the plagues, out of
oppression by the strongest civil authority on the
known earth, and through a miraculous parting of a
sea. But they start to doubt because they cannot see
His plan with perfect clarity. Some want to return to
the security of oppressive authority; some simply

want to take matters into
their own hands and
craft their own idols into
gods. It must have been
hard on those who held
fast to the faith.

As I pondered these
truths it struck me that
God is a God of transi-
tions. He is alive, not
static. While He is
unchanging, God is also
dynamic. However,
God’s dynamic nature
does not mean that He is
in transition — quite the
opposite. God is constant and yet always on the move.
And those who would be with God must be on the
move as well. The goal of discipleship is not to get
ahead of God nor lag behind, but walk by faith, step
by step with Him. He asked Abram to move. He
moved Joseph and Moses. He moved the Israelites
through the desert and into the Promised Land. In the
person of Jesus, God literally moved into the world
and invited people to follow Him. Always on the
move. The great commission was the first command-
ment given to the disciples after Easter and it instruct-
ed them to “go forth ...”

Life is dynamic, and the challenge for each of us is
to move with God and not apart from Him. There are
many churches in transition right now. It is “after Eas-
ter” for them. Or, if you prefer an Old Testament anal-
ogy, they are “out of Egypt” and either in the wilder-
ness or getting settled in a perceived promised land. It
won’t all be sweet smelling hyacinths.

So once again, we should turn to the Truth — the
Word of God — to see how to best handle the transi-
tions. After Easter, I urge you to study the Epistles to
see how the disciples handled transition. They handled
it by relying on God and holding fast to the essential
fundamental tenets of the faith; by remaining true to
the commandments of God and the work of the Christ.
The disciples counseled: “See to it that no one takes
you captive through philosophy and empty deception,
according to the tradition of men ... rather than
according to Christ.” (Col. 2:8). “Therefore, if you
have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the
things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand
of God. Set your mind on the things above, not on the
things that are on earth.” (Col. 3:1-2)

For churches in transition — don’t be about the busi-
ness of leaving, be about the Gospel. Think less about
Egypt and more about the walk of faith of the people
of a God who is on the move. Seek first the Kingdom
of God, and all the rest will be added unto you. And in
that way the days after Easter will be true to the one
who called you.

Commentary by
Forrest A. Norman |ll

For more columns by the PLC chairman, visit www.layman.org
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‘Are we teaching children

the Bible?’ 1s a

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

In the March 18, 2013 issue of The
Presbyterian Outlook, retired PCUSA
pastor and adjunct professor of religious
studies Earl Johnson Jr. wrote an article
directed at church leaders entitled, “Are
we teaching children violence?”

“Are we teaching children the Bible?”
is the better question.

Problems with the
pedagogy proposed

Phrases like “avoid teaching Bible
stories,” “violence is always wrong,”
“Parts ... can simply be left out,” and

“how a text should be read,” are indica-
tions of a view of Scripture that falls
beneath the threshold of respecting the
Bible and all its parts as the inspired Word of God.
The elevation of “educational theory and psychologi-
cal development” suggests a bias toward the Enlight-
enment exaltation of reason over revelation.

The stated goal of teaching — “enabling children to
become open-minded peacemakers” — suggests that
we will read the Bible through the lens of our own
experience instead of reading our experiences through
the lens of the Bible. This is a perverted pedagogy on
so many levels.

Add to that the recommendation that “if we think
we must approach these texts with children,” we just
lie to them by telling “them in modified ways” what
the Bible does NOT in fact say. It is expressly con-
trary to the Bible itself for an individual to edit out
parts — advocated here as just leaving them out. We
are charged to teach the entire Word of God, not just
the parts we like.

Now, I understand that we must do so in age appro-
priate ways and that there are parts of the Bible that
we do not include in preschool or early elementary
courses of study. But to suggest that you might teach
one of those stories but edit what the Bible says to fit
your perception of how peace is made offends the
most basic of honest hermeneutics.

Children don’t yet know
what they don’t yet know

I am also concerned by the suggestion that teachers
ask very young children what they think or how they
imagine God feels. In order to answer a question
about God’s character, we must first have minds that
are Reformed according to the Word of God.

Only with an understanding of who God is, revealed
in the Bible, can children then learn how to think righ-

Commentary
by Carmen
Fowler LaBerge

better question

teous thoughts. Without that instruc-
tion their thinking will become futile.

Bible study is unto spiritual forma-
tion and part of that is bringing the
thoughts and imaginations of God’s
people into alignment with God’s
revealed character and will.

We do not conform the Word to what
we think or what we imagine, but
instead submit ourselves to the active
and present power of God’s Holy Spirit
to conform us to it.

When the author suggests that chil-
dren be asked, “What would Jesus
teach us to do in situations like that?”
he is suggesting that Jesus is not Him-
self the eternal Word of God, through
whom the Word recorded in the Bible
was written.

Jesus, as the co-eternal second member of the Trini-
ty, is teaching us through these texts. The Word in
flesh cannot be bifurcated from the Word written. It is
a false teaching to suggest that the God who speaks in
the Old Testament is in any way different or distinct
from the God revealed in the person of Jesus Christ.
Jesus did not spring onto the scene when He was born
of human flesh. He has always been present and active
and speaking and teaching.

Children must be taught the truth, including
the violence done in sin

Finally, avoiding all reference to violence as the
article suggests, how is one to teach the truths of Holy
Week? From the cleansing of the Temple, to the arrest
and brutal treatment of Jesus by the Romans and
Jews, to the blood-thirsty mob, to the scourging and
the crown of thorns that appears on the cover of The
Outlook where this article appears ... all is violence.
And then there’s the ultimate violence of the crucifix-
ion. Surely you are not suggesting that there are not
age appropriate ways to teach our children about the
reality of salvation that comes through a God who
was crucified for the violence we do to Him through
the reality of sin every day.

Children need to understand the violence done to
God through sin and the solution He offers to them
through Himself. In order to teach that, we have to
teach the Bible.

The author asks if we’re teaching children violence.
The better question might be are we teaching children
the Bible?

Read more articles, commentaries, analysis
and blogs by Carmen Fowler LaBerge at
www.layman.org/category/by-carmen/
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Raising The Standard Since 1965

Presbyterian Lay Committee
Reformation Press®
PLC Publications®

136 Tremont Park Dr., P.O. Box 2210
Lenoir, NC 28645
(828) 758-8716 + (800) 368-0110
Fax: (828) 758-0920
E-mail: laymanletters@layman.org

Mission Statement

The mission of the Presbyterian Lay
Committee is to inform and equip
Christians to share the Biblical faith by
proclaiming Jesus Christ alone as:

* The Way of salvation.
* The Truth of God’s Word.
* The Life of discipleship.

1. To provide reliable information and
resources concerning significant issues
confronting the Presbyterian Church
(USA) and the Church Universal, there-
by equipping and empowering faithful
congregations and leaders in the
PCUSA and other denominations to
fulfill the Great Commission in the 21st
century.

2. To inform and equip congregations
and leaders in the PCUSA and other
denominations concerning the urgency
for greater emphasis on the teaching of
the Bible as the authoritative Word of
God and regular Bible study and prayer.

3. To inform and equip congregations
and leaders in the PCUSA and other
denominations concerning the urgency
of presenting Jesus Christ as the Lord
and Savior through preaching, teaching
and witnessing, with evangelical zeal,
as the primary mission of the Church.

4. To inform and equip individual
Christians in the PCUSA and other
denominations to engage the ethical and
moral issues in cultural, economic and
political affairs as Christ’s active disci-
ples.

The PLC is a member — and affirms the
respective statements on mission, ethics and
accountability — of the Evangelical Council
on Financial Accountability and the Evan-
gelical Press Association. It also is a member
of the Presbyterian Renewal Network and
the Association for Church Renewal.

For more columns by Carmen Fowler LaBerge visit www.layman.org
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Meiser’s philosophy: Help others and let God lead

By Nathan Key
The Layman

Doug Meiser has a favorite verse of
Scripture that parallels his philosophy
of helping others and being led by
God.

That verse is Romans 8:28, and it
reads, “And we know that in all things
God works for the good of those who
love Him, who have been called
according to His purpose.”

“I frequently see things happen,
and even though I can’t see how they
all work together, eventually they do,”
said Meiser who was one of four new
members elected to serve on the Pres-
byterian Lay Committee’s Board of
Directors.

That is part of what led him to ser-
vice with the PLC board, along with
that desire to continue helping others, something
that has been a part of his life for many years.

Meiser is an executive sales director for Quest
Diagnostics, headquartered in Madison, N.J.
Quest is the nation’s leading provider of diagnos-
tic testing, providing clinical, pathology and
genetic testing ser-
vices to more than
half the hospitals
and physicians in
the United States
as well as other
parts of the world.
He has been with
the company for
23 years, filling
several sales/mar-
keting positions
during his tenure.

“Every day we
touch hundreds of
thousands of
patients and their families through our diagnostic
testing; that’s a lot of folks waiting on lab tests to
come back,” Meiser said. “Touching half a mil-
lion people every day is a special feeling. I feel
very blessed that for the many years that I’ve
been here, I have led teams that meet customers’
needs. I like to be around and help people. My
fulfillment is knowing that we provide the infor-
mation to help keep employees healthy and safe.”

Part of that desire to help others in need comes
from his work as a paramedic, volunteering with
fire/rescue/EMS agencies for a number of years.

Meiser and his wife Debbie are both from the
Pittsburgh, Pa., area. They lived in Raleigh, N.C.,
Atlanta, Ga., and Pennsylvania prior to locating

Doug Meiser

“We have tried to rewrite the covenants that
have been passed down, but that isn’t
strengthening the church; it’s actually weak-
ening it. It’s a matter of the Bible being the
infallible ordained Word of God. We squabble
over that when it should be abundantly clear,
and it makes us look silly.”

Doug Meiser

in Overland Park, Kan. They
have two sons, Brian, 24, who
lives in Orlando, Fla., and Alex,
18, a high school senior.

During their travels, the Meis-
ers have been associated with
various churches, though they
have stayed true to their Chris-
tian faith as Presbyterians.

“We’ve attended our fair share
of churches,” Meiser said, not-
ing that his Presbyterian roots
were planted in the early 1980s
while attending Westminster
College in New Wilmington, Pa.
“We drifted away from our faith
but then started to attend church
on a regular basis while we were
in Raleigh, and we sort of pulled
back toward our faith roots.”

Meiser said he “felt a strong calling to get
more involved” while living in Pittsburgh and
attending Memorial Park Presbyterian Church.
He was involved with the New Wineskins Asso-
ciation of Churches in Pittsburgh and was
approached by Presbyterian Lay Committee
President Carmen
Fowler LaBerge
about possibly
serving as a mem-
ber of the PLC
board of directors.

His church in
Pittsburgh went
through the dis-
cernment process
and sought dismiss-
al to the Evangeli-
cal Presbyterian
Church. Eventually,
Meiser and his
family moved to
Overland Park and found a church that proved to
be a good fit for them — Stanley Presbyterian
Church where he serves as an elder.

“We felt pulled and called to become part of
that church body,” he said. “It was and is a Pres-
byterian Church (USA) congregation today.”

When the chance to serve the PLC board was
presented, Meiser seized the opportunity, agree-
ing to become one of its newest members. It’s a
decision that has brought him plenty of personal
satisfaction from what he is able to do, noting
that he “felt the tug of the Holy Spirit” telling
him he could use the position to benefit others.

“Easily the most satisfying thing I’ve gotten
out of it (the board appointment) is the compas-

Board profile

sion, faith and energy that the board (members)
universally bring to their work,” he said. “The
fellowship and worship together has been incred-
ibly uplifting and fulfilling. Just being around
that group of people has made a difference for
me. There are a lot of bright, helpful and caring
people on the board.”

Meiser fully understands that the Presbyterian
Church continues to face challenges, and he out-
lined what he feels some of them are.

“The challenges have been there for hundreds
of years for the PCUSA and all preceding bodies
and entities,” he said. “It seems large, main-
stream denominations are struggling with issues
around governance and polity. We also face the
issues from the pull of Sunday morning soccer
and baseball, and secular values that are perme-
ating our doctrines. Because of that, not many
people want to worship and fellowship, to pour
themselves into a church dealing with influx or
struggling with a denomination or presbytery.”

He went on to say that a more inclusive church
actually has created more fragmentation within
the denomination.

“It’s become cumbersome to attract new peo-
ple and continue to replenish the pews as we
look to be more inclusive and welcome folks of
different groupings,” Meiser said. “We keep see-
ing little growth and entire congregations sepa-
rating. We try to reverse the decline, but people
won’t compromise their beliefs to include others.

“We have tried to rewrite the covenants that
have been passed down, but that isn’t strengthen-
ing the church; it’s actually weakening it. It’s a
matter of the Bible being the infallible, ordained
Word of God. We squabble over that when it
should be abundantly clear, and it makes us look
silly.”

Meiser also believes that people need to realize
the blessings bestowed upon them are directly
from God.

“The abundant blessings many of us enjoy and
are enriched by that we’re sometimes blissfully
ignorant of were given to us by God for His glo-
rification,” Meiser pointed out. “As we appreci-
ate those riches and blessings, it helps us see why
God blessed us in such ways with great minis-
tries and many faithful friends and relationships.
Using that effectively and in Christian service
not only makes sense but also lets us know why
we received them in the first place.

“Our issue is to keep believing and let Christ
guide us. That should be our focus.”

More PLC director profiles can be found at www.layman.org/about-us/plc-director-profiles-and-tenures
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Westminster Confession of Faith — Of Providence

Study written by the Rev. Matthew Everhard
Pastor, Faith Evangelical Presbyterian Church

Hold Fast the Faith, by the Rev. Matthew Everhard,
is intended to be a guide to help you work through the
Westminster Confession of Faith on a transformational
level, not merely an intellectual level. In other words,
the goal of this book is to help you pray through the
Confession in a way that fosters personal transforma-
tion and spiritual growth.

Following the content of each chapter of the Confes-
sion, I have included my own insights into how spiritu-
al formation can begin to occur using the Confession
as our measure. It is here, following the reading of
each chapter, that the reader is encouraged to spend
time in meditation, confession of sin and praise. These
meditations and formation exercises are what set this
work apart from the many other studies of the West-
minster one may find in print. Five principle types of
exercises will be included in each chapter, as follows:

Prepare in Prayer

The prayers under the heading “Prepare in Prayer”
are just that — short, succinct prayers for the reader to
offer to God as you ready your heart and submit your
mind for the reading of Scripture and further study.

Reach Back

Sections marked “Reach Back” are small commen-
taries on the historical or theological content of the
Confession. These sections will help the reader to
understand the mindset of the Westminster Divines as
they went about their work of articulating the Christian
faith. Modern believers will be assisted in spanning
the gap between the centuries by looking back to the
context in which the Confession was written. As we do
this, we will often find that the moral standards of the
Confession’s writers raise needed critique to today’s
ethical laxity.

Search Inward

Exercises labeled “Search Inward” are designed to
lead the reader to look deeper into his or her own soul
and reflect on one’s own life. This is often precisely the
step that we avoid when we study doctrine! When
reading the Westminster, we will be surprised at how
often it suggests something important in regard to our
own situation. Often what we read in the Confession
will prompt us to ask questions of ourselves that are
uncomfortable. This is good and healthy. “Search
Inward” sections will often lead us to repent, give
thanks, or even fall onto our faces in the holy presence
of the Lord.

More resources can be found in the Equipping Toolbox at www.layman.org

Gaze Upward

Sections marked “Gaze Upward” are designed to
prompt the reader to burst into spontaneous praise. The
Westminster Confession of Faith is an intensely God-
centered document. These sections will usually point
to passages in the Confession that cause us to give
glory to God. Here you will certainly find specific rea-
sons to sing, declare God’s greatness, or stand in awed
silence before His holiness. So often we find ourselves
encumbered by the sheer weightiness of doctrine, that
we fail to allow its power to call us into the assembly
of angels, martyrs and saints to exalt His name in
praise.

Step Out

Sections called “Step Out” are designed to move the
reader to action. It should never be the case that Chris-
tian teaching prompts our minds to move, but not our
lives. Christian instruction must always be connected
to responsive action. No reading of the Confession —
or Scripture for that matter — should leave us the same
as we were before. Each time we encounter God
through the Scriptures, and many times that we
encounter Him in the Confession, we are changed and
called to receive our life-mission.

One Final Challenge

My challenge to the reader is to “eat” this book in
small sections, digesting each chapter of the Westmin-
ster in bite-sized portions. As a matter of course, one
chapter of the Confession followed by its spiritual for-
mation section will likely be enough for one sitting.
Any more, and the mind may be overrun with too
many thoughts! In any case, the suggested spiritual
formation exercises, if honestly attempted, will lead
the believer in such a direction of prayer as will be
spiritually edifying to the soul.

Please remember that even though the Westminster
Confession has literally dozens of quotations of Scrip-
ture within, and allusions to many more, it is no substi-
tute for reading Scripture itself. While the Scriptures
are the words of God, the Confession is nonetheless
the words of men.

For this reason, each section will be fortified by spe-
cial readings of Scripture that are designed to parallel
the segment of the Confession.

The Confession itself acknowledges its human limi-
tations (WCF 1.10). At the same time, it has served as
an inspiration to countless souls, and it is my convic-
tion that it will benefit you too “until Christ is formed
in you” (Galatians 4:19).

The March/April equipping
study is based on Hold Fast
the Faith, written by the Rev.
Matthew Everhard and pub-
lished by PLC Publications.
The book can be purchased
through The Layman Online
(www.layman.org/bookstore2)
or through Amazon.com.

Matthew Everhard is the senior
pastor of Faith Evangelical
Presbyterian Church (EPC) in
Brooksville, Fla. He is a gradu-
ate of Ashland Theological Semi-
nary and Malone University, and
is also pursuing post-graduate
study at Reformed Theological
Seminary. Matthew also is deep-
ly interested in missions, having
served on the mission fields of
Equatorial Guinea (Central West
Africa), El Salvador, Mexico,
Ukraine, the Cayman Islands,
and the Bahamas. His greatest
passion and supreme treasure,
however, is the Lord Jesus Christ
who captured his heart in 1990.
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The Confession Chapter Five:
Of Providence

God, the great Creator of all things,
does uphold, direct, dispose and
govern all creatures, actions and
things, from the greatest even to the
least, by his
most wise and
holy providence,
according to
His infallible

foreknowledge Read Job 1-3
and the free and and Romans 1.
immutable coun-
sel of His own
will, to the

praise of the
glory of His wisdom, power, justice,
goodness and mercy.

. Although in relation to the fore-
knowledge and decree of God, the
first cause, all things come to pass
immutably and infallibly, yet, by the
same providence, He orders them
to fall out according to the nature
of second causes, either necessari-
by, freely, or contingently.

God, in His ordinary providence,
makes use of means, yet is free to
work without, above and against
them, at His pleasure.

The almighty power, unsearchable
wisdom and infinite goodness of
God, so far manifest themselves in
His providence, that it extends itself
even to the first Fall, and all other
sins of angels and men, and that
not by a bare permission, but such
as has joined with it a most wise
and powerful bounding, and other-
wise ordering and governing of
them, in a manifold dispensation,
to His own holy ends, yet so, as the
sinfulness thereof proceeds only
from the creature, and not from
God,; who being most holy and
righteous, neither is nor can be the
author or approver of sin.

The most wise, righteous and gra-
cious God does oftentimes leave for

Into the Scriptures

a season His own children to mani-
Jfold temptations and the corruption
of their own hearts, to chastise
them for their former sins, or to
discover unto them the hid-
den strength of corruption
and deceitfulness of their
hearts, that they may be
humbled; and to raise them
to a more close and con-
stant dependence for their
support upon Himself, and
to make them more watch-
ful against all future occa-
sions of sin, and for vari-
ous other just and holy ends.

6. As for those wicked and ungodly
men whom God, as a righteous
Jjudge, for former sins, does blind
and harden; from them He not only
withholds His grace, whereby they
might have been enlightened in
their understandings, and wrought
upon their hearts; but sometimes
also withdrawals the gifts which
they had; and exposes them to such
objects as their corruption makes
occasion of sin; and withal, gives
them over to their own lusts, the
temptations of the world, and the
power of Satan; whereby it comes
to pass that they harden themselves,
even under those means which God
uses for the softening of others.

7. As the providence of God does, in
general, reach to all creatures, so,
after a most special manner, it
takes care of His Church, and dis-
poses all things to the good thereof-

Prepare in Prayer:

Mighty God, as we read, think and
study today, please remind us that with-
out Your providence, having ordered all
the events in the past that preceded our
lives, we would not have even been
born. For this, we give You praise.
Amen.

Week One:
Reach Back

What do we really mean when we say things like
“God is in control” and “It’s in God’s hands?” We
often use words like these when a friend is looking
for a job, or a single person is anxious to find a
spouse, or a child becomes sick. And yet in what
ways is God really in control of our lives?

Theologian Wayne Grudem writes that the provi-
dence of God means,

“God is continually involved with all created
things in such a way that He 1) keeps them
existing and maintaining the properties with
which he created them; 2) cooperates with cre-
ated things in every action, directing their dis-
tinctive properties to cause them to act as they
do, and 3) directs them to fulfill His purposes.”
Once again in this reading from the Confession,
we find that the Divines are pushing the doctrine of
the sovereignty of God to its full extension. Here,
the writers credit God with being the active Lord
over all creation. He is no passive landowner. The
Divines are quick to point out that God is not only
the giver of divine blessings, but also the withholder
of blessings both to test the righteous, and to mete
out judgment on the unrighteous (WCF 5.5,6).
Admittedly, it is hard to swallow the idea that God
would allow His children to suffer, but suffering is
never without a perfect purpose (see Philippians
3:10).

Thomas a’Kempis writes, “Prepare yourself to
endure many adversities and various kinds of trouble
in this difficult life, for that is the way it will be with
you wherever you are, and you will find it that way
no matter where you hide yourself.”? Each and every
one of us will suffer in this life. The difference is to
whom or what we cling when the suffering comes.

For reflection:

1. What do you really mean when you say
“God is in control” or “It’s in God’s hands?”

2. In what ways is God really in control of your
life?

3. How do you prepare yourself “to endure many
adversities and various kinds of trouble” in life?

4. To whom do you cling when suffering comes?

1 Wayne Grudem. Systematic Theology. (Grand
Rapids MI: Zondervan, 1994) p. 315.

2 Thomas a’Kempis. The Imitation of Christ. (North
Brunswick NJ: Bridge-Logos Publishers, 1999) p.
102.

Week Two:
Search Inward

The confession is very clear, as is Scripture, that
God permits evil to exist for a time, but that He is
never the first cause of evil (WCF 5.4). He is not the
author of evil and does no malevolence, for this
would be contrary to His holy nature. “Let no one
say when he is tempted,” writes James, “‘I am being
tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with
evil, and He Himself tempts no one” (1:13). Do you
ever mistakenly blame God or despise Him in your
heart for the results of your own sin, the sin of anoth-
er person, or even the fallen nature of creation itself?
Ask God to give your heart a proper balance for
understanding that He is in control of all things, and
yet does no evil of His own accord.

More than that, does your heart give praise to God
for the wonderful things that He does which appear
at the time to be difficulties? Often what we perceive
as a hindrance is actually God working on our behalf.

For instance, several years ago my son Elijah went
to the doctor for a routine check-up. He had had a
severe cough and chest cold. After listening to the
lungs, our family doctor called for a chest x-ray. To
the doctor’s astonishment and ours, a large cyst was
discovered in his left, top lung. Though my wife and
I wept at the thought of an object the size of a jumbo
egg being lodged in our 3-year-old’s lung, we
couldn’t help but praise God that the discovery was
made. After all, had Elijah not contracted the cold,
we would have never known that this cyst was grow-
ing inside of him. Having been discovered, the cyst
was removed by the careful hand of the surgeon
before it caused more problems later in life. After our
initial grief, Kelly and I attributed this discovery to
God as a serendipity. The providence of God is mar-
velous, although it is often mysterious.

For reflection:

1. Have you ever mistakenly blamed God for the
results of your own sin? Have you asked for
forgiveness?

2. Discuss a time when you have praised God for
the wonderful things that He has done which
appeared at the time to be difficulties.

3. How has the providence of God seemed
marvelous and mysterious to you?

Week Three:
Gaze Upward

So many times, in our childish conceptions of
God, we are willing to only credit God for His
interventions into human history and our own
lives when God brings about pleasurable things.
Yet the Scriptures contain a much fuller picture
of the sovereignty of God. As the account of Job
reveals, God often removes His hand of com-
fort, even from believers, so that the fullness of
their dependence may be revealed in times of
duress. And yet, we learn from Job’s experience,
that Satan’s power is severely restricted to the
permission of God (Job 1:12, 2:6). The evil one
may not even blink without God’s permission.

Thus, the Divines hope to point out in the
confession that temptation, illness, disease and
other secondary causes (or “means,” WCF 5.3)
are not unexpected flare-ups of evil contrary to
the will of God, but are in fact, quite mysteri-
ously, ordained in the secret counsel of God’s
holy and perfect will to bring about God’s
divine plan for human history and even our own
individual lives. Often, it is these very trials that
promote the glory of God in our lives as we
endure them. John Piper provocatively writes:

“Suffering with Jesus on the Calvary road
of love is not merely the result of magnify-
ing Christ, it is also the means.”

For reflection:

1. Discuss a time when God’s intervention
has brought about pleasurable things.
Contrast those times to a period when you
feel that God removed His hand of comfort
from you.

2. What Scriptures helped you through times
of pleasure and times of suffering?

3. How can you — unlike the friends of Job —
help a friend who is suffering?

b

Make an action plan to actually reach out to
a suffering person in your community.

1 John Piper. Don’t Waste Your Life. (Wheaton
IL: Crossway, 2003) p. 61.

If you have enjoyed this equipping study, consider purchasing

Hold Fast the Faith by calling 800-368-0110 or by visiting Amazon.com

Week Four:
Step Out

Rejoicing During Trial: In your prayers today, do some-
thing quite unnatural to your human inclination by praising
God for the greatest struggle that you are engaged in right
now. Are you or a loved one ill? Praise God that He has
allowed you to suffer for a purpose. Are you struggling with
a temptation? Praise God for giving you His Holy Spirit to
strengthen you during that time. Are you grappling with the
evils of this world such as terrorism, natural disasters, or the
death of a loved one? Praise God that, though you do not
understand His will, He is still in control of all things. Think
back over your life and highlight the times that God has
allowed you to go through serious suffering. Note the ways
that God has caused you to cling more desperately to Him.

I remember a children’s book that I read as a child. The
clouds and the sun were having a competition to see who
could more easily cause the man to take off his trench coat.
The clouds attempted first. They blew and fussed, attempting
to rip the coat right off of the man. They could, they sup-
posed, get right underneath the material and tear off the outer
coat. But the harder the winds blew, the more the man clung
desperately to it. Shouldn’t trials, temptations and times of
suffering work that way too? The more ferocious the storm,
the more we cling to our robes of righteousness?

Later the sun made his attempt. In quite an opposite way,
the sun’s tactics were subtler. He gently shined on the man’s
back. The man hardly knew what was happening. Soon he
took off the coat and left it behind. Unfortunately he was
more exposed to the sun’s dangers as he began to burn. The
sun had won. The man let down his guard.

If you are not in a time of hardship now, be careful here
too. Often when we feel secure in our selves, perceiving that
we are in no state of danger, we are prone to the pitfalls of
sin, the temptations of the flesh, and subtle tendencies toward
self-reliance and self-sufficiency.

Using the words of the confession, extol Him for His
“almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infinite good-
ness” no matter what type of hardship you are going through.

For reflection:

1. During trials, temptations and times of suffering, do
you cling to the Son of righteousness? Make a list of
Scripture verses and memorize them to help you
cling to the Son.

2. How do you guard against the pitfalls of sin, the
temptations of the flesh, and subtle tendencies toward
self-reliance and self-sufficiency? Make a list of
Scripture verses to help you.

3. Did you have an opportunity to put your Week Three
plan into action? Did you reach out to a suffering person
in your community? Discuss what happened.

More resources can be found in the Equipping Toolbox at www.layman.org
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Book review: Learning to be you

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

I travel a lot. I’'m in and out of airports on a
regular basis. That has gained me the privilege
over time of moving more quickly through TSA
checkpoints because, theoretically, they know
who I am. Which is why I was so stunned to be
stopped recently at Dulles. I was in the right line.
I presented the right documents. But none of that
mattered. When my driver’s license was passed
under the light it made the device blink red
instead of green. It didn’t matter that my I.D. was
valid. It didn’t matter that visually the agent
could see that the picture on the I.D. matched the
person standing before him. All that mattered
was my L.D. didn’t pass muster with the machine.
No amount of protesting on my part, no amount
of pleading that I am who it says I am was get-
ting me anywhere. I now travel with two forms of
government issued [.D. just to be safe. But the
whole experience begs a much more important
question: How do you prove your identity in the
world today? Who are you? How do you know?
And how do others know?

Identity is a struggle for people in general and
for Christians living as dual citizens in the King-
dom of heaven and the realities of the world.

Called to live in the world as strangers, aliens
and ambassadors; in the world but not of it, liv-
ing into and out of your identity in Christ is chal-
lenging. Add to that struggle the reality that
many face by their choice to identify themselves
as “southern” or “Ivy League,” “Democrat” or
“Republican,” “LGBT,” “pro-life,” “pro-choice,”
“feminist.” The ways in which we choose to iden-
tify ourselves and the groups with whom we
identify tend to warp the larger reality of an iden-
tity in Christ, which leaves many people leading
lives that are less than God’s best.

The bottom line of David Swanson’s book,
Learning to be You is this: We must understand
the nature and character of the God who made
us, the God who lives in us, because that is the
only valid means of discovering who we are. No
other quest for finding yourself is going to lead
to the truth of who God is and only when we
understand who God is can we know who we are.

The book is full of meat but it is served up in a
way that is very easy to digest. Swanson uses
illustrations and stories that are personal but not
narrowly specific. That enhances the applicabili-
ty of Learning to be You for pastors, small group
leaders and individuals alike.

We all know people who struggle with issues
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related to identity.
Swanson winsome-
ly contends that
until people know
the One who creat-
ed them they can-

HOW OUR TRUE IDENTITY
not know them-
. . M CHRIST SETE US FREE
selves. Identity is
b B

the issue of our day
and Learning to be
You is a non-politi-
cal but acute diag-
nosis, prescription
and life-long expe-
riential learning plan for those who want to know
whose they are.

If you know you’re living a lesser life than the
one of joy and purpose God created you to live,
then read Learning to be You and discover the
character and nature of the God in whose image
you were created. Get yourself wrapped up in the
reality of God and find your identity liberated
from many lesser things.

David Swanson is senior pastor of First Presby-
terian Church of Orlando, Fla. Learning to be

You is available in paperback and e-reader edi-
tions. Published by Baker Books.

David D. Swanson

Open letter to GA moderator and PCUSA stated clerk

I was delighted to read aloud to a session last
night, as we were studying the Book of Order, the
following two paragraphs about our confessions:

F-2.01
The Purpose Of Confessional Statements

The Presbyterian Church (USA) states its
faith and bears witness to God's grace in
Jesus Christ in the creeds and confessions in
The Book of Confessions. In these state-
ments the church declares to its members
and to the world who and what it is, what it
believes, and what it resolves to do. These
statements identify the church as a commu-
nity of people known by its convictions as
well as by its actions. They guide the church
in its study and interpretation of the Scrip-
tures; they summarize the essence of
Reformed Christian tradition, they direct the
church in maintaining sound doctrines; they
equip the church for its work of proclama-
tion. They serve to strengthen personal com-
mitment and the life and witness of the com-
munity of believers.

The creeds and confessions of this church
arose in response to particular circumstanc-

es within the history of God'’s people. They
claim the truth of the Gospel at those points
where their authors perceived that truth to
be at risk. They are the result of prayer,
thought, and experience within a living tra-
dition. They appeal to the universal truth of
the Gospel while expressing that truth within
the social and cultural assumptions of their
time. They affirm a common faith tradition,
while also from time to time standing in ten-
sion with each other. (emphasis added)

The parts that I have marked in boldface and
underline affirm and indicate, of course:

1. That the confessions are a statement of the
church’s current faith (note the present
tense), not simply a museum collection of
artifacts of what the church used to believe;

2. That the confessions are not only a statement
of current faith but also, therefore, govern our
actions, what we do together as a church; and

3. That despite minor variations among the con-
fessions, they continue to affirm a common
faith tradition in which we continue to stand,
which we continue to believe, and by which
we continue to agree to be governed.

This is astounding! What this means, of
course, is that the advice Paul Hooker gave you
on July 6, 2012, in regard to the proposal to rede-
fine marriage, was totally wrong. It is most cer-
tainly not the case that we are free to revise the
Book of Order into contradiction with The Book
of Confessions, since even the Book of Order
itself acknowledges (1) that the confessions state
our current faith, (2) that our confessions declare
what we are to do, and (3) that they do so within
a coherent faith tradition.

Therefore, the action of the assembly to
declare itself free to propose to the presbyteries
that the Book of Order be revised into contradic-
tion with The Book of Confessions violated not
only The Book of Confessions and Robert’s Rules
of Order, which was done with impunity, but
also, strangely enough, the very Book of Order
itself (which was purported to be held in higher
esteem), because of these two paragraphs. I am
sorry I did not remember them then. I hope we
shall not make this mistake again.

DR. JAMES C. GOODLOE IV,
Executive Director

Foundation for Reformed Theology
Richmond, Va.

More book reviews can be found at www.layman.org
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Presbytery takes control of Virginia church

By Nathan Key
The Layman

After a Virginia presbytery took
over operations of a Mechanicsville
church, those who felt led by God to
depart the Presbyterian Church (USA)
started anew as an Evangelical Pres-
byterian Church (EPC) mission con-
gregation just a short distance away
from their former church facility.

The Church in Restoration had its
inaugural service Sunday, Feb. 24 at
Oak Knoll Middle School. What was
expected to be a crowd of about 400
charter members swelled to more than
600 in attendance. The overflow crowd
was so large that additional chairs had
to be brought in to provide ample seating.

The whole situation was shaped by the unusual
fact that the property was actually titled in the
presbytery’s name, which gave the local church
very little negotiating room, and left the church
at the mercy of the presbytery.

The start for the new congregation came as a
result of action taken by Presbytery of the James.

An Administrative Commission (AC) of the
Richmond-based Presbytery of the James (POJ)
dissolved the session of New Hanover Presbyte-
rian Church (NHPC) during a Feb. 10 meeting
and has assumed original jurisdiction of the
church.

During that meeting, the session of NHPC
expressed its unanimous intent to leave the
denomination and graciously indicated its desire
to help the AC provide for the transition of mem-
bers wanting to leave the church and pray for
those who choose to remain. Because of the ses-
sion’s unwillingness to stay and serve what the
AC deemed to be a viable PCUSA congregation,
the commission took action and assumed original
jurisdiction.

The action by the AC came about 15 months
after the session of New Hanover unanimously
voted (November 2011) to seek dismissal from
the Presbyterian Church (USA) to the Evangeli-
cal Presbyterian Church (EPC).

“I think we felt like this would be the result,”
said Associate Pastor Billy Craig, who has shared
moderator duties for NHPC along with fellow
Associate Pastor Jeff Lee in the absence of a full-
time pastor. “There were some vocal members of
the congregation early on who wanted to stay (in
the PCUSA). Our impression was they would do
all they could to retain the property and to ensure
the location stayed a PCUSA congregation.”

While not exactly the way they had planned to
leave the PCUSA, those no longer affiliated with
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NHPC are excited about what the future holds,
even if they do not have property or buildings.
That future is now coming into view with the
formation of a new EPC congregation.

“We’re relieved that it is finally over; it’s been
a pretty rough process,” said Kevin Smith, a for-
mer elder at NHPC. “We’re excited about start-
ing a new church, even if it is somewhere else.
We were prepared for this possibility. We’re just
excited to be moving forward.”

He said the two main issues in seeking dis-
missal were the Bible being the true Word of
God, and Jesus being the only way to salvation.

New Hanover, for more than a decade, has
expressed concerns about the PCUSA’s drift from
Biblical standards. It was one of six churches in
the Presbytery of the James currently seeking
dismissal from the PCUSA.

During a presbytery meeting on Feb. 16, those
pastoral relationships between Craig, Lee and the
church were dissolved, and the credentials of
both pastors were transferred to the EPC.

Administrative Commission

The Administrative Commission formed by the
Presbytery of the James determined there was a
viable remnant of the congregation to continue
operating the church under its PCUSA affilia-
tion, thus dissolving the session and asserting its
control. That meant the POJ has the property, and
the viable remnant it deemed wanted to remain
with the PCUSA, regardless of size, will contin-
ue to function at the Chamberlayne Road loca-
tion as the “true church.”

The AC penned a letter that was sent to mem-
bers of NHPC. The letter makes note that the
Commission has worked with the church since
December 2012, meeting with the session, indi-
vidual ministers and members who want to
remain with the PCUSA.

1 In the letter, the AC acknowledges that
% many members of the church of about 800
)| have shown a strong desire to seek dis-
missal. It goes on to show that the AC has
determined that a viable PCUSA congrega-
tion remains at NHPC.

“We are confident that these devoted
members who are willing and interested to
continue as New Hanover Presbyterian
Church, with the support of the presbytery,
and the power of God’s spirit, can continue
to be a faithful witness to Jesus Christ in
the PCUSA in this location for the foresee-
able future,” it reads.

H. Carson Rhyne Jr., stated clerk and
general presbyter for the Presbytery of the
James, did not respond to phone calls or
emails from The Layman.

Starting over

Smith and Craig indicated that those leaving
New Hanover will become part of the EPC now
that all ties with the POJ and PCUSA are sev-
ered. The EPC’s Presbytery of the Mid-Atlantic
has welcomed the Church in Restoration as a
mission church of the EPC.

The packed facility on the school campus, dot-
ted with cars parked in the lot and on the lawn
areas, was a stark contrast to the sparse atten-
dance at New Hanover on Feb. 24.

The school entered the picture as a temporary
home for the church and will house the congre-
gation’s meetings for the time being. The church
offers a youth program each year called Disciple
Now, and the registration numbers were so great
this year that an alternate site was needed to
accommodate the turnout. With that in mind,
officials reserved space at Oak Knoll. Now, they
will use the facility for worship services as well.

“God’s timing is amazing,” Smith said. “We’re
excited about what God has in store for us. We
can put the politics of Presbyterianism behind us
and focus on ministry from here on out.

“Even though this has been a hard process,
painful in many ways, God has produced fruit
through it.”

Craig added that God’s faithfulness has
allowed those left without their church and prop-
erty to persevere and carry on in His service.

“From the get-go we have been trusting in
God’s faithfulness and promise,” Craig said.
“He’s never let us down. We’re trusting Him to
lead and guide, and I have no doubt He will con-
tinue to be with us in this process. We continue
to see His faithfulness, and we’re encouraged by
that. We’re still praising Him — in the good times
and the bad.”

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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Presbyteries begin voting on constitutional amendments

By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

The 220th General Assembly of the Presbyteri-
an Church (USA), which met last summer in
Pittsburgh, sent 11 proposed amendments to the
presbyteries for their up or down vote. That pro-
cess is now under way and will continue for the
next several months. Early results indicate that at
least three of the proposed amendments are prov-
ing controversial.

* Amendment 12-1 proposes the adoption into
the Book of Confessions a retranslation of the

receive a least one other presbytery’s concur-
rence in order to send an overture to GA.

Amendment 12-1: Heidelberg

At the 2008 GA, a process was initiated to
review proposed corrections to sections of the
Heidelberg Catechism. That act resulted in a
multi-denominational project involving the
Reformed Church in America and the Christian
Reformed Church of North America.

Question 87 has long been the “issue” and
remains the target of retranslation efforts. In the

al perversion, no thieves or grabbers or
drunkards or slanderers or swindlers, will
possess the kingdom of God.””

The answer to this question is a direct quota-
tion of 1 Corinthians 6:9-10. Those who seek to
normalize lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
(LGBT) sexual relations want to eliminate
“homosexual perversion” from the list of sins
explicitly condemned in the Biblical text.

They note that the original German text of the
catechism omitted that phrase. What they don’t
say is why. In the 16th century it was considered

current Book of Confessions (BOC), Q87 reads:  poor pedagogy to have confirmands consider

such unmentionable acts as homosexual perver-
sion. Times have changed. The Word of God has
not. That is important to remember in this

Heidelberg Catechism. A side-by-side com-
parison is worthy of examination prior to vot-
ing.

* Amendment 12-B proposes adding “repen-

“Can those who do not turn to God from
their ungrateful, impenitent life be saved? A.
Certainly not! Scripture says, ‘Surely you

tance of sin and diligent use of the means of know that the unjust will never come into debate.
grace” to the list of qualifications for ordained possession of the kingdom of God. Make no
officers. mistake: no fornicator or idolater, none who
* Amendment 12-F requires that presbyteries are guilty either of adultery or of homosexu- See PRESBYTERIES, page 13
AMENDMENT ORIGIN AFFECTS OVERVIEW VOTE AS OF 4/3/13*
1 Uai . Special . New translation of Heidelberg Catechism; includes Scripture )
12-1 Heidelberg Catechism Committee Book of Gonfessions references from 1563 version as footnotes 65-5
12-A. Business Proper to Con- : ) Allows for a “joint congregational witness,” reinstating the )
gregational Meetings Plains & Peaks | G-1.0503 possibility for union/federated churches 90-3
Adds “This includes repentance of sin and diligent use of the
12-B. Gifts & Qualifications San Jose G-2.0104a means of grace” to the list of qualifications for ordained church 40-51
officers
: . G-3.0104 Changes wording from a specific list of required rolls to “maintain )
12-C. Presbytery Registers 0GA G-3.0305 any required registers” 92-1
G-3.0109a, D.1,90-3; D.2,88-3;
) . (G-3.0109b, G-3.0404, | Set of nine amendments that seek to provide the opportunity for D.3,88-3; D.4,88-3;
]Sd%iasihgé%jmsiig%dnPermanent ggﬁm:ttee D-5.0101, D-5.0106, | two or more synods sharing common boundaries to form a shared | D.5, 88-3;  D-6, 88-3
D-5.0203, D-5.0206, | PJC D.7,88-3; D-8,87-4;
D-6.0101 D-6.0202a D.9, 87-4
. . . Allows ruling elders to be enrolled as voting members of
Rﬂze%b%?go(l#rlgg;reF;léngrElders 8 [ 'st Andrew (-3.0301 presbytery, ensuring that Commissioned Ruling Elders and 91-2
ytery Certified Christian Educators receive full voice and vote
) Special ) Requires preshyteries to receive at least one concurrence in order )
12-F. Concurrences for Overtures Committee G-3.0302d to send overtures to GA 54-38
) . I Encourages presbyteries to schedule services of
rnzst(jilast?g\rqlcgroé (?nr]dn'ﬂggi%rﬁ’m New Castle W-4.4002 ordination/installation/commissioning at times when a greater 88-5
’ g percentage of presbytery members can attend
} e s Reinstates the category of TEs “laboring outside the bounds”
g)%oléléélémsdmtlon in Judicial COGA D-3.0101b of their presbytery of membership; clarifies that the presbytery 93-1
where the work is being done has jurisdiction
) e . ) Allows the PJC to recommend administrative leave in any case )
12-1. Administrative Leave Baltimore D-10.0106 involving alleged sexual abuse toward any person 89-5
) I . Allows Investigating Committees to determine whether a statement
:RisJ'olsszsiltiltgig;mg Committee Detroit D-10.0202 of alleged offense constitutes an offense as defined by the Book of 92-2
p Discipline; if not, the IC can end its inquiry without investigation

* Approval of Heidelberg requires 116 affirmative votes; all other amendments require 87 affirmative votes.

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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Presbyteries begin voting on constitutional amendments

continued from page 12

In the document, “Frequently Asked Questions
About Correcting the Heidelberg Catechism in
the Book of Confessions” More Light Presbyte-
rians states that the Heidelberg Catechism is
important because “the inaccurate 1967 transla-
tion of the answer to Question 87 is the only ref-
erence to homosexuality in the whole Book of
Confessions.”

The proposed retranslation drops the Scriptural
reference to “homosexual perversion” and
instead offers a paraphrase. As a way of assuag-
ing criticism, Scriptural references are added in
footnotes. The problem is that footnotes are not
an official part of the catechism proper.

Questions you might ask during a presbytery
debate of the matter:

* Are retranslations or restorations designed to
return all confessions to their original texts
also planned? The Westminster Confession of
Faith, Larger and Shorter Catechisms have
been adapted and revised several times since
their original writing. What motivates the
desire to retranslate the Heidelberg when
other confessions in the BOC are not the orig-
inal texts?

* Why the concern over a return to the literal,
original language of this particular confession
and yet a departure from the original meaning
of the texts of the Scriptures?

 If the intent is to conform to the original Ger-
man in the most literal form, why has inclu-
sive human language and inclusive God lan-
guage been introduced to reflect modern pref-
erences?

The answer to Q. 108 in the current BOC
reads, “That all unchastity is condemned by God,
and that we should therefore detest it from the
heart and live chaste and disciplined lives either
in holy wedlock or in single life.” The new trans-
lation reads, “That God condemns all unchastity,
and that therefore we should thoroughly detest it
and live decent and chaste lives, within or out-
side of the holy state of marriage.” The “holy
state of marriage” is the issue of current debate
within the culture and the church. So, the debate
on the floor of your presbytery is about more
than the original meaning of a German word.
The problem lies in the reality that today the con-
cepts of “chastity” and “marriage” have been
radically defined.

Amending the Book of Confessions requires a
2/3 vote and so 116 of the 173 presbyteries must
vote in the affirmative for amendment 12-1 to be
ratified.

Amendment 12-B:
Qualifications for ordained officers

There are times when a GA feels the need to
throw the evangelicals a bone. This is one of
those times. Having “lost” in the prior voting
cycle on Amendment 10A (which removed the
“fidelity and chastity” requirement from the
qualifications for ordained officers) and at an
assembly where the clear majority favored LGBT
causes, evangelicals pressed for some strength-
ening of the language in the new G-2.0104a.

The proposed amendment reads: Shall
G-2.0104a of the Book of Order be amended as
follows: [Text to be added is shown as italic.]

“a. To those called to exercise special func-
tions in the church — deacons, ruling elders,
and teaching elders — God gives suitable
gifts for their various duties. In addition to
possessing the necessary gifts and abilities,
those who undertake particular ministries
should be persons of strong faith, dedicated
discipleship, and love of Jesus Christ as Sav-
ior and Lord. Their manner of life should be
a demonstration of the Christian gospel in
the church and in the world. This includes
repentance of sin and diligent use of the
means of grace. They must have the approval
of God’s people and the concurring judg-
ment of a council of the church.”

The Advisory Committee on the Constitution
weighed in heavily with a damning assessment
of the proposal:

“The phrase ‘repentance of sin’ is reminis-
cent of the phrase ‘repent of any self-
acknowledged practice the confessions call
sin’ that was removed from the Book of
Order by action of the assembly and presby-
teries in 2010-2011. ... The insertion of the
phrase ‘repentance of sin’ will not have the
effect of restoring the recently removed pro-
hibition.”

So, you can expect to hear arguments against
this amendment in your presbytery as “a vestige
of the failed legalistic tactics of exclusionists.”

Questions you might ask during a presbytery
debate of the matter:

* The quote “we urge you to use diligently the
means of grace to the end that you may be
more obedient to our Lord Jesus Christ”
comes directly from our Book of Discipline,
D-12.0102. Would it not be helpful for all
officers being ordained for the first time and
those being installed on subsequent occasions
to have some bridges like this between the
currently bifurcated parts of the Book of

Order?

*  What do we have against repentance of sin? Is
that not a core concept to the Christian faith?
And what do we have against the diligent use
of the means of grace as we seek to serve as
officers of Christ’s Church?

* The Scriptures and the confessions appeal
consistently to the need for repentance from
sin and our need to make diligent use of the
means of grace. Would this amendment not
strengthen our corporate witness to the
moment-by-moment refinement in our lives
by God’s Spirit at work within us?

Amendment 12-F: Concurrences
required for future overtures

There is little doubt that this particular amend-
ment is going to be rightly defeated by an over-
whelming majority of presbyteries.

Virtually “everyone” on all sides is against it.
If passed, all future business that a presbytery
wanted to send to the GA would have to win the
concurrence of at least one other presbytery.

The Committee to Review Biennial Assem-
blies’ original proposal was that overtures would
need the concurrence of 10 percent of the pres-
byteries before GA consideration! It is not diffi-
cult to see how that would stifle the minority
voice from ever being heard and how it would
limit the potential business discussed at a GA.

The Biennial Review committee substantiated
its position by arguing that “Overtures from pres-
byteries represent a significant source of assem-
bly business. At the 219th GA (2010), 124 over-
tures were received from presbyteries; only 25
percent of these overtures had concurrences from
other presbyteries.”

Recognizing that there would be push back,
the committee continued, “The intent of this rec-
ommendation is not to control the business of the
General Assembly; it is to help focus the busi-
ness coming to any meeting of the General
Assembly. Requiring the concurrence of at least
10 percent of presbyteries with any overture —
and that commissioners’ resolutions require sig-
natures from at least 10 percent of the presbyter-
ies — will indicate that the significance of, and
interest in, a particular issue have been tested
across the church.”

That rationale did not find favor with the Advi-
sory Committee on the Constitution, the Adviso-
ry Committee on Social Witness Policy nor the
General Assembly Committee on Representation.
Their concerns are outlined in the Amendment
booklet (www.pcusa.org/media/uploads/oga/pdt/
amendments_220_part2.pdf) produced by the
Office of the General Assembly.

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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Churches that have left the PCUSA recently

For a complete list of churches, visit www.layman.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/churches-seeking-discernment-updated-3-21-2013.xls

CHURCH CITY, STATE MEMBERS PRESBYTERY DETAILS JOINED

Bethel Cornelius, N.C. 620 Charlotte At the 9/30/12 meeting, a total of 388 active members voted, with 369 (95 percent) ECO
voting in favor of a motion to seek dismissal from the PCUSA and join the ECO.
Presbytery dismissed congregation to ECO.

Huntersville | Huntersville, 656 Charlotte Preshytery dismissed congregation on 2/16/13. Under the terms agreed to, HPC ECO
N.C. will pay the preshytery $21,600 for five years. That amount was reached by taking
an average of the church’s giving from 2007-2011.

Ridgecrest Locust, N.C. 28 Charlotte Presbytery voted to dismiss on 2/16/13. Initially, there was a plan to pay the pres- EPC
bytery $10,000 over a five-year period, but that was reduced to $5,000 over five
years because of the congregation’s small membership total.

Siler Wesley Chapel, 454 Charlotte A quorum of the congregation voted on 9/20/12 to seek dismissal, with 99 percent EPC
N.C. of those voting (348-3, with one abstention) in favor of leaving the denomination.
The congregation presented a financial gift to the presbytery when it was dis-
missed in fall of 2012.

Guinston Airville, Pa. 55 Donegal In October 2012, congregation voted 84-0 to seek dismissal from the PCUSA. EPC
Presbytery dismissed congregation on 3/16/13. The church was required to pay
$9,390 to the preshytery. It also gave a $1,000 gift to Columbia Presbyterian
Church’s summer feeding program as well as a $1,000 donation to Camp Donegal
in memory of Elder Donald Ruff. In addition, the church pledged support over the
next five years to PCUSA missionaries Greg and Chris Callison (Irag) and John and
Gwen Haspels (Ethiopia), giving $900 to both for each of the next five years to
total $9,000.

First Florence, S.C. 800 New Harmony Presbytery voted in early December 2012 to dismiss congregation effective 1/1/13. ECO
Under the dismissal terms, the church will pay a total of $110,000 for shared mis-
sion support to the presbytery over the next two years and bring its per-capita
contribution up to date —a payment of approximately $25,000.

Sharon Hartwell, Ga. 32 Northeast Georgia | Congregation dismissed by presbytery on 2/23/13. Presbytery meeting documents ECO
showed that the church agreed to pay $3,500 to the presbytery in consideration of
the trust clause in the dismissal policy.

First Mora, Minn. 94 Northern Waters | Church was dismissed on 2/16/13 but not before paying out $150,000 and meet- EPC
ing other terms established by an Administrative Commission (AC).

Mountain Sunbury, Pa. 86 Northumberland | Congregation was dismissed on 1/19/13 by the presbytery. Dismissal terms ECO
included that MPC pay three years of per capita, totaling $7,900, in advance of its
departure

First Sibley, lowa 420 Prospect Hill Congregation was dismissed 2/23/13. Under the terms of dismissal, the church ECO

will donate $20,000 to the Presbyterian Camp Okoboji, which also includes a par-
tial property assessment, and it will pay 2013 per capita in the amount of
$6,822.99

Mebane Mebane, N.C. 195 Salem On 10/21/12, 84 percent of active voting membership voted in favor of dismissal. EPC
Presbytery dismissed congregation on 2/12/13. The church will retain the rights to
all its property and pay $21,000 to presbytery to fulfill terms of dismissal.

East Brook New Castle, Pa. 98 Shenango Congregation dismissed by presbytery on 2/26/13. East Brook agreed to pay a ECO
descending apportionment of per capita for three years that comes to about
$8,000-10,000 as well as pledging mission funds to the presbytery for at least the
next three years.

Leesburg Volant, Pa. 186 Shenango Congregation dismissed during the 2/26/13 preshytery meeting with all its proper- ECO
ty and no financial requirement for departure. Leesburg paid the presbytery a little
more than three years worth of per capita, a total that came to about $15,000 and
was a figure determined by the church

Stockton Stockton, Ala. 75 South Alabama Church was dismissed during a 2/23/13 presbytery meeting and admitted to the EPC
EPC on 2/26/13. Under terms of dismissal, Stockton has to continue to be a viable
congregation in the Reformed tradition and was required to pay off the remaining
debt on a loan from the presbytery that was used to remodel a manse — approxi-
mately $24,000.

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org
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Congregation still worshiping

continued from page 1

Hattiesburg Feb. 10. The Westminster sanctuary
that had stood for more than five decades was
battered and beaten by the powerful EF3 tornado
packing winds of 145 mph that ripped through
the south-central Mississippi town around 5:20
p-m. (CST).

Left along the tornado’s path were downed
trees, power lines, smashed cars, and heavily
damaged homes and buildings. The twister
caused damage that probably will reach into mil-
lions of dollars for the church, ripping the roof
off the sanctuary, blowing out windows and leav-
ing gaping holes in the walls of the structure.
Three other buildings on the grounds — including
one that housed the offices of the Mississippi
Presbytery — also were destroyed by the storm.

Ramp said there was good news regarding the
damage to the Westminster property. Two differ-
ent structural engineers examined the sanctuary
and adjoining structures, and both determined
that the structural integrity had not been compro-
mised. Therefore, repairs rather than reconstruc-
tion are in order.

“We were told the structure had been deemed
repairable,” Ramp said, noting that the founda-
tions, sanctuary and first floor of the facility
were in pretty good shape. “It will be a massive
remodeling project, but it can be repaired.”

Ramp said the steel rafters were twisted and
tangled, the woodwork was ripped apart, all the
windows were blown out, and the roof was blown
off the structure. All of that will have to be
addressed, in addition to any other repairs.

NEXT: Say ‘Yes’

continued from page 1

free screening of Love Free or Die: How the
Bishop of New Hampshire is changing the world,
a documentary on Gene Robinson, a former
priest who after leaving his wife and two children
to live with his homosexual partner, was conse-
crated as a bishop in the Episcopal Church USA.

Jessica Tate, director of NEXT Church, was
the preacher at the opening worship service held
March 4. Her sermon included texts from Luke —
the story of the birth of Jesus Christ.

“The story is so familiar,” said Tate. “Anyone
who stops and thinks about it will tell you it is
unbelievable. ... How did we get to this strange
and awe-filled moment? Someone had to say yes
to the unexpected plans of God.”

Tate continued, “I wonder how she did it — how

Three buildings adjacent to the sanctu-
ary were destroyed, and the church already
has received payment in the amount of
$400,000 for them from the insurance
company. However, adjusters still are
crunching the numbers for the sanctuary
and adjoining wings of the church to
determine the damage. Though no dollar
amount has been given yet, Ramp antici-
pates the damage assessment will be sub-
stantial in light of the damage caused by
the tornado.

He said a meeting has been held with
church members to apprise them of the
situation and what will take place.

“We’ve told them we are going to make
the repairs and be stronger than ever,”
Ramp said. “We’re hoping that within a month
we’ll be ready to start repairs. It would be awe-
some if we could do that, but we don’t know.
We’re probably looking at a year, maybe more,
before we can move back in. That’s still an
unknown right now.”

“It’s been really heartwarming to see all sup-
port we’ve been given,” Ramp said. “We’ve got-
ten so much response from churches here and
across the country. The EPC, PCA, PCUSA,
Methodists, Baptists — it’s just been outstanding
to see so many help with their contributions and
work at the church.”

Ramp said he attended a Rotary meeting not
long ago and was handed a check for $1,000 to
assist with the repairs. A church in Tuscaloosa,
Ala., suffered a similar situation at Easter two

Photo By Ryan More, Hattiesburg American

Westminster sustained heavy damage as a torna-
do ripped through the area Feb. 10.

years ago. Because of that common experience,
the Tuscaloosa congregation sent $5,000 to aid
the relief effort.

“It really does say that denominational lines
and issues that exist mean very little when things
like this happen,” Ramp said. “When it comes
right down to it we see people in great need and
our hearts go out to them, very generously and
very willingly. We’re all in this together, and
that’s how it should be. The world is watching,
and this makes a strong statement for the very
Body of Christ to operate in a unified way. It’s
very encouraging to see that.”

To contribute to the church’s relief fund, make
checks payable to Westminster Presbyterian
Church Relief Fund and send them to Bancorp-
South, Attn. Debbie Hudson, 124 Hardy St., Hat-
tiesburg, MS 39401.

to the unexpected plans of God

Mary found it within herself to agree to become
the mother of God?”

Mary had a lot to lose, Tate said. She did not
know the end of the story, but “somehow Mary
found the gritty faith to enter the uncertainty ...
to allow for the unexpectedness of God and to
allow salvation to be born.”

Tate said that “we know the end of the story
and how it will change the world. .... It teaches
us how to inhabit this space of radical availability
to God, and in that space, salvation is more than
an idea, it becomes an experience. It becomes
God with us.”

She spoke of how churches prepare for wor-
ship services, but she wondered if, “we prepare
God right out of our plan and our lives. If we set
out to do just what we can control.”

“Where is the space for God to show up and

surprise us? Where is the space for the good
news of salvation?” she asked.

Tate said that controlling behavior is a symp-
tom of fear, and she listed several fears in the
world today, including financial, gun violence,
cancer battles and dementia.

Trying to control fear, Tate said “we hoard, we
calculate where we can risk without exposing our
underbellies. ... Maybe that is why angels always
start by saying, ‘Do not be afraid,” because we
are perpetually afraid.”

The unknown also binds people, said Tate.
“We can pull off a potluck lunch after service ...
but inviting people to worship, reaching out,
changing our way of being church so that we go
out to be an exhibition of the Kingdom to the
world, we don’t know how to do that, and we
close ourselves off.”

More in-depth versions of the articles on this page can be found at www.layman.org



http://www.layman.org/westminster-congregation-still-serves-and-worships-despite-displacement/
http://www.layman.org/next-church-say-yes-to-the-unexpected-plans-of-god/
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