
RESPONSE to PRESIDENTIAL RULING No. 23

The ruling is extremely disappointing. It appeals to regulations and bureaucratic 

processes but not to theology, scripture or tradition. The President refuses to rule on 

one of the central issues: the status of the Church’s own ‘policy statement’ on 

homosexuality.  He also contends that ‘policies’ of Councils of the Church do not 

extinguish the right of other councils, agencies or individuals to act as they see fit.  

The consequences of (a) Ignoring the issue and (b) Permitting contradictory beliefs 

and practices to exist together as a matter of ‘principle’ are extremely serious. 

Discipline will be eroded and the Christian Faith will be treated as personal opinion. 

¶ The ruling is correct to say that recognition of a minister cannot necessarily be 

subverted by a ‘policy decision’ of Presbytery (or congregation.) to restrict 

placements within a Presbytery (or congregation) to a particular type of minister, 

except where a minister’s recognition has been withdrawn.

The issue, however, is whether such a ‘policy decision’ can be ignored if it is 

consistent with previously established Church doctrine and ethics and if no 

subsequent decision to the contrary has been made by the Assembly.  

¶ The ruling further presumes that Presbytery (a) Can make a ‘policy decision’ on 

matters affecting the Presbytery as a whole but that it (b) Cannot enforce the 

decision within its own jurisdiction.

It allows congregations and councils of the Church to state a policy on sexual 

ethics which, however, does not have to be shared or followed by a particular 

minister or church body, such as JNC or PRC. If this is true, then it is pointless for 

any Council of the Church to establish a ‘prior policy’ on any matter because it 

does not carry ‘in principle’ authority in particular cases.

This is ludicrous. It makes the Church ungovernable on the grounds of theology, 

or any other, principle. Instead, personal influence becomes the means by which 

processes are established and power exercised. 

¶ The ruling is consistent with Resolution 84. It thus begs the question at issue by 

disregarding the doctrine of our former denominations and the Ecumenical 

Church. In this respect, it is very disappointing that the President decided that it 

was ‘not necessary or in the interest of the Church’ (p6) to answer questions 3-6 

in Owen Davis’ submission. Subsequent Assembly or ASC decisions do not 

abrogate the President’s responsibility to rule on a substantive matter in the light 

of Church ‘policies’ and processes that were current at the time.  

¶ Insofar as the President is ruling on ‘policy decisions,’ we must presume that, for 

the UCA, ‘doctrine’ and ‘current policy’ cannot ‘function as a fixed rule’ to 

exclude contrary considerations in particular situations. Thus, for example, the 

‘Current Policy on Homosexuality’ (15/9/1997) can have no authority for 

individuals and groups which disagree with its implementation in specific cases. 



¶ If it is true, as presumed in the ruling, that the President cannot determine matters 

of doctrine and ethics, then, in principle, the Church cannot distinguish between 

truth and falsehood. It thus forfeits its participation in the ‘one, holy, catholic and 

apostolic Church.’

The conclusion to be reached from Presidential Ruling No. 23 is that there is both a 

doctrinal and a policy ‘vacuum’ in the Church. Beliefs that are ‘mutually exclusive’ 

and ‘irreconcilable’ must now be accepted ‘in principle.’ Church members, therefore, 

are being asked to live together in unity without determining the limits of diversity. 

This is not a new problem in the UCA but one that is repeatedly and deliberately 

avoided, as shown in the protracted debate over the authority of the Basis of Union. 

Rev Dr Max Champion 

National Chairperson 

The Reforming Alliance within the UCA 

      30
th

 March 2004 


