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‘An appalling and horrible thing has happened in the land: the prophets prophecy 
falsely, and the priests rule at their discretion; my people love to have it so, but what 
will you do when the end comes?’ (Jer 5:30-31)  
 
• Resolution 84 (R84) at the Tenth Assembly (2003) officially sanctioned the 

presence of both orthodoxy and heresy in the UCA. It now permits and 
encourages us to hold what amounts to ‘mutually exclusive faiths’ as if they are 
equally valid expressions of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Faith.  

 
The proponents of R84 (eg ‘For84’) argue for its acceptance on the grounds of 
Jesus’ inclusive love and justice. Its opponents (eg ‘RA’) argue that it permits 
behaviour which is forbidden in the historic witness to Jesus Christ , as attested in 
Scripture. It is clearer by the day that ‘a city or house divided against itself will 
not stand’ (Mt 12:25). No amount of ‘spin doctoring’ to convey an impression of 
‘peace’ can hide the fact that ‘there is no peace’ (Jer 6:13).  
 
Among members and supporters of RA, there is a mixture of weariness of heart, 
firmness of resolve and uncertainty about strategy. Some friends are sceptical 
because the UC name is ‘shop soiled.’ (IK) … ‘It seems to me that the UC is now 
in a situation which cannot be redeemed.’ but ‘If we just move on one by one or 
couple by couple, the “body” loses out.’ (MH, TEMU, June) … ‘If the UC ceases 
to be the church and becomes a ‘corporate sponsor for theological opinion’ will 
we be happy with our gains? That might help us find a niche in an apostate church 
but at the end of the day what have we accomplished?’ (IK, email, 2/10/04)  
 
The issues are becoming more urgent by the day, as ministers, congregations and 
members consider their place in, and responsibility for, the life of the UCA. 
Should we stay and fight within the present structures (strand 1) or leave to join 
more ‘evangelical’ groups (strand 3)? Should we form alternative networks within 
the UCA (strand 2)? Should we graciously separate from the UCA (Resolution 8, 
2004; PCUSA)?  … Discussion of these various strategies will be a major part of 
our conference as we consider our calling to be witnesses to our LJC in our own 
time in conformity with the faith of the ecumenical Church. 

 
• First, we must attend to fundamental theological and ecclesiological issues. What 

beliefs and practices are of the ‘substance’ of the faith? What does it mean ‘to live 
and work within the faith and unity of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic 
Church’ and ‘adhere to the BU’ so as to ‘allow for difference of opinion in matters 
which do not enter into the substance of the faith’ (BU after 14(d). And what is to 
be done if or when a Church separates herself from the One Holy Catholic and 
Apostolic Church? … Are we really faced with choosing between ‘Reformation 
and Schism?’  
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• Naturally, it is not the first time that the Church has faced such questions. The 
clash between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ or ‘apostasy’ has been a regular feature of 
the history of covenantal communities. The Church has suffered many ‘schisms.’ 

 
There never has been, nor will there be this side of the eschaton, a perfect faith 
community; only communities called by the grace of God to be set apart (holy) for 
the sake of the nations. In the Old Covenant, prophets of the Word were opposed 
by false prophets on various matters of idolatry (Baal versus Yahweh), immorality 
(promiscuity, prostitution, homosexuality, bestiality) and injustice (corruption, 
oppression of the vulnerable, inhospitableness). In the New Covenant, the 
evangelists, Paul et al battled Gnosticism, docetism, legalism and libertarianism. 
…  The formation and content of Scripture itself, as well as the rise of the 
Ecumenical Creeds (AC, NC), is the result of fierce conflicts between truth and 
falsehood. … The Great Schism (C11th) and the Reformation (C16th) are two (of 
many) occasions when Christians believed that dissension necessitated separation 
from an (heretical) Church for the sake of the unity of the (orthodox) Church. (For 
other instances, see Ian Breward, ‘Unity and Dissent’ in The Other Side of 84: 
Homosexuality and the UCA, pp 3-5) 
 
In more recent history, the cause of authentic evangelical/orthodox faith has 
(eventually) triumphed in opposition to Slavery (Britain, USA), Nazism 
(Germany) and Apartheid (South Africa). Today, Episcopal Churches (Africa) and 
Confessing Movements (UK, Canada and USA) are seriously considering 
separation over ordination of gays. 
 

• What theological grounds exist for Christians to take the drastic step of moving 
from dissent to schism? What is essential to a ‘Confession of Faith’ on which such 
a decision must rest?  …  It is clear from decisions of recent controversies 
(Barmen Declaration, 1934), that the issue must be of doctrinal and ethical 
‘substance.’ Slavery, Nazism and Apartheid were denounced as ‘heretical’ 
teachings-and-practices.  

 
• Nowadays, of course, ‘heresy’ is widely regarded as the ugliest, most dangerous, 

word in the theological lexicon. It conjures up images of the Inquisition, the Wars 
of Religion, the Salem witch trials, sectarian bigotry and intolerance. An orthodox 
theologian even wonders whether ‘the question of heresy is askable.’ (Thomas 
Oden, After Modernity … What?  Agenda for Theology, 1990, pp 154-160) 
 
‘Heresy’ is derived from ‘hairesis’ meaning ‘to choose for oneself.’ Once it was a 
badge of dishonour; indicating novel teachings which were at odds with the 
received Tradition and, thus, disruptive of the unity of the One Church. Today, it 
is a badge of honour worn by advocates of post-Christian ‘orthodoxy’ (self-styled 
‘progressivists’) whose creed is tolerance of diverse spiritualities and moral 
relativism. Now, the orthodox are said to be disruptive!  
 
It is a pity that the original meaning has been subverted. ‘Orthodoxy’ actually 
encourages enlargement of our understanding, but not falsification of the 
Apostolic Faith. ‘There was never anything so perilous or so exciting as 
orthodoxy, nothing so sane and so thrilling’ (Dorothy Sayers, quoted by C.F 
Allison, The Cruelty of Heresy, 1994 p 11). The ‘romance of orthodoxy’ (GK 
Chesterton) is found in its ability to elicit in us a sense of mystery-and-acceptance. 
It is not ‘something heavy, humdrum and safe.’  In contrast, ‘heresy’ is a ‘cruel 
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deception’ because it ‘panders to the most unworthy tendencies of the human 
heart’ (Allison) and ‘narrows the church’ (Chesterton).   
 
Yet, mustn’t we also say that ‘heresy is permitted by the grace of God in order that 
the true faith may be reflected in the light of its false expressions.’ (Oden, 158-9) 
Christian teaching and practice is invigorated by clarification of the truth in the 
face of error. … This must be kept in mind as we further consider our response to 
R84. Heresy reminds us that ‘all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’ 
and, also, that God’s mercy is not to be mocked. In Scripture God’s judgment on 
(unrighteous and self-righteous) behaviour is accompanied by his mercy and 
patience (Ezekiel 37:15f; 1 Sam 12:19f; Lk 23:39f; John 8:1f; 1 Cor 6:9:1f).   

 
• What, then, must we say and do to uphold orthodoxy in the present situation in the 

UCA? What must we do to be a Confessing Movement?  
 

Protestants usually associate ‘confession’ with ‘sins.’ Yet, it is more properly used 
to indicate ‘acknowledgement’ of what God has done for us all.’ In the 
Ecumenical Creeds, BU etc, we ‘confess’ // ‘acknowledge’ // ‘affirm’ // 
‘recognise’ // ‘witness to’ the redeeming love of God in Christ. We ‘assent’ to 
what has been accomplished on our behalf. … Thus confession forms an integral 
part of our regular worship in continuity with the whole Church and becomes 
necessary at particular times of crisis (turning point) when the apostolic tradition 
must be clarified or reaffirmed.  

 
• What, then, should be the marks of a Confessing Church? (See, for example, ‘The 

Nature of a Confession of Faith’ in AC Cochrane’s The Church’s Confession 
under Hitler.) 

 
1. A CC confesses the lordship of Jesus Christ, ‘as he is attested for us in Holy 

Scripture.’  It affirms that he is the unity of the old and new covenants (as in 
the RA motion on sexuality). It rejects the idea that there are other sources of 
knowing God’s will through (unaided) reason and (direct) experience of 
human culture. 

 
2. A CC is concerned about specific matter(s) in the Church’s doctrine and life 

which threaten the ‘evangelical substance’ of the Christian Faith. What a CC 
says and does bears definite implications for concrete social and political 
issues. It has an ethical character in being ‘a witness to Christ before the 
Church and the world.’  

 
3. A CC claims to be the (exclusive) Church of JC (‘one, holy, catholic, 

apostolic’) against the claims of the (inclusive) Church. It claims that ‘there is 
no salvation outside the one, true Church.’ (extra ecclesiam nulla salus) ‘The 
daring of a CC lies in its claim to be the true Church. Its authenticity is 
reflected in the willingness of its confessors to venture and to stand by this 
stupendous claim’ (Cochrane, 186, 192).  

 
‘It speaks for the whole Church to the whole Church. Its ecumenicity is 
grounded in the one Lord and the one faith attested in Scripture and given to 
the whole Church (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol 1/2, 622f). In speaking 
of unity being ‘grievously imperilled’/‘threatened,’ and its theological basis 
being ‘continually and systematically thwarted and rendered ineffective by 
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alien principles’ (186-7), it seeks to re-call the Church to unity of faith, love, 
and hope grounded in Jesus Christ.  

 
A CC invariably provokes opposition from the false Church and from the 
world precisely because in its witness to God’s free grace for all peoples it 
constitutes a radical attack upon the false Church and the world’ (210).   

 
Confessors must submit to lies, half truths, ridicule, slander about 
‘uncharitableness’ etc. It is marginalised as ‘an interesting point of view’ 
(211). “Then the tolerance of the world becomes the most terrible weapon of 
its intolerance” (Barth).   

 
4. A CC rejects false doctrine-and-ethics, but only for the sake of the positive 

affirmation! “Hitler had no objection to Christians who confessed that Js is 
Lord; but he was enraged when they confessed that Jesus is Lord and Hitler is 
not!”  The ‘Yes’ of the Gospel entails the ‘No.’ 

 
‘To spare them the anathema would be neither loving nor truthful. The 
anathema ought not to be exercised rashly or self-righteously. But if we do not 
have the confidence to say, ‘We condemn,’ if we still want to indulge in 
innocuous, sweet-sounding affirmation that can neither give offence nor 
engender strong loyalties then it is a sure sign that we are not ready to confess 
at all (Cochrane, 211). 

 
5. A CC acknowledges its own complicity in the apostasy of the Church. 

‘Confession of guilt’ (as Dietrich Bonhoeffer note in his Ethics) which accepts 
one’s solidarity in sin with the whole Church (in a specific instance) and 
summons people to responsible action is a necessary part of genuine 
confession. ‘The true story of the Church in Germany is not an unrelieved epic 
of faith and courage; it is to a large extent a sad tale of betrayal, timidity, and 
unbelief. Even among those most faithful to the gospel, there were “none 
righteous, no, not one.”’ (Cochrane, 16) 

 
6. A CC must ask is whether it is concerned with a status confessionis (like 

slavery, Nazism and Apartheid) or merely wants to protect its particular 
‘confession’ against another ‘confession’ (egs Lutheran vs Roman Catholic; 
Evangelical vs Liberal).  

 
The implications for the present situation in the UCA. 
 
• RA argues that R84 is not only a serious departure from the faith of the Church 

but a fundamental breach of the covenant fidelity within which the UCA has 
promised to live. It is matter requiring a status confessionis.  

 
• This (outrageous) claim must be defended, particularly to supporters of R84 who 

(genuinely) believe that a truly CC, which claims to be the One Church, must be 
committed to accepting people who are engaged in homosexual behaviour with 
the compassion and justice of Christ. It is argued that, as the Church has changed 
its beliefs and practices on slavery etc, so, too, it should now change on 
homosexuality. As the One (true) Church does not discriminate against slaves 
(bible, USA), blacks (Apartheid, Australia), migrants (White Australia), women 
(ordination), the disabled and Jews, it should not discriminate against 
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homosexuals.  Thus, the approval of committed homosexual relations is, for them, 
a status confessionis! 

  
This argument, however, is flawed because it is based on a false analogy. It is 
strongly rejected by black Church leaders, like Baptist Bishop Paul Morton (New 
Orleans): “You insult African-Americans when you say that this is a civil rights 
issue.” … “I can’t change the colour of my skin, but you can change your 
lifestyle.” The Rev Talbot Swan (Mass) said, “This is not a civil rights issue; it is 
a moral issue.” (The Washington Times, 18/5/04) 
 
a. Nowhere in Bible is it said that being a woman, black, disabled or Jewish are 

in conflict with being part of God’s good creation. H is always said to be in 
that conflict. 

b. Cultural presuppositions of patriarchy and slavery in Scripture are 
counterbalanced by other aspects of biblical teaching. There is no 
counterbalance for homosexuality! 

c. There is no element of choice in being female, Jewish, black etc. Indeed, we 
rightly reject the idea that they should be ‘defined’ by their biological 
condition.  

d. No specific moral behaviour is attributable to such biological conditions. 
People may choose to embrace or resist their biophysical and psycho-social 
promptings. (MS)  
 

Therefore, the inclusiveness required by supporters of R84 for a CC fails at the 
critical point to distinguish between the welcoming love of God for all sinners and 
the unmerited grace of Christ in forgiving sin and healing broken lives. It is not 
truly ‘evangelical inclusiveness.’ 
 

• The question of where we stand as a Confessing Church or Confessing Movement 
requires an urgent and immediate answer (at this conference).  The answers we 
give to this central theological-ethical issue will affect the decisions we make and 
the strategies we devise. The theo-logic of a CC certainly commits RA to do 
everything possible to re-call the UCA to its Reformed heritage. Failing that, is it 
possible to reconstitute the UCA according to the BU, as set out in RA 
Objectives? 

 
As sinners who are justified by God’s grace through faith in Christ, we can be 
members of a Church in which various heresies (of doctrine and ethics) exist. In 
that situation, error is (theoretically) open to correction by orthodox teaching. 
When, however, heresy is officially endorsed as if it were ‘orthodox’ by the 
National Assembly of a Church whose ‘confession of faith’ (Basis of Union) 
commits her to membership of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, then 
we must resist the resultant apostasy.   

  
• A critical issue for a ‘confessing faith’ is whether the confessors are seeking to 

secure an evangelical, reformed or orthodox ‘niche’ in the UCA, thereby tacitly 
acknowledging that the UCA still belongs to the ecumenical Church, or are we re-
calling the UCA to the ecumenical family from which, by virtue of R84, it has 
divorced itself?   
 
A truly CC does not act in the name of ‘an orthodox party’ (185-6). It is 
disturbing that most congregations which have left the UCA (strand 3) have stood 
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alone as ‘community churches’ or joined pietistic-Biblicist networks whose 
confessions of faith ‘narrow’ the faith of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic 
Church. … The attraction of these networks seems to stem, in part, from a strong 
but mistaken view among some RA members that R84 has come about because 
the UCA has a weak doctrine of Scripture (BU, para 5).   

 
• Conclusion. In the decisions taken at this RA conference, we must decide whether 

we are serious about being a CC or an ‘evangelical ginger group.’ Can the UCA 
be reconstituted according to the BU? Can RA continue to work ‘within the UCA’ 
(Constitution)? Should RA establish a CC within the UCA? If so, in what form? 
And what, in each scenario, are the theological, legal and property implications for 
congregations, ministers and lay people?  

 
The issue confronting us, and the UCA as a whole, is nicely summed up in these 
acute observations. ‘What disturbs our critics more than that we should leave is 
that we should stay.’ (Oden) Can ‘two faiths can embrace one future?’ (Lay 
Committee, Presbyterian Church of USA)  


