
Paper Tiger PCA 

 

Paper vs. Practice 

 

The phrase paper tiger conveys the idea that outwardly something or someone is strong 

or powerful, but in reality, inwardly, is weak or ineffectual. A paper tiger may be an 

organization or nation, or even a person, that looks powerful or demonstrates an 

outward show of strength but is, in fact, only a façade. It occurred to me today while 

reflecting on the latest round of overtures, and the cause(s) that precipitated many of 

them, that the PCA may very well be something of a paper tiger.  

 

Of course, my use of "paper tiger" when describing the PCA is slightly different from the 

standard definition; there is much that is going on in the PCA that is good and profitable 

for gospel ministry that is certainly no façade. So, when I say the PCA may indeed be a 

paper tiger, I mean that the PCA is strong on paper but not in practice when it comes to 

the twelve clear, biblical statements in the Report of the Ad Interim Committee on 

Human Sexuality (hereafter, study report). The PCA has not yet applied and integrated 

these statements into practice in the Book of Church Order (BCO). These statements 

are “Biblically useful” but the PCA has not used them. To be clear, our stated formal 

values, which are also our proper animating values, are found in Scripture, the 

Westminster Standards, and the BCO. However, at this denominational moment we 

should be using the study report, which is widely supported across the PCA and is itself 

drawn from Scripture and the Westminster Standards, to update and clarify the BCO 

concerning the call, ordination, and installing of officers.  

 

Since the Ad Interim Committee published its study report in May 2020, I have heard or 

read dozens of articles, podcasts, and interviews–from both sides–about how the PCA 

unanimously supports the report. Yes, indeed, this is something for which our 

denomination should be encouraged – there is general unity concerning biblical 

sexuality, desire, and sin. Unfortunately, however, there seems to be a lot of agreement 

by looking back to the study report, and not enough looking ahead to discern the times. 

It seems to this Ruling Elder that there is a constant practice of nuancing language 

instead of using Scripture and our Holy Spirit informed discernment to distinguish good 

from evil (Hebrews 5:14). 

 

Biblically Useful  

 

Beginning on line 49 of the study report, the committee states the following:  

 

Herein the Committee has sought to address the issues and questions assigned  



to it for study by the 47th General Assembly. Although we are not making any  

formal recommendations, we hope and pray that this Report will be unifying,  

edifying, and Biblically useful for our denomination. [Emphasis mine] 

 

Presently, the study report has been broadly unifying and genuinely edifying for our 

denomination. What it hasn’t been, yet, is biblically used. Let us hope and pray that the 

relevant overtures pass at GA (see Overtures 12, 15, 20, 23, 29, and 31) and also pass 

in the Presbyteries. Only then will the biblical view of human sexuality, clearly 

delineated in the study report, be applied, practiced, and biblically useful to the PCA.  

 

A secondary point must also be mentioned here. Although the study report explicitly 

states it is not making any recommendations, there is at least one implied 

recommendation that still needs to be debated: namely, whether “Christian maturity” is 

being redefined in the report to include men who continue to identify as same sex 

attracted.  

 

Unity and Purity 

 

It should also be pointed out that some say there are good reasons for the delay to 

apply and integrate the study report language into the BCO. It might be Presbyterianism 

at its finest to cautiously move forward. Moreover, some say they whole-heartedly agree 

with the study report, but then say they voted in the negative on overtures 23 and 37 

because the language of “identity” or “identify” is confusing or culture-bound. Also, there 

seems to be some indication that the punctuation and/or grammar in the overtures 

made people hesitant to vote in the affirmative. And some say that it was simply 

unnecessary to change the BCO in light of the unity we have in the study report. 

However, if some feel compelled to nuance an issue of this historic and moral 

significance ad nauseum–maybe, for example, for a year or more–and this nuance 

continues to land them outside the established and agreed upon language and intent of 

the study report, then we must turn the corner at last and seek purity in addition to unity.   

 

The PCA currently has unity around the black letters on the white paper of the study 

report. What we need to do now to achieve purity is adopt the theological precision 

found in the report into the BCO, then apply it.  

  

 

Ray M. Sanchez 
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