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to thenp@googlegroups.com

{This communication is confidential and may not be shared without the author’s permission}

Friends, 
As the first presbytery meetings of the year are upon us I wanted to give a bit of an overview for the
next six months of work and to share one big concern.

The big concern is this: while the last years of GA have provided some encouraging signs, a 
particular tactical response from the unhealthy wing of the denomination has led to the packing of 
committees by the minority for one reason: the majority has not been willing to speak up. In many 
presbyteries, administrative committees have begun nominating candidates then bringing them to 
the floor without a contested vote. Typically I hear surprise that a certain presbytery nominated one 
of their most conservative members for the OC, for instance. For the past few years presbyteries 
have moved nominations to Admin committees staffed with the more polity-minded and conservative 
members. Those committees pass along a nominee that is less representative of the presbytery as a
whole and those of us who do not want to appear to be negative about a particular candidate, allow 
that candidate to represent them, no contest.

We cannot continue to do this. While it may appear to be gracious to not contest a nominee serving 
as your presbytery’s representative, it is not ungracious to ensure that the will of the presbytery is 
clear. After all, we vote every year on the moderator for the assembly, for instance, without being 
ungracious. It is not contentious to make sure that your presbytery sends representatives that reflect 
the will of your presbytery, rather than a rep that is less broad-minded. The subtle inches we lose by 
failing to pay attention when we are electing representatives can cost us yards later. So my 
recommendation would be that you:

1. Find out how your presbytery elects nominees for GA committees. 
2. If they’re not nominated by committee, but first-come-first-served, get your name in there - 

even now in January (big areas of need are always the Overtures Committee and the 
Administrative committee - particularly this year)

3. IF they’re nominated by committees, ensure that those committee choices receive a vote
on the floor. 

4. Make sure that you and others are present when those votes happen. 
5. If there are no suitable nominees on the slate, nominate someone else.
6. Be willing to speak from the floor of your presbytery. It is possible to speak for a different

candidate while not speaking against anyone. 



One other thing: We have to show up at the assembly. 

Most votes are 60/40, but that 60/40 can shift dramatically. When the majority isn’t particularly eager 
to be on the floor for a vote, we leave the results in doubt. A majority committed to showing up at the 
assembly can do great things. We will never work our connectionalism into something beautiful until 
we show up regularly, together, to do the work of the assembly. We will have to be willing to bring 
our Elders with us and participate. 

At this year’s Assembly we will have a chance to elect a new Stated Clerk. We will be presented 
with a candidate from the Administrative Permanent Committee. There may also be one or more 
floor nominations presented by various factions. My read is that this could be an opportunity to move
our denomination toward clarifying our mission in the world and leveraging the incredible gifts we’ve 
been given in the PCA to advance the work of the Kingdom. Roy Taylor has been a real blessing, 
and his steady stewardship will be a significant challenge for the next one to hold his office. But the 
right Stated Clerk could do more than keep the car on the road; he could help us move toward a 
much healthier destination. The wrong clerk may or may not be a critical error, but the right one 
could help us build a uniquely effective and generous and fruitful denomination. It’s worth the time 
and expense to help make that happen this year. I hope you’ll join us.

If you’re new to the NP, expect another note as overtures begin to be received by the clerk’s office. 
That’s when we will begin to know what the big issues will be, and how we can participate in the 
process this year. Anticipate some rumblings in the usual places about human sexuality overtures, 
Side-B/Revoice, etc. The study committee on human sexuality is expected to report at this GA.

In February and March we will focus on Nominating Committee, then the committees of the 
Assembly itself. As always, we intend for the NP to serve as a forum for resourcing and 
encouragement. While I and others will share opinions we want to be shaped by the wise dissent, if 
you’ve got it. Unity, not uniformity. 

Grateful to serve alongside all of you.

James Kessler

NP NOTE ADDENDUM
4 views

james
<james@newcityhilliard.org>

Jan 9, 2020, 3:22:49 PM






to thenp@googlegroups.com



One other quick note:

Last year’s experiment with a condensed W-F schedule was discontinued and we moved back to the
previous T-F schedule. Wanted you to be aware that things will start a bit sooner, in case you missed
it.
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Dear friends,
August has always felt like the beginning of preparation for the next year’s GA. With the 
postponement of this last assembly, the need to refocus and prepare is even more timely. Over the 
next few weeks I’d like to propose some areas of focus for the health of our little corner of the 
church. Today, though, let's reflect on the work of the Ad-Interim Committee as it examined SSA and 
human sexuality. Understanding this report will help us navigate the next year’s overtures that will 
seek to act contrary to its wisdom. My apologies for the length of this note - I tried to be concise 
where I could. 

Reviewing the AIC report:
After the General Assembly’s affirmation of the Nashville Statement as “Biblically faithful,” an action 
many of us did not support, there was some hope that the PCA's own scholars, given the directive to
study the issue of a Biblical approach to same-sex attraction and human sexuality, might be able to 
produce a document that could serve the denomination and the broader church to a far greater 
degree. In certain corners of our denomination there was a significant skepticism about the 
usefulness of the committee and some openly denigrated the work as hopelessly compromised by 
liberal voices even before it began. The stakes for the PCA’s reputation outside the denomination 
were significant, but to a degree the stakes inside the body were even higher. Would it be possible, 
given the cultural moment and the disintegration of civil and charitable discourse, for our 
denomination, through a study committee, to do theology faithfully, confessionally, publicly? 

My view is that they met that high standard. The report is not only comprehensive, but strikingly 
circumspect, respectfully and charitably so. It takes hard work and patience to examine all the sides 
of an issue and to render judgments with love - I think they accomplished just that. In the 60+ pages 
of the report I found not one attribution of sinful motive. (Think of how hard it is for us to get through 
Twitter’s 240 characters in a discussion about human sexuality without impugning motives). From 
that perspective the AIC’s report is not only a work of substance about its subject, it’s also instructive
for how we might conduct ourselves as a connectional church. 



Since my reflections are full of strengths, I’ll begin with the only significant weakness I noted (there 
will always be smaller disagreements about terminology et al.): it relates to the discussion on the 
“Three Challenges for Christians Today” #1 (pp.35-36). Addressing the modern identity narrative - 
this was not a strong understanding of the roots of identity ideology (the report roots it in a 
freedom/power dialectic it calls Marxist and Nietzschean, which I think was a complete miss). 
Engaging in our culture from this perspective will miss the heart of our hearers. 

In terms of strengths I found many. 
1. The apologetics content was accessible and compelling. I found pages 34-44, an 

apologetic approach to human sexuality, to be critical reading. If there’s one section you 
should closely follow and notate, it’s that one. The annotated bibliography gives a great list of
authors and readings with which to interact. I could imagine those sections (apologetics and 
bibliography) would be immediately helpful in pastoral care, not only of those struggling with 
SSA, but those in our churches who are anxious and fearful culture warriors on either side of 
this discussion. Reading this section of the report dissolved some of my apprehensions 
about pastoring my own church toward a Christian sexual ethic. Challenges two and three 
from the “Three Challenges” (pp.37-40), included this paragraph, relating to the way a 
Christian sexual ethic blessed antiquity, and was particularly strong:

"There was an immediate concrete result that all could see. By breaking the connection of sex with 
the social order, Christianity guarded the vulnerable from exploitation. No man could demand sex of 
a woman without giving up his independence and committing his whole life to her. No man could 
demand sex from his servants. The vulnerable—women, slaves, and children—were protected by 
the insistence that sex occur only within the safety of the covenantal union of marriage. But beyond 
these practical results, the “underlying logic” of Christianity regarding sex went much further and 
higher. It re-imagined sex as no longer a mere appetite that we could barely control but rather as a 
joyous, even sacred, expression that reflects the way God is saving the world.” (p.38)

2. The report engages the reader with pastoral intent. Even the brief statements of 
orthodoxy were framed as wholly Biblical and Confessional ethics rather than propositions. 
This was not a set of affirmations and denials, thankfully. The committee showed obvious 
concern for the human and kingdom impact of their truthfulness. This is how we must speak 
prophetically, with love. The AIC report was also not willing to provide statements of 
orthodoxy without a framework for human flourishing. In a number of places the authors 
share a concern for bald truth-telling, throwing propositional grenades. Including statements 
#11 (friendship) and 12 (repentance and hope) in the report’s Twelve Statements were clear 
signs of Pastoral Theology at work. I was thankful for their thoroughness in helping pastors 
to pastor. 

Regarding shepherding of the faithful, but weary, repenter: “We would never say to a new believer 
who has a history of destructive anger, ‘Now that you are a Christian, you will never again feel a 
rush of anger rise up within you at the wrong time, for a selfish reason, out of proportion to the 
situation, or in any other way that contradicts God’s law.” Neither should we communicate to a 
believer with a history of homosexual attraction the expectation that this will simply 
disappear.’”  (II.B.2 “Continued Corruption,” p.22)

There was even confessional hope for our imperfect obedience to Christ: "It is crucially important 
that our churches communicate to same-sex attracted believers  experiencing same-sex 
attraction that faithfulness to God’s call to discipleship upon their lives is possible. An unclear 
understanding of the Reformed position that sinful temptations themselves, as well as sins of the 
will, are to be repented of might reasonably lead some to believe that faithfulness is impossible and 
pursuing holiness is an exercise in futility. We should be clear that while every Christian’s obedience 
remains imperfect and tainted by sin in this life, there is still a very real and important sense in which



through Christ all Christians have been equipped for real and progressive obedience to God that 
brings him honor and is worthy of rejoicing in (WCF 16.6). This remains true even if their attraction to
the same sex does not go away.”  (p.24)

On the Church’s responsibility to function as the invitational, welcoming, feasting community of the 
King: “We ought to grieve any time a person who experiences attraction toward the same sex finds a
greater welcome and belonging in the secular LGBT community instead of the church.” (p.31)

3. The report was willing to draw healthy lines regarding current controversies. The first 
third of the report deals comprehensively with questions of desire and temptation as well as 
what it means to “mortify the flesh.” All helpful. Of course this is the statement that will 
generate the most conflict from some corners of our denomination and broader 
evangelicalism: "For those repentant believers who know the struggle of same-sex 
attraction, our churches may welcome them not merely as broken people to be ministered to,
but also as active and important participants and contributors in our communities. Like all 
yet-to-be- glorified Christians, those who struggle with same-sex attraction are commanded 
to walk with the Lord in faith and repentance. Insofar as such persons display the requisite 
Christian maturity, we do not consider this sin struggle automatically to disqualify someone 
for leadership in the church (1 Cor. 6:9-11, 1 Tim. 3:1-7, Titus 1:6-9; 2 Pet. 1:3-11).” (p.31) 

The report provided wisdom, pastoral care, and clear guidance. Praise God for His care for us 
through His word. 

A word about our present and future. I think this report gives us a glimpse into the present and 
future of the PCA. I’m aware, as I’m sure many of you are, of the various micro-groups whose vision 
is wrapped around existential threats to the survival of Biblical fidelity in our denomination. Some of 
those groups once sought to win votes, but having failed to do so, are attempting to cultivate division
within individual churches by urging congregants to confront their pastors in a posture of distrust. I 
understand it is troubling to have a kind-hearted congregant ask you if you are now or ever have 
been a member of the National Partnership, as if it is some dishonor to your office. It is disturbing to 
have congregants bring up particular pastors in other corners of the denomination, friends of yours 
who you know to be exemplary leaders and shepherds, and to have their name mentioned as proof 
of theological liberalism, because they saw it on social media, or on some website. It is indeed hard 
to hold to a beautiful vision for our calling when it isn’t the sheep who cause you the most distress 
but the shepherds of the sheep. When pastors defame pastors it cuts us all off at the knees. It would 
be tempting to buy into either a hyper localism (I’ll just keep my eyes fixed on my local church) or 
hyper denominationalism (our hope is in eliminating the influence of bad actors). I want to encourage
you, as I encourage myself, to adopt the method of cultural engagement, care for the sheep, and the
gentle answer of our critics, embodied in the AIC’s report. If a congregant wants to know about the 
National Partnership, feel free to tell them what it is. If they trust their pastor, it will be a good 
opportunity to share the burden you feel for what we can accomplish as a connectional church, and 
why you must do the hard work of being a churchman. If they don’t trust you, the issues are far 
deeper than being a part of an email list for the good of the Church. What I tell my own people is 
simple: I’m better when I reason together with others. I don’t know everything. I need help to fulfill my
duty as a presbyter.

There are a few implications for the NP:
1. I continue to see the need for our little collective to exist - navigating controversies and 

micro-divisions while leveraging the gifts of so many of you for the greater good of the 
denomination (e.g. have you read Todd Gwennap’s article about 2019’s protest? Really good
- https://www.toddgwennap.com/blog/2020/8/7/why-i-signed-the-pca-protest) will 

https://www.toddgwennap.com/blog/2020/8/7/why-i-signed-the-pca-protest


require clear-headed collaboration. It’s only going to get harder to lead with wisdom. We 
need each other’s help. 

2. Rather than focus on NP growth, it is my hope that we serve as instigators of good in the 
PCA. The Beautiful Orthodoxy conference is an example of this, not a Partnership 
conference, but created from the relationships and common cause we’ve built together. 
There are several NP friends who are now podcasting for the common good (Doug Serven 
and Justin Edgar’s I {heart} PCA is a great initiative), these aren’t Partnership things, but my 
hope is that continuing to do the work of polity for the good of our little denomination 
cultivates the ground for Kingdom work. The more we are willing to press forward toward 
health at the Presbytery and denominational level, the greater the harvest in the things we all
love about laboring in the Church. I’m convinced that it is a trap to rely solely on 
gerrymandering away our conflicts in the PCA through polity. Instead we can be instigators 
for good and take up all the oxygen in the room with a beautiful orthodoxy. That’s our aim. If 
you have friends you want to connect, by all means send me their contact info, but we will 
not be pursuing a GRN-type footprint in the PCA. What we will be looking to do is to continue
maintaining a healthy path for others to walk. 

3. We will continue to see micro-expressions of anxiety like the Firm Foundation Partnership 
and others. While I’m not concerned about their clout I am concerned that they reveal a need
to address our online ethics, possibly through a change in our ministerial vows, almost 
certainly through discipline. I’m concerned about ministers in difficult revitalization projects or
struggling presbyteries who will be forced to defend themselves against hurtful and baseless 
accusations of liberalism from the congregant who saw something online. The kingdom time 
and energy wasted refuting false statements, and the damage done not only to the 
reputations of the slandered but to the slanderers themselves only strengthens the need for 
work on the subject. Other denominations have found a way to work at this, the PCA ought 
to do the same. 

I’m far more interested in where we may be headed as a denomination. The AIC report is a great 
example of why I’m in the PCA. We have tools at our disposal, and all the necessary resources, to 
provide the best answers to the questions our world is asking. I was proud to learn from those on the
committee, and it doesn’t end there. The PCA, I’ve learned through the first two years of the 
Beautiful Orthodoxy conference, is full of men and women laboring for the Kingdom in ways that 
inspire a sacred imagination. The PCA gets plenty of things wrong, but I’m increasingly convinced 
that if there’s a group most capable of getting it right, it’s this group. We have tremendous potential 
to serve a global, diverse, orthodox, beautiful church. Campus ministry and foreign mission, church 
planting and revitalization, the training up of men and women to serve in ministries that confront the 
full range of human needs. One of my favorite authors is fond of saying “it’s our generation’s turn to 
be alive.” This generation of ministers, of men and women at work, has been given the responsibility 
not only to live but to lead. The fathers and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers of our 
denomination are giving us permission to carry this little corner of the church forward. No manner of 
distraction or divisiveness is worth looking aside from our task. We should follow the example set by 
our AIC: continue to speak with wisdom, pastoral care, and clear guidance, and lead.



Next week: a typical NP note with polity updates, calendar items, etc. 
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Dear friends,

Just one item today: 

As we begin to plan for next Summer’s General Assembly there is one easy way to begin working 
together: we need to understand how committee representatives are populated by our presbyteries. 
This isn’t a complicated polity issue but it makes a big difference in the health of our denomination. If
our GA committees (not just the Overtures committee but places like the Nominating Committee) are
not representative of their presbyteries or the denomination as a whole, extreme shifts happen at the
assembly. Some presbyteries have an open nominations process, taking recommendations from the 
floor then voting as a body of the whole. Others have a closed system where an administrative 
committee votes on a slate and sends them to the floor. In still other presbyteries nominating 
commissions will make appointments and report back without the full body voting. In some cases 
this has led to some of you wanting to participate on a committee but finding that these 
appointments have already been decided far in advance. In my opinion an open nominating process 
is best and it may be helpful for us to understand which presbyteries operate according to which 
tradition. 

To help one another understand how to pursue a nomination for committee work through their 
presbytery, I would appreciate you taking just a moment to indicate on this NP spreadsheet 
(not shared outside our group) about how your presbytery makes these nominations. Thanks 
so much for your help on this!



Link:

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1QdghA3NVIPM1enWWAo2tPlyu0QpssbmwwdhCySBoEf8
/edit?usp=sharing

Next week: discussion of opportunities to serve in the denomination through committee work.

Thanks all!

JK
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James Kessler sent you a note about this spreadsheet with the activity dashboard:

NP Presbytery information resource sheet

In case you have trouble, the link to the presbytery resource sheet is below.

Google Sheets: Create and edit spreadsheets online.

Google LLC, 1600 Amphitheatre Parkway, Mountain View, CA 94043, USA

You have received this email because ja...@newcityhilliard.org shared a spreadsheet with you from 

https://groups.google.com/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1QdghA3NVIPM1enWWAo2tPlyu0QpssbmwwdhCySBoEf8/edit?usp=sharing_ecl
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/7378739
https://groups.google.com/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1QdghA3NVIPM1enWWAo2tPlyu0QpssbmwwdhCySBoEf8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1QdghA3NVIPM1enWWAo2tPlyu0QpssbmwwdhCySBoEf8/edit?usp=sharing


Google Sheets.
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