
May 18, 2011 
 
 
Dear sisters and brothers in Christ in Shenango Presbytery, 
 
 
It was a blessing to see so many last Tuesday at the Presbytery meeting and the 
meeting that followed with the Special Committee to Monitor Denominational 
Issues.  I was present for the Presbytery meeting, but the Committee on 
Ministry had important business following, so I missed the time in the 
sanctuary. 
 
I write to bring you greetings in the name of our risen Lord whom we serve, 
not out of fear, but empowered by his loving kindness.  I encourage you to 
share the common bond that we have in Christ. I ask you to surround each 
other and our denomination in prayer as we face an uncertain future with a sure 
and faithful Lord.  
There are many issues of great significance in the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
right now, but my comments will be limited to the fact that a majority of the 
173 presbyteries have voted to change the explicit language in the Book of 
Order about “fidelity and chastity” as the requirement for ordination in the PC
(USA).  Remember, the Scriptures and The Book of Confessions are still 
central to deciding matters of faith and practice. 
 
It is important to note that our Presbytery (ruling and teaching elders from our 
68 churches) will have opportunity to make its first official statement on these 
matters at its next regular meeting at the Shenango Church on June 28.  The 
Bethel session has sent a proposed resolution.  They are refining that statement 
which we hope to have out to you to review shortly before the Presbytery 
meeting. 
 
It is also significant that Shenango Presbytery voted again on Tuesday against 
removing the “fidelity and chastity” language.  We have done so by 
overwhelming margins each time since it was first added to the Book of Order 
fourteen years ago. 
 
We are still facing a huge challenge in Shenango Presbytery because “fidelity 
and chastity has been removed.  A large majority of ruling and teaching elders, 
not to mention our church members, are concerned by this change.  On April 3 
the Council appointed a “Special Committee to Monitor Denominational 
Issues.”  They will be scheduling periodic conversations where all are invited 
to discuss the options and consequences of the choices that lie before us.  It is 
essential to our theological integrity to do this difficult work very seriously 
with constant prayer.  It is always easy to take the right position for the wrong 
reason.  The persistent temptation is to behave badly and claim God’s support. 
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This is a time to see demonstrate all three characteristics:  peace, unity and purity.  Last week the Pastors 
Retreat with Ken Bailey was surely a moment of grace when Ken led us in considering what he has learned 
in his recently completed commentary on I Corinthians.  Paul’s letter demands peace, unity and purity.  
What will be said of the churches of Shenango Presbytery one hundred years from now as our children 
reflect on our decisions at this moment? 
 
I, like many of you, have always admired Dr. Joseph Hopkins.  I did not hear him at Sharon on Tuesday, 
but I called Joe the next day and he shared with me his comments.  Thirty-five years ago Joe spoke at a 
vespers service at the Glendale Church.  He said then that if the Presbyterian Church ever approved 
homosexual behavior as blessed by God, that he would leave the denomination and declare it apostate.  Joe 
said that his position on the issues has not changed, but he also said that this is not the moment to leave and 
he encouraged all to do nothing precipitously. 
 
Joe has expressed my recommendation to all of you individually and as congregations.  This is not the time 
to act hastily.  We do not know today all the options and, even more important, we do not know the 
consequences.  In recent years, 120 congregations have left the PC(USA) but none have yet to leave 
Shenango Presbytery, one of the most conservative in the denomination.  If your church wants to consider 
leaving, I pledge to you as Presbytery Executive, I will support your right to do so and encourage the 
Presbytery to receive your decision graciously…if your congregation makes that decision prayerfully, 
thoughtfully and with full integrity. 
 
The Shenango Presbytery webpage has information on the ongoing conversations in our Presbytery and 
beyond http://www.shenango.org/Committees/scmdi.htm  Much of the interest is presently focused on the 
“Fellowship PC(USA)”  http://www.fellowship-pcusa.org/  This informal group will be holding a meeting 
in Minneapolis on August 25 – 26.  I will be attending and several others from the Presbytery have also 
indicated their plans to be there.  This is probably the place where you can most easily follow the 
discussions of how individuals and churches are responding.  I hope that everyone will commit to 
educating themselves on the issues involved, especially sessions. 
 
As I said at the beginning of this letter, there are many really big and important issues which all North 
American congregations are facing today.  Human sexuality is not at all the biggest or most important, but 
neither is it inconsequential.  My prayer is that we in Shenango Presbytery may be found faithful and that 
our gracious Lord will forgive us for our failures, which we will surely have. 
 

Yours in Christ, 
 
 

David Dawson 
Presbytery Executive 


