
Why is the Presbytery Council taking this much time to report on FoP and ECO? 
 
 
We are presently in possibly the most serious crisis in Presbyterian 
congregations since the Civil War, when churches were split over slavery.  The 
only other historical moment that might compare is the modernist-
fundamentalist controversy of the 1920’s.  In fact, I would suggest that it was 
the failure to honestly resolve that crisis that has brought us to this one. 
 
That is why extraordinary demands are being made on many of you today as 
ruling and teaching elders in your congregations.  I said this at the June 
Presbytery meeting and the situation has only intensified since then. 
 
In my opinion the questions that you need to ask of yourselves individually and 
as a session are the following: 
 

1. What decisions are we making today and how will they look in 20 years 
or 50 years?  Remember, this is probably the biggest crisis in at least 100 
years. 

2. Under the Gospel, what does integrity and fidelity to Christ demand? 
 
What makes this so difficult is that no matter what you do, in many of our 68 
churches there will be people deeply hurt and maybe alienated from the Gospel 
because of your decisions, even if you do everything perfectly.  For example, 
 

• If your session encourages your congregation to leave the PC(USA), 
there will be people compelled by their conscience to leave your church.  
I had a recent visit from one such couple.  They are deeply troubled, 
asking what they can do, and no one in their church is likely even aware 
of what this is doing to them. 

• On the other hand, if your session leads your church to take no action and 
stay in the PC(USA) – and that appears to be the large majority of our 
congregations – there will be people whose conscience requires them to 
leave your church.  I am sure that many of you have heard from such 
members, threatening to do just that.   

 
I have observed for years that sessions prefer to make decisions by holding their 
fingers to the wind…counting noses…doing whatever the majority wants.  That 
is contrary to the ordination vows that we took because it allows us to ask “what 



does the congregation want?” rather than “what does God want?”  They may 
not be the same.  God’s will is not determined by majority vote. 
 
And at the end of the day, even if 80+% want to leave, what have you done to 
the other 19% or 10% or 5%?  That is why this is the biggest crisis for your 
church in 100 years.  You are given spiritual oversight of the people of your 
congregation. 
**** 
We have included in your packet tonight a paper titled “What do we do now?”  
Each church will answer that question for itself.  The answers will range from 
“we don’t want to talk about it” to “we are out of here as soon as possible.”  
 
“What does a presbytery executive do in a situation like this?”  There is really 
no reason that you should need to concern yourself with that question, except if 
you read this paper you have to make a judgment about my motivation.  What 
do I personally, under the Gospel, believe that I have to do with integrity and 
fidelity to Christ? 
 
Many of you know me pretty well…I have not been known for subtlety and 
subterfuge.  I am not reluctant to say what I think, which is not always a virtue.  
But that is what I have attempted to do in this paper.  Nothing subtle here. 
 
What is my bottom line, in a word?  Here are my four talking points which 
some of you have heard too many times already: 
 

1. Denominationalism as we have known it for the past century began its 
decline 50 years ago and is in its death troughs today.  There will be 
something like “denominations” in the future, but they are already very 
different. 

2. Your focus as ruling and teaching elders should be on what your church 
needs to do to be faithful before God.  I would argue that you need to be 
in covenant relationship with a church body where you get support and 
where you are accountable.  Anything less is not a church as Jesus 
intended it. 

3. If your session decides that it must sever its relationships with the 
PC(USA), if integrity demands it, if the Gospel compels it, if 
accountability before God requires it, then you probably have two 
credible options:  the EPC and ECO. 

4. I strongly counsel that ECO is much better for the next 20 or 50 years for 
your church.  I do not say that out of distain for the EPC.  I would say the 



same thing about the UCC or the RCA or the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church or any other option. 

 
Why do I make that statement in preference for ECO?  Some of the reasons are 
in the paper, but it would take much more time than I have to thoroughly make 
the case now.  But the bottom line is that ECO would allow you to continue to 
be with Shenango Presbytery.  You may wonder how that is possible, but trust 
me, it is. 
 
Now, having said this, you have to judge for yourself my motivation in saying it.  
The first thought must be, “Well, of course, he is the presbytery executive.  He 
wants to continue to get a pay check!!  He needs the per capita money.”  No, 
that is not it.  It’s not about me.  I turned 65 this month!  I am not retiring 
anytime soon unless you insist, but there is something freeing about 65!! 
 
As I know my heart, I believe that for those who must leave the PC(USA), ECO 
is the best course for your church’s integrity to the Gospel and fidelity to Christ 
for your children and grandchildren. 
 
So that is the answer for me as to why the Council (with my full support and 
encouragement) sent representatives to Orlando to see if the Holy Spirit is 
offering help to us in our moment of crisis.   
 
As you have heard, many of us have concluded that ECO, along with the 
Fellowship of Presbyterians, may well provide that help for a crisis moment.  
That is why this presentation is being made this evening and why the Presbytery 
Council has arranged for two more conversations next month. 
 
We need to discuss the Fellowship of Presbyterians and the Evangelical 
Covenant Order of Presbyterians.  Would it be appropriate for Shenango 
Presbytery to join the Fellowship of Presbyterians?  Personally, I think that it 
probably would…FoP and ECO values are a good match for us.  But that 
question needs serious discussion among all of us over the next few months.  I 
hope that all of you will join in the discussion. 
 
I believe that the Fellowship of Presbyterians and ECO may provide a way to 
maintain integrity and follow our Lord faithfully.  Furthermore, I believe that it 
will be the least disruptive way forward for your congregation. 
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