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I concurred with the proposed decision of the Standing Judicial Commission (SJC) in this case, 
to deny the Complaint, but I want to highlight the fact that my concurrence was grounded 
narrowly on the specific wording of the decision: “in the judgment of this court, the 
Complainant did not demonstrate that the Session at FWPC had violated Scripture or the 
Constitution of the Church in their formulation and application of the SCF policy.” (Emphasis 
added). My concurrence should not be understood to imply my approval of the Session’s policy, 
about which policy I have grave concerns; concerns, however, that were not raised by the 
Complaint, or were not raised in a way that demonstrated that Session erred. 
  
Further, I want to draw attention to the disclaimer included in the SJC’s decision: 
 

The Record of the Case contains some arguments by the Respondents of the lower courts 
that do not properly interpret or apply the BCO’s 1st and 2nd Preliminary Principles in 
the Respondents’ defense of what otherwise is acknowledged is a legitimate right of a 
session to set policy within the parameters of our Constitution. This Decision should not 
be read or interpreted as an endorsement or affirmation of those arguments. 

 
In my judgment, in this concurring opinion, it may be profitable to offer some elaboration with 
respect my view of the improper interpretations and applications before the Court. 
  
First, in answer to the Complainant’s charge that the Session’s policy violated the rights of 
conscience set forth in the First Preliminary Principle, Respondents argued that for the higher 
courts to overturn the Session’s policy would be to violate the Session’s rights of conscience. 
In view is the language of the First Preliminary Principle: 
 

1. God alone is Lord of the conscience and has left it free from any doctrines or 
commandments of men (a) which are in any respect contrary to the Word of God, or (b) 
which, in regard to matters of faith and worship, are not governed by the Word of God. 
Therefore, the rights of private judgment in all matters that respect religion are universal 
and inalienable. . . .  

 
However, Respondents’ claim, though well-intended, is without merit. Church courts, as such, 
have no right of conscience, because church courts have no conscience, and that because they 
have no soul created in the image of God. Further, contrary to Respondents’ claim, the right of 
conscience in the First Principle is not applied to the Church, as such, in the Second Principle. 
On the contrary, it is applied to the people who are forming a denomination. In setting up their 
own government, according to their best lights, they violate the rights of no other person, 



 

because no one is forced to be a member. It is a voluntary association (cf. Morton Smith’s 
Commentary on the BCO, as cited by Respondents, “if a number of individuals agree in their 
private judgment as to religious matters, they certainly have the right and privilege to associate 
themselves and to draw the terms for membership in that body.” Emphasis added). 
  
The Respondents’ serious misunderstanding of the above has led them into a labyrinth that will 
confound their participation in sound Presbyterian government. According to our polity, church 
courts, having no conscience, cannot sin, they can only err; and when they err, they can be 
corrected by the higher courts without any violation of the rights of the court corrected. Note 
further, that erring courts cannot have the censures of the Rules of Discipline brought against 
them, nor can they be required to repent upon a finding of error (cf. BCO 11-3, 11-4; 42-9; 43-
10; 30-1). 
  
Second, Respondents argued that the Second Preliminary Principle assures that every individual 
PCA church has the inalienable right to form its terms of admission and its system of internal 
government. In view is the language of the Second Preliminary Principle: 
 

2. In perfect consistency with the above principle, every Christian Church, or union or 
association of particular churches, is entitled to declare the terms of admission into its 
communion and the qualifications of its ministers and members, as well as the whole 
system of its internal government which Christ has appointed. In the exercise of this 
right it may, notwithstanding, err in making the terms of communion either too lax or 
too narrow; yet even in this case, it does not infringe upon the liberty or the rights of 
others, but only makes an improper use of its own. 
 

But this language cannot be understood to apply to anything other than a denomination or 
independent church body being formed. The member churches and the courts of the 
denomination are voluntarily a part of a body that has already exercised the rights of the Second 
Principle on their behalf in the adoption of a form of government, rules for discipline and a 
directory for worship. The Respondents’ construction of this principle would undermine the 
very existence of a Presbyterian denomination and lead to chaos. 
 
Respondents’ illustrations of the variety in the practical administration of different 
congregations and courts belonging to the same denomination are nothing to the point (e.g., 
whether to have a new members class; what should be taught in that class; length and depth of 
officer training; whether to have a separate women’s or men’s ministry; the particulars of its 
ministry to youth and children; what staff positions it will have, etc.). Our Confession of Faith 
teaches us that such matters are typically not questions of conscience before God, but rather are 
to be understood under the rubric of “there are some circumstances concerning the worship of 
God, and government of the church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be 
ordered by the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the 
Word, which are always to be observed.” (CF 1.6) Yet all of this wholesome variety, rooted in 
practical wisdom applied to differing circumstances, must be within the parameters of the 
Constitution of the Church, previously established. No appeal to the Second Preliminary 



 

Principle can relieve that constitutional obligation. This point is summed up nicely in J.A. 
Hodge’s commentary on the Second Principle: 
 

This principle is essential to all organizations. Men are at liberty to refuse to be 
connected with a society, but if they voluntarily enter, they must submit to its terms of 
admission and to its laws. So if any man's conscience will not permit him to concur 
with, or passively submit to, the standards of the Church, he “shall, after sufficient 
liberty modestly to reason and remonstrate, peaceably withdraw from our communion, 
without attempting to make any schism.” Provided that which he cannot accept shall be 
judged by the Church to be indispensable to Presbyterian doctrine or polity. (What Is 
Presbyterian Law? Philadelphia, 1882, pp. 23-24). 
 

Note, however, that upon peaceable withdrawal, a body of like-minded folk would have the 
right to set up for themselves a new government, and in that circumstance the Second Principle 
would be fully applicable to their endeavors.  
 
Over all, Respondents’ arguments from the Preliminary Principles fail to grasp that these 
Principles, articulated in 1788, set forth the foundation for how Presbyterians would form and 
guide their branch of the church, in relation to other denominations, now in the novel 
circumstances created by the disestablishment of the church in post-Revolutionary America. 
These principles have an abiding significance, both to remind us of our foundations, and to be 
applied anew when in God’s providence believers are convicted that they must depart from a 
denomination that has abandoned the Gospel, in order to continue afresh what has been 
abandoned, as we have seen in the commentary of J.A. Hodge above. However, these Principles 
were never articulated as belonging to the various church structures that made up such 
denominations. The use of these Principles in such a manner, as fully applicable to Sessions 
and Presbyteries within a denomination, is a modern novelty, an expedient that grew out of the 
sad controversies that wreaked havoc in the Northern and Southern Presbyterian Churches in 
the late 20th century. In sum, to modify an ancient maxim to our purpose: Hard circumstances 
made for bad interpretation of law. 
 
/s/ TE David F. Coffin, Jr. 


