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Introduction to Being Reformed: Faith Seeking Understanding

Reformed and Presbyterian Christians are people of faith who are

seeking understanding. From the beginnings of our Reformed tradition,
Presbyterians have realized God calls us to explore ways the Christian faith
can be more fully known and expressed. This vision has driven concerns
for the education of people of all ages. Presbyterians have been big on
providing resources to help us delve more deeply into Christian faith and
the theology that gives our living tradition its distinctive heritage.

This Being Reformed curriculum for adults is one expression of the desire
to open up what it means to be Presbyterian Christians in the world today.
Our purpose is to enhance, enrich, and expand our insights. We want
Presbyterians to grow in understandings of elements that are foundational
and significant for their faith. Encounters with theology, church, worship,
spirituality/discipleship, and social righteousness will guide our ways.

These studies engage our whole selves. We will find our minds moved by
new ideas, our emotions stirred with responses of gratitude, and calls for
action that can lead us in different life directions. Heads, hearts, and hands
will be drawn into the joys of discovering what new things God is calling
us toward.

We invite you to join this journey of faith seeking understanding.
Celebrate the blessings of our Reformed and Presbyterian tradition of
faith. Be stimulated and challenged by fresh insights that will deepen your
understandings. Find a stronger commitment to the God who has loved us
in Jesus Christ.



To the Leader

The authors of Being Reformed: Faith Seeking Understanding emphasize
essential Reformed theological principles that relate to our lives of faith.
These sessions will help you lead a group into the theology and thoughts
inspired by the challenging and interesting articles in the participant’s book.

You might choose simply to begin the session with the prayer that
precedes each session in the participant’s book, then reading through
the articles together, stopping when you or a student wishes to comment
or raise a question. You could then close the session by discussing the
questions at the end of the session and encouraging the group members
to do the spiritual practice.

Unfortunately, that style of leading does not meet the needs of every kind
of learner. The session plans encourage group leaders to try some new
things to light up the hearts and minds of more people. Most teachers teach
the way they like to learn. Choosing one new activity during each session
will stretch you and open a door to someone who learns differently than
you. Over the weeks, you will notice what your group enjoys and what
they are unwilling to do. Let that, rather than your preferences, be your
guide as you prepare to lead.

These session plans are designed to encourage group participation.
Discussion and sharing create community and provide practice that all of
us need in expressing our faith and wrestling with our questions. When
asking questions, get comfortable with some silence while group members
contemplate a response. Resist the urge to fill up the silence with your words.

If your group members like to talk, you might not be able to ask every
suggested question. Also it will make a difference in your group session
if group members have read the articles prior to the session. If you find
it necessary to read from the participant’s book during the group session,
choose the passages that convey the core ideas.

You are more than a dispenser of information. In your role as group
leader, you cooperate with God in the formation of faith and in the
transformation of lives. You are the lead learner, modeling a way that faith
seeks understanding. You are not trying to cover a lesson, but to uncover
truth. Pray for yourself and your group members, prepare your session,
relax, and enjoy!

May God bless your faithfulness!



On the Promotion of Social
Righteousness: What Does the Church
Have to Do with Social Issues?

Scripture
Isaiah 61:1; Amos 5:14-15, 21-24; Luke 4:14-21

Main Idea

To follow Jesus is to pay close attention to his words and actions,
and to bear witness to what we come to see and know. In
witnessing his love and forgiveness we realize that the challenge is
not in wondering what Jesus would do. The challenge is to go and
do likewise.

Teaching Points
This session invites participants to:
1. Identify significant challenges facing the church in engaging
social issues.
2. Explore the biblical call to social witness.
3. Consider engagement with social issues as a faithful and
vital form of Christian witness.

Resources Needed

Bibles

Participant’s books

Book of Confessions for table display

Copies of the Book of Confessions or handout of sections
9.31-9.33 from the Confession of 1967

Christ candle, matches

Handout of Scripture readings and questions

Handout of the Confession of Belhar

Hymnals with the hymn “Live into Hope”



Leader Prep

Before teaching, preview the scope of the course by looking
through the themes, Scriptures, and activities of the six sessions.
To prepare for leading each session, read the participant’s book,
underlining its major points, highlighting questions to pursue, and
noting significant insights. Involve the participants throughout the
course by inviting them to share in the readings of the Scriptures,
quotations, and prayers.

For Gather, place a Christ candle on a table in the center of your
teaching space. Each session begins by lighting the candle, reading
Scripture, and uniting in Dr. Ayres’s prayer. Enlist members of the
group to share in the reading and in lighting the Christ candle. In
addition, place an object related to the theme of each session on the
table alongside the Christ candle.

For Head, the list of responses is expanded from Dr. Ayres’s list.
There may be others you wish to add. When asking questions, give
enough time for the participants to respond, especially to those in
which they will share something personal. Do not be anxious about
moments of silence. Most people need time to think and to prepare
their responses. The Holy Spirit is at work!

In Heart, prepare a handout listing the nine Scripture readings
and discussion questions:

Scriptures: Isaiah 1:15-18; Isaiah 10:1-3; Isaiah 42:5-9;
Isaiah 58:6-10; Isaiah 61:1-3; Jeremiah 22:1-5;
Jeremiah 22:13-16; Ezekiel 34:15-16; Micah 6:6-8.

Questions: What did the prophet see in bis situation? What
word of God was the prophet given to speak? What “new
form of community” does God wish to bring into being?

If you decide to read the section of the Confession of 1967
together, you will need to provide copies of the Book of
Confessions or a handout containing the text.

For Hands, prepare handouts of the Confession of Belhar. The
text of the confession can be found at www.pcusa.org/resource/
belhar-confession/.

In Depart, distribute copies of the hymnal. You may wish to
recruit an accompanist for the hymn.



Leading the Session
Gather

e Place a copy of the Book of Confessions on the table next
to the Christ candle.

e Light the Christ candle and read these words from the prophet
Isaiah: “The spirit of the Lord Gob is upon me, because the
Lorp has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news
to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim
liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners”

(Isaiah 61:1).

e Pray the prayer in the participant’s book.

e Introduce the scope of the course by previewing the themes
of the six sessions in the participant’s book.

Head
® Dr. Ayres writes: “The relationship between Christian faith
and the political realm makes some of us a little nervous.
Why?” First, summarize the four responses she makes to the
question, and then invite the participants to respond. Ask:
How do you respond to the question? What causes uneasiness
in you and other people of faith?
® Read the portion of the introduction to this session that
begins “We Presbyterians are called . . .” and concludes
“...In our tradition this is sometimes called the practice
of social witness.”
® Build on the image of “standing in two places at once” by
asking the participants to respond if they have ever:
Written a letter to a government official
Participated in an organized protest
Invested or divested money due to a company’s political
stance
Voted to support a candidate on a particular issue
Voted either for or against specific legislation
Offered a prayer in worship on a social concern
Worn a T-shirt supporting a particular cause
Wrote a letter to a newspaper related to a community
concern
Weritten or responded to a blog on a current social issue



Heart

e Dr. Ayres writes: “Christian discipleship is the lifelong process
of asking, ‘“What is God inviting us to see, in this situation?
And how is God inviting us to engage and speak about
these matters?’ Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann
challenges us to develop a ‘prophetic imagination,” by which
Christians expose the ‘deathliness’ of dominant culture and
imagine new forms of community.”!

e Read Amos 5:14-15, 21-24. Ask: What did the prophet see
in his situation? What word of God was the prophet given to
speak? What “new form of community” does God wish to
bring into being?

e Gather in small groups. Provide handouts listing nine passages
from the prophets and the same three discussion questions:
Isaiah 1:15-18; Isaiah 10:1-3; Isaiah 42:5-9; Isaiah 58:6-10;
Isaiah 61:1-3; Jeremiah 22:1-5; Jeremiah 22:13-16;

Ezekiel 34:15-16; Micah 6:6-8. Assign one or more passages
to each group, depending on time.

e Gather and read sections 9.31-9.33 from the Confession of 1967.

Hands

e In reminding us of our heritage as Presbyterians, Dr. Ayres
writes: “The Reformers were being persecuted for what
Christians are called to do—challenging the status quo and
seeking to remedy what they discerned to be social evil, in
accordance with revealed divine truth.”

e Together read Luke 4:14-21, a portion of Jesus’ first sermon in
Nazareth. Ask: In what ways does Jesus challenge and respond?

e Jesus’ words and actions also inspire our brothers and sisters
in South Africa. Distribute prepared handouts, and invite
volunteers to read the Confession of Belhar. After each
numbered section of the confession, motion to the group to
respond, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon us!”

Depart
e Together sing or read the hymn “Live into Hope.”
e Join in a prayer expressing gratitude, joys, and concerns.
e Extinguish the Christ candle.

1. Walter Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2001), 115-16.
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On the Promotion of
Social Righteousness:
What Does the Church Have
to Do with Social Issues?

Scripture
Amos 5:21-24 God demands not only right worship, but also justice
and righteousness.

Luke 4:14-21 Jesus’ ministry is a fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah,
bringing good news to the poor, the captive, the ill, and the oppressed.

Prayer

God of wisdom, justice, and compassion, we invite your presence
among us as we begin this study together, seeking to understand
the church’s mission to promote social righteousness and to exhibit
the kingdom of heaven to the world. We know that the relationship
between the church and our political and public life is sometimes
contentious, O Lord, and we ask that your spirit of peace and
generosity shape our conversations, giving us courage to speak the
truth to one another in love. Amen.

Introduction

Christianity is lived and practiced in a context, and the church is
called to respond to its context with compassion, wisdom, and a
passion for justice and right relationships. About the purpose of the
church, we read in the Book of Order: “The great ends of the church
are the proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of humankind;
the shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship of the children of God;
the maintenance of divine worship; the preservation of the truth;
the promotion of social righteousness; and the exhibition of the
Kingdom of Heaven to the world.”! What about the last two of the
1. Book of Order, Part Il of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),

(Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2013), F-1.0304. Reprinted with permission
of the Office of the General Assembly. 5



great ends: the promotion of social righteousness and the exhibition
of the kingdom of heaven to the world? How is the church to go
about seeking these ends?

We Presbyterians are called both to seek goodness in our social
contexts and to live in a way as to demonstrate that there exists a
fuller, more perfect, and flourishing goodness that guides our work
in the world. In some ways, this demands we stand in two places at
once: in the world as it is and in the world God imagines and creates,
with our response and participation.

Standing in this place requires both vision and voice—the
capacity both to see and to articulate the good and the impediments
to the good. In our tradition, this is sometimes called the practice
of social witness. We engage social issues as individuals, groups,
congregations, and even as a denomination when we write letters
to government officials, participate in protests, make choices about
where we invest our money, vote for candidates or legislation, and
even (perhaps most deeply) participate in our worshiping life.

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) frequently describes the practice
of engaging social issues as “social witness.” What is the theological
and ethical significance of this practice, in our shared life together?

In this session, we will identify the challenges of engaging social
issues in the church; mine some Reformed theological resources for
doing so; and explore the biblical call to social witness, whereby we
seek to be faithful disciples in the public sphere.

““He Is Not Political”

Recently, a well-meaning endorsement was written for a local
minister. Among the many accolades lavished upon this faithful
pastor was this one: “He is a very good preacher. He is not political.”
Without knowing the full context, we can identify at least two
possibilities: 1) that the pastor does not, in fact, raise potentially
divisive or controversial issues in his sermons; or 2) that the
writer holds a relatively narrow interpretation of what it means
to be “political.” In either case, it was the writer’s estimation that
avoiding the political is central to being a “good preacher.” We
might extrapolate from this and ask, “Can good Christians faithfully
engage social issues, particularly when there is a strong political and
economic dimension to them?”
The relationship between Christian faith and the political realm
makes some of us a little nervous. Why? Presbyterians and other
Reformed Christians might identify any number of reasons why
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this is so, including but not limited to: concerns about prohibitions
against certain kinds of political activity by congregations that have
tax-exempt status; fear of polarizing the faith community over a
contentious issue; appropriate modesty in assuming theological
support for political positions; and the assumption that the church
is the place for spiritual, not political, matters.

The last one is a particularly thorny problem. Most congregations
would affirm the need to perform acts of charity and compassion
with those who are sick and suffering. But as Martin Luther King
Jr. said, “True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar;
it understands that an edifice which produces beggars needs
restructuring.”? King argued that the gospel message is not only
about charity, but also about justice.

The problem: to move from charity to justice requires a foray into
the political, economic, and social realms of a society. This is where
people get a little uncomfortable, and their discomfort has roots in
the history of Reformed traditions
even here, in the United States. In T he problem: to move from
fact, the idea that the church is meant
to remain in the “spiritual” realm was - .
the organizing principle for the 1861  wnlo the political, economuc, and
General Assembly of the Presbyterian social realms of a sociely.
Church in the United States. In
the “Southern Address,” the newly formed body (renamed the
Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America) laid out
its ecclesiology, in relation to church statements on social issues—in
this case, secession and slavery: “The provinces of Church and State
are perfectly distinct . . . . The State aims at social order, the Church
at spiritual holiness . . . . We say nothing here as to the righteousness
or unrighteousness of these decrees. What we maintain is, that,
whether right or wrong, the Church has no right to make them—she
transcended her sphere, and usurped the duties of the State.”’

While a church’s unwillingness to condemn slavery may seem
impossible to us today, the “distinction of the spheres” argument is
still quite prevalent, if implicit.

chanity to justice requires a_foray

2. Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (New
York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1967), 187-8.

3. “Address of the Southern General Assembly to All the Churches of Jesus Christ, Adopted
1861,” quoted in Robert Ellis Thompson, A History of the Presbyterian Churches in the
United States (New York: The Christian Literature Company, 1895), 391-2, 394.



Calvin, Reformed Confessions, and the Public Sphere
Christians in Reformed traditions, however, can draw on broader
and more complex perspectives on the relationship of the church

: to social issues, challenging
In many places, times, and conlexts,  statements like the “Southern

Preshyterians and other Reformed ~ Address” in its aversion to the
political, economic, and social

Christians have engaged social issues implications of Christian faith!

with depth, courage, and faithfulness. In many places, times, and
contexts, Presbyterians and

other Reformed Christians have engaged social issues with depth,
courage, and faithfulness. We can even begin with John Calvin
(1509-1564) himself.

Calvin began his vocational journey in the legal profession. His
theology, too, reflects a deep concern about the relationship of the
church to the political sphere, including this question: How should
we relate to our political officials? Calvin prefaced his classic,
Institutes of Christian Religion, with a letter to King Francis I of
France that, among other purposes, defends the role of the church
to correct “public error.”* The Reformers were being persecuted
for what Christians are called to do—challenging the status quo
and seeking to remedy what they discerned to be social evil, in
accordance with revealed divine truth.

An understanding of the church’s responsibility to address
social problems has persisted through many twists and turns in the
development of the Reformed tradition, and is evidenced even now
in contemporary statements such as the Confession of 1967 and the
Confession of Belhar. In a background paper on the denomination’s
social voice, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) affirmed the church’s
“responsibility to witness to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in every
dimension of life. That has led Presbyterian General Assemblies
and their spokespersons, from the beginning, to address moral
injunctions to public officials, even as John Calvin and John Knox
and John Witherspoon did.”> What do we make of the church’s call
to act in our own time?

Presbyterians can find many examples in our shared life and in
Reformed confessions that make clear the Christian’s responsibility

4. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis
Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 23.

5. Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness (Louisville, KY: 205th General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church [U.S.A.], 1993), v.
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to engage social issues. In the Theological Declaration of Barmen
(written in the context of Nazi Germany), we are reminded that the
church is sometimes called into a “confessional moment,” in which
we must speak a definitive “yes” in response to God’s love and
justice, and a definitive “no” in response to repression and political
demands for unquestioning loyalty.

In the Confession of 1967, we are reminded that the gospel
message with which Christians are entrusted, summarized in
2 Corinthians 5:16-21, is the message of reconciliation, which we are
called to embody in our personal, social, and political relationships.

The Confession of Belhar from South Africa, written during
apartheid, challenges us to respond faithfully to the gift and
obligation of unity, reconciliation, and justice.

These confessional statements, among many others, illustrate the
deep commitment across many Reformed traditions, to engaging
social and political issues.

The Gall to Social Witness

What does it mean to describe the church’s practice when it engages
social issues, as “social witness”?

In the New Testament, believers are called to the work of
marture6, which means, literally, to bear witness with regard to the
truth.® Especially in the Gospels, we find repeated commands to the
earliest followers of Jesus that they “bear witness” to what they had
seen and come to know through their relationship with Jesus. What
does the practice of social witness look like for Presbyterians, today?

The PC(USA) General Assembly has identified social witness as
“an expression of the gospel . . . . The church is commissioned to
bear witness to the God we know in Christ who judges, forgives,
and transforms the world. It is a
world of power and structures, Soctal witness 1s demanded and
of processes and relationships, of

individual persons and communities, . .
of human and natural environments. ¢/ communily that is grounded

defined by God’s alternative vision

This is the world God loves deeply, in the theological conceptions
and empowers Christians to engage 5 o J
responsibly.”’ of hope, justice, and peace.

6. Walter Bauer, “uaptupew,” in A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and
Other Early Christian Literature, ed. F. Wilbur Gingrich and Frederick W. Danker, trans.
William Arndt, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 492-3.

7. Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness, 18.



Social witness is demanded and defined by God’s alternative
vision of community that is grounded in the theological conceptions
of hope, justice, and peace. Christian discipleship is the lifelong
process of asking, “What is God inviting us to see, in this situation?
And how is God inviting us to engage and speak about these
matters?”

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann challenges us to
develop a “prophetic imagination,” by which Christians expose
the “deathliness” of dominant culture and imagine new forms of
community.® As an exercise in prophetic imagination, social witness
requires vision to see clearly and voice to articulate the good and
impediments to the good. We need two kinds of testimony: naming
the sin, suffering, and evil that we see in the world and affirming
our commitment to participate in God’s work for flourishing in the
world.

Social witness also requires hearts tender and open enough to
experience pain, anger, passion, and compassion. Brueggemann
describes the work of prophetic ministry as nurturing an alternative
consciousness that both criticizes dominant structures (grieving
that “things are not right”) and energizes people and communities
with the promise of new life. Prophetic imagination, and thus social
witness, requires both sharpened skills in thoughtful and critical
social and political analysis, as well as hope for the future. It requires
realistic appraisals of sin in the world and in ourselves, and at the
same time requires deep trust and anticipation that God is active in
our world, bringing about goodness, peace, and flourishing.

Spiritual Practice

Individual Activity: This week, choose one confession from the
Book of Confessions and read portions of it each day, asking, “What
does this document have to say about the church’s responsibility in
relationship to social issues?”

Group Activity: Share with one another the social and political
situations that could cause you to despair, and the social and political
situations that energize you.

8. Walter Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2001), 115-16.
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Questions for Reflection

Does the idea of the church’s engagement in social and political
issues excite you? Make you nervous? Where are the points of
contention in this aspect of the church’s ministry?

When was a time in your life in which you felt called to be a
witness—with vision and voice—to the good and to impediments
to the good? What was your response?
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