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The Report of the First Presbyterian Church in North Palm Beach 
Confessions Study Group 
 
 
The ECO National Theological Task Force has encouraged each presbytery, with the input of 
their congregations, to consider the value and significance of our confessional standards.  In 
2012, ECO adopted the PCUSA Book of Confessions as ECO’s guiding theological documents 
(the BOC). The ECO Essential Tenets and Confessional Standards (ECO Essential Tenets) were 
written as a reflection of the body of doctrine found in ECO’s confessions. The intent at the 
beginning of this process was for ECO congregations and presbyteries to have a voice in the 
selection of ECO’s ultimate confessional standards.  This process began with each presbytery 
selecting a Theological Task Force. 
 
The Synod has asked each congregation to consider the importance of ECO’s confessional 
standards and to express to each presbytery their preference for a proposal to define these 
standards.  Each Presbytery Theological Task Force will consider these comments and proposals 
and compile a report to be submitted to the Synod Theological Task Force. A report 
summarizing these efforts will be given in January 2018 to the National Theological Task Force. 
 
We have recently learned of the Synod Task Force’s recommendation that certain confession be 
dropped.  While we appreciate the synod's efforts to jumpstart this review of confessions 
process, we are desirous of full engagement from the entire Synod in that process as originally 
anticipated. We would respectfully request that early decisions about inclusion or elimination of 
certain Creed's, and any perceptions of necessity to downsize the number of Creed's be held for 
later debate and discussion after the process has run its course as originally intended. 
 
First Presbyterian Church in North Palm Beach has assembled a group consisting of Reverend 
Lucky Arnold, Clerk of Session Ken Kirby, Reverend Eddie Nabhan, Reverend Elizabeth 
Nielsen and Elder Lee Worsham (Study Group) to examine the Confessions and Creeds in the 
PCUSA BOC and develop a position paper for our session to consider for adoption and 
presentation to the Presbytery of Florida (POF) Theological Task Force. The goal of this study 
group is to bring a suggested motion to our session recommending to the presbytery that ECO 
create an ECO Book of Confessions and to ask the POF to consider our deliberations in their 
report to the Synod Theological Task Force. 
 
 
The Study Group recognizes that the function of the Essential Tenets is to be the operative 
confessional statement that defines the boundaries of shared belief for the covenanted 
community of faith that is ECO. ECO’s ordination vows require their affirmation:  

 
c. Will you receive, adopt, and be bound by the Essential Tenets of ECO as a reliable 
exposition of what Scripture teaches us to do and to believe, and will you be guided by 
them in your life and ministry? 
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The Essential Tenets, however, are derived from the Book of Confessions, and thus ECO 
ordination vows reference the Confessions themselves as guides to ministry:  
 
 

d. Relying on the Holy Spirit, do you humbly submit to God’s call on your life, committing 
yourself to God’s mission, and fulfilling your ministry in obedience to Jesus Christ, under the authority 
of Scripture and guided by our confessions?	

 
  
During the process of reviewing the documents in the BOC, the Study Group considered: 

1. Whether ECO should keep or remove each creed, confession, or catechism going 
forward; 

2. Whether retained documents should have footnotes or other amendments such as changes 
to their historical prefaces; 

3. Whether other Reformed confessions or ecumenical statements should be incorporated 
into the ECO BOC in addition to the ECO Essential Tenets document. 

 
The following are the recommendations of the FPCNPB Study Group: 

1. Regarding the ECO Essential Tenets:  
- Because they operate as a binding congregational statement, they should be elevated 

to confessional status. 
- We suggest a note explain that while the Essential Tenets are to be interpreted in light 

of the Confessions from with they were drawn, the Confessions likewise are to be 
read in the light of the Essential Tenets. Thus if there is confusion about how to read 
the Essential Tenets, the Confessions can illuminate the issue at hand, but where the 
confessions make statements not reflected in the Tenets, those statements do not 
require assent. This is important as some of the confessions seem to require particular 
observances of the Sabbath or points of view about the length of the days of creation. 
The intent of the Essential Tenets is to promote unity in essentials and allow liberty in 
nonessentials. 

- They should be placed at the front of the book.   
- We recommend numbering and notes to provide confessional and scriptural support 

for their assertions.  
- A liturgically useable summary of the ECO Essential Tenets document (possibly 

drawn from its bold print statements) should be developed.  This should follow the 
Essential Tenets document as the first statement in the ECO BOC. 

- We recommend that the Confessional Standards be edited by the Synod Task Force to 
form a new Preface to the BOC replacing the current preface. 

 
 
2. Because these are the foundational statements of American Presbyterianism, we 

recommend keeping all the creeds, confessions and catechisms along with their 
historical contextual statements with various notes as listed below. 
 

3. Regarding scriptural support: 
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- We recommend footnoting or otherwise including scriptural support for those 
documents in the BOC that lack it: The Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, The Scots 
Confession, The Heidelberg Catechism and The Confession of 1967.  

 
4. Regarding strident rhetoric: 

- Some of these statements of faith (Scots, 3.21, 3.22; Heidelberg, 4.080; Second 
Helvetic, many sections; and Westminster, 6.126 and 6.166) contain anti-Catholic 
rhetoric that needs both to be set in historical context and repudiated as reflecting the 
current stance of ECO.  Perhaps the historical prefaces are the place to explain that 
while differences in doctrine persist, we recognize Catholics as brothers and sisters in 
Christ. We ought to further acknowledge that the doctrine of the Catholic church has 
changed in the time since the Confessions were written.  The report by the Christian 
Reformed church in North America titled Heidelberg Catechism Q. and A. 80 and the 
Roman Catholic Eucharist is a useful resource in this regard. 

- The Scots also contains condemnations of Anabaptists and Jews which need to be 
tempered.   

 
5. Regarding the “Confessional Nature of the Church Report (from 1997):”  

- We recommend retention of most of this piece but suggest that section D.1., 
“Freedom and Variety in the Church,” on pp. xxv and xxvi, needs to be rewritten to 
correspond with ECO‘s ordination procedures and our use of the Essential Tenets.  

 
6. Regarding “The Assessment of Proposed Amendments…” and the section on “Banners”: 

- We recommend deletion of these sections as irrelevant to ECO and of minimal 
historical interest. 

 
7. Regarding The Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds:  

- We recommend adding footnotes to both the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds explaining 
“the Holy Catholic Church.” The Westminster Confession, 6.140-6.141, may be 
helpful.   

- We recommend a similar footnote for The Apostles’ Creed explaining the descent 
into hell. The Heidelberg Catechism, 4.044, is helpful on this topic. 

 
8. Regarding the Scots Confession: 

- We recommend a note at 3.18 concerning “the filthy synagogues” renouncing both 
anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism.   

- Section 3.22 needs a note asserting ECO’s affirmation of women’s participation in 
ordained ministry. It would make sense to reference the Brief Statement of Faith 10.4, 
line 64. 

- Section 3.24 needs a note to explain that ECO does not affirm a theocratic view of 
government, as could be perceived from this Chapter as it currently stands. 

 
9. Regarding The Heidelberg Catechism:   

- Section 4.066 needs a footnote explaining the ministry of “signs and seals.” The 
language of seals may not be readily comprehensible to current readers. Perhaps it 
would help to refer them to Westminster 6.149. 
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- Section 4.092 (and also The Shorter Catechism 7.042-7.063, and The Larger 
Catechism 7.211-7.225) appears to have a typographical mistake which fails to reflect 
the covenant name YHWH by its use of the “Lord” rather than the “LORD” as a 
translation of the Hebrew. 

 
10. Regarding The Second Helvetic Confession: 

- It might be helpful for the historical context statement to reflect that this confession 
followed the French Confession chronologically to show the development of thought. 
(See the suggestion below about other confessions). 

- We recommend adding a general note, probably in the historical statement, regarding 
the stridency of the language used, particularly against Roman Catholicism, but also 
against Judaism and Anabaptism. This language, reflecting the era in which the 
Confession was written, is seen in sections 5.019, 5.092, 5.131, 5.132, 5.133, 5.148, 
5.149, 5.171, 5.210, 5.223, 5.232 and possibly others as well. We ought to denounce 
anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism, while acknowledging our continuing differences 
and also that current Roman Catholic teaching differs from the teaching of the 
Reformation era.  Again the CRC report on the Eucharist would be helpful. 

- We further recommend a note to explain that the language of “condemnation” used in 
The Second Helvetic refers to a rejection of doctrines and not persons or groups. 

- Paragraph 5.024 contains a misprint: Ps. 1:15 should be Ps. 50:15 
- We recommend printing out the Athanasian Creed in a footnote on 5.078. 
- Chapter XX on baptism needs footnotes reflecting ECO’s view on egalitarian 

ministry in 5.191 (referencing Brief Statement 10.4, line 64) and toning down the 
criticism of Anabaptists in 5.192. 

- Chapters XXIII and XXIV, 5.218-5.232, should have a note affirming liberty rather 
than legalism regarding spiritual disciplines and feasts and the liturgical year.  We do 
not consider these to be necessary practices, but acknowledge them to be helpful to 
some believers. 

- Chapter XXVI, section 5.235, should include a footnote regarding cremation as an 
acceptable form of funeral practice. 

 
 

11. Regarding The Westminster Confession:  
- The historical statement ought to explain the different versions of the PCUS and 

UPUSA as reflective of the history from whence ECO has sprung. 
- We recommend a footnote at 6.119 noting its disagreement with the Heidelberg 

(4.103) and that neither view of the Sabbath is mandated in the ECO Essential Tenets. 
- We recommend a footnote at 6.126 (as needed at 5.223) concerning anti- Catholic 

sentiment and the historical situation at the time of the Confession’s composition. 
- We recommend a footnote at 6.145 to reflect an ECO preference for the less 

pejorative UPUSA version. 
- We recommend a footnote at 6.149 to explain the language of “seals” as in the 

footnote for 4.066. 
- We recommend a footnote at 6.166 to reflect current Roman Catholic teaching and to 

note that this language is more strident than ECO would use. 



 

WPBDOCS 9071996 1  

- The ECO Synod Theological Task Force may wish to add its own comments at the 
start of the “End Notes” explaining that inferences from doctrinal or scriptural 
statements are not matters requiring affirmation in ECO. 

 
12. Regarding the Westminster Larger and Shorter Catechisms: 

- We recommend a general footnote to precede the documents reflecting the breadth of 
Reformed views on Creation,  

- A footnote explaining “seals”, already called for in other confessions, may also be 
appropriate. 

- We recommend adding a footnote quoting the CRC Report on the Eucahrist and we 
suggest this should also appear with question 80 of the Heidelberg Catechism. 
 

13. Regarding The Theological Declaration of Barmen: 
- We recommend its retention with no footnotes or changes in its preface. 

 
14. Regarding the Confession of 1967 and its historical context statement: 

- We recommend retention of this document for these reasons: 
1. It is the first Reformed confessional statement in 300 years; 
2. It reflects ECO’s core values as no other confession does and is the sole 

confessional support for several assertions found in ECO’s Essential Tenets. 
3. The Confession of 1967 forms an essential link in the conversation among 

Reformed theologians of which ECO is the latest expression. 
4. To delete it would call into question ECO’s commitment to racial and ethnic 

reconciliation, ecological stewardship, reforming political idolatry, sexual 
anarchy, and addressing poverty, as no other statement addresses these issues as 
overtly. 

-  References to C-67 in the ECO Essential Tenets are provided as an attachment under 
separate cover. 

- ECO’s version of C-67 should include Biblical support, which was not included in the 
PCUSA’s BOC. 
 

15. Regarding the Brief Statement of Faith (1983):  
- We recommend its retention for historical purposes and its affirmation of egalitarian 

ministry.  
- Its Appendix supplying biblical and confessional support is both helpful and 

necessary, in our opinion, a model for what ought to be included for each creed and 
confession. 
 

16. Regarding other confessional statements (as in the Belgic and French Confessions):  
- We suggest that it would be helpful to include them in some portion of the ECO’s 

website as part of the Reformed community’s theological conversation. 
 

17. Regarding “Considering the Confessions” published by the Synod Theological Task 
Force:  
- We did not encounter this document until after writing the bulk of this report.  We 

appreciate the time and effort put into this document by the task force.  The 
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introductions to each of the creeds, confessions, and catechisms are insightful and 
helpful.  These could very well be substituted for the introductions in the current 
BOC. The spreadsheet showing confessional support for the declarations of the 
Essential Tenets is most helpful and ought to be retained in some way.  

 


