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The Purpose of the Task Force 
 
ECO’s National Theological Task Force (NTTF) has been leading an effort to encourage 
churches and presbyteries to review the Book of Confessions (BoC) inherited from the PC(USA) 
to see if its contents truly reflect what we believe as covenant partners of ECO and to 
recommend any needed changes.  In addition to creating a document entitled Considering the 
Confessions, the NTTF recommended that each presbytery form its own task force to facilitate 
churches and the presbytery as a whole in the review processes and to coordinate with the NTTF.  
Accordingly, East Central Presbytery formed a presbytery theological task force (PTTF), which 
has been conducting its work over the past six months.  In fulfilling one of its key purposes, the 
PTTF is now submitting this report of its activities and recommendations, as well as offering an 
overture for consideration at the April 2017 presbytery meeting.   
 
The Process 
 
In October 2016, as the PTTF consisted of only five members, it requested more participation 
from across the presbytery.  Within the following months, two more joined the task force for a 
final slate of seven members: 
 

• Elder Tim Burbery, Christ – Huntington 
• Rev. Amy Carlan, First Winston-Salem 
• Rev. Kevin Germer, Christ – Richmond 
• Rev. Chris Hammond, at-large (chair) 
• Elder Larry Harrison, St. Giles 
• Elder Richard Miller, First Harrisonburg 
• Elder Mike Samuel, Christian Arabic 

 
At the October 2016 presbytery meeting, the PTTF provided commissioners with an overview of 
the project, including the roles and responsibilities of the PTTF and individual sessions.  In short, 
the process includes these steps: 
 

1. PTTF members contact individual sessions (or session task forces or sub-groups, if 
already appointed) to provide information and offer assistance. 

 
2. Each session decides its review process, which may involve formation of a task force or 

sub-group. 
 
3. Sub-groups examine the BoC and discern if changes are needed, reaching out to the 

PTTF for assistance as needed. 
 
4. Sub-groups report to their respective sessions. 
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5. Sessions send reports to the PTTF and (if desired) offer overtures. 
 
6. The PTTF reviews/analyzes session reports/overtures and issues a report to presbytery. 
 
7. The PTTF facilitates discussion and consideration of any overtures on the floor of 

presbytery. 
 
8. Presbytery—if it so desires—votes on any proposed overtures, sending an approved 

overture to another presbytery for concurrence and on to Synod prior to October 25, 
2017 (90 days prior to the Synod meeting). 

 
9. Synod considers and votes on overtures at its January 2018 meeting, sending a final 

overture to presbyteries for approval. 
 
10. Presbyteries approve or reject the overture (two-thirds of presbyteries required for 

ratification). 
 
Following the October meeting, the PTTF divided up the 30 churches in East Central Presbytery, 
reaching out to the pastor of each to see whether (1) the session and pastor(s) intended to conduct 
a review of the BoC, and (2) they desired assistance from the PTTF in getting started.  Some 
sessions decided not to participate, and one (Christ the Word) decided to have its pastor speak in 
its stead (which is an alternative suggested by the NTTF).  Others indicated an intention to 
participate but ultimately did not submit reports.  Of those who did participate, only one session 
(Westminster-Charlotte) requested a preliminary meeting with the PTTF.  Another session 
(Spring Hill) had made a decision about the contents of the BoC prior to the formation of the 
PTTF and to the retirement of their long-serving pastor.  The interim pastor asked the session if it 
wanted to reaffirm its earlier decision (which it did), and he forwarded that decision to the PTTF.   
 
Between October 2016 and March 2017, PTTF members reached out repeatedly to pastors and 
sessions to check on their progress and to offer assistance.  The PTTF also invited minister 
members not installed with congregations (e.g., those in validated ministries, at-large, or retired) 
to submit reports for consideration.  All reports, be they from churches or ministers, were due to 
the PTTF on March 11, 2017. 
 
In all, the PTTF received reports from 15 (or 50 percent) of the Presbytery’s churches or their 
pastors and one from an at-large member: 
 

• Christ – Huntington 
• Christ – Richmond 
• Crestwood (concurring w/St. Giles) 
• Flat Branch  
• Forest Park 
• Gloucester 
• First Harrisonburg 
• First Kannapolis 

• Lenoir 
• Marshville 
• Spring Hill  
• St. Giles 
• Westminster 
• First Winston-Salem 
• Rev. Patrick Cherry for Christ the Word 
• Rev. Chris Hammond, at-large 



All 16 reports are attached to this report for the inspection of all.  Note:  The session of Flat 
Branch offered both a report and an overture for consideration. 
 
The PTTF reviewed the above reports, looking for similarities and differences in both themes 
and details.  Based on that review, the PTTF is making the recommendations that follow 
accompanied by its rationale. 
 
PTTF’s Recommendation to Presbytery 
 
The PTTF recommends that the commissioners to East Central Presbytery’s April meeting vote 
in favor of an overture to ECO’s Synod (pending concurrence from another presbytery) 
containing the following points: 
 
ECO’s BoC should be part of the Constitution of ECO, and it would include the following 
sections and documents: 
 

1. A preface to explain the nature and purpose of the BoC, rationale for inclusion of the 
various confessions, the relationship of the Essential Tenets (ET) to the confessions, and 
the meaning of subscription to the ET and the confessions within the context of ECO. 
 

2. Nine Core Confessions (each with a brief historical explanation1): 
 

a. The Nicene Creed 
b. The Apostles’ Creed 
c. The Scots Confession 
d. The Heidelberg Catechism 
e. The Westminster Confession of Faith (a single version in contemporary English2) 
f. The Westminster Shorter Catechism 
g. The Westminster Larger Catechism 
h. The Theological Declaration of Barmen 
i. A new confession reflecting ECO’s Essential Tenets 

 
3. A “For Further Study” Section to provide a list of both historic and modern 

confessions considered to be beneficial in understanding the Christian faith and 
Reformed theology, even though they are not one of ECO’s confessions.  These may 
include (but would not be limited to) the following:3 
 

a. The Athanasian Creed (c. 500) 
b. The French Confession (1559) 
c. The Belgic Confession (1561) 
d. The Second Helvetic Confession (1566) 
e. The Canons of Dort (1618-19)  

                                                           
1 The prefaces in current BoC are quite serviceable, but the NTTF may want to incorporate some material from the 
introductions it provided in Considering the Confessions. 
2 The NTTF would need to consider which contemporary version is most accurate and reader-friendly. 
3 These are suggestions from East Central covenant members.  The NTTF would need to determine the final list. 
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f. A Brief Statement of Belief (PCUS, 1962) 
g. The Lausanne Covenant (1974) 
h. Our World Belongs to God (2008) 
i. The Manhattan Declaration (2009) 

 
Rationale 
 
Overall Structure   
 
Of the 16 submitted reports, 10 (63 percent) envision a BoC similar to the current one but with 
either deletions of certain confessions or with a combination of deletions and additions.  Four (25 
percent) explicitly call for a two- or three-tiered approach, based on Option D in the NTTF’s 
Considering the Confessions document.  One such report (Marshville) advocates giving primacy 
to the ET, whereas the other proposals have the ET falling in the second tier, under a first tier 
consisting of Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds.  Still other reports offer hybrid structures that 
straddle these categories (as shown below). 
 

Comparison of Proposed Structure 
 

 
Most Like Current BoC 

 
Least Like Current BoC 

 
Keep Most but 
Delete Some 
Confessions 

Delete Some & 
Add Existing 

Delete Some & 
Develop New Tiered Approach 

Delete All/ 
Essential Tenets 

Only 
 
Christ-Huntington Flat Branch Lenoir Christ-Richmond  

Forest Park Kannapolis Harrisonburg  Gloucester  

St. Giles Winston-Salem Spring Hill Westminster Marshville 

Crestwood   C. Hammond   

P. Cherry        

 
The PTTF recommends keeping the overall structure similar to the current BoC for two reasons:  
  

1. The majority of reports seems to favor it. 
 

2. As Presbyterian denominations are by nature confessional (as opposed to creedal or 
non-creedal), the PTTF thinks a core of confessions needs to have primacy and advises 
against subordinating them in any way, including to the ancient creeds or to the ET—
the latter of which were designed to distill the essence of the confessions.  

 
Furthermore, the PTTF, following the recommendation of St. Giles, recommends that the BoC be 
made part of ECO’s constitution.4 
  

                                                           
4 Although the Task Force included this in the overture, the Presbytery rejected it. 
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Preface 
 
At the recommendation of First Harrisonburg and to answer a key question posed by Forest Park 
(in its own deliberations), the PTTF recommends the creation of a preface to explain (1) the 
nature and purpose of the BoC, (2) the rationale for its components, (3) the relationship of the ET 
to the confessions, and (4) the meaning of subscription to the ET and the confessions within the 
context of ECO.  The preface may be modeled after the “Confessional Nature of the Church 
Report,” which is a frontispiece for the PC(USA)’s BoC. 
 
In addition to a general preface to the entire BoC, the PTTF further recommends a preface before 
each confessional document, explaining the historical context out of which it emerged and its 
major themes.  These introductions may be similar to those already included in the BoC or may 
borrow from introductory material provided by the NTTF in Considering the Confessions.  The 
idea of including such prefaces was specifically recommended by the sessions of Christ – 
Richmond, Gloucester, First Harrisonburg, First Kannapolis, and Marshville. 
 
Nine Core Confessions 

 
In comparing the submitted reports, we found the following commonalities: 
 

1. Nearly all reports (94 percent) call for retaining the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. 
 

2. An overwhelming majority of reports (75 percent or higher) called for the complete 
removal of the Confession of 1967 (C67) and the Brief Statement of Faith (BSF). 
 

3. The same overwhelming majority of reports indicate a desire to retain the other current 
confessions to some degree, with the exception of Barmen.  Nevertheless, a 63-percent 
majority favors retaining Barmen. 
 

4. Nine of the 16 reports (56 percent) advocate for the development of a new confession, 
while two (13 percent) expressly recommend against it. 
 

5. Six reports (38 percent) advocate for adding at least one already-existing confessional 
document.  Of those, Lausanne is recommended the most—in three reports (19 
percent).  Only one report (Christ – Huntington) expressly recommends against adding 
already-existing reports. 
 

6. Five reports (31 percent) recommend including the ET in the BoC.  Only two 
expressly call for the ET to be treated as a confession and have primacy.  The other 
three reports are less specific about whether the ET would have confessional status or 
about the relationship of the ET to the other confessions.  No reports specifically 
advocate against adding the ET to the BoC.  Still, the PTTF decided not to recommend 
adding them to the BoC because the ET are already a stand-alone part of ECO’s 
constitution (see Section 6.01 of ECO Polity and Discipline).  

 
The chart on the next page compares the individual reports with respect to proposed contents.  
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Comparison of Preferences by Confessional Document 

 Nicene & 
Apostles’ Scots Heidlb 2Helv WCF Shorter Longer Barmen C67 BSF New Add 

ET Others 

Christ - 
Huntington Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No   No 

Christ - 
Richmond Yes-1a Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-2 Yes-2  

Crestwoodb Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes   

Flat Branch Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No  Yes Athan 
BSBc 

Forest Park Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Maybe No No No No   

Gloucester Yes-2 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 Yes-3 No No Yes-3  Yes-1  

Harrisonburg Yes-1 Yes-1 Yes-
1d 

Maybe-
1 Yes-1d Yes-1 Maybe-

1 Yes-1 No No Yes-1  Lausan-1 
Others-2e 

Kannapolis Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Maybe  French 

Lenoir Yes Maybe Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes   

Marshville Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2  Yes-1  

Spring Hill Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes   

St. Giles Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes -  

Westminster Yes-1 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-2 No Yes-2 Yes-2 Yes-1 Belgic-2, 
Lausan-2 

Winston-
Salem Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes No No No   Lausanne 

P. Cherryf           No   

C. Hammond Yes-1 Yes-2 Yes-1 Yes-2 Yes-1d Yes-1 Yes-2 Yes-1 No No Yes-1  Athan-2 
French-2 

Totals:              

Yes or Yes-1 13 8 11 7 11 11 8 7 0 0 5 4 4 
Yes-2/3 or 
Maybe 2 6 4 6 4 4 7 3 2 4 3 1 2 

Overall 
Positive 15 14 15 13 15 15 15 10 2 4 9  5 6 

No  
Comment 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 5 11 9 

Overall 
Negative 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 5 13 11 2 0 1 

 

                                                           
a “Yes-1” = indicates the document would fall in the first tier of a two- or three-tiered system; “Yes-2” = in second tier; and “Yes-3” = in third 
tier as appropriate. 
b Crestwood largely concurs with St. Giles but wonders if 16th century confessions are over-represented. 
c Athan = Athanasian Creed; BSB = Brief Statement of Belief of the PCUS (1962). 
d Recommends contemporary and/or reconciled versions. 
e First Harrisonburg’s report indicates the following could be included in a non-binding section:  Athanasian, French, Belgic, Canons of Dort, 
Our World Belongs to God, and Manhattan Declaration. 
f Patrick Cherry’s report makes no recommendations about specific confessions, but he did say the BoC should be shortened to three to five 
confessions.   
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Based on the analysis above, the PTTF recommends retaining the Nicene Creed, Apostles’ 
Creed, Scots Confession, Heidelberg Confession, Westminster Confession, and the Larger and 
Shorter Catechisms as a clear and resounding majority of reports calls for their retention.  The 
PTTF also recommends retaining the Barmen Declaration, as a sizeable majority of reports 
advocates for its retention.   
 
On the other hand, the PTTF recommends removing C67 and the BSF given that 75 percent or 
more of reports call for their removal.  The PTTF further recommends removing the Second 
Helvetic for two reasons: 
 

1. While a majority of reports view it favorably, 50 percent of reports advocate for making 
it a second-tier document or removing it altogether. 
 

2. Given its sheer size, removing it (as opposed to another historical confession) will best 
help reduce the size of the BoC, which is a theme mentioned in several reports (Forest 
Park, Lenoir, Winston-Salem, P. Cherry, and C. Hammond). 

   
The PTTF recommends the development of a new confession to reflect ECO’s Essential Tenets, 
especially those topics not covered in other confessions.  We recommend this as 56 percent of 
the reports advocate for the creation of such a confession, while only 13 percent oppose the idea.   
Some reports call for the new confession to provide greater detail on doctrine, while others 
recommend that it be a concise statement of essentials and core values for liturgical use.  The 
PTTF, therefore, defers to the NTTF as to the precise scope and contents of such a new 
confession. 
 
Furthermore, the PTTF recommends not adding any already-existing creeds or confessions to 
the BoC’s core, given that (1) only 25 percent of reports call for additions at the core/primary 
level and (2) the confession mentioned most (Lausanne) is recommended in only 19 percent of 
the reports.  Overall, no majority advocates for the inclusion of any already-existing confessions, 
much less a particular one.  The PTTF does, however, recommend including these confessions in 
another way (see below). 
 
For Further Study 
 
The PTTF recommends including a “For Further Study” section with a list of confessional 
documents in line with the Reformed tradition for those wanting to do deeper exploration.  It 
would include the Second Helvetic and all other documents recommended in the reports 
received.  Having such a section would have these advantages: 
 

• It gets at the idea of a tiered approach, as mentioned in several reports. 
 

• It will likely be easier to get national concurrence for including these confessions in a list 
of suggested documents rather than as part of the core. 
 

• It would allow us to provide an honorable retirement to the Second Helvetic. 
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Overtures 
 
Only one session (Flat Branch) has offered an overture for consideration by the presbytery.  It 
calls for the following: 
 

• Making the ET part of the BoC. 
• Retaining all current confessional documents except for C67 and the BSF. 
• Adding the Athanasian Creed and the Brief Statement of Belief (PCUS, 1962) or “similar 

statement as a concise and accessible summary of our Reformed faith.” 
 
While grateful for Flat Branch’s submission and favorable to some of its components, the PTTF 
instead respectfully recommends its own overture (see first attachment), which reflects all of the 
recommendations discussed earlier.   
 
If East Central desires to put forth an overture, a vote will need to occur at the April meeting of 
presbytery.  Then, over the summer, the PTTF will work with the NTTF to find a like-minded 
presbytery that may consider concurring with the overture at its next stated meeting (in late 
summer or fall).  Additionally, East Central may be asked to concur with another presbytery’s 
overture, which the presbytery would need to do at its October stated meeting. 
 
If East Central decides not to offer an overture, the NTTF has asked that the presbytery submit 
its report for their review and consideration.  
 
Attachments: 

1. Overture from PTTF 
2. The 16 reports submitted to the PTTF 


