The Session of the First Presbyterian Church of Fernandina Beach, Florida, overtures the Presbytery of St. Augustine to overture the 219th General Assembly (2010) to amend the current text of G-13.0103(r) of the Book of Order in the following manner:

[Text to be deleted is shown in italic.  Inserted text is shown with a gray shaded highlight]

G-13.0103(r) to provide propose authoritative interpretation of the Book of Order which shall be binding on the governing bodies of the church when rendered in accord with G.13.0112 or through a decision of the Permanent Judicial Commission in a remedial or disciplinary case and, in either case, only after the Stated Clerk has received written advice that the proposed authoritative interpretation has received the affirmative votes of a majority of all the presbyteries.  The most recent interpretation of a provision of the Book of Order shall be binding;”

Rationale:

One of the cornerstones of the connectional system of The Presbyterian Church (USA) is that no single governing body stands alone in its ecclesiastical duties and decisions; the actions of one are normally reviewed by another.  Even proposed amendments to The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) must be sustained by a certain percentage of presbyteries before they can become effective.  Authoritative interpretations offered by the General Assembly, which in their present form prove binding for the entire church and yet are enacted without any additional voice or vote by the greater church, do not adequately reflect the spirit of our reformed polity and offer little by way of recourse to the church-at-large when a General Assembly may err in its rendering of an authoritative interpretation. 

Authoritative interpretations of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) would ideally be accompanied by the conviction that they help the church gain constitutional clarity and thereby increase our effectiveness and faithfulness as the church called forth.  In recognizing the fact that the contemporary employment of authoritative interpretations can function as a constitutional testing ground for new and sometimes controversial direction within the church, however, it is incumbent upon The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to ensure that authoritative interpretations are used decently and in order (cf. I Cor. 14:40).

This overture affirms the need for authoritative interpretations of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); moreover, it affirms that future authoritative interpretations which are commonly held as necessary and helpful to our denomination will be received, sustained, and eventually become effective.  For those future authoritative interpretations of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) which warrant sufficient debate, such as those which raise concern for The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as a whole, however, this overture affirms that the voice and majority vote of the presbyteries would be required in order to sustain them.

This overture was adopted by the Session of the First Presbyterian Church of Fernandina Beach, Florida, on December 16, 2008.
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