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OVERTURE TO DEFINE SYNODICAL STATEMENTS 
 

BACKGROUND:  

As a federation of churches, the URCNA has shown a slightly conflicted view of its synods. On the 
one hand, we have said clearly and repeatedly that the church is governed by (local) elders, not by 
broader assemblies (Church Order Art. 21 and 25; Foundational Principles of Church Government 5.-
7.). However, even as we say this, our synodical agendas frequently include a number of requests 
that the assembly adopt statements or make affirmations regarding various points of doctrine or life 
which would seem to bind the consistories.  

There is some confusion here – but of an entirely understandable form.  

We agree that the Word of God alone ought to guide our churches in seeking unity of faith and 
confession (Belgic Confession of Faith Art. 5, 7, 29, 32). It is because of their agreement with the 
Word of God that we regard our creeds and confessions as “forms of unity.” Indeed, in all areas, our 
churches agree that we should strive to ensure that “all things are managed according to the pure 
Word of God, all things contrary thereto rejected, and Jesus Christ acknowledge as the only Head of 
the Church” (BCF Art. 29).  

Yet despite our agreement that Scripture alone should serve as our standard and rule, 
disagreements about doctrine and differences in practice continue to arise among us. Such diversity 
has been experienced by the church throughout the ages, both in matters relatively benign (different 
song books) and matters central to the faith (heresies and significant errors). Such diversity is sure to 
arise among federations comprising men whose backgrounds vary and whose surrounding cultures 
differ. Federational diversity is made even more certain – and more ominous – by the presence of sin.  

Therefore it is understandable that the assemblies of the churches sometimes desire to study 
questions of common concern in greater depth, or even to issue statements of pastoral advice. Such 
statements can be helpful for alerting the churches to threats, clarifying points of doctrine, and 
generally helping the churches “to guard against human imperfections and to benefit from the wisdom 
of a multitude of counselors in the broader assemblies” (Foundational Principles of Church 
Government 9.).  

However, it is imperative that we understand the significance of statements made and reports 
received by our assemblies. In our short history, we have adopted a statement of affirmation 
concerning the teaching of Scripture on creation (Acts of Synod Escondido 2001, Art. 43) and a 
statement of pastoral advice incorporating a series of rejected errors (Acts of Synod Schererville 
2007, Art. 72), along with several statements of affirmation concerning the doctrine of justification (see 
Acts of Synod Schererville 2007, Art. 67). Our synods also have heard a number of appeals and have 
appointed a study committee to examine a recent theological movement.  

What is the status of the statements we have adopted? What is the significance of adopting 
“pastoral advice”? When our study committee reports, what will its conclusions mean?  

We do well to determine the answer to these questions now, while there are no emotionally 
charged issues at stake. By adopting a series of definitions, we can answer these questions and 
make plain to our synodical delegates – as well as to our churches and our sister federations – the 
import of the actions we are taking.  

The other alternative is to leave these matters undefined, allowing them to cause discord between 
those who would regard all decisions as absolutely binding and those who regard only Scripture and 
the confessions as such. We believe this would be harmful to the peace and unity of the churches.  

 



OVERTURE:  

Classis Central US overtures Synod London 2010: 

1. To adopt the following definitions regarding the status of advice and affirmations, findings of 
study committees, and determinations of judicial appeals; and  

2. To incorporate these definitions into the Regulations for Synodical Procedure.  

 

1. Synodical Pastoral Advice & Doctrinal Affirmations 

1.1. From time to time, synods of the URCNA may deem it advisable to issue statements of 
“pastoral advice” or doctrinal “affirmations” to the churches.  

1.2. Such statements should be received with reverence and respect, as they represent the 
wisdom of the majority of the delegates of a given synod. They should not be directly 
contradicted in preaching, since it is unwise to deal from the pulpit with controversial matters 
which are not clearly specified in the confessions.  

1.3. Synodical statements of pastoral advice are not to be regarded as an “extra-confessional 
binding” on the members or office-bearers of the federation. Such advice does not have the 
status of our creeds or confessions.  

1.4. Synodical statements of pastoral advice cannot be used as grounds in any charges of false 
teaching brought against any office-bearer. Only Scripture and the confessions may be used 
for such grounds.  

1.5. A synodical statement of pastoral advice may be appealed to a subsequent synod.  
 

2. Study Committee Reports 

2.1. In response to overtures from the churches, synods have the right to appoint committees to 
investigate and evaluate particular problems, ideas, or courses of action.  

2.2. The findings of study committee reports shall not be “adopted” by synod, thereby to avoid the 
appearance of adopting extra-confessional bindings.  

2.3. When a synod is satisfied that a study committee has fulfilled its mandate, its findings shall be 
“referred to the churches for study.” 

2.4. The effectiveness and authority of the findings of a study committee will derive from its 
adherence to Scripture and the cogency of its arguments – not from its origination with an 
assembly of the church.  

2.5. The official position of the federation on a given subject is to be found only in its creeds and 
confessions. Additions to the creeds and confessions should never be made unilaterally, but 
only in cooperation and coordination with our sister federations and denominations.  

 

3. Determinations of Judicial Appeals 

3.1. It belongs to the ministerial role of synods to render judgment regarding appeals to decisions 
of the narrower assemblies (Church Order Art. 29 & 31). Such appeals may address charges 
brought against individuals or general decisions of the assemblies of the federation.  

3.2. The determination of an appeal shall be considered settled and binding, unless it is proved 
that it is in conflict with the Word of God or the Church Order. Because they are in agreement 
with the Word of God, the determinations of such appeals are to be received with respect and 
submission. 

3.3. The judicial determination of an appeal shall be binding only for the case involved.  



GROUNDS:  

1. These definitions would clarify the nature and significance of the work produced by our 
synods.  

2. In the interest of doing all things decently and in good order (1 Cor. 14:40), it is wise for the 
churches to understand the significance of the decisions they ask their synods to make.  

3. A significant amount of unrest could be avoided if we openly agree that the work our synodical 
delegates perform is not intended to impose extra-confessional bindings upon the churches.  

4. These definitions also would clarify for our sister federations the significance of the decisions 
our synods have made.  


