San Diego Presbytery and 

A Renewed Understanding of What It Means To Be Presbyterian

This month, we continue the series about the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and our part of it. We turn our focus from national structures and towards the more local level: the presbytery.

Chula Vista Presbyterian Church is a congregation of the San Diego Presbytery. As we have noted in previous articles, San Diego Presbytery is one of 173 presbyteries in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).

The presbytery is the foundational governing body in our system of government. It is the primary way of congregations being connected in mission, evangelism and discipleship. The presbytery determines where Presbyterian congregations are started, how they develop and grow, for interceding when there are difficulties, and for making decisions about real property (land and buildings). It also carries responsibility for examining, ordaining and installing pastors in positions. 

As the Presbyterian Church began and grew, presbyteries exercised considerable authority. Over time, however, presbyteries began to take a second-tier status behind the General Assembly. In the heyday of the denomination, presbyteries and congregations counted on the denomination to provide them with curricula for their Sunday Schools. The General Assembly was better able to coordinate funds and resources to send missionaries to foreign places.  The General Assembly was better able to handle the tasks of gathering information about what was happening in the church worldwide and would distribute news via their own publications and news services. 

The consolidation of responsibility and information-distribution created the impression that the denomination was “the church.”  Local congregations and presbyteries tended to be thought of as supporting players, like branches supporting the work of the home office. This is, in large part, the reason why the General Assembly became (and, in many ways, is still) the primary focus of attention and energy in the denomination. In recent years more time and energy has gone into fixing the denomination than supporting mission and evangelism. 

The problem is: fixing the General Assembly is not the same as fixing the church.

A few years back, San Diego Presbytery realized that there was a futility to efforts to reform the Presbyterian Church by trying to fight at the General Assembly. We realized that the structure itself had become a problem and began to make changes in the way we understood what it means to be Presbyterian. We came to the conclusion that the General Assembly was never going to be corrected to such an extent that it would draw people to congregations in San Diego Presbytery. 

In short, we cannot wait for someone else, somewhere else, to do something else to be the church for us.

So, San Diego Presbytery began embarking on an ambitious journey. We started out by seeking to declare what it is that we believe. The result of that effort was a teaching and training document entitled “Essential Tenets and Reformed Distinctives.” The adoption of this document as an authoritative statement of what we believe as a Presbytery was huge news throughout the denomination. We were criticized by some for being too narrow in our doctrine, too exclusive in our approach, and too zealous in our approach. Others, however, were greatly encouraged and have been using it as a teaching and training tool in their presbyteries, too. Some have begun the process to adopt their own versions of it. 

Next, we have taken a hard look at our own congregations. In the thirty one congregations in San Diego Presbytery, only a handful have actually grown in members in the last few years. Many congregations have hit a plateau, many others have lost members. The presbytery has decided to take some intentional action to grow to health: the presbytery made the commitment to participate in the Project 6:15 redevelopment program and invited congregations to take part. 

These steps have not been taken to distance us from the denomination. Rather, they have been steps of health to encourage the denomination to follow. The difference is that San Diego Presbyteries views congregations as the front line of ministry, mission, evangelism, and discipleship. That view has struck a chord around the country. It is very common to go to a gathering of Presbyterians from around the country and hear, “I can’t wait to see what San Diego Presbytery is going to do next!”

It is a blessing to be a part of what God is doing.

Next month: The Theological Task Force and recent developments

