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From the Editor

One of the greatest social problems in modern America is loneliness, and it does not
simply affect older people. Judith Dinsmore in “Connecting Some Dots on
Disconnection” explores some of the reasons for loneliness. Chief among them is our
efficiency and performance-oriented lives as well as the nature of social and mobile
media. Dinsmore offers some very thoughtful ways to help us overcome our part in
creating loneliness. Thoreau was properly concerned about contextless information
purveyed by the telegraph, exemplified by a telegram reporting Princess Adelaide’s
whooping cough. Our increasingly contextless lives, disconnected from other human
beings, would have appalled him.

“11 Passages to Read When You Feel Lonely” is a recent post by Crossway’s
Passages to Read series. It reminded me that God’s Word applied by his Spirit is the
most tangible way by which we experience God’s presence.

On the same topic, John Fikkert reviews an important new book: The Loneliness
Epidemic: Why So Many of Us Feel Alone—and How Leaders Can Respond by Susan
Mettes. Mettes is a behavioral scientist and Christian who “illustrates the physical,
emotional, and social toll of loneliness in our country. . . . [and she] offers meaningful
ways the church can minister to lonely people” (from the dust jacket). The book is written
for church leaders. She also looks at the impact of social media, insecurity, churchgoing,
and privacy on loneliness.

Loneliness and the Internet, especially social media, are definitely related. Elon Musk
is asking if social media are destroying civilization. While that is too broad a statement, it
is the damage that social media is clearly doing that concerns many people just now. In
“Global Pillage: Stealing Our Data, Our Intelligence, and Our Souls,” I review an
important new critique of the social media, Terms of Service: The Real Cost of Social
Media by Chris Martin. I also recommend a book written by a Presbyterian pastor, Three
Pieces of Glass (2020),! that relates loneliness directly to our world mediated by screens.
The three pieces of glass are our computers, our mobile devices, and our automobile
windshields. Each in its own way distances us from embodied life and community.

Along similar lines, T. David Gordon reviews Mark Bauerlein’s sequel to his earlier
book The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and

! Eric O. Jacobsen, Three Pieces of Glass: Why We Feel Lonely in a World Mediated by Screens (Grand
Rapids: Brazos, 2020)



Jeopardizes our Future (2008). In “Dumb and Dangerous” Gordon reports an even more
dire assessment of the generation whose twin educations from the cultural media and
academia form a mutual admiration society in place of the critical sensibilities academia
once cultivated.

Painting generations with a broad brush, however, especially when the focus is on its
negative traits, can be dangerous, leaving out the many exceptions. One reason is that the
educations of Millennials are quite varied. The Millennials I know were ordinarily
homeschooled and or attended Christian schools focusing on a more classical education.
They are also members of a solid biblical church. Maybe in their generation they are the
adults in the room. We should also keep in mind that each generation should take heed to
its weaknesses, to which none of us is immune. For the Christian this should be a very
important part of the process of sanctification.

Alan Strange begins a new commentary on our Book of Discipline with a very
informative preface in which he describes the unique nature of church discipline; and he
distinguishes between inquisitorial and adversarial approaches in judicial matters. This
should prove a very useful and necessary commentary since sessions are always seeking
help in applying this portion of our Book of Church Order to various disciplinary matters.

John Mahafty “First Things in Acts and Paul,” reviews In the Fullness of Time: An
Introduction to the Biblical Theology of Acts and Paul by Richard B. Gaftin Jr. For those
of us who were present when Dr. Gaffin taught the classes at Westminster Theological
Seminary (1977-2010) upon which this book is based, this is a special treat. But for
every serious Christian this book will prove an enduring legacy to Gaffin’s contribution
to the Reformed discipline of biblical theology.

Our poem this month, “The Deluge of Data,” is complement to my review of Terms
of Service.

The cover photo is of Mount Chocorua in Albany, New Hampshire, the easternmost
peak of the Sandwich Range in the White Mountains.

Blessings in the Lamb,
Gregory Edward Reynolds
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Living

Connecting Some Dots on Disconnection

by Judith M. Dinsmore

The last three years underscored what many were already realizing: it is both possible and
terrible to avoid human contact. Pre-COVID, loneliness had become serious enough to be
grouped into our country’s burgeoning mental health issues. A study from 2018 indicated
that one in five Americans “rarely or never feel close to people.”! The same study indicated
that Generation Z (those born after 1996) may be the loneliest. More recent research may
show that the pandemic exacerbated loneliness.?

For a conservative, Christian churchgoer, however, loneliness in the big, national picture
is perhaps not as important as loneliness in the small, local picture. How can it be so easy for
us to avoid human contact; how might it be terrible? Written from the perspective of a
layperson, this article uses insights from a few recent, accessible books to attempt to connect
some dots on disconnection and loneliness.

Our Busy, Efficient Lives

A few weeks ago, [ was at the grocery store with my two sons. While I was staring at the
shelves making cost calculations, a woman stopped by my cart and locked eyes with my
baby, who lit up. The woman, past retirement age, had an engaging smile and was quick to
make conversation about my kids, their blonde heads, and their little active legs. After a few
minutes, I began inching away toward the next item on my grocery list. She kept talking. She
lived in a retirement home nearby, I learned; she was happy to be there; she loved children;
she missed children; no children ever came to the home; the activities at the home were nice;
but without children, there was somehow no /ife. I smiled, agreed that children were lively,
said goodbye, and went cruising off with my cart. As I walked, my baby bobbed his head
around me, trying to find the woman again.

This was not a high point for me. I drove home repentant. Here was a woman sending me
all the signals of loneliness, and my attention remained fixed on whether the organic salsa
was worth the extra cents per ounce. What is wrong with me? 1 thought. Why didn’t I at least
ask for her name?

Perhaps because it would have been an “inefficient” use of my time. In You Are Not Your
Own, college professor and PCA member Alan Noble argues that the “power of numbers”
tends to guide our behavior and life. The world we live has become inhuman, he writes, and
one aspect of its inhumanity is its efficiency:

! Cigna, “2018 U.S. Loneliness Index,” https://www.multivu.com/players/English/8294451-cigna-us-loneliness-
survey/docs/IndexReport 1524069371598-173525450.pdf (accessed July 1, 2022).

2 American Psychological Association, “COVID-19 pandemic led to increase in loneliness around the world,”
(May 2022) https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2022/05/covid-19-increase-loneliness (accessed July 1,
2022).



There is no space in contemporary life that has not become subject to the dominion of
rational methods for achieving maximum efficiency . . . That’s not to say we never
prioritize other values—we certainly do—but our one agreed-upon value in nearly every
sphere of life tends to be efficiency.?

Noble demonstrates that even leisure activities are often justified by appealing to their
efficiency: a nap will make one more productive; a run will improve one’s health; watching a
game will give one rest. But what would prolonging a grocery store conversation give you?

Well-meaning Christians may be unreflectively embracing maximum efficiency as a way
to get more done for the kingdom. But efficiency as a moral value is frequently at odds with
loving others. Many (most?) interactions with other humans are incredibly inefficient and
quickly absorb more time than we, consciously or unconsciously, portioned to them. If we
love our neighbor, we will move an interaction along when the occasion calls for it. If we
love efficiency, we will pretty much always be moving the interaction along.

Author and RPCNA member Rosaria Butterfield, in her book on hospitality The Gospel
Comes with a Housekey, describes how her household consciously opted out of an event-
filled life so that they could be occupied with a people-filled life. Her detail-rich narrative is
honest about the difficulty of living so inefficiently. In one scene, a cat which was entrusted
to Butterfield’s care while its owner is on vacation becomes mortally ill. The situation is
messy. The cat is in pain. Butterfield writes:

I had allotted—generously, I had believed—thirty minutes each day to care for, pill, feed,
and clean up after these cats during my neighbor’s vacation. But twenty-four-hour cat
crisis management, and neighbor-worldview-clash-grief ministry on top, well, this was
simply not on my list of things to do . . .*

But she stresses the necessity of inefficient, interruptive hospitality to provide what our
neighbors often lack: connection. “We live in a world that highly values functionality,” she
reflects earlier in the book. “But there is such a thing as being too functional .

The inefficient interactions of real life are not pebbles in the machine of our otherwise
humming-along plans. They may be the means through which the Spirit works.

And not only in the hearts of neighbors. It must be noted that had I talked longer to the
woman at the grocery store to accomplish a feel-good moment of being nice, still my values
would have been skewed toward efficiency and functionality, with a Christian veneer. In
other words, I would have been loving not so much her as the buzz from completing a
friendliness objective. That lonely woman, in contrast, delighted in my children for their very
being—their inquisitive eyes and active legs that I hustled through the store. The encounter
was, in hindsight, a visitation of grace in the chip aisle. How dangerous it is to avoid human
contact in pursuit of efficiency when from its unpredictable interactions we may receive such
precious reproof from the Lord.

3 Alan Noble, You Are Not Your Own: Belonging to God in an Inhuman World (Westmont, IL: IVP, 2021), 55.
4 Rosaria Butterfield, The Gospel Comes with a Housekey (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 164.
5 Butterfield, The Gospel Comes with a Housekey, 111.



Our Performative Instinct

Being busy is not just a hindrance practically to human interaction; as a sort of status
symbol, being busy can also be one of many efforts to project a brand, to convey what kind
of person we are. This performative instinct may be another, deeper trend weakening
relationships and exacerbating loneliness within the church. Busy lives can prevent contexts
for connection. Performative instincts can prevent connection inside the contexts where it
ought to flourish, like the church.

The act of creating an identity—often with the help of specific products—and projecting
that identity for the approval and even “consumption” of others is second nature to digital
natives. Some are professional brand-builders; perhaps they work in public relations or
graphic design, perhaps they are an influencer of some kind being paid for product placement
on their social media posts. The rest of us just pick branding up instinctively. Buzzfeed
author Anne Helen Petersen wittily summed up some examples of informal branding in her
book Can’t Even: “I have a friend whose brand is ‘Parenting is hard but always worth it.’
Others include ‘My kids are so bizarre!’; ‘I’m a Cool Dad’; ‘Wilderness overposter’; ‘Books
are life’; ‘Wheels up’; ‘Culinary adventuress,” etc.®

Effortless on a texting thread, branding can also spill from my tongue in real life. At
church coffee hour, for example, I might notice and approve someone else’s self-branding
(shoes! diaper bag! weekend activities! political opinion!) and, in turn, they might recognize
mine. It is pleasant. It feels affirming. And it is problematic.

The scaffolding for our billboarded lives has been a long time in the making. In 7The Rise
and Triumph of the Modern Self, writer and OP minister Carl Trueman provides an
intellectual genealogy for our modern sense of self, one aspect of which, he says, is its
inward turn and another its need for recognition by others.” Alan Noble would add there is no
line between the two: “Expressing your identity is the same step as discovering or creating
it.”®

This has profoundly affected how we relate to one another inside institutions, including
the church. Trueman explains that instead of finding purpose and well-being by being
connected to something outside ourselves, now our commitment is “first and foremost to the
self and is inwardly directed. Thus, the order is reversed. Outward institutions become in
effect the servants of the individual and her inner sense of well-being.”

How does the outward institution become a servant to the individual? By being a
platform for them to perform upon, argues Yuval Levin in his 2020 book 4 Time to Build,
“Americans increasingly expect institutions not to form and socialize the people within them
but rather to display those people and provide them with arenas for self-expression,” he
writes.!® We come to an institution not to be molded and trained in almost-imperceptible
ways but to build our brand or project ourselves. This is an inherently lonely endeavor:
“[Institutions as platforms] can become venues for acting alone, more than together, and they
therefore contribute to the sense of alienation and detachment that pervades our social life.”!!

299

¢ Anne Helen Petersen, Can’t Even: How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation (New York: Dey Street
Books, 2020), 163.

7 Carl Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amnesia, Expressive Individualism, and the
Road to Sexual Revolution (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 60.

8 Noble, You Are Not Your Own, 44.

° Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self, 49.

10 Yuval Levin, 4 Time to Build (New York: Basic Books, 2020), 137.

""'Levin, 4 Time to Build, 37.



As churches slowly fill with people who, thanks to the culture they live and breathe,
conceive of themselves as beings who need to both express themselves and be recognized, it
becomes natural to begin to relate to each other as performer and audience, a self-conception
that subsumes roles of pastor or parishioner, brother or sister. And the bonds between
performer and audience are notoriously weak and capricious.

Performing is lonely work; no matter how vulnerable you are, if you are doing it to build
your brand, you forever “use” the other and reserve yourself from being known. “Our
moments of vulnerability are often carefully cultivated and prepared for public consumption
to maximize attention and develop our image,” observes Alan Noble.!? Sometimes the
temptation to perform is obvious, such as using the church as a launching pad for snappy
statements on hot-button issues. Other times it is less so: forever standing apart from the
institution to comment upon it (the music! the sermon length! the elders!) can be the dis-
associative impulse of a performative individual. Being an audience member can also be
lonely; no matter how affirmative you are, you are always commenting as an acknowledged
outsider—as a fan, not a friend.

It can be an uphill battle on Sunday morning to lay aside the roles of performer and
audience and to move beyond the flurry of giving and receiving small affirmations. Yet
failing to may be a decided hindrance to Christian love. Social media demonstrates this.
There has been a debate bubbling up even within church conversations about whether social
media is a tool, which can be used for good or for ill, or something more sinister, which
makes its users more miserable, more lonely, and more angry. Simply by being a platform,
however, surely social media supports its users’ sense of self as performers. “Mediating our
social lives through information and entertainment platforms suggests we understand our
social lives as forms of mutual entertainment and information,” writes Levin.!® How’s that
going? On social media, real knowledge of one another seems to be dwindling away, leaving
in its wake only expressions of affirmation (or disapprobation) for someone else’s
performance. What Levin says next seems to be increasingly undeniable: “The sense of being
connected but lonely, in touch but untouched, is pervasive in the age of social media, and it is
hard to overcome on the platforms” (emphasis added). '* Our obstinate, modern,
performative instinct, centuries in the development and only accelerated by social media,
makes it challenging for Christians to interact both on social media platforms (it is hard to
stop performing when you are standing onstage) and in person (habits of communicating in
order to entertain and inform bleed readily into real life).

Our Relationships

What we need from one another is not entertainment nor information; we have Google
(ahem, DuckDuckGo) in our pockets. What we need from one another is not more branding
or product reviews; we see literally thousands of ads a day. What we need is what is scarce:
relationships.

How scarce are meaningful, connected relationships? Very, argues journalist Johann
Hari. In his 2018 book Lost Connections, Hari tackles the mountain of research surrounding
the wider sociological forces of disconnection, beginning with Robert Putnam’s Bowling
Alone and including Hari’s own childhood in quiet, alienated suburbia. Hari began taking

12 Noble, You Are Not Your Own, 102.
13 Levin, 4 Time to Build, 121.
4 Levin, 4 Time to Build, 124.



anti-depressants as a teenager and continued taking them for the next decade and a half
before questioning their efficacy, as he recounts in the book. He develops the controversial
argument that the burgeoning prescribing of antidepressants over the last few decades ignores
not only the questionable data about the benefits of their long-term use but also the
underlying cause of many of the symptoms of depression, which he sums up in his title—Ilost
connections.

The understanding of depression as only biological malfunction says that there is a “war
taking place in your head,” Hari writes. “On one side there are your feelings of distress,
caused by the malfunctions in your brain or genes. On the other side there’s the sane part of

you. You can only hope to drug the enemy within into submission—forever. . . . [But] you’re
not crazy to feel so distressed. . . . ‘It is no measure of health to be well-adjusted to a sick
society.””!3

In other words, to be in mental distress—to be sick—in a sick society makes good sense.
Hari interviewed a mother, and clinical psychologist who specialized in traumatic
bereavement, who had lost a child. He describes his insight in the culminating chapter of his
book:

Deep grief and depression, she explained to me, have identical symptoms for a reason.
Depression, I realized, is itself a form of grief—for all the connections we need, but don’t
have. And now I realized—just like it is an insult to Joanne to say that her ongoing grief
for her daughter is a form of mental dysfunction, it was an insult to my teenage self to say
that this pain was just the result of bad brain chemistry. It was an insult to what he had
been through, and to what he needed.”!®

Is it possible that busy, efficient lives and performative instincts might be signs of being
well-adjusted to a society that is not well? Perhaps, conversely, following Hari’s reasoning,
some manifestations of depression (and what Hari calls the same song covered by a different
band—anxiety) are signs of what we lack.

Hari, writing from a secular perspective, gives some interesting solutions, not all of
which are necessarily advisable. Most involve making more connected choices.

For us believers, perhaps the emphasis ought to be different. We who once were afar off
have been brought near, through no wisdom or excellence of our own. In union now with the
second person of the Trinity and filled with the third, we are not choosing our own, more
connected future but trusting in the sovereign work of our God in us and through us. The
church we are a part of; the family we have; the neighborhood we live in—these
relationships are not accidental. They are where the Spirit works. Slipping into patterns and
mindsets that lead to alienation, as the world around us does, is to perpetuate sickness. There
is better news to be had. There is better news to be shared. There is a God who is with us.

Judith M. Dinsmore is a member of Providence Presbyterian Church, Robinson,
Pennsylvania, and is managing editor of New Horizons.

15 Johann Hari, Lost Connections: Uncovering the Real Causes of Depression—and the Unexpected Solutions
(New York: Bloomsbury, 2018), 155.
1 Hari, Lost Connections, 259.



Living

11 Passages to Read When You Feel Lonely

From the Crossway Passages to Read series (July 4, 2022)
1. Joshua 1:9

Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not
be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.

2. Psalm 73:23-26

Nevertheless, I am continually with you;
you hold my right hand.
You guide me with your counsel,
and afterward you will receive me to glory.
Whom have I in heaven but you?
And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.
My flesh and my heart may fail,
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.

3. Mark 10:29-30

Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or
mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive
a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children
and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life.”

4. Isaiah 41:10

So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will
strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.

5. Lamentations 3:22-24

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases;
his mercies never come to an end;

they are new every morning;
great is your faithfulness.

“The Lord is my portion,” says my soul,
“therefore I will hope in him.”



6. 2 Corinthians 1:3-5

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of
all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those
who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by
God. For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share
abundantly in comfort too.

7. Psalm 25:14-18

The friendship of the LORD is for those who fear him,
and he makes known to them his covenant.
My eyes are ever toward the LORD,
for he will pluck my feet out of the net.
Turn to me and be gracious to me,
for I am lonely and afflicted.
The troubles of my heart are enlarged;
bring me out of my distresses.
Consider my affliction and my trouble,
and forgive all my sins.

8.1 Peter 5:6-7

Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he
may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.

9. Isaiah 53:3

He was despised and rejected by men,

a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief;
and as one from whom men hide their faces

he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

10. Hebrews 4:15-16

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with
confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to
help in time of need.

11. Psalm 139:1-16

O LORD, you have searched me and known me!

You know when I sit down and when I rise up;
you discern my thoughts from afar.

You search out my path and my lying down



and are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before a word is on my tongue,

behold, O LORD, you know it altogether.
You hem me in, behind and before,

and lay your hand upon me.
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;

it is high; I cannot attain it.
Where shall I go from your Spirit?

Or where shall I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there!

If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!
If I take the wings of the morning

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,

and your right hand shall hold me.
If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,

and the light about me be night,”
even the darkness is not dark to you,

the night is bright as the day,

for darkness is as light with you.
For you formed my inward parts;

you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
Wonderful are your works;

my soul knows it very well.
My frame was not hidden from you,
when I was being made in secret,

intricately woven in the depths of the earth.
Your eyes saw my unformed substance;
in your book were written, every one of them,

the days that were formed for me,

when as yet there was none of them.



Standards

Commentary on the Book of Disciplne of the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church, Preface

by Alan D. Strange

Preface

The Form of Government (FG), one might say, deals with the day-to-day operations
of the church. It does so in agreement with the principles of God’s Word. It describes
what the church is, the qualifications and duties of its special officers (all members of the
church holding the general office of believer), and how they enter their offices and carry
out their tasks, in sum, all that pertains to the ordinary, daily administration and
governance of the church. The FG, in other words, gives the broad principles of church
government, while the Book of Discipline (BD), in relation to the FG, the subject upon
which this commentary now proceeds, takes up a particular part of church government—
church discipline—and explains its proper principles and application, in agreement with
God’s Word and the doctrinal standards of the church.

One place in the FG that especially highlights the distinction between it and the BD is
seen in FG 26.2, which directs anyone looking to divest an officer for an offense in
doctrine or life to the Book of Discipline, away from the ordinary administrative
divestiture described in FG 26 to the more detailed protections of full due process
afforded by the Book of Discipline. The FG, to put it another way, describes the life of
the church in its ordinary contours, as it carries out its great spiritual task of gathering and
perfecting the saints, as set forth in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20).

The BD, on the other hand, deals not with the ordinary governmental affairs of the
church but specifically with alleged offenses, trials and censures for such, restoration,
complaints, etc. Certain biblical passages, like Matthew 18:15-20, 1 Timothy 5:19-21,
etc., that have clear implications for church discipline are a primary focus of the BD.
While a distinction is rightly made in the BD itself between judicial discipline (that which
involves alleged offenses on the part of individuals) and administrative discipline (that
which involves alleged delinquencies or errors on the part of judicatories), all church
discipline is dealing with specific sins or errors, seeking that such be properly addressed.

The bodies that govern the church at all levels (session, presbytery, and general
assembly) are referred to as judicatories. These judicatories are duly defined and their
relative powers described, in the FG. A special subset of the ordinary judicatory
manifests itself when the session or presbytery determines to enter the judicial process of
trying charges and considering ecclesiastical censures: the judicatory is constituted in
such circumstances as a distinctly judicial body and becomes known as the “trial
judicatory.” While everything in the FG derives from God’s Word, either directly or by
implication, the Word of God comes into view in a more marked way when a judicatory



is acting as a trial judicatory, as seen in the announcement and exhortation made by the
moderator in the beginning and at each subsequent session of a judicial trial (BD
4.A.1.a.). This sort of emphasis on God’s Word and other due process concerns manifests
itself as the special focus of the BD.

The BD sets forth a due process for dealing with charges, complaints, and the like. It
is important that such process be held to as closely as possible, so that justice and equity
can be achieved, as much as possible. Short-circuiting due process not only exposes
judicatories’ flawed procedures/tactics to appellate judicatories (as when appeal is taken
from a session to the presbytery or the presbytery to the GA) but also fails to do justice to
the concerns of accusers and accused. Judicatories should always treat both accusers and
accused with all the patience, kindness, and firmness that make for equitable procedures,
remembering in every case to observe the golden rule: do unto others as you would have
others do unto you. The BD, as does the FG in the area of ongoing ecclesiastical
government, as noted above, seeks to give expression to administrative and judicial
discipline in a way that is consonant with God’s Word, in a way that maximizes fairness
for all the involved parties.

Before proceeding to address the way that church discipline developed in the
Reformed and Presbyterian sphere, it might be helpful to recall a few things that I have
set forth previously in this publication about church discipline more broadly.! The
purposes of church discipline, for instance, are classically cited as three: the glory of
Christ, the purity of the church, and the reclamation of the offender. Others have put in a
fourth, something like justice for accusers and accused. (cf. WCF 30.2, which also cites
“vindicating . . . the holy profession of the gospel” and “preventing the wrath of God.”)
Additionally, we often note that biblical church discipline comes to be considered among
the Reformed and Presbyterian a third mark of the church after the first two marks, the
pure preaching of the Word and proper administration of the sacraments. The marks of
the church function to identify the true church in the new context of the Reformation.
Historically the attributes of the church (unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity) had
served to do so; once Reformation occurred, Reformed churches recognized the necessity
not only of confessions and catechisms that reflected Reformed insights but also clear
marks (distinguishing characteristics) that further qualified the attributes for the proper
identification of the true church in the new circumstance of the rise of denominations in
the West.

Though the Scots (connected to Calvin and the continent by John Knox and other
Marian exiles), in establishing the Church of Scotland as a Presbyterian Church, adopted
the First (1560) and Second (1578) Book of Discipline, rules of church discipline, as is
this case with our BD, were not their concern; rather, the First and Second Book of
Discipline dealt with the basic rules of church government, such as we have in our FG.
Rules dealing specifically with what we think of as church discipline (the conduct of
trials, degrees of censure, etc.) emerged in the Reformed Churches somewhat slowly and
cautiously, especially after the church had experienced the overly scrupulous and highly
developed canon law of the Roman Catholic Church in the Middle Ages. The particular
concern of the Reformed churches was to make sure that disciplinary procedure was
biblical, not merely a set of complicated rules requiring canon lawyers, especially so that

! Alan D. Strange, “Conflict Resolution in the Church,” Ordained Servant 28 (2019): 49-59; Ordained
Servant Online (Nov. and Dec. 2019), https://www.opc.org/os.html?issue_id=150 and
https://www.opc.org/os.html?article id=786.



proper Christian liberty would be maintained, i.e., that what the church was asked to
submit to was not simply man-made rules but the commandments of God, drawn either
directly or by implication from the Bible.

After the heavy ecclesiastical yoke of Rome was thrown off, many were concerned
lest it be resumed in the Protestant churches, with some reluctant that church discipline
should be in the hands of church governors at all (since many clerics, the pope especially,
had used church discipline as a tool of personal vindictiveness and settling political
scores), preferring that the civil magistrate exercise external ecclesiastical discipline,
especially excommunication. Erastianism, this view of the magistrate over the church in
whose hands discipline often resided, it should be noted, was hated by many continental
and British Reformers, whether occurring in Geneva, Amsterdam, Edinburgh, or
elsewhere. This is why, at least in part, as noted above, for many Reformers biblical
church discipline became a third mark of the true church after all the perceived Roman
abuse of discipline. For Calvin and those who followed in his train, not only on the
continent but also in Scotland, America, and elsewhere, it was critical that the exercise of
church discipline remained solely in the hands of church governors (ministers and
elders), not coming under the control of the civil magistrate.

Given that forms of government tended to develop first among the newly Reformed
and Presbyterian churches, when did the equivalent of rules or books of discipline emerge
that would serve as precedent for our BD in the OPC? As might be expected, it was in the
line of Presbyterianism reflected in the Church of Scotland (and later the Free Church of
Scotland) that rules of discipline emerged and influenced the Presbyterian Church in the
USA (the body out of which the OPC came). As Stuart Jones, long-time teacher on the
BD in the OPC, notes: “Two major Scottish influences on the American disciplinary
process tradition . . . were the Church of Scotland’s 1707 Form of Process and
Pardovan’s Collections and Observations (1709) which referred to the Form of Process,
had the recognition of the Scottish General Assembly, and referenced acts and traditions
germane to process.”?

The latter refers to Walter Steuart of Pardovan, a major influence on American
Colonial Presbyterians, who adopted the first BD of sorts in 1788/9: a short two-chapter
Forms of Process that grew over many years in the PCUSA to a full-fledged Book of
Discipline. The PCUSA (the Northern church), after several revisions of the BD through
the years that followed 1788, adopted a revision of the BD in 1934 that became the basis
(in an amended form, of course) for the first OPC BD?, which itself received a major
revision in 1983 (as noted in the “Preface” to this edition of the Book of Church Order).
Thus our present BD, upon which extensive comment will be made hereafter.

One other especially helpful observation that Jones makes that I here note (his
commentary is, in fact, full of insight) is the different approaches to church law between
those of the continental Reformed traditions and those of the Scottish/American
Presbyterian traditions. In the former, the pastoral, transformative nature of discipline is
particularly in view, and the legal recedes into the background. In the latter, while
concerned with the pastoral and restorative aspects of discipline, process came to have
greater play, especially determining guilt when one denies that he has sinned.* Different

2 Stuart R. Jones, “Commentary on The Orthodox Presbyterian Book of Discipline,” (unpublished
manuscript, 2020), 3.

3 Jones, 3—4.

4 Jones, 3.



as these emphases may be between the Reformed and Presbyterian approaches, neither
are concerned merely with process, as is sometimes alleged by friends and foes alike of
the Presbyterian approach, but with getting at the truth.

This concern for getting at the truth, while protecting the rights of the accused and
placing a premium on due process, suggests the influence of an inquisitorial approach on
our church legal system as reflected in our current BD. To be sure, aspects of the
adversarial legal system, which is the approach embodied in American jurisprudence (and
other common law judicial systems, like those in the UK, Canada, and elsewhere), may
be found in our church law, but the system of our ecclesiastical law favors the
inquisitorial method.

Because the BD concerns itself with due process, trials, censures, and the like, some
have assumed that it is to be approached and understood in the same way that the
American system of jurisprudence is. Some seem tacitly to assume, or sometimes
explicitly assert, that if one understands civil law, one understands church law. This is not
quite the case however. That church law differs in marked ways from the American legal
system is a matter that warrants further attention. While there are many similarities with
American civil law (and by civil here I do not mean in distinction from criminal, or
common, but in distinction from ecclesiastical), church law is rather different.
Historically, especially as it developed from the Middle Ages, church law developed
from inquisitorial, not adversarial, roots, unlike American law, which, as noted above, is
clearly adversarial.’

A brief survey of the origin and rise of inquisitorial law might be helpful so that we
can better understand how our BD really works. It is the case that most of the law of the
state in the Middle Ages was more or less adversarial, requiring accusers to come
forward to charge someone, state authorities taking almost no part until accusers were
willing to press charges. The penalties for bringing charges, if they proved not justiciable,
or those accused were found not guilty, were such that many witnesses/accusers were
loath to make charges. The judicial system proved unworkable and consequently suffered
a breakdown: many charges were resolved not by witnesses and evidence but in trial by
ordeal or combat, the latter approaches bespeaking superstition and irrationality, not the
clear rational procedures that accompany any system dedicated to simple justice. The
papacy wanted to secure a better legal system and developed an approach to law that
came to be known as inquisitorial. This was viewed as a superior approach to the
previous legal systems and came to prevail not only in ecclesiastical law but in civil law
in many European countries, which still have inquisitorial law to this day.°

> This brief online definition helps highlight that our BD leans chiefly in the inquisitorial direction:

“An inquisitorial system is a legal system in which the court, or a part of the court, is actively involved in
investigating the facts of the case. This is distinct from an adversarial system, in which the role of the court
is primarily that of an impartial referee between the prosecution and the defense.”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inquisitorial _system). In the BD, both in the preliminary investigation and
the trial, the judicatory and the trial judicatory take an active role, whether in bringing the charges or
receiving charges from private parties and appointing an examiner to lead in questioning on behalf of the
trial judicatory. This will be seen particularly in the commentary on BD 3 and 4.

¢ “Inquisition” in the Catholic Encyclopedia (https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08026a.htm) gives a good
overview from a decidedly Roman Catholic perspective. For both the development of canon law and
relationship of civil law and church law, see the many masterful works of Berman and Tierney, especially
Harold J. Berman, Law and Revolution: The Formation of the Western Legal Tradition (Cambridge, MA:



One may witness the differences between an inquisitorial system and an accusatorial
system in civil law. If we identify those different features of such systems in the context
of the state, it may help us better understand the differences in terms of the church.
France, for instance, enjoys an inquisitorial judicial system (as do many other countries in
continental Europe and elsewhere), in which particular judges actively involve
themselves in preliminary investigations and a different set of judges commonly work at
the trial level, depending on the nature and importance of the case. The judges are in
charge of the preliminary investigation, as they typically style it, and determine whether a
case will be brought and against whom. The judges are more active, and the prosecuting
and defense attorneys more passive, making sure that the judges garner the evidence that
is needed from their striving-to-be-objective perspectives.

This inquisitorial approach, which places a premium on getting at and getting to the
truth, contrasts at several points with the adversarial approach, in which latter system the
judge strives to be neutral and to rule only on points of law, taking no active part in
investigating the case. The adversarial system, in common law constituencies like the UK
or the US, features a passive judge, who has before him two highly active defense and
prosecution lawyers, who present their partisan cases. The judge acts as a referee,
especially for the sake of the jury. Not so in the inquisitorial system in which the courts
(in this case our sessions and presbyteries) take a much more active role, akin to what we
see in our ecclesiastical judicatories.

While the details of this will be discussed in the BD commentary that follows at all
the appropriate places, especially chapters 3 and 4, perhaps it will suffice here to note that
in our system of ecclesiastical law the session or presbytery typically serves as the
investigator of charges, whether brought by the judicatory itself or private parties, the
examiner in hearing the charges, the judge in ruling on all objections, as well as the
determiner of facts and appliers of the law (the typical role of the jury). In other words,
our ecclesiastical trial judicatories are not simply umpiring a match in which combatants
(prosecution and defense) do battle before the court. All of this is to say that we will
much better approach and understand the BD if we do not come with the “conflict of
interest” view and strict separation of roles view (of prosecutor, defense, judge, and jury)
that obtain in American jurisprudence. Rather, our ecclesiastical judicial system,
operating inquisitorially not adversarially, yet committed to full due process (including
the protection of the rights of all parties), ultimately seeks to get at the truth, for the good
of all parties involved, in any given case, and the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. Soli Deo
gloria!

Alan D. Strange is a minister in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and serves as
professor of church history and theological librarian at Mid-America Reformed Seminary
in Dyer, Indiana, and is associate pastor of New Covenant Community Church (OPC) in
Joliet, Illinois.

Harvard University Press, 1983), 199-224; and Brian Tierney, The Crisis of Church and State, 1050-1300
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice -Hall, 1964), 97 ff.



Reading

The Loneliness Epidemic by Susan Mettes

by John M. Fikkert

The Loneliness Epidemic: Why So Many of Us Feel Alone — and How Leaders Can
Respond, by Susan Mettes. Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2021, xiv + 206 pages, $22.99.

Reflections and analyses abound on the effects of social isolation since the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the Spring of 2020. In those initial days, many churches
canceled in-person services and shifted to livestream while members remained
sequestered in their homes, from a few weeks to many months. This level of isolation led
many, including Christian scholars and theologians, to reflect on loneliness and the
effects of technology and other factors on current levels of social engagement. As the
book’s title suggests, Susan Mettes’s research reveals an epidemic of loneliness, both in
America and around the world.

The author studied loneliness via surveys completed in partnership with the Barna
Group, a Christian research organization. The surveys received sufficient responses from
a wide demographic so that a broad range of subjects and people could be studied. In
general, the surveys sought to measure both the frequency and the intensity of loneliness.
Of special interest, the survey data was gathered both before and during the beginning of
the pandemic, allowing for the study of the pandemic’s effect on loneliness.

The true delight of the book is the level of nuance provided with the data. While
anyone can take a statistic and spin it to mean whatever they desire, it takes more effort to
untangle complex information and report it in a useful way. Mettes demonstrates her skill
by explaining her data with sufficient detail, and she does so without a forced agenda
throughout the book. Each chapter ends with an incisive summary of results. For
instance, in the chapter on how age affects loneliness, Mettes contends against the
common stereotype that older-aged people are the loneliest, as her research finds that
younger-aged adults, especially millennials, report significantly higher levels of
loneliness. The truth within the stereotype, however, is that factors that often coincide
with aging, such as bereavement or developing a disability, do in fact result in higher
levels of loneliness. She draws the conclusion from her data that the best way to address
loneliness is not to focus on seniors but rather on those of all ages who are experiencing
grief or managing disability.

Likewise, another commonly held belief is that single people are more lonely than
those who are married. However, Mettes’s study results show that the quality of
relationships in a person’s life is more impactful on one’s experience of loneliness and
connection rather than the type of relationships one has (including marriage). She
recommends both single and married persons work at developing meaningful
relationships that cultivate a sense of belonging to a church and civic community.



Subsequent chapters look at the impact of s