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FOR INFORMATION 

 
Report and Recommendations from the 

GENERAL ASSEMBLY SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON THE CONFESSION OF BELHAR 

to the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

 

The General Assembly Special Committee on the Confession of Belhar unanimously recommends the 

following: 

1. That the 221st General Assembly (2014) approve the inclusion of the Confession of Belhar in The 

Book of Confessions, and that this amendment be sent to the presbyteries for their affirmative or 

negative votes by June 2015.  

[Explanatory notes:  (a)Text for the Confession of Belhar can be found as Attachment 1., (b) Biblical 

citations should be listed in the margins by the relevant text as is shown in Attachment 1, and (c) While 

not of Constitutional character, whenever the Confession of Belhar is printed in the Book of Confessions, 

it should be accompanied by the original Accompanying Letter from Belhar to explain the context of the 

Confession.  This letter is Attachment 2.]   

2. That the 221
st
 General Assembly adopt “The Accompanying Letter to the Confession of Belhar 

from the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)” as a statement 

reflecting the confession, conviction, and rationale of the PCUSA based on the implications of this 

confession for our life and ministry as a Reformed and Presbyterian community in 21
st
 century 

North America and commend it to our congregations and presbyteries as they deliberate adding 

the Confession of Belhar to our Book of Confessions.  

[This Accompanying Letter for the PCUSA can be found in Attachment 3.] 

3. That the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) call upon all congregations, councils, seminaries, and 

denominational conferences to engage in serious and prayerful study of the Confession of Belhar 

and the two Accompanying Letters during the next twelve months, making use of the variety of 

resources produced by the Special Committee and others and which can be found at 

www.pcusa.org/belhar.   

4. That the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) dismiss the Special Committee on the Confession of Belhar 

with thanks and request that members of the Special Committee who are willing be available as 

speakers and resource persons for congregations, councils, and special conferences (noted in # 3) 

NARRATIVE REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE 

The 220th General Assembly (2012) approved the action to begin the process of amending The Book of 

Confessions to include the Confession of Belhar, as provided in G-6.03 and approved the authorization of a 

budget for education across the church about the confession, in addition to its committee budget for direct 

expenses. 

 

Moderator Neal Presa appointed Teaching Elder Clifton Kirkpatrick (Mid-Kentucky Presbytery) and Ruling Elder 

Matilde Moros (Hudson River Presbytery) to serve as co-moderators of the Special Committee on the Confession 

http://www.pcusa.org/belhar
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This is a translation of the original Afrikaans text of the confession as it was adopted by the synod of the Dutch Reformed 
Mission Church in South Africa in 1986. In 1994 the Dutch Reformed Mission Church and the Dutch Reformed Church in 
Africa united to form the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA). This inclusive language text was prepared by 
the Office of Theology and Worship, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and updated by the Special Committee.  
 

of Belhar. He also appointed as members of the committee Teaching Elder Edwin Antonio Gonzalez-Castillo 

(San Juan Presbytery), Teaching Elder Karen Herbst-Kim (Blackhawk Presbytery), Teaching Elder Cynthia 

Holder Rich (Heartland Presbytery), Ruling Elder Susan Krivenko (Elizabeth Presbytery), Teaching Elder Mark 

A. Lomax (Greater Atlanta Presbytery), Teaching Elder Albert Franklin Masters III (Foothills Presbytery), 

Teaching Elder Eliana Maxim (Seattle Presbytery),  Ruling Elder Rodger Y. Nishioka (Greater Atlanta 

Presbytery), Teaching Elder Kevin Park (Newark Presbytery), Teaching Elder Catherine J.S. Purves (Pittsburgh 

Presbytery), Ruling Elder Brandt Shields (John Calvin Presbytery), Teaching Elder Jerry Tankersley (Los 

Ranchos Presbytery), and Ruling Elder Elizabeth Raver Wagner, (Charlotte Presbytery). 

 

The Committee held one face to face meeting in October 2012 and monthly conference calls between December 

2012 and January 2014. Much of the committee’s work was focused on developing educational resources for 

church-wide use. These can be accessed through the Committee’s website, www.pcusa.org/belhar.  They 

consulted with several different constituency groups within the PCUSA as well as consulting with ecumenical 

partners in the US and South Africa. They gave significant consideration to the implications of the Confession of 

Belhar for the Presbyterian Church (USA) at this moment in the Church’s history. The sub-themes of Justice, 

Unity, and Reconciliation framed their approach to the Confession of Belhar and the development of 

interpretative materials.  

 

The Special Committee on the Confession of Belhar reached a unanimous decision to recommend inclusion of the 

Confession of Belhar into the Book of Confessions.   

 

 

ATTACHMENTS: 

Attachment # 1:  The Confession of Belhar 

The Confession of Belhar* 

 

 

 

Revelation 21:6-7 

 

 

Matthew 28:19-20 

 

 

 

Ephesians 2:13-22 

 

 

Ephesians 4:11-16, 

Psalm 133 

 

 

John 17:20-23 

 

 

 

 

John 13:34 

Colossians 3:12-16 

 

Philippians 2:1-5 

 

1 Corinthians 1:10-13 

 

 

Ephesians 4:1-6, 1 Corinthians 10:16-17 

 

 

Ephesians 3:18-20 
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We believe in the triune 

God, Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit, who 

gathers, protects and 

cares for the church 

through Word and 

Spirit. This, God has 

done since the 

beginning of the world 

and will do to the end. 

 

We believe in one holy, 

universal Christian 

church, the communion 

of saints called from the 

entire human family. 

 

We believe  

 that Christ's work 

of reconciliation is 

made manifest in 

the church as the 

community of 

believers who have 

been reconciled 

with God and with 

one another; 

 that unity is, 

therefore, both a 

gift and an 

obligation for the 

church of Jesus 

Christ; that through 

the working of 

God's Spirit it is a 

binding force, yet 

simultaneously a 

reality which must 

be earnestly 

pursued and 

sought; one which 

the people of God 

must continually 

be built up to 

attain; 

 that this unity must become visible so that the world may believe that 

separation, enmity and hatred between people and groups is sin which Christ 

has already conquered, and accordingly that anything which threatens this 

unity may have no place in the church and must be resisted; 

 that this unity of the people of God must be manifested and be active in a 

variety of ways; 

o in that we love one another; 

o that we experience, practice and pursue community with one 

another; 

o that we are obligated to give ourselves willingly and joyfully to be of 

benefit and blessing to one another; 

o that we share one faith, have one calling, are of one soul and one 

mind; 

o have one God and Father, are filled with one Spirit , are baptized 

with one baptism, eat of one bread and drink of one cup, confess one 

name, are obedient to one Lord, work for one cause, and share one 

hope; 

o together come to know the height and the breadth and the depth of 

the love of Christ; 



PRESBYTERIAN MISSION AGENCY BOARD 

February 5-7, 2014 

Item P.201 

 

 

Galatians 6:2 

 

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 

 

1 Corinthians 12:24b-

28, Ephesians 3:14-20 

 

1 Corinthians 12:4-11, 

Romans 12:3-8 

 

 

 

Galatians 3:27-29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Corinthians 5:17-21 

 

Matthew 5:9, 13-16; 2 

Peter 3:13; Revelation 

21:1-5 

 

Romans 6:12-14, 

Colossians 1:11-14 

o together are built up to the stature of Christ, to the new humanity; 

o together know and bear one another's burdens, thereby fulfilling the 

law of Christ; 

o that we need one another and upbuild one another, admonishing and 

comforting one another; 

o that we suffer with one another for the sake of righteousness; pray 

together; together serve God in this world; and together fight against 

all which may threaten or hinder this unity; 

 that this unity can be established only in freedom and not under constraint; 

that the variety of spiritual gifts, opportunities, backgrounds, convictions, as 

well as the various languages and cultures, are by virtue of the reconciliation 

in Christ, opportunities for mutual service and enrichment within the one 

visible people of God; 

 That true faith in Jesus Christ is the only condition for membership of this 

church. 

Therefore, we reject any doctrine  

 which absolutizes either natural diversity or the sinful separation of 

people in such a way that this absolutization hinders or breaks the visible 

and active unity of the church, or even leads to the establishment of a 

separate church formation; 

 which professes that this spiritual unity is truly being maintained in the 

bond of peace while believers of the same confession are in effect 

alienated from one another for the sake of diversity and in despair of 

reconciliation; 

 which denies that a refusal earnestly to pursue this visible unity as a 

priceless gift is sin; 

 Which explicitly or implicitly maintains that descent or any other human 

or social factor should be a consideration in determining membership of 

the church. 

We believe  

 that God has entrusted the church with the message of reconciliation in and 

through Jesus Christ; 

 that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world, 

that the church is called blessed because it is a peacemaker, that the church 

is witness both by word and by deed to the new heaven and the new earth in 

which righteousness dwells; 

 that God's life-giving Word and Spirit has conquered the powers of sin and 

death, and therefore also of irreconciliation and hatred, bitterness and 

enmity, that God's life-giving Word and Spirit will enable the church to live  
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James 2:8-9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isaiah 42:1-7 

 

Luke 6:20-26 

 

Luke 4:16-19 

 

Luke 7:22 

Psalm 146 

 

James 1:27 

 

Micah 6:8 

 

Amos 5:14-15,  

23-24 

 

 

Psalm 82:1-5 

 

Leviticus 19:15

in a new obedience which can open new possibilities of life for society and 

the world; 

 that the credibility of this message is seriously affected and its beneficial 

work obstructed when it is proclaimed in a land which professes to be 

Christian, but in which the enforced separation of people on a racial basis 

promotes and perpetuates alienation, hatred and enmity; 

 that any teaching which attempts to legitimate such forced separation by 

appeal to the gospel, and is not prepared to venture on the road of obedience 

and reconciliation, but rather, out of prejudice, fear, selfishness and unbelief, 

denies in advance the reconciling power of the gospel, must be considered 

ideology and false doctrine. 

Therefore, we reject any doctrine which, in such a situation sanctions in the name 

of the gospel or of the will of God the forced separation of people on the grounds 

of race and color and thereby in advance obstructs and weakens the ministry and 

experience of reconciliation in Christ. 

We believe  

 that God has revealed God’s self as the one who wishes to bring about 

justice and true peace among people; 

 that God, in a world full of injustice and enmity, is in a special way the God 

of the destitute, the poor and the wronged; 

 that God calls the church to follow God in this; for God brings justice to the 

oppressed and give bread to the hungry; 

 that God frees the prisoner and restores sight to the blind; 

 that God supports the downtrodden, protects the stranger, helps the orphans 

and widows and blocks the path of the ungodly; 

 that for God pure and undefiled religion is to visit the orphans and the 

widows in their suffering; 

 that God wishes to teach the church to do what is good and to seek the right; 

 that the church must therefore stand by people in any form of suffering and 

need, which implies, among other things, that the church must witness 

against and strive against any form of injustice, so that justice may roll 

down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream; 

 that the church as the possession of God must stand where the Lord stands, 

namely against injustice and with the wronged; 

 that in following Christ the church must witness against all the powerful and 

privileged who selfishly seek their own interests and thus control and harm 

others. 



PRESBYTERIAN MISSION AGENCY BOARD 

February 5-7, 2014 

Item P.201 

 

 

 

 

 

Acts 5:29-32;  

1 Peter 3:15-18

Therefore, we reject any ideology which would legitimate forms of injustice and 

any doctrine which is unwilling to resist such an ideology in the name of the 

gospel. 

 

We believe that, in obedience to Jesus Christ, its only head, the church is called 

to confess and to do all these things, even though the authorities and human laws 

might forbid them and punishment and suffering be the consequence.  

 

Jesus is Lord. 

 

To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honor and the glory 

forever and ever. 
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Attachment # 2  

Accompanying Letter to the Confession of Belhar 

     This letter was a statement made upon the adoption of the Belhar Confession by the Uniting Reformed 

Church in Southern Africa 

1. We are deeply conscious that moments of such seriousness can arise in the life of the Church that 

it may feel the need to confess its faith anew in the light of a specific situation. We are aware  that 

such an act of confession is not lightly undertaken, but only if it is considered that the heart of the 

gospel is so threatened as to be at stake. In our judgment, the present church and political 

situation in our country and particularly within the Dutch Reformed church family calls for such a 

decision. Accordingly, we make this confession not as a contribution to a theological debate nor 

as a new summary of our beliefs, but as a cry from the heart, as something we are obliged to do 

for the sake of the gospel in view of the times in which we stand. Along with many, we confess 

our guilt, in that we have not always witnessed clearly enough in our situation and so are jointly 

responsible for the way in which those things which were experienced as sin and confessed to be 

sin have grown in time to seem self-evidently right and to be ideologies foreign to the Scriptures. 

As a result many have been given the impression that the gospel was not really at stake. We make 

this confession because we are convinced that all sorts of theological arguments have contributed 

to so disproportionate an emphasis on some aspects of the truth that it has in effect become a lie.  

 

2. We are aware that the only authority for such a confession and the only grounds on which it may 

be made are the Holy Scriptures as the Word of God. Being fully aware of the risk involved in 

taking this step, we are nevertheless convinced that we have no alternative. Furthermore, we are 

aware that no other motives or convictions, however valid they may be, would give us the right to 

confess in this way. An act of confession may only be made by the Church for the sake of its 

purity and credibility and that of its message. As solemnly as we are able, we hereby declare 

before men that our only motive lies in our fear that the truth and power of the gospel itself is 

threatened in this situation. We do not wish to serve any group interests, advance the cause of any 

factions, promote any theologies, or achieve any ulterior purposes. Yet, having said this, we know 

that our deepest intentions may only be judged at their true value by him before whom all is 

revealed. We do not make this confession from his throne and from on high, but before his throne 

and before men. We plead, therefore, that this confession would not be misused by anyone with 

ulterior motives and also that it should not be resisted to serve such motives. Our earnest desire is 

to lay no false stumbling blocks in the way, but to point to the true stumbling block, Jesus Christ 

the rock.  

 

3. This confession is not aimed at specific people or groups of people or a church or churches. We 

proclaim it against a false doctrine, against an ideological distortion which threatens the gospel 

itself in our church and our country. Our heartfelt longing is that no one will identify himself with 

this objectionable doctrine and that all who have been wholly or partially blinded by it will turn 

themselves away from it. We are deeply aware of the deceiving nature of such a false doctrine 

and know that many who have been conditioned by it have to a greater or lesser extent learnt to 

take a half-truth for the whole. For this reason we do not doubt the Christian faith of many such 
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people, their sincerity, honor, integrity, and good intentions and their in many ways estimable 

practice and conduct. However, it is precisely because we know the power of deception that we 

know we are not liberated by the seriousness, sincerity, or intensity of our certainties, but only by 

the truth in the Son. Our church and our land have an intense need of such liberation. Therefore it 

is that we speak pleadingly rather than accusingly. We plead for reconciliation, that true 

reconciliation which follows on conversion and change of attitudes and structures. And while we 

do so we are aware that an act of confession is a two-edged sword, that none of us can throw the 

first stone, and none is without a beam in his own eye. We know that the attitudes and conduct 

which work against the gospel are present in all of us and will continue to be so. Therefore this 

confession must be seen as a call to a continuous process of soulsearching together, a joint 

wrestling with the issues, and a readiness to repent in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ in a 

broken world. It is certainly not intended as an act of self-justification and intolerance, for that 

would disqualify us in the very act of preaching to others. 

 

4. Our prayer is that this act of confession will not place false stumbling blocks in the way and 

thereby cause and foster false divisions, but rather that it will be reconciling and uniting. We 

know that such an act of confession and process of reconciliation will necessarily involve much 

pain and sadness. It demands the pain of repentance, remorse, and confession; the pain of 

individual and collective renewal and a changed way of life. It places us on a road whose end we 

can neither foresee nor manipulate to our own desire. On this road we shall unavoidably suffer 

intense growing pains while we struggle to conquer alienation, bitterness, irreconciliation, and 

fear. We shall have to come to know and encounter both ourselves and others in new ways. We 

are only too well aware that this confession calls for the dismantling of structures of thought, of 

church, and of society which have developed over many years. However, we confess that for the 

sake of the gospel, we have no other choice. We pray that our brothers and sisters throughout the 

Dutch Reformed church family, but also outside it, will want to make this new beginning with us, 

so that we can be free together and together may walk the road of reconciliation and justice. 

Accordingly, our prayer is that the pain and sadness we speak of will be pain and sadness that 

lead to salvation. We believe that this is possible in the power of our Lord and by his Spirit. We 

believe that the gospel of Jesus Christ offers hope, liberation, salvation, and true peace to our 

country. 

 

Attachment # 3 

THE ACCOMPANYING LETTER TO THE CONFESSION OF BELHAR 

from the 221
st
 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

on the occasion of the adoption of the Confession of Belhar 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is again facing a critical time in its history. We are rent apart by 

division and schism, we have yet to confront directly and confess the racism that has been a significant 

force in our own history, and we have shown a failure of resolve to make courageous stands for justice. 

We believe that the Confession of Belhar, a profound statement on unity, reconciliation, and justice in the 

church, comes to us as a word from God for this particular time and place for the PC(USA). 
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We understand confession as both the church’s response to human sin and as witness to our faith. 

Confession by the church is necessary because sin is present in social injustice and in our conscious or 

unconscious participation in human suffering. Confession is not a way to cast aspersions or in any way 

denigrate, castigate, or delimit any person or group of persons. We the church are called to confess sin 

because the Word of God as revealed in and through the life of Jesus Christ and the Holy Scriptures calls 

us to bear witness to a just, loving, and compassionate Creator. 

The Confession of Belhar calls us to renew our understanding and confessional affirmation of the 

“one triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” The confession centers us in the reality of the Holy God 

of creation, the covenant, and the prophets, who was incarnate in Jesus Christ. The Spirit fills all who 

have come to know God through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the 

communion of the Holy Spirit. As the Confession of Belhar affirms, the God whom we worship and serve 

has gathered us, protected us, and cared for us through the Word and Spirit. “This, God has done since the 

beginning of the world and will do to the end.
i
” 

The Confession of Belhar is particularly helpful to our common life as Presbyterians for two reasons. 

First, it comes to us in a time of Kairos in South Africa, when the church dared to speak with unusual 

clarity. It can help the PC(USA) speak and act with equal clarity. Second, it focuses the church’s 

confession on its own life. It is far too easy for the church to look outside of its walls and find fault, all the 

while ignoring the sin in its own life. Belhar focuses the church’s attention on the way its own life and 

witness have fallen short of the gospel. 

Unity. 

We believe that the gospel of God calls the entire universal church into the unity of the one triune 

God. At the heart of the Creator God revealed in Scripture is the invitation to enjoy the fellowship of the 

personal God who is one, yet three. The Lord whom we confess has a purpose and plan for the cosmos 

into which we have all been born by God’s providence. We learn from Scripture of “… [the mystery of 

[God’s] will … set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up [unite] all things in him, 

things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph. 1:9–10).   

To this end, Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, fully human and fully God, offered us new life when he 

gave his life for us through his incarnation, his crucifixion, and his resurrection. This new life broke down 

dividing walls of hostility within humanity; transforming hatred into love and making unity a mandate 

from God. Unity is God’s will for humanity, beyond the differences of Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, 

male and female, educated and uneducated, rich and poor, and beyond social categories of races. All who 

heard the good news and believed in God through Christ the Savior were incorporated into the new 

humanity. Through the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, those who trusted in Jesus Christ became 

members of the household of God and experienced themselves as being built together spiritually into a 

dwelling place for God. This spiritual temple called “the church” was given a mission of proclaiming, 

living, making visible, and extending the good news of the New Creation in Christ (Eph. 2:11–22). 

Presbyterians have confessed this gospel from the early years of our history in America. Yet we have 

had great difficulty of living into the gift of God’s unity and mission revealed and made possible through 

the cross of Jesus Christ. Like our brothers and sisters in South Africa, we have been afflicted by the 

division of the church along racial, political, cultural, theological, and class divisions. 
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In South Africa the system of “apartheid,” or separation of the races, divided both nation and church 

into separate spheres. The Reformed Churches of South Africa justified this division and developed 

theological rationales for this division so that blacks and whites were not allowed to come to the same 

Lord’s Table. The white settlers who came from Europe to the tip of the African continent came with a 

vision of a Promised Land that required either the removal of the native Africans or the separation of the 

races for the sake of racial purity, spiritual well-being, and economic development. The spiritualized 

gospel adopted by the white church focused upon the saving of souls but had lost its prophetic word and 

mission for the healing of the divisions caused by human sinfulness. 

Reformed/Presbyterian Christians who came to the New World of the North American continent 

carried with them a sense of their own election and privilege. They too came to a “Promised Land” of 

new beginnings, seeking freedom and opportunity for themselves. They brought with them an 

understanding of the gospel that was not whole, that did not understand the completed work of Jesus 

Christ upon the cross, and that called for the church to be visibly one. To complicate matters, in order to 

develop the New World’s economic base, lands and workers were needed. Native Americans were 

removed from their lands and African slaves imported to be a source of cheap labor. Human persons were 

oppressed, defined as property, and denied basic human rights. The church embraced a spiritualized 

gospel that justified the enslavement of people forcefully and violently captured and held in 

dehumanizing slavery for the good of white masters and landowners. Every aspect of American culture 

became divided. Slaves were only counted as 3/5ths persons under the new Constitution of the United 

States. God’s election, interpreted as social privilege, became a theological justification for chattel slavery 

and racial segregation. 

Privileges based on race, wealth, gender, class, and power became institutionalized and legalized. As 

a result, we have witnessed to the eleven o’clock hour of Sunday morning as the most segregated hour of 

life in the United States of America. We Presbyterian Reformed churches found ourselves in betrayal of 

the gospel of Jesus Christ, in our own internal worship, fellowship, and witness. We continue to live 

under the specters of racism, classism, sexism, and division, which remain as enduring conflicts and 

challenges for both church and culture. 

Beyond the issues of race and class, Presbyterians in the United States of America have, from the 

beginning, been troubled by differing theological world views and practices. We have been willing to 

divide over and over again. Political ideologies, hermeneutical theories, racial prejudices, economic 

ideologies, and powerful personalities have driven wedges between believers, causing congregations to 

divide and to seek new affiliations of like-minded believers. Old School/New School believers separated 

and debated theology. Racial theologies divided the church and nation into north and south and led to the 

American Civil War. Brothers and sisters went to war reading the same Bible and praying to the same 

God with the confidence that God was on their sides.  Fundamentalists and Modernists did battle over 

issues of biblical and scientific interpretations. The divisions over the ordination of women remained 

present into the last century. For the last quarter of the 20th century, the Presbyterian church has argued 

and divided over human sexuality and how to read its Scriptures in these matters. Once again the reality 

of diversity has threatened to divide us so that the visible unity of the church now hangs by a slender 

thread. 
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We believe that the PC(USA) needs to be called to the unity taught and proclaimed in the Confession 

of Belhar. Belhar’s witness to the unity of God, the unity created by the good news of Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit, calls us to the hard work of spiritual transformation and surrender to the way of 

Jesus Christ who came to unite all believers in the visible communion of the body of Christ, the church. 

Belhar asks us to look first at ourselves when faced with church division, rather than moving quickly 

to blaming those with whom we are separated. It is far too easy to look at others and blame them for 

division. Belhar directs us to look at our own behavior that has led to disunity. What is the log in our own 

eye? 

Reconciliation. 

The Confession of Belhar reaffirms the vision of mission articulated in the Confession of 1967: that 

God in Christ has done what we could not do for ourselves. The Apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthian 

church, “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry 

of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 

against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 

God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 

5:18–20). 

In the 1960s, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) confessed its faith in the reconciling power of God in 

the context of a society being driven apart by racial divisions, issues of war and peace, poverty and 

abundance, and by anarchy in sexual relationships. 

The Confession of Belhar reaffirms this witness, but more specifically calls the members of this 

church and the corporate structures of the church to be claimed by the gospel of God, who alone can bring 

us together as one family of Christ, healing the deep divides that still haunt us all.    

We believe that all who have trusted in Jesus as Savior and Lord, and been baptized into the 

fellowship of Christ’s church, have been welcomed to the Lord’s Table. At the Lord’s Table, we receive 

by faith the presence of the resurrected Lord. His spiritual presence feeds us with bread and wine. At his 

Table we are reconciled to God, united as races, tribes of peoples speaking different languages, and 

representatives of many nations. We are Jew and Gentile, male and female, rich and poor, black and white 

and every color. We are blue and red, Democrat and Republican, Independent, Conservative and 

Progressive, Protestant and Catholic and Orthodox. We share in the Lord’s Table as a foretaste of the 

Reign of God. 

In Christ, the hope of glory, we are members of the one family of God. We are brothers and sisters in 

Christ. And like all human families, we have our differences; we engage in conflicts. We often agree to 

disagree. We at times are arrogant; other times we are humble toward one another and serve one another. 

At each moment in time we live by the forgiveness of sins. Over time we come to realize that our life 

together is only in and through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. This side of the perfection of the New 

Creation we will all remain sinners and in need of spiritual transformation. 

Nevertheless, Christians are called to be seekers of justice, peacemakers, reconcilers, mediators, who 

extend hospitality and love toward those with whom we differ. Down deep we are longing to embrace our 

calling, “with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every 
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effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 

were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, 

who is above all and through all and in all” (Eph. 4:2–6). 

Therefore, as God’s reconciled people we have promised not to break the covenant in which we are 

bound through the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. At reunion we attempted to create the 

PC(USA) as a reunited church in the absence of confessing the sin that had created our original division. 

In the last several decades, we in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) have become increasingly separated 

into different political, economic, and theological camps. More than ever, we need to be claimed by the 

gospel of God’s reconciling love. This gospel allows believers to come together, knowing that we have 

more in common that unites us, than what divides us. 

We American Presbyterians have not been able to fully confront our own past in regard to race. The 

fact is that both streams that came together to form the PC(USA), southern and northern, used theology to 

justify permanent inequality in church and society. A theology that grew out of giving all glory to God 

became justification for divinely sanctioned inequality, particularly directed at African Americans. To 

fully embody God’s ministry of reconciliation, we Presbyterians must confess that we have used God 

against others in our own church and commit ourselves to new patterns of relationship. 

Reconciliation implies repair of that which has been broken. Our verbal and written confessions, 

while important, are far less than adequate means of repairing the harms done, restoring the losses, and 

reconciling the relationships that have been historically distorted. Concrete steps are required to produce 

the healing that we so desperately want and need. 

The Confession of Belhar calls us to renew the covenant, to embrace one another as members of one 

family of God. Jesus Christ calls us to a costly discipleship of dying to ourselves so that we might allow 

his light to shine through us as a witness into the darkness of our world. 

Justice 

Jesus began his public ministry in his hometown synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4). He read from the 

Scripture of the day, Isaiah 61. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring 

good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 

blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Lk. 4:18–19). Then he 

announced that in the reading of this Scripture, on that day, it had been fulfilled. He was God’s Spirit 

anointed Messiah who had been sent to inaugurate the Year of Jubilee, the year in which wrongs would 

be righted, wounds be healed, sins forgiven, slaves set free, sight restored, lands returned to their rightful 

heirs. It was a day of new beginnings. The kingdom of God was at hand in the person and words of Jesus. 

With his coming in the power of the Holy Spirit, God’s vision of justice and social righteousness were 

breaking into a troubled and unjust world. 

Isaiah 61 was Jesus’ mission statement and it became the mission statement of the church.  His 

mission was God’s project of healing the cosmos, making right ancient wrongs, reversing the injustices of 

human society, of lifting up the poor and humble and bringing down the high and mighty, (“to be 

repairers of the devastations of many generations”).  His mission was not only to the lost sheep of the 
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house of Israel, but also to believing Gentiles who would welcome his good news. Not all received Jesus, 

but to as many as turned around and believed, he gave the power to become the children of God (Jn. 1). 

As Jesus launched his mission, the poor, the sinners, the wounded, the oppressed, the blind, and the 

tax collectors gladly welcomed him. It was those whose privilege was threatened by transformation who 

rejected Jesus. They realized that he was turning the world upside down in a new day of justice and 

righteousness. 

As the ambassadors of Christ’s reconciling love, the apostles, the sent ones, often met resistance and 

persecution. Many gave their lives to advance the reign of God in their announcement of the good news 

of God’s gracious presence and new life for those who repented and believed. 

We are being called to launch this mission again in our place and time. While the Confession of 

Belhar arose from the struggle of South African Christians to give witness to the Gospel amidst the 

injustice of apartheid, we are also being called to give witness in the face of injustice here among us in the 

U.S.A. We see that injustice in the faces of thousands of First Nation peoples who still live in dire poverty 

on reservations; in young African American men who are incarcerated disproportionate to their 

percentage of the population; in the “legal limbo” status of immigrants, and in both native born Latinos 

who are subject to question in virtually every quarter of the nation; in public policies such as “stop and 

frisk” and “stand your ground” that put poor, black and brown young men at risk in the public square. 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) confesses its commitment to God and to the biblical principles of 

unity, justice, and reconciliation because in times like these in which we live, we need to remind 

ourselves and others of our discipleship to Christ and follow God’s mission in the world. 

Some will no doubt say that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) already has confessions for the reasons 

identified herein and more. But we say that these are unique times in the United States of America. The 

winds of polarization blow strong and threaten the body politic as never before. There is a not-so-subtle 

dangerous intermingling of God and nation that makes discerning the difference between the two 

difficult. Historic Reformed theological values are under constant attack. The forces of evil tempt 

followers of Christ to walk in the spirit of disunity, conflict, and injustice. As we claim the church’s 

earliest confession, JESUS IS LORD, we put on notice, every principality and power, that the only 

Sovereign in heaven and earth is on the move. 

We, therefore, close with the ringing affirmation found in the final words from the Confession of 

Belhar: 

Jesus is Lord. 

To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honor and the glory for ever 

and ever. 

 

                                                           
i
 Confession of Belhar, first article. 


