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“What’s the first thing that pops into your mind when you hear the word Presbyte-
rian?” That’s the question I use to open Session 2 of our Inquirers’ Class—a class de-
signed for those who are wishing to deepen their relationship to Massanutten Presbyterian 
Church. It’s a way of breaking the ice and finding out what folks know about Presbyteri-
ans. So, what do you think of when you hear the word Presbyterian? 

I have come to anticipate several responses—some positive, others less so. 
“Decently and in order.” “Engaged in social action.” “More concerned with the head than 
with the heart.” 

And then there’s this answer which is always sounded—as if predestined from the 
beginnings of time: “I’m not sure what predestination means, but that’s what I think of 
when I think of Presbyterians. Don’t they believe in that?” 

As many of you know, I came to Massanutten—and the Presbyterian Church 
(USA)—by way of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, a sister denomination. I suspect 
that some of you remember reading the brochure put out by the Pastor Nominating Com-
mittee and thinking to yourself—“What exactly is a Cumberland Presbyterian?” 

That was certainly the question I was asked all the time while a student at two Pres-
byterian seminaries—Louisville and Princeton. Most had never heard of a Cumberland. 
In fact, I can still remember with delight the February day my classmates at Louisville 
stretched a huge banner across the dining hall wall proclaiming happy birthday to the 
“Cucumber-land Presbyterians.” To them I was something of a throwback to a distant era, 
and they took great delight in reminding me of it. 

But, though many today still believe the only reason the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church was formed was so that its ministers would not have to be educated, at the heart 
of the debate was what to do with this doctrine of predestination. 

In 1810, a small group of Presbyterian ministers on the frontier of Tennessee, try-
ing to deal with the overwhelming numbers being converted in the Great Awakening, and 
struggling to respond to the harshness of life in the wilderness, began to question a num-
ber of things, but particularly the doctrine that said that from the beginning of time God 
has determined the destiny of all people—that God had predestined some to heaven and 
some to hell, and that people did not have any choice in the matter. 

The historical marker beside the birthplace shrine in Dickson County, Tennessee—
where I served as chaplain one summer—described it as a doctrine of fatalism. It tells 
how Cumberlands were the first Presbyterian body to question the “doctrine of fatalism” 
of the Westminster Confession. I will never forget the day one of the Presbyterian mem-
bers of my study group in Nashville returned from a visit to the state park that houses the 
chapel. He couldn’t believe the language—doctrine of fatalism. He said real Presbyteri-



ans preferred the more favorable description of this doctrine as “God’s loving decree.” 
Anyway, a couple of centuries ago there was a group of fairly hard-nosed Presbyte-

rian types who wanted to tow that doctrinal line, as they perceived it; and there was an 
equally sure-minded group of more liberal Presbyterians who perceived differently, and 
thought that human free will had to be a part of God’s good creation. In 1810 these issues 
spilled over into a presbyterial battle that brought about the formation of a presbytery 
named Cumberland. And those Presbyterians called Cumberland are still around today, 
and I was one of them. 

Now, when I started to consider moving from the Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
to the Presbyterian Church (USA), I knew someone was going to ask about it. After all, 
whenever someone from a Baptist tradition moves in, they are always asked about the 
mode of baptism and the connectional nature of the church. I figured someone would 
know enough about the Cumberland Church to ask me what I thought about the doctrine 
of predestination. 

So I started rehearsing what I would say if asked, beginning with striking all refer-
ences to the word fatalism. “God’s loving decree.” “God’s loving decree.” 

And then I polished that old standard joke, “What’s the only sure-fire pickup line at 
a Christian singles gathering?” “Before tonight I never believed in predestination.” I 
thought it might help break the ice. 

And then I would think about the textbook answer that talks about the doctrine of 
predestination as describing God’s gracious initiation of the gift of salvation in Jesus 
Christ (Donald K. McKim, Presbyterian Questions, Presbyterian Answers: Exploring 
Christian Faith, Louisville: Geneva Press, 2003, 59). In other words, at the heart of this 
doctrine is the Presbyterian insistence upon the sovereignty and freedom of God. 

But beneath all of those well-rehearsed answers, I kept remembering a couple of 
conversations I had years ago. The first was one of those late-night college conversations 
in which Scott and I started talking about whether or not we really had free will. In other 
words, has God doomed us to hell or marked us for salvation since before we are born so 
that we have no choice in the matter? The conversation lasted for seven hours, because I 
couldn’t get past what Scott kept saying: “Humans have free will. We just can’t not 
choose what God has chosen for us.” I have never been able to get my mind around that 
understanding of what it means to have a will that is free. I wonder if he was trying to 
find a way to talk about the human freedom to conform our wills to the will of God. 

The other conversation I kept hearing in my mind was one that I had with Kubota, 
who was a Japanese teacher at the university in China where I taught English. Kubota and 
I became great friends during our months together in the foreigners’ compound. We ate 
together three meals a day and played marathon ping pong matches most afternoons and 
evenings. 

We then struck a deal. He would teach me tai-chi and I would teach him Christian 
theology. Unfortunately, neither of us proved to be excellent students. 

My body simply never mastered the disciplined steadiness of tai-chi, even though 
he did his best to help me understand it. And I didn’t have much luck with theology for 
him. Part of it was language, but there was something deeper holding him back. 
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It turns out Kubota had talked with some other Christians before, and they had told 
him that God had chosen some for salvation and others for damnation—that God would 
not allow some to believe, and he had placed himself in that group, because he struggled 
to believe the gospel that Christians proclaim. 

Paul was the one who forced this question upon us. “For those whom God fore-
knew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son…and those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he 
justified he also glorified.” We know that Augustine interpreted this passage in the fifth 
century, saying that it showed the work of salvation belonged to God—that humans had 
nothing to do with it. “Martin Luther took it up again almost a thousand years later and 
argued that all human beings were doomed to hell anyway, so if God saved some, it was 
evidence of God’s great mercy. Even if most remained doomed, said Luther, we should be 
thankful that God saw fit to save some. John Calvin came along and allowed his logic to 
take him to what he called a ‘terrifying decree,’ that God has destined some for salvation 
and some for hell from the beginning of time (Christopher A. Joiner, “If God Is for Us,” 
preached at First Presbyterian Church of Franklin, TN on July 24, 2005). 

And we’ve been kicking it around almost since Paul’s letter was sent to the church 
in Rome. The Cumberlands of Middle Tennessee were certainly not the first Christians to 
be troubled by this doctrine. Even in the early church, and especially during the period of 
the Reformation, the debate raged. And it still continues today. Whenever the debate 
flares up, then and now, it almost always centers on the question: What about the 
unsaved? We’re not so much concerned with who’s in, but with the people who are out. 

It is interesting that these are the sorts of questions we ask, when they are precisely 
the questions Paul and others do not ask very often or dwell on very long. Paul is inter-
ested in the church, the elect, not the unsaved. He is more than willing to let God sort 
through who is out and who is in. Paul is only willing to go so far in his processing of this 
radical mercy of God. “Believing in the sovereignty of God, which is the taproot of pre-
destination, means that Paul will not play God, no matter what logic seems to dic-
tate” (Joiner, If God Be with Us). 

In an excellent sermon on this text, my friend Chris Joiner describes a scene that 
embodied the essence of what this doctrine means for our faith. He tells the story like 
this: 

“One day the former sheriff of an Alabama town went into his work space in the 
backyard of his home and did two things that you or I, on a normal day, might consider 
strange. He went into his shed on a bitterly cold late afternoon, looked around until he 
found a couple of scraps of paper, and, with only a small light bulb casting a gloomy re-
flection, he wrote down his wife’s name on one of them and, on the second piece of pa-
per, this Presbyterian elder, Sunday school teacher, father, grandfather, and husband, 
wrote, ‘And we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who 
are called according to his purpose.’ Then, he took his hammer off the wall, pulled out 
two rather large nails, and nailed these two pieces of paper to the wall. His wife brought 
copies of those two papers to me after he died. She thought she knew the exact day he had 
nailed them to the wall, the day she had had to go pick him up on the side of the road in 
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Birmingham. He had frantically called her, lost, confused, and scared. She thought it was 
the first day he really came to terms with his Alzheimer’s, and so he made the decision 
that there were two things he did not want to forget, for as long as possible: her name, and 
God’s faithfulness. 

It was an act that finally did not work. He eventually did forget the name of his 
wife, and he could not, even if he wanted, quote the scripture passage that he nailed to the 
wall. In a cruel twist, he was not even able to read. He completely forgot. His will, his 
thoughts, his entire being was washed away by this terrible disease. If his faith were a 
matter only of his own human will, then he was of all people most to be pitied. But not 
even Alzheimer’s can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. He may have for-
gotten, but God did not forget” (Joiner, If God Be with Us). 

That is the tenacious love of God about which Paul writes. And it’s not only those 
afflicted with Alzheimer’s who have difficulty remembering it. In the midst of our own 
living, we would do well to recall that all this stuff we accomplish or accumulate by vir-
tue of our wills will eventually cease. We will eventually cease. All will be left behind. 
We will, all of us, be released into the care of God. And it is good news for us to remem-
ber that God will remember us; God has called us, elected us, chosen us for a special pur-
pose. This is not our doing. Let us live then out of gratitude for this remarkable grace, not 
grasping our lives to ourselves, but giving ourselves away in confidence that God’s grace 
and mercy are new every morning and that nothing in all creation will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

4



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice





