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A significant part of my journey over the past five years has been learning just “What 

does it mean to be Presbyterian?” My upbringing was initially Brethren and then Baptist, and 

once I embraced faith as an adult, after a period of ‘absence’ in my first university years, it 

was with the Baptists that I continued my faith journey. Involvement in the charismatic 

movement, and especially on the Board of Christian Advance Ministries, and then 13 years 

teaching in the interdenominational context of Bible College of New Zealand, had given me a 

relatively ecumenical outlook (for a Baptist!) and I had even come to accept the validity of 

infant Baptism. In fact the increasing narrowness of the Baptist understanding of faith and 

changes in its models of church leadership, as well as the employment opportunity at the 

School of Ministry, were reasons for my move to become Presbyterian. This piece then is a 

reflection on what  are the things I have come to understand as being distinctly Presbyterian 

and of value for the tradition in today’s context. I identify and reflect on these in the context 

of dialogue with the Baptist tradition, much of which, in its historic understanding, I still 

value. In a number of things Presbyterians and Baptists are very close cousins, as the long 

story of interchange between them indicates. 

 

 Part of my reflection was stimulated by a discussion I had with Murray Robertson a 

couple of years ago. Murray, who began training for Presbyterian ministry in Scotland but 

ended up in the Baptist church, has been the single most influential person in my faith and 

ministry journey. He asked how I was finding it being in the Presbyterian Church, and as we 

discussed this he reflected somewhat wistfully and nostalgically on some of the things he 

enjoys whenever he goes into a Presbyterian context and misses in the Baptist context. The 

other was a conversation with David Roozen, director of the Hartford Institute for Religious 

Research, where I was on study leave. David had just published a 600 plus page book on 

Church, Identity and Change looking at denominational identities in our unsettled culture. 

David who is himself Presbyterian, is regarded as one of the leading experts on 

denominational structures and identity in the US and is often used as a consultant by 

denominational groups. By way of introduction, I would also want to keep in mind that 

before considering our unique denominational (or tribal) identity it is important that we first 

affirm our catholic identity. We are part of the “one holy catholic and apostolic church.” We 

are Christian first and what we have distinctly to bring as Presbyterians is secondary. 

Nevertheless, I have come to see that our heritage and understanding has some important 

things to offer to the church in its current situation and I want to focus on three of these. 

 

 The word Presbyterian is most commonly associated with the form of polity the 

church has. That rather than being governed by bishops (Episcopal) or the congregation 

(Congregational) it is governed by elders (Presbyters). This was worked out in a context 

where rulers, both in the church and the state, often acted dictatorially, able to do what ever 

they wanted, and so rule by a plurality of elders, both ministers and lay leaders, provided a 

system of checks and balances against this kind of self serving exploitation. The involvement 

of lay leaders alongside the “professionals” was a working out of the Reformation principle 

of the priesthood of all believers and along with plural leadership is I believe a very important 

principle of leadership in today’s postmodern context which we need to affirm. In the 1980s 

and early 1990s there was a strong move in many places, both inside and outside the church, 

to the leadership of the strong individual, the CEO model. This has been discarded in most 

good business practice, but unfortunately is still pressed for in many church circles, often to 
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their detriment. Traditional Baptist understandings of church leadership have been 

undermined by this in New Zealand, but I would suggest the Presbyterianism has protected us 

from the worst features of this.  

 

 In addition, the Presbyterian model, with the role of the Presbytery and of the national 

Assembly working in conjunction with the local session, has provided an ongoing 

connectionalism and system of checks and balances for the local congregation. It can 

complement what is lacking in a local congregation an provide a check against a particular 

group gaining control and heading in an unhelpful direction. As John Roxborogh points out 

in his article, the difference between Baptists and Presbyterian in regard to polity is one of 

degree rather than kind, with the Baptists placing more emphasis on the role of the local 

congregation, and the Presbyterians on the wider connectional bodies. Both though had a 

place for each. However, in New Zealand, Baptists with the widespread abandonment of the 

local Association and weakening of the role of the national body have moved to become in 

effect ‘Independent Churches’ (the phrase used by the previous National Leader of the 

Baptists) rather than Congregational, again to their detriment. A number of my former 

colleagues as Baptist ministers are now like me Presbyterian, and when I have met them they 

all mention first this degree of connectionalism, with its provision of collegiality, support and 

accountability as something they appreciate the most. Thus our understanding of polity and 

leadership in the church, with its emphasis on plurality and partnership, is something in our 

heritage and identity that is of distinct value in our current context. While we clearly need to 

adapt the exact forms of how that is worked out, and in particular see the regional and 

national bodies as resourcing more than controlling, we should continue to value and endorse 

it in our practice.  

 

 A second identifying characteristic is that we are a confessional church. We give a 

particular place to historic creeds and confessions in our church life. Coming in as a Baptist 

this is something quite distinctive, although my role as a church history lecturer gave me an 

understanding of them, and in a quite “unbaptist” way I did sometimes use them when 

leading worship. This means that we have something to measure our beliefs against, and 

change in theology, rather than just being allowed to drift, is something taken seriously which 

needs to be dialogued about. For this reason Presbyterians are well know for their theological 

differences and debates. For some this is a negative, taking up time and energy as well as 

standing in the way of change. However concern over these prevents sheer pragmatism taking 

over, and anything that works being embraced regardless of how it might change what we 

believe. What we believe is actually important because in the end it determines how we 

behave. I remember Paul Beasley-Murray, then Principal of Spurgeon’s College in London, 

taking a seminar on worship, and being concerned about the shape Baptist worship had taken 

under the influence of the charismatic movement. Baptists had always confessed their faith 

through hymns, rather than creeds or confessions. This is particularly concerning given the 

theology (or lack of) in much contemporary Christian music. This of course is also an issue 

for Presbyterians, but at least the confessions give us a guide to measure and balance these 

with. In an age where it could be argued that much that passes for Christianity, is only 

vaguely connected to the historic orthodox understandings of the faith (as a number of recent 

surveys on the beliefs of young people indicate) the place of the confessions and creeds in the 

life of the church, and concern for issues of theology and doctrine are identifying features of 

our tradition to be valued as we seek to work out what is distinctive about being Christian in a 

world where anything seems to go. The danger is, of course, an over intellectual approach to 

faith and too great a focus on words, rather than the other senses and images, but drawing on 
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the wider catholic resources of the church, and especially the Celtic tradition which is part of 

the heritage brought from Scotland by our forebears, can help to balance these. 

 

 A final identifying characteristic is a particular understanding of the relationship of 

the church with society. While it is clear that both Calvin and Knox had a concern for the 

salvation of individuals, it is also clear that in their understanding the gospel and the church 

were not just there for the benefit of those who might be saved, but for the good of society. 

The gospel embraced the whole of life, not just the spiritual dimension, and so the church was 

concerned with helping to form a good and just social order. Hence church and the social 

order were virtually coterminus in Calvin’s Geneva. While at times this concern has been put 

in a very negative light, seen as the equivalent of the inquisition, its real concern was pastoral 

and positive. This is quite different from a ‘sectarian’ view of the relationship between the 

church and society, which sociologically is what Baptists and Brethren are. Here the church is 

a gathered community of individuals saved from society and the church operates as a kind of 

lifeboat. The purpose of the gospel is to rescue individuals from an evil world. Thus culture 

and society tend to be seen in fundamentally negative terms. Looking at New Zealand history 

the Presbyterian outlook can be seen in the high number of significant New Zealand 

politicians who were Presbyterian, or the significant numbers who were involved in local 

government, education or a variety of social organisations. In the Brethren/Baptist world I 

grew up in this kind of involvement in the world was regarded negatively. In some ways it 

still is. The social and political order is something to be protested against, rather than live in 

and so seek to transform. An outworking of this understanding can be seen in the excellent 

“Five Faces of Mission” developed by the PCANZ, where amongst the five ways of making 

Jesus Christ known, are “transforming society” and “caring for creation.” This positive 

relationship with society, concern for the world and its good, acting positively to transform it, 

is an important part of our identity and something we need to value and foster. The concern 

for the survival of the church can very easily lead us into a sectarian perspective, where 

maintaining, or better still growing the institution itself, can become our sole focus (and it 

certainly had with Baptists) rather than seeing it as a means to an end, part of God’s mission 

in the world. This emphasis, particularly well expressed in the writings of Karl Barth on the 

missio dei, is an identifying feature I have come to value enormously in being Presbyterian 

and should shape a distinctive approach to mission. It is why much of the most helpful 

writing in the ‘missional church’ material has come from those in the Presbyterian tradition.  

 

 So for me here are three things I want to affirm now that I am Presbyterian. A church 

leadership framework that embraces plurality and partnership. An understanding that values 

the importance of theology and connection with the historic beliefs of the faith. An 

understanding of the gospel that is concerned for the whole of life and the world in which we 

live. As we seek to adapt our heritage to our challenging and changing context, in line with 

the Reformation principle of “ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda” (the church reformed 

always being reformed) let us value what we bring with us and ensure we do not discard the 

baby with the bath water.  


