
The consistory of Otley Reformed Church humbly requests the Classis of Central Iowa to 
overture the 2018 General Synod of the Reformed Church in America:  
 
To adopt the Great Lakes Catechism on Marriage and Sexuality as the 5th Standard of 
Unity of the Reformed Church in America.  
 
Adding to the constitution of the Reformed Church in America by adopting an additional 
Doctrinal Standard is not something that should be undertaken lightly.1 We recognize that not 
every controversial issue requires adopting a statement that is binding upon our officeholders 
and embedded into the fabric of our denomination; however, our denomination has become so 
embroiled in discussion and disagreement on human sexuality that at many levels--especially 
our higher assemblies--we are almost entirely focused inward. Instead of discussions at General 
Synod on how to effectively reach the lost and minister to the broken, we discuss orderly 
separation and seasons of restraint on leaving the denomination. The 2017 General Synod saw 
a record number of overtures, and a large number of them were focused on the issue of human 
sexuality. No longer do we see in the various commissions of our denomination and gatherings 
of our assemblies discussing how to present the timeless truths of the gospel in an effective way 
to the world; but rather, the emphasis is narrowed to the issue of human sexuality to the point of 
excluding the mission of the church “in calling all persons to life in Christ, and in proclaiming 
God’s promise and commands to all the world.”2 
 
In addition to this being a time of great confusion--both within and without the church--we realize 
that, especially for our beloved denomination, this is a time of significant division. For decades 
we have been debating the issue of human sexuality. While the position of our denomination 
has yet to change, many people act as though our position has changed and act with blatant 
disunity towards their fellow brothers and sisters by officiating same-sex marriage ceremonies 
or the ordination of those in committed same-sex relationships. A Special Council and season of 
restraint on this issue were openly disregarded by regions of our denomination and some 
classes responded by seeking to dual affiliate with other denominations or even ordaining 
someone in a committed same-sex relationship who had their Certificate of Fitness revoked. As 
pastors, classes and regional synods act divisively towards the body, we accept that a new 
Standard of Unity is needed for our church. The time has come for our church to live out the 
implications of our constitution that “the Holy Scriptures are the only rule of faith and practice in 
the Reformed Church in America”3 by adopting a catechism that is deeply biblical, culturally 
relevant, pastorally useful and doctrinally sound on the issue of human sexuality.   

Catechism, from the verb catechize, is the process of learning by which people are instructed in 
the doctrines of the Christian faith. As a church, we already recognize the importance of 
catechism as it relates to the faith of a Christian, hence our adoption and sincere appreciation of 
the Heidelberg Catechism. It isn’t simply that its contents warm our souls, it is the accessibility 
of its teaching that blesses the church. So, too, with the Great Lakes Catechism on Marriage 
and Sexuality: its doctrine warms our soul as it both convicts and encourages us while at the 
same time blesses the church corporate and the individual families with a tool that is especially 
necessary during this time of great confusion.  
 

                                                
1 Please see supplemental documents for the text of the Great Lakes Catechism on Marriage and 
Sexuality. 
2 Book of Church Order, Preamble, 7. 
3 Book of Church Order, Preamble, 6. 



Indeed, as we survey the confusion in the world around us, and regrettably, throughout much of 
our denomination, we recognize that the time is right for a new catechism. While this isn’t 
something that our denomination has done frequently, historical Protestantism has not avoided 
the creation of catechisms for clarity of teaching. In 2012, when The Gospel Coalition released 
the New City Catechism, they addressed the inevitable “why another catechism” question that 
so many had. They wrote:  

 
Most people today do not realize that it was once seen as normal, important, and 
necessary for churches to continually produce new catechisms for their own use. The 
early Scottish churches, though they had Calvin's Geneva Catechism of 1541 and the 
Heidelberg Catechism of 1563, went on to produce and use Craig's Catechism of 1581, 
Duncan's Latin Catechism of 1595, and The New Catechism of 1644, before eventually 
adopting the Westminster Catechism. 
 
The Puritan pastor Richard Baxter, who ministered in the 17th century town of 
Kidderminster, was not unusual. He wanted to train heads of families to instruct their 
households in the faith. To do so, he wrote his own Family Catechism that was adapted 
to the capacities of his people and that brought the Bible to bear on many of the issues 
his people were facing at that time.4  

We echo their sentiment: we wish to see a catechism that is “adapted to the capacities of” our 
church and brings “the Bible to bear on” the issue our people are facing at this time. We believe, 
wholeheartedly and without reservation, that the Great Lakes Catechism on Marriage and 
Sexuality does just that. It is biblical, theologically sound, Reformed, and is a good fit for our 
confessional identity. 

Simultaneously, we understand that to adopt a new Standard of Unity makes this catechism 
become--for us--a timely and timeless piece of doctrine. Just as Dort was relevant in the 17th 
Century and continues to be relevant today, this new catechism will also be relevant for 
generations to come. We believe the Great Lakes Catechism on Marriage and Sexuality will be 
a useful catechism for the local church, classes, regional synods and the entire denomination 
from this point forward until Christ comes to judge the living and the dead.  

 

 

                                                
4 The Gospel Coalition, Introducing the New City Catechism, 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/introducing-new-city-catechism 


