CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION AND TAX RESISTANCE
467

REPORT 38

CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION AND TAX RESISTANCE

(Art. 41)

I.
THE MANDATE AND ITS BACKGROUND

By way of a personal appeal addressed to the Synod of 1984, the Christian Reformed Church in North America was asked to support tax resistance as a form of conscientious objection. Paul and Fenna Stoub had concluded that the United States government is engaged in “idolatrous militarism.” Acting accord​ing to their consciences, they had refused to pay that part of their income tax which, they believed, supports the military budget. Consequently, the Inter​nal Revenue Service placed a levy on income which the Board of Publications owed to the Stoubs. After careful consultation with the Stoubs, attorneys, theologians, and ethicists, the board decided to pay IRS. The Stoubs appealed the decision of the board to synod on the ground that it had failed to support them in their conscientious objection according to the guidelines of synod (“Guidelines for Ethical Decisions about War,” Acts of Synod 1977). The Stoubs’ church and classis expressed support for them via overtures to the Synod of 1984. In addition, Classis Grand Rapids East asked synod to clarify the mean​ing of “support” in its decisions on conscientious objection (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 47).

Previously synod had spoken to the question of conscientious objection and draft resistance. It was not evident to the Synod of 1984 exactly how its previous pronouncements answered these two questions:

1.
How may conscientious objection apply to tax resistance?

2.
What is the meaning of “necessary support” as described by the Synod of 1977?

To answer these questions, synod appointed a study committee and gave it the following mandate: (a) to study conscientious objection as it may apply to tax resistance and provide guidelines for the church in dealing with this issue; (b) to define the meaning of “necessary support” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572) and provide direction for implementation; and (c) to report to the Synod of 1985. They gave the following grounds:

(1)
The church would be well served by such study and advice

(2)
No synodical report on guidelines has specifically addressed these is​sues.

(Acts of Synod 1984, p. 648)

Three key issues surfaced in this mandate: the church’s view of conscientious objection, the legitimacy of tax resistance as a form of conscientious objection, and the nature of “necessary support” from the church for those who become conscientious objectors.

This report surveys the history of synodical pronouncements relating to these issues, states certain biblical and theological considerations as they are relevant to the issues, and presents an analysis of synodical decisions regard​ing these issues. Finally, this report offers guidelines for the church.

II.
HISTORICAL SURVEY

There is a long history of synodical deliberation on the issues of war and the Christian’s participation. It is in this context that discussions about con​scientious objection began in 1936 when synod was asked by way of overture to declare that in wars of aggression, members are justified “to feel free before God not to bear arms.” The Synod of 1936 was also faced with a rebuttal which claimed the overture was “seditious” and outside the sphere of the church. Unsure that these issues were proper ecclesiastical matters, synod appointed a committee to give advice (Acts of Synod 1936, p. 29). When advised in 1937 that Reformed tradition and confessions have dealt with political, social, and eco​nomic issues, including war and peace, but have been “silent on the rights of the individual in cases of unrighteous war,” synod initiated a study of the issues raised in 1936 (Acts of Synod 1937, p. 11).

In 1939, synod adopted the “Testimony Regarding the Christian’s Attitude Toward War and Peace.” Conscientious objection was acknowledged to be one of three coordinate Christian duties: a Christian must (1) promote peace, (2) defend his country and protect the weak in the world from aggressors, and (3) “under certain definite circumstances ... refuse obedience to the civil magistrate” (Acts of Synod 1939, pp. 240—46).

In 1969 and 1973, synod applied the testimony of 1939, particularly the pronouncements of the testimony regarding conscientious objection. Synod responded in 1969 to the request for support from a group of conscientious objectors by reassessing “the stand of 1939 which recognized not only the right but even the duty of a Christian to ‘resort to passive resistance’ . . . when he in conscience before God according to his Word is convinced that the given war to which he is summoned is unjust” (Acts of Synod 1969, p. 98). In 1973 synod responded to an overture by urging “the President of the United States and Congress to grant . . . amnesty for those who by reason of their Christian conscientious objection to the Vietnam conflict are in exile, at large, incarcer​ated, or deprived of the full rights of citizenship. The request for amnesty for such men does not make a judgment on the justness or unjustness of the war.  It does support the man who in good conscience could not bear arms in the Vietnam conflict. This request does not dishonor, but respects the consciences of those who fought and died. Grounds: Synod has consistently supported [the selective conscientious objector, and such a request is a concrete action which implements the words of synodical decisions     (Acts of Synod 1973, pp. 80-81). 

The Synods of 1969 and 1973 also emphasized the duties of the entire Christian community. Pastors, consistories, other spiritual counselors, and church members themselves were urged to “extend Christian love and con​cern” to conscientious objectors (Acts of Synod 1969, p. 99; Acts of Synod 1973, p. 79). In addition, the Synod of 1973 appointed a study committee to “provide pastoral counseling for those opposed to all war’ and “to study the respon​sibilities” of all church assemblies in helping members make ethical decisions regarding any given war (Acts of Synod 1973, p. 70).

The Synod of 1977 adopted its most recent and extensive pronouncements on war, peace, and conscientious objection titled ‘Guidelines for Ethical Deci​sions about War.” Christian conscience is the “proper means for Christian decision making in a sinful world.” Biblical principles must underlie all deci​sion making. Yet synod acknowledged that the living out of all biblical principles in this complex and sinful world leads to significant differences among Christians, even such opposite positions as total pacifism and conscientious military participation. In such a context, the church “at best [can] offer guidelines [which] provide help for the development and proper functioning of the Christian conscience” (Acts of Synod 1977, Introduction to Guidelines, B, 4, p. 570).

Guidelines adopted on war, pacifism, and amnesty in 1977 offer significant help to the churches. This synod seemed to show more patience with the troubled conscience than did the synods in previous years. In the formation and function of conscience, the individual must seek the prayer and counsel of the family and the church. In such corporate interaction the policies of govern​ment must be evaluated according to the principles of righteousness. Resulting conscientious objection must be “within the framework of law.” The church must be informed. Members and assemblies of the church “should not reject fellow Christians whose conclusions and decisions differ from the majority, but in the name of our long-suffering Savior exercises understanding and forbearance. They should also provide counseling and other necessary sup​port to those whose conscientious stand brings them any sort of hardship” (Acts of Synod 1977, Guidelines, pp. 571—72).

III.
BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

A.
Biblical Teachings and Tax Refusal

1.
Matthew 17:24—27

After Jesus and his disciples arrived in Capernaum, the collectors of the two drachma tax came to Peter and asked, “Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?”

“Yes, he does,” he replied.

When Peter came into the house, Jesus was the first to speak. “What do you think, Simon?” he asked. “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own sons or from others?”

“From others,” Peter answered.

“Then the sons are exempt,” Jesus said to him. “But so that we may not offend them, go to the lake and throw out your line. Take the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin. Take it and give it to them for my tax and yours.”

Commentary

The two drachma represented the Jewish temple tax, not a Roman tax. This tax dates back to the time of the Exodus (Ex. 30:11—16). It was collected annually from every Jew over twenty years of age. This money was used for the service and maintenance of the temple.

Why the collectors had to ask for this tax is not stated. Was the tax overdue because Jesus and Peter were absent from Capernaum? Or does the delay arise from some difference of interpretation between Jesus and leaders in the tem​ple—the Pharisees or Sadducees—about the tax? The delay because of a dif​ference of interpretation appears to have more support in the subsequent conversation between Jesus and Peter than the explanation of absence. The reference of Jesus to the kings of the earth collecting taxes from “others” rather than from “sons” implies that Jesus and Peter may not have been under obligation to pay such tax. In Mark 12:41—44 Jesus does teach, in the context of the temple, voluntary giving proportionate to one’s wealth. He explains his payment of the tax not in terms of legal obligation but in terms of avoiding offense.

The avoidance-of-offense purpose reflects messianic import in this tax epi​sode. As the Messiah, Jesus fulfills the Old Testament temple demands arid, in so doing, reveals the ending of the old age (dispensation) and the beginning of the new age. The new age is anticipated as a life of obedience in freedom and not one of legalism. Jesus pays the temple tax not as a legal requirement, but as a means toward his messianic reign and coming kingdom.

2.
Mark 12:13—17

Later they sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Jesus to catch him in his words. They came to him and said, “Teacher, we know you are a man of integrity. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention to who they are; but you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not? Should we pay or shouldn’t we?”

But Jesus knew their hypocrisy. “Why are you trying to trap me?” he asked. “Bring me a denarius and let me look at it. “They brought the coin, and he asked them, “Whose portrait is this? And whose inscription?” “Caesar’s,” they re​plied.

Then Jesus said to them, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.”

And they were amazed at him.

(See parallel accounts in Matthew 22:15—22 and Luke 20:20—26.)

Commentary

Luke in his account specifically relates this tax episode to the subsequent trial of Jesus. The Jewish leaders are seeking evidence with which to indict Jesus before the Roman law. “They hoped to catch Jesus in something he said so that they might hand him over to the power and authority of the governor” (Luke 20:20). The tax question was very controversial. It accentuated the tension between loyalty to the Jewish community and obedience to Roman authority. Roman taxes meant support to an oppressive foreign government which the Jews hated. For Jesus to acquiesce in such support through payment of taxes would endanger his relation to those who followed him. Refusing to pay the tax would open him to the charge of subversion. The answer of Jesus was so framed that it could not be condemned as contrary to the law of God nor as political subversion. He affirmed what was present already in the teachings of the Old Testament. Obedience to God arid to human rulers can be in harmony with each other. To pay the taxes demanded by the Romans was not necessarily contrary to the will of God. In the Gospel of Luke this tax incident is not only used to show that the teaching of Jesus is not against the paying of taxes, but also that such accusations when raised at his trial were phoney. We read, for example, in Luke 23:2, “We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar.”

Jesus’ endorsement of tax paying must be understood within the larger context of New Testament teaching. Obedience to the demands of govern​ments is not unconditional. Acts 5:29 remains a higher moral norm than the requirements of civil law: “We must obey God rather than men.” The authority of government is always a delegated one. The ground for obedience to an earthly ruler is obedience to God, not some sacred or final claim by an earthly ruler himself or herself. Jesus, even as the rest of the New Testament, recog​nizes that the authority of all earthly rulers is circumscribed by the authority of God. Jesus says to Pilate, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above” (John 19:11). All activities of human government, including taxation, remain under the final judgment of God.

3.
Romans 13:6—7

This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

Commentary

This Romans passage clearly supports the payment of taxes to civil govern​ment. What remains problematic in this passage is the question of conditional authority. Are Christians here commanded to endorse everything that a gov​ernment may claim or to conclude that payment of taxes endorses-government policy? To answer yes to such a question would mean isolating this passage from the rest of Scripture. Not only must Christians “obey God rather than men,” but also recognize that earthly rulers are subject to great moral corruption (1 Cor. 2:8; Rev. 13). The point at which a government transgresses the will of God is the point at which the Christian must resist the government. Accord​ing to Jesus’ words one is not allowed to give the state what belongs to God, but according to both the words of Jesus and this passage from Romans 13, one ought not deny to the state that which is necessary for its existence, such things as taxes. If the state, however, demands, as was later done by Rome, emperor worship, which to Christians was blasphemous, then the Christian has no alternative but to disobey.

Note: It should be observed that I Peter 2:13—17 bears a significant resemblance to Romans 13:1—7. Its context is apparently one of persecution. Government is assumed to have a good purpose and function and, in the light of this, believers are to be characterized by an attitude of obedience and submission. Through Christian freedom believers are to remain above all “servants of God” and express moral loyalty and respect to all authorities who “punish those who do wrong and commend those who do right” (I Pet. 2:14).

B.
Theological Considerations Drawn from Biblical teachings

1.
The Bible teaches that government has the authority to collect taxes and, therefore, that the divinely sanctioned obligation of the citizen is to pay them. From this authority it may be inferred that the government has the right to budget the spending of taxes.

2.
It may be inferred from biblical teaching that government has the au​thority to budget the spending of tax money and is the agent upon which immediate responsibility rests for the moral quality of that budgeting.

3.
The Bible does not specifically address the issue of moral conflict between an individual’s conscience and the budgetary distribution of tax money by civil authorities.

4.
Since it is clear from Scripture as a whole that the Christian ought to challenge immorality, including government injustice, wherever it arises, it then follows that if the Christian believes immorality is present in a state budget, such immorality ought to be challenged.

5.
How such immorality is to be challenged is a matter of strategy and moral means rather than a matter of moral principles or absolutes.

6.
Moral means and strategies ought to be distinguished from moral princi​ples. Moral principles are constant and universal in content while moral means and strategies are relative and particular. Moral means and strategies are applications of principles to specific historical conditions and situations. Justice is a constant and universal principle while “tax resistance” is but one of many possible means and strategies for applying the principle of justice to, for example, the present threat of nuclear war.

Another contemporary issue in which principle and strategy ought not become confused is in the moral question of legalized abortion. A Christian who believes that the 1973 United States Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion is morally wrong may decide the most effective way to bring about change is political action; another Christian may choose to counsel women in difficult pregnancy situations, trying to convince them not to abort. Though these two Christians disagree on strategy, they do agree that the policy of abortion on demand is a fundamental denial of the principle of justice for unborn children.

7.
The Christian’s process of selecting moral means and formulating moral strategy, however, is always done in the context of other moral obligations which remain binding. For example, the two Christians (mentioned in number 6 above) who choose different strategies for changing public policy on abortion would agree with each other that bombing abortion clinics is immoral strategy because it violates the principle of public order which God has man​dated the government to uphold.

8.
The selection of specific moral means and the formulation of moral strategies ought to remain accountable to the Christian community as a whole. When means and strategies generate value conflicts, as tax resistance does, between loyalty to the government and loyalty to one’s conception of justice, then such conflicts ought to seek their resolution through the deliberation and guidance of the Christian community in the light of all its moral demands.

9.
Tax resistance has to do with the power of money. Your committee did not consider a detailed biblical study of money to be a specific part of its mandate, but it offers these observations, based on an understanding of biblical teaching, about money and its power.

a.
In correcting evil, money does not have the positive moral power and precision we may be tempted to think it has.

b.
Though withholding money from an institution may alter its policies, it may also threaten its very existence, thereby destroying an institution that, in itself, is still good. Its destruction would end any avenue or oppor​tunity for renewal within it as well. This power of money is primarily destructive and very difficult to control.

c.
Further, being part of a larger group is more complex than the money people pay or withhold. Money facilitates the life of a group, but is not the moral substance of belonging to a group. People, for example, are citizens by birth or naturalization and, as such, are responsible for their country’s policies, whether or not they pay taxes.

d. 
The withholding of money does not absolve people from guilt. Refusal to pay taxes does not free them from responsibility for the sin of their government. They are not, thereby, blameless or free of penalties or con​sequences of corporate sin, for money does not have the power to remove corporate responsibility.

IV.
ANALYSIS OF PREVIOUS SYNODICAL DECISIONS

Against this background and historical survey of synodical pronouncements and biblical and theological considerations, we proceed to an analysis of syn​odical decisions relative to the three issues of this study: conscientious objec​tion, tax resistance, and necessary support.

A.
Conscientious Objection

Synod is clear about what it means by conscientious objector. The position of those who “condemn every war and hence refuse to bear arms under any conditions” was found to be unbiblical. Synod countered that position (see Acts of Synod 1939, Pp. 244-45) by quoting Romans 13:1—5:

Let every soul be in subjection to the higher powers; for there is no power but of God; and the powers that be are ordained of God. Therefore, he that resisteth the power, withstandeth the ordinance of God; and they that withstand shall receive to themselves judgment. For rulers are not a terror to the good work, but to the evil. And wouldest thou have no fear of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise from the same: for he is a minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is a minister of God, an avenger for wrath to him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must needs be in subjection, not only because of the wrath, but also for conscience’ sake.
To bolster its opinion, synod also quoted from the confessions:

We believe that our gracious God, because of the depravity of mankind, has appointed kings, princes, and magistrates; willing that the world should be governed by certain laws and policies; to the end that the dissoluteness of men might be restrained and all things carded on among them with good order and decency. For this purpose he has invested the magistracy with the sword for the punishment of evildoers and for the protection of them that do well. Moreover, it is the bounden duty of everyone, of whatever state, quality, or condition he may be, to subject himself to the magistrate, to pay tribute, to show honor and respect to them, and to obey them in all things not repugnant to the Word of God (Belgic Confession, Art. 36)

Neither did synod recognize as a legitimate position that of conscientious objectors who “would refuse to take part in any war when, and as long as, they are not persuaded of the justness of the given war.” That uncertainty, synod concluded, ‘as to the justness of the given war can be no justifiable ground for refusing obedience to . . . government.” According to synod, that position has no basis in Scripture or the creeds (Acts of Synod 1939, pp. 248—49).

There is one conscientious objector whose position cannot be repudiated by the church. He recognizes his “duty to obey his government and to defend his country in response to its call to arms,” and “has intelligent and adequate grounds to be convinced that the given war to which he is summoned is an unjust war. . . . The only course open to such a person,” synod said, “is to resort to passive resistance and to refuse to bear arms in that given war” (Acts of Synod 1939, p. 249).

Synod was consistent in this opinion through the proceedings of 1969, 1973, and 1977. The church has never been ready to say that just because someone appeals to his conscience, his objection is therefore automatically valid. The individual conscience needs to be nurtured and informed by the Word of God in the presence of and with the help of the entire Christian community.

The church has long known that her recognition of only one kind of con​scientious objector (he holds that the “given war to which he is summoned is an unjust war”) is against the opinion of the courts. United States law, for exam​ple, also recognizes only one conscientious objector. He, however, is a person “who, by reason of religious training and belief, is conscientiously opposed to participation in war in any form” (Section 5, Selective Training and Service Act 1940 [italics ours]). “Those who object to participation in a particular war are not within the purview of the act but have consistently been denied ‘conscientious objector’ status in the courts of the United States” (see Gillette vs. United States, 401 US 437, 1970).

B.  Tax Resistance

The person who is withholding all or part of his income tax to resist govern​ment military policy or legalized abortion (two causes for which tax resistance is being employed by some Christians in our churches) finds that synod has never addressed in depth tax resistance as a form of conscientious objection. Synod has, however, several times, addressed resistance,

Synod’s language, when it addresses the Christian’s attitude to war or gov​ernment policy, is consistent. A Christian’s refusal to comply must be ‘within the framework of the law” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572 [italics ours]), and must use “rights and privileges of citizenship to secure such legislation as is calculated to prevent unjust war, correct moral wrong, and establish just policies” (p. 573 [italics ours]). Resistance to war and work for peace must be characterized by both prayer and “appropriate deeds,” the Christian working in every “honorable way . . . to support with Christian judgment, charity, and vigor the existing agencies and institutions, national and international, which have been estab​lished to secure justice, understanding, and cooperation among nations and peoples” (Acts of Synod 1982, p. 105, [italics ours]). Church members must recognize a God-given duty to “give discreet expression to conscientious views    (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572 [italics ours]).

Though synod does make room for an illegal or negative response of one particular kind of conscientious objection to war, namely that of refusing government orders to participate by a personal action in a war he is convinced is unjust, synod does not do that for other forms that resistance may take. For example, those who have a “financial interest in or are employees of companies that provide war materiel or in any way stand to profit from war must face the questions suggested . . . and be willing, if conscience demands, to alter their relationship with such companies” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 573). This response to corporate error is a legal, positive one.

Synod is saying that resistance must exhaust every avenue of positive or legal method before it employs civil disobedience. Believers must exercise rights of citizenship to work for change (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 573), and offer expertise in various fields to do the same (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 573; 1982, p. 105).

In 1972 synod called believers to a “ringing testimony against the evils of abortion as practiced in our society, [encouraging] them to promote action and legislation that reflects the teaching of Scripture” (Acts of Synod 1972, p. 64, [italics ours]).

Note: Though it may be said that tax resistance to legalized abortion is the response to an actual evil—not an impending one, as nuclear warfare might be—thus making the moral crisis more acute, synod still clearly directs that honorable means to resist the evil must be used until they are exhausted.

C.  Necessary Support

What is properly the response of the church to the objector? In 1939 synod said that the church cannot repudiate the claim of the conscientious objector who believes that the “given war to which he is summoned is an unjust war” (Acts of Synod 1939, p. 249). By so doing, synod implicitly respects the objector’s claim to support from the church.

The Synod of 1969 urged “pastors, consistories, and other spiritual coun​selors to fulfill their duty to instruct, advise, counsel, and extend Christian love and concern to all the draft eligible, including those who struggle with the decision regarding selective conscientious objection and its consequences” (Acts of Synod 1969, p. 99). The Synod of 1973 urged “pastors, consistories, and its church membership to fulfill their duty to extend Christian love and concern to all who have been directly or indirectly punished for resisting the Vietnam conflict because of conscience which has been informed by Scripture” (Acts of Synod 1973, p. 79). Pastoral care for resisters and their families and also for those within the church who disagree with them about resistance was urged by synod (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572, Guidelines 6, 7, 8).

Synod defines “necessary support” for the conscientious objector as the responsibility of the church to extend to him pastoral and diaconal care, not to join him in his self-chosen strategy of resistance. It does not, then, direct the church as it acts officially through its assemblies, agencies, or its officebearers to join the objector in his illegal resistance. Synod sees the responsibility of the institutional church to be what it has always been: prophetic proclamation, pastoral care, and diaconal service. “When the nation faces international crisis or war itself, those who preach the Word must seek the direction and support-of the Holy Spirit so they will be able to declare prophetically from the Scriptures what Christ is saying concerning the issues at stake” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572).

“Necessary support” must also come, synod said, from those in the churches who have access to the “best available resources.” “Knowledgeable Christians [are] to offer freely their services to all in the Christian community to whom war or the threat of war present pressing problems—both conscientious partici​pants and conscientious objectors and their families” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 573, Guideline 11). The Synod of 1982 urged church members to be as helpful as they can be, using their various areas of expertise, so they will be truly “the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world” (Acts of Synod 1982, p. 105, Guideline 13). When synod speaks in this way, it is referring to the church as body or organism.

V.

SUMMARY AND GUIDELINES

A.
Pertaining to tile Individual Christian

1.
God establishes government. The Christian’s duty is to obey even when unsure of the morality of government action. This duty to obey pertains to taxes.

2.
The Christian ought to object to specific government policy or decision that he finds incompatible with biblical teaching.

3.
The means and strategy of the Christian objector must be compatible with biblical teaching on government. To bring change, the Christian should exhaust honorable, legal, and discreet means. He should consider civil disobedience as a last resort.

4.
If his conscience leads him to the extremity of disobeying government, the Christian ought to submit to government’s authority by accepting the penalty for his disobedience.

5.
The Christian may ask for and expect sympathetic concern from fellow Christians, members of the church as body or organism.

6.
It is inappropriate for the Christian conscientious objector to ask the church as institute to join him in his individual strategy. The instituted church cannot assume, as its own, individual methods of resistance; it has neither the competence nor the authority from the Lord to do so.

7.
The Christian may, however, expect the church to give him what it does have the authority and competence to give: prophetic proclamation of the Word, pastoral care, and diaconal support. The nature of the church’s “necessary support” for him is to help him endure his hardship, not to join him in the individual methods of objection he chooses.

B.
Pertaining to the Church

1.
As a community of believers, the church is called upon to give spiritual care and love to conscientious tax resisters and to assure them that they are fully honored as Christians in spite of differences of opinion with fellow church members.

2.
As agent of proclamation, the church is called upon concerning the issues raised by our mandate:

a.
to expose the demonic influences in society and government;

b.
to proclaim that our ultimate earthly protection is not to be found in any earthly power but in God’s almighty and loving care; and

c.
to challenge its members to exercise their responsibilities to oppose evil by appropriate means or strategy.

3.
As provider of pastoral care, the church is called upon, through its elders and ministers, to give counsel and guidance to believers as they weigh specific methods of strategy seeking to follow dictates of a biblically informed conscience.

4.
As instrument of diaconal care, the church is called upon to provide benevolent relief to conscientious tax resisters whose stand brings them ma​terial hardship. This is particularly the responsibility of the local congregation.

VI.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A. That synod give the privilege of the floor to the chairman and the reporter of the study committee when the report is discussed.

B.  That synod receive Parts I, II, III, and IV of the Report on Conscientious Tax Resistance and submit them to the church as information.

C.  That synod adopt Part V, A and B, as its answer to requests from the church for guidance on the issues of conscientious objection, tax resistance as a form of conscientious objection, and “necessary support” for those who become con​scientious tax resisters.

D.  That synod declare the mandate of this committee fulfilled, and discharge the committee.

Committee to Study Conscientious

Objection as It May Apply to Tax Resistance

James F. Versluys, chairman

Eunice Vanderlaan, reporter

Theodore Minnema

Kenneth Oosterhouse

Bernard Zylstra

Ill.
CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION AND TAX RESISTANCE

A.
Material: Report 38, pp. 463-73

B.
Background:

By way of a personal appeal addressed to the Synod of 1984, the Christian Reformed Church in North America was asked to support tax resistance as a form of conscientious objection. Paul and Fenna Stoub had concluded that the United States government is engaged in ‘idolatrous militarism.” Acting accord​ing to their consciences, they had refused to pay that part of their income tax which, they believed, supports the military budget. Consequently, the Internal Revenue Service placed a levy on income which the Board of Publications owed to the Stoubs. After careful consultation with the Stoubs, attorneys, theologians, and ethicists, the board decided to pay the IRS. The Stoubs appealed the decision of the board to synod on the ground that it had failed to support them in their conscientious objection according to the guidelines of synod (‘Guidelines for Ethical Decisions about War,” Acts of Synod 1977). The Stoubs’ church and classis expressed support for them via overtures to the Synod of 1984. In addition, Classis Grand Rapids East asked synod to clarify the meaning of “support” in its decisions on conscientious objection (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 47).
C: Mandate:

Previously synod had spoken to the question of conscientious objection and draft resistance. It was not evident to the Synod of 1984 exactly how its previous pronouncements answered these two questions:

1.
How may conscientious objection apply to tax resistance?

2.
What is the meaning of “necessary support” as described by the Synod of 1977?

To answer these questions, synod appointed a study committee and gave it the following mandate: (a) to study conscientious objection as it may apply to tax resistance and provide guidelines for the church in dealing with this issue; (b) to define the meaning of “necessary support” (Acts of Synod 1977, p. 572) and provide direction for implementation; and (c) to report to the Synod of 1985. They gave the following grounds (Acts of Synod 1984, p. 648):

(1)
The church would be well served by such study and advice.

(2)
No synodical report on guidelines has specifically addressed these issues.

D.
Summary and Guidelines (V. pp. 471—72)

1.
Pertaining to the Individual Christian

a.  God establishes government. The Christian’s duty is to obey even when unsure of the morality of government action. This duty to obey pertains to taxes.

b. The Christian ought to object to specific government policy or decision that he finds incompatible with biblical teaching.

c.  The means and strategy of the Christian objector must be compatible with biblical teaching on government. To bring change, the Christian should exhaust honorable, legal, and discreet means. He should consider civil disobedience as a last resort.

d.  If his conscience leads him to the extremity of disobeying government, the Christian ought to submit to government’s authority by accepting the penalty for his disobedience.

e.  The Christian may ask for and expect sympathetic concern from fellow Christians, members of the church as body or organism.

f.  It is ordinarily inappropriate for the Christian conscientious objector to ask the church as institute to join him in his individual strategy. The instituted church cannot assume, as its own, individual methods of resistance; it has neither the competence nor the authority from the Lord to do so.

g.  The Christian may, however, expect the church to give him what it does have the authority and competence to give: prophetic proclamation of the Word, pastoral care, and diaconal support. The nature of the church’s necessary support” for him is to help him endure his hardship, not to join him in the individual methods of objection he chooses.

2.  Pertaining to the church

a.  As a community of believers, the church is called upon to give spiritual care and love to conscientious tax resisters and to assure them that they are fully honored as Christians in spite of differences of opinion with fellow church members.

b.  As agent of proclamation, the church is called upon concerning the issues raised by our mandate:

(1)
to expose the demonic influences in society and government;

(2)
to proclaim that our ultimate earthly protection is not to be found in any earthly power but in God’s almighty and loving care; and

(3)
to challenge its members to exercise their responsibilities to op​pose evil by appropriate means or strategy.

c.  As provider of pastoral care, the church is called upon, through its elders and ministers, to give counsel and guidance to believers as they weigh specific methods of strategy seeking to follow dictates of a biblically informed conscience.

d.  As instrument of diaconal care, the church is called upon to provide benevolent relief to conscientious tax resisters whose stand brings them material hardship. This is particularly the responsibility of the local con​gregation.

E.  Recommendations:

1.  That synod give the privilege of the floor to Dr. T. Minnema, in the absence of the chairman, and to Mrs. E. Vanderlaan, the reporter of the committee,

during the discussion of the report.




—Granted

2.  That synod receive Parts I, II, III, and IV of the Report on Conscientious Tax Resistance and submit them to the church as information.









 —Adopted

3.  That synod adopt D (Part V of the report) as its answer to requests from the church for guidance on the issues of tax resistance as a form of con​scientious objection, and “necessary support” for those who become con​scientious tax resisters.













—Adopted

4.
That synod declare the mandate of this committee fulfilled, and discharge

the committee with appreciation for its work.




—Adopted

(The report of Advisory Committee I is continued in Article 52.)

