
 
My Brothers, 
 
First, I want to express how encouraging it was to be together with you on Sunday 
evening. It was fantastic to reconnect and have a brief time of fellowship and 
prayer before the service, and to join our sister congregations together in a special 
service of worship to celebrate the 500th anniversary of the Reformation. The 
Scripture readings, prayers, and singing were wonderfully Christ-exalting and 
Gospel-centered. Unfortunately, things took a turn for the worse. 
 
Rather than proclaim the unsearchable riches of the person and work of Christ to 
our gathered congregations, Rev. Brown delivered a social justice jeremiad. 
Rather than unpack the glorious doctrines, amazing events, and courageous 
figures of the Protestant Reformation — which we were all there to celebrate  — 
Rev. Brown gave an angry rant more informed by critical race theory than holy 
Scripture. Rather than preach the amazing grace of the gospel with humility and 
love, he spoke harshly and clumsily about gentrification, income and wealth 
disparities among blacks and whites, a parking lot paved over black graves, and 
the “whiteness” of the PCA. Rev. Brown was self-admittedly angry in the pulpit. 
At one point he even said that his anger over these issues made him want to “rip 
someone a new one”— a crude and highly inappropriate expression in any 
situation, but especially in the context of the gathered people of God on the 
Lord’s Day. There is no place for vulgarity in the pulpit.   
 
I have been receiving numerous emails and texts from session and church 
members who were everything from confused to offended. I will pass along two 
texts that I received yesterday from prominent members of our congregation and 
community (not session members): "I felt ambushed considering we were not 
only meeting to worship but to celebrate God’s gift of the reformation to us.” And 
the second one: "I would hope and I would expect that the Lowcountry Presbytery 
would offer some sort of statement and apology for the invitation to Howard 
Brown to speak at the joint evening celebration of the 500th anniversary of the 
Protestant Reformation. The message was neither biblical nor did it have anything 
to do with the Reformation. I also hope that there would be some sort of 
accountability within the Presbytery regarding how this person could have been 
invited to speak.” 
 
We recently added to our membership a wonderful young police officer who 
serves on the Charleston Police force— putting his life at risk regularly to protect 
our citizens. He brought a friend and fellow police officer (who would have had 
his first exposure to a PCA gathering) to the service. They were both very 
disheartened over Rev. Brown’s unbalanced words about the police. In addition, 
several of our members invited guests from other churches to attend, at least one 
visiting preacher, and they too are having to respond to the confusion.  
 
Sadly, I have encountered this kind of angry message in other places around the 
PCA, and the story will not end well for our denomination if we jettison the 
gospel for the new hermeneutic of critical race theory. It can so easily turn into a 
new legalism for the church. It's happened before. I just never expected to hear it 
at our presbytery's special gathering for Reformation 500— a celebration of the 
events, figures, and glorious doctrines of justification by grace alone, through 



faith alone, in Christ alone, for the glory of God alone. If Rev. Brown would have 
preached an appropriate message, focused on the occasion at hand, and preached 
the unsearchable riches of Christ, but added a loving and humble exhortation for 
us to love one another better and be willing to reach out with more intentionality 
to those different than us, it would have been great. But it was something very 
different than that.   
 
I sincerely pray for Rev. Brown, that God would heal him of his apparent 
bitterness, and that the great and precious promises of the gospel — not assumed, 
but proclaimed — would be his joy and treasure. This is what I see in Dr Gabriel 
Williams and his wife Alicia, a dear black couple in our church that articulately 
exposes the dangers of social race theory in the church and in preaching. Gabriel 
is the third member and host of our weekly podcast at Christ Church, and is 
always helpful to speak with on these difficult issues. 
 
Brothers, we do not need a “southern reformation” that focuses on issues like 
gentrification and wealth inequality. Rather, we need to recover and proclaim the 
doctrines of the 16th c. Reformation that magnify the gospel of our Lord and 
Savior. We need to do that here and everywhere. The Gospel, preached with 
conviction and love, is our only hope, and it must be proclaimed from the 
rooftops. Christ is our only hope, and He must be proclaimed, cherished, and 
applied above all else. 
 
Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, 
that we may present everyone mature in Christ. For this I toil, struggling with all 
his energy that he powerfully works within me. (Colossians 1:28-29) 
 
My dear brothers, I look forward to hearing from you and getting your thoughts.  
 
Your Friend and Co-Laborer in Christ, 
 
Jon           
 
 
Rev. Jon D. Payne 
Christ Church Presbyterian (PCA) 
Charleston, South Carolina 
Sent from my iPhone 

 
 




