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Referrals to the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

 

I. Referrals in Progress 

 

1. 2012 Referral: Item 14-04. Human Rights Update 2012. Recommendation 5. Direct the Advisory 

Committee on Social Witness Policy to Include Forced Abortion, Gender and Disability Selection Based 

Abortions, and Infanticide Within Its Next Human Rights Update Study—From the 220th General 

Assembly (2012) (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 61, 63, 1314─33 of the CD; pp. 279─80 of the print copy). 

 

Response: Final Response will be presented to the 222
nd

 General Assembly (2016) 

 

II. Final Response to Referrals 

 

1. 2012 Referral: Item 11-09. World of Hurt, Word of Life: “Renewing God’s Communion in the 

Work of Economic Reconstruction.” The Churches Work in Today’s Fallen Economy, Recommendation 

1.e. Requests the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP), in Cooperation with 

Appropriate Ministries of the General Assembly Mission Council, to Provide Relevant and Accessible 

Resources for Gathering and Study Groups—From the 220th General Assembly (2012) (Minutes, 2012, 

Part I, pp. 28, 32, 1059 of the CD; p. 246 of the printed copy). 

 

Response: The Advisory Committee developed and circulated a print resource, also downloadable, 

of the policy statement, a cover letter from the Stated Clerk, study questions from an economist member 

of the study team, liturgical suggestions for adapting a communion service from the Theology & Worship 

unit, a resource list, and a copy of the Social Creed to situate the treatment of the economy within a broad 

Christian social vision.  

 

2. 2012 Referral: Item 11-09. World of Hurt, Word of Life: “Renewing God’s Communion in the 

Work of Economic Reconstruction. The Church’s Work in Today’s Fallen Economy, Recommendation 

2.b. Directs the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy, in Consultation with the Advocacy 

Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns, to Provide Resources to Support the Witness Described in 2.a. for 

Presenting the Church’s Views on Economic and Civic Responsibility, Sustainable Economic 

Development, Strong Public Ethics—From the 220th General Assembly (2012) (Minutes, 2012, Part I, 

pp. 28, 32, 1059 of the CD; p. 246 of the printed copy). 

 

Response: The above resource includes specific treatment of racial-ethnic and immigrant 

communities in its section, “The Plight of our Neighbors Today,” and was distributed with a cover letter 

highlighting key themes to a range of offices in the Center, a mailing to approximately 125 ethics 

professors in the seminaries and colleges (including Presbyterian members of the Society of Christian 

Ethics), and a mailing to approximately 200 pastors active in social witness for economic justice.  

Workshops on it were presented at Big Tent and the CPJ Training Day in 2013. Two articles in the online 
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journal, Unbound, lifted up the document and an ecumenical consultation was held at the Washington 

Office of Public Witness on taxation including World of Hurt, Word of Life as context. 

 

3. 2012 Referral: Item 11-09. World of Hurt, Word of Life: “Renewing God’s Communion in the 

Work of Economic Reconstruction. The Churches Work in Today’s Fallen Economy, Recommendation 4. 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Is Directed to Appoint a Seven-Volunteer Study Team 

to Assess the Values Implicit in Tax Policy, Focusing on the Areas of Personal Income, Wealth, Giving, 

and Consumption, and Considering a Spectrum of Reform Proposals—From the 220th General Assembly 

(2012) (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 28, 32, 1061 of the CD; p. 248 of the printed copy). 

 

Response:  Referral is being answered by report titled “Justice in Taxation: A Christian Response to 

a New Gilded Age” (Item number to be inserted by OGA). 

 

4. 2010 Referral: Item 13-11. On Strengthening the Peacemaking Program. Recommendation. The 

219
th
 General Assembly (2010) Directs the General Assembly Mission Council, Through the Advisory 

Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) and the Peacemaking Program, to Appoint a Five-Person 

Steering Team, at Least One of Whom Shall Be a College Student or Other Young Adult, to Work with 

ACSWP and Peacemaking Program Representatives to Design and Implement a Broadly Participatory 

Four-Year Process to Do Items 2.a Through 2.h – From the Presbytery of Pittsburgh (Minutes, 2010, 

Part I, pp. 65, 67-69, 967-72). 

 

2012 Referral: Item 14-05. Encountering the Gospel of Peace Anew: An Invitation to Discernment and 

Witness, an Interim Report to the 220th General Assembly (2012). Recommendation 2. Direct That Any 

Policy Changes from the Peace Discernment Steering Team Be Brought to the 221st General Assembly 

(2014) by the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy in Coordination with the General Assembly 

Mission Council—From the Peace Discernment Steering Team (Minutes, 2012, Part I, 61, 63, 1333─47 

of the CD; p. 280 of the printed copy). 

 

Response: The above two referrals will be answered by a report titled “Risking Peace in a Violent 

World” (Item number to be inserted by OGA) 

 

5. 2012 Referral: Item 14-03. For Human Rights and Civic Freedom: Movements for Democratic 

Change in the Arab World. Recommendation 2.b.1. In Conjunction with the Peace Discernment Process 

Authorized by the 219th General Assembly (2010), and in Relation to U.S. Foreign and Military 

Experience and Policy, Members and Friends of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Are Encouraged to 

Share Their Responses to This Resolution and Other Reflections on Their Work or Service. The Advisory 

Committee on Social Witness Policy Is Directed to Provide a Suitable Web Posting of All Viewpoints—

From the 220th General Assembly (2012) (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 61, 63, 1308─14 of the CD; pp. 

277─78 of the print copy). 

 

Response: This report was printed, posted, and widely distributed in cooperation with the Middle 

East, Europe, and Central Asia office of World Mission, including to our mission partners overseas. (Its 

cover includes pictures taken by mission coworkers).  No negative feedback has been received although 

there has been debate on the progress of the Syrian and Libyan instances of the Arab Awakening in 

relation to articles posted in the online journal Unbound (www.justiceUnbound.org). The booklet has 

been displayed in a reception area for Compassion, Peace, and Justice and World Mission in the 

Presbyterian Center, and also mailed to the Presbyterian ethics professor organization, Social Ethics 

Network.  

 

http://www.justiceunbound.org/
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6. 2012 Referral: Item 16-07. Report of the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 

21st Century. Recommendation 6.b. Charge the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to Study 

How to Bring Teaching Elders Receiving Below-Minimum Compensation Up to or Above the Minimum 

Compensation Set by Presbyteries—From the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st 

Century (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 48, 50, 1464 of the CD; p. 293 of the printed copy). 

 

2012 Referral: Item 16-07. Report of the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st 

Century. Recommendation 6.f. Charge the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to Revisit Study 

Documents on Compensation and Justice, Particularly the Reports of 1983 and 2010, and to Bring a 

Report to the 221st General Assembly (2014), Including a Comprehensive Review of Lack of Parity in 

Compensation Based on Class, Gender, Ethnicity, and Type of Service in the Church—From the Special 

Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st Century (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 48, 50, 1464 of the 

CD; p. 293 of the printed copy). 

 

Response: The above two referrals will be answered by a report titled “Ministerial Compensation 

and the Theology of Compensation: Incentives and Solidarity” (Item number to be inserted by OGA) 
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III. Reports with Recommendations 

 

1. Justice in Taxation: A Christian Response to a New Gilded Age 

 

Recommendations 

 

In fulfillment of the assignment of the 220th General Assembly (2012) to provide a biblically-

grounded witness in current discussions of tax reform, the Advisory Committee on Social Witness 

Policy recommends that the 221st General Assembly (2014) approve the following statement of 

principles and recommendations on justice in taxation and receive the supporting rationale and 

resources for study: 

 

I. Principles and Recommendations: 

 

It is a basic mark of a healthy social covenant that all share in the society’s benefits and burdens. 

Just taxation is a fundamental part of a moral society’s answer to poverty and its close relatives, 

inequality and social immobility. The 219th General Assembly (2012) addressed the growth of 

income concentration and its consequences for the United States and the church itself in World of 

Hurt, Word of Life: Renewing God’s Communion in the Work of Economic Reconstruction. 

Recognizing taxation as “a legitimate function of government in the Christian tradition” that “lies 

at the heart of debates over the role of government and the responsibilities of citizens,” and 

documenting that current tax policies put higher proportional burdens on middle class and poor 

Americans, the Assembly directed that a study team “assess the values implicit in tax policy, 

focusing on the areas of personal income, wealth, giving, and consumption, and considering a 

spectrum of reform proposals.”  

 

The following principles arise out of the Reformed covenant theology described in this study’s 

rationale, and are a Presbyterian response to the clear and pressing needs of the people of God. In 

accord with our tradition of public responsibility, this contribution by a Christian church is also 

offered to the broader worldwide movement for tax justice.  

 

There is a growing consensus within our community that tax revenues are collected in a manner 

that harms those who have the least. Further the amount realized is insufficient to meet this 

country’s pressing social needs. As a result deficits have increased while those with the most need 

are asked to pay a greater portion of their income than the wealthy. This call to tax justice 

addresses a real crisis. It does so while calling local, state and federal jurisdictions to play their 

unique roles in the overall United State tax system, and calls for new measures internationally to 

prevent corporations and individuals from sheltering inordinate wealth from citizenship 

responsibilities.  

 

The church’s moral claim recognizes the reality that even the greatest individual and corporate 

fortunes depend on the shared goods of infrastructure, governance, social peace, and intellectual 

capital built up over years of civilization. Tax minimization strategies become immoral when they 

shift payment for these shared goods to those who do not have as great an ability to underwrite the 

benefits received. 

 

This report addresses the heart of the matter and its primary implications: to make the U.S. tax 

system fairer, it needs to be:  

 

 more progressive, taxing those with greater wealth at higher proportions of their income 

and inheritance;  
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 more transparent, which includes both simplicity and accountability for all preferences and 

tax expenditures; 

 more solidarity-focused, which means reducing the use of tax expenditures, shelters and 

havens, and supporting more adequate international standards (that honor social solidarity 

within and among nations);  

 more sustainable for current and future generations, which means avoiding unproductive 

financial and ecological indebtedness, and may mean choosing not to exploit and tax non-

renewable resources for short-term economic gains; and 

 more effective, addressing broader objectives of economic and social health than efficiency 

alone, such as meaningful employment, improved family life, and restored public trust. This 

is to combine economic efficiency in tax collection with the fundamental need for revenue 

sufficient for the common good. 

 

This is to build upon the four criteria for evaluating tax systems affirmed by the 189th General 

Assembly (1977):  

 

Equity (progressive for current and future generations); 

Integrity (honoring communal obligation and preventing corruption)  

Simplicity (understandable despite its need to address a complex economy)  

Efficiency (balancing cost-effective collection with economic growth) 

 

In order to respond to new patterns that challenge the church’s values in an unavoidably global 

context, the 221st General Assembly (2014) approves an updated set of principles; Progressivity, 

Transparency, Solidarity, Sustainability, and Effectiveness, and defines them as follows:. 

 

1. Progressivity: this is the over-arching concept of an equitable tax system. Guided by our 

equality in sharing in God’s grace at the communion table, which St. Paul extends to sharing God’s 

gifts with communities most in need, and by the responsibility “of those who have much” to 

contribute accordingly, we affirm Biblical support for graduated tax systems whose rates increase 

as the level of income increases.  Progressivity redresses the redistribution upward of current labor 

markets that channel productivity gains disproportionately to top earners and investors.  

 

2. Transparency: this principle combines values of integrity and clarity. Guided by our sense 

of accountability to God and our awareness of human envy and greed, transparency serves the 

common good by minimizing corruption and the cynicism that grossly uneven tax burdens 

engender. Beyond inviting honesty among individual taxpayers through comprehensible, well-

administered and adequately funded tax collection, transparency challenges the practices of secrecy 

jurisdictions that are the bases of the tax haven industry. By clearly identifying burdens and 

benefits and upholding standards of dignity and respect, tax transparency strengthens the integrity 

of the community as a whole. 

 

3. Solidarity: this principle addresses the ways that taxation is a form of mutual support based 

in cooperation and the rule of law. Christians recognize an indebtedness to the community over 

time for the nurture and education of children, for the risks borne by those who provide for 

security, for the benefits to social life and commerce of enforceable contracts, justice systems, and 

infrastructure, and much more. This communal sense of gratitude prompts measures to restrain 

tax competition (a “race to the bottom”) that beggars neighbors and allows prices not to reflect full 

social costs. 
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4. Sustainability: in the area of taxation, this principle includes manageable simplicity to 

ensure a viable system and a redirection away from unwise growth and unnecessary consumption. 

Stewardship means holding God’s gifts in trust and public planning to minimize conflict over 

resources. A sustainable tax system provides for green incentives to reduce waste of renewable as 

well as non-renewable resources and to encourage investment and charitable giving for maximum 

community benefit. 

 

5. Effectiveness/Adequacy: This principle combines economic efficiency with sufficiency 

defined by social purpose. Hebrew and Christian (and Muslim) scriptures abound with images of 

human generosity and creativity reflecting God’s inexhaustible riches shared with all creation. At 

the same time, the virtue of frugality translates clearly to cost-efficiency. Thus an effective tax 

system ensures that revenue collected is adequate for a full measure of human and natural 

flourishing, while also collected with maximum efficiency.  

 

A Covenant Vision Frames the Recommendations: 

 

The five principles identified work in concert with each other, but also within an overall vision of 

mutual responsibility, a social covenant. The Christian tradition traces the concept of covenant 

through scripture up to the “new covenant” that is celebrated in communion. Human life is best 

understood not in isolation, but as it is bound in relationship with God and others, and ultimately 

through our redemption uniting us with the body of Christ. At the least, covenantal relationships 

give rise to duties to God and others. For Reformed Christians, the grounds for moving toward 

community-wide taxation as well as personal charity rest on the equitably covenantal nature of 

families, congregations, political and economic communities where burdens as well as blessings are 

to be shared. Covenants bind future behavior and are often most just when they are most explicit 

about obligations and expected benefits.  

 

Taxation is part of the self-government of communities; the maxims “no taxation without 

representation,” and equally, “no representation without participating fairly in taxation,” apply to 

all citizens. To the degree to which transnational corporations exercise great political influence in 

part to lower their tax burdens, democratic values are jeopardized.  A nation, state, or locality’s 

overall tax burden should be progressive to ensure participation by society’s weakest members, but 

the mixture of income, sales, consumption, property, and other wealth taxes and fees may include 

regressive measures justified on efficiency grounds. Social and environmental objectives may 

justify incentives and tax expenditures or deductions, but such preferences should generally be time 

limited and capped both for the individual entity receiving benefits and in the aggregate (spent to 

achieve given goals). The broadest possible tax base is always desirable to enhance participation of 

citizens even when measures to mitigate poverty mean rebates or minimal taxes for those at lowest 

income or wealth levels. 

 

In adopting specific recommendations for public policy witness, the General Assembly is guided by 

a particular “preliminary principle” characteristic of Presbyterianism: that “Truth is in order to 

goodness… that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, truth and duty. 

Otherwise, it would be of no consequence either to discover truth, or to embrace it.” (1788)  In this 

context, the goals of tax policy recommendations are to help achieve consequences in accord with 

Reformed theology and principles. Therefore, in order to encourage greater tax justice in the 

United States and internationally, the 221st General Assembly (2014) approves the following public 

policy recommendations: 

 

A. Individual Taxation 
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 Work to eliminate differences between tax rates applied to earned versus unearned income. 

 

Taxes assessed on unearned or investment income (dividends, capital gains/losses, carried interest, 

etc.) are lower than taxes assessed on earned income (wages, salaries, etc.). This privileges unearned 

income reducing tax progressivity to the benefit of those who are asset owners.  

 

State income taxes tend to be less progressive; across the board taxes should be resisted.  

 

 Work to include in the tax base all types of income. 

 

Three examples are noted, though the first has the greater impact on progressivity. 

 

o The payroll tax that supports Social Security is capped at $117,000. Thus income higher 

than the cap is not taxed. This privileges high-income earners and produces tax 

regressivity. 

o Social Security income may be excluded from taxable income. This privileges older 

taxpayers and may diminish tax progressivity. 

o Private pension income may be excluded from taxable income in some jurisdictions. 

This privileges individuals who receive income from defined benefit plans and may 

diminish tax progressivity.  

 

 Work to limit advantages resulting from selected tax status. 

 At filing taxpayers are asked to select a status: Married Filing Jointly, Married Filing 

Separately, Single Filing, etc. Taxes assessed should be generally similar irrespective of the 

status. 

 

 Work to limit the amount of deductibility as Adjusted Gross Income increases. 

 

The tax brackets built into our tax system as well as the deductions and exclusions that reduce 

taxable income define progressivity. Tax deductions privilege high-income households and should 

be phased down as AGI ramps up. 

 

B. Tax Expenditures Benefiting Individuals 

 

 Work to limit and/or eliminate personal tax expenditures that do not proportionately 

benefit the poor and middle class. 

 

Seven examples are noted, with the possibility of capping benefits less needed by high net-worth 

individuals and families: 

 

o The mortgage interest deduction is currently constructed to privilege those who can 

borrow the most for whatever purpose. In the post-Great Recession era with its tighter 

loan underwriting standards, this benefits high income and high net worth households, 

and potentially leads to inefficient allocation of capital. 

o The charitable contribution deduction is currently constructed to privilege those who 

itemize deductions. While non-profits (including religious institutions) are justifiably 

untaxed, rules governing 501.c.4’s and eligibility of donations for partisan political 

purposes need tightening. 

o The deduction for non-business state and local taxes and property taxes privileges asset 

owners. 
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o The exclusion of interest earned on state and local bonds. This privileges high net-worth 

households. 

o The exclusion of capital gains on homes sales privileges property owners. 

o The exclusion of foreign-earned income (up to $95,100 in 2012) privileges income earned 

out of the country and encourages the movement of United State citizens to foreign 

jurisdictions.  

o The capping of property taxes for senior citizens privileges our elders while burdening 

our young. There is no progressivity in this expenditure’s application. The more 

wealthy elders among us are privileged over the less wealthy young; means testing is one 

solution to this. 

 

C. Individual Tax Avoidance and Fraud 

 

 Work to maximize wealth and income transparency 

 

FATCA and similar laws adopted by other countries requires foreign financial institutions to 

report balances, financial activities and transactions to a taxpayer’s home jurisdiction. 

Communions that recognize the fallen nature of humanity support transparent financial reporting. 

This transparency fosters equality and fairness, and helps address tax avoidance and fraud, 

including money laundering. 

 

 Work with international coalitions and communions to oppose countries that are “racing to 

the bottom” by reducing taxes for the most wealthy among us. Their behavior encourages 

movement of income generating assets to the lowest tax jurisdictions, aided by aggressive 

private banking strategies.  

 

 Ensure adequacy of Internal Revenue Service funding, technical capacity, and use of cost-

efficient methods. 

 

D. Inter-Generational Transfers (Individual) 

 

 Work to reform laws governing the inheritance of assets and gifts so that the step-up in 

basis is reduced or eliminated. 

 Work to create a progressive inheritance tax, beginning with estates over $1,000,000. 

 

E. Corporate Taxation 

 

 Work to reduce moderately the statutory rate of corporate taxation while simultaneously 

reducing corporate tax expenditures, i.e., oil depletion allowance, accelerated depreciation, 

etc., and obtaining tax revenue from corporations using global tax havens to avoid paying 

United States taxes. This would increase effective corporate tax rates; alternative minimum 

taxes for corporations could also be instituted. 

 Recognize that the elimination of the corporate income tax would further alter the use of 

corporations and businesses to shelter incomes; 

 Support pattern corporate tax structures for developing nations; recognizing that 

developing nations depend on corporate taxation for a much higher proportion of tax 

revenue despite generally higher rates of corruption, greater standardization can help 

enforcement and negotiation with private entities. 

 

F. Tax Expenditures Benefiting Corporations 
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 Work to limit and eliminate corporate tax expenditures that do not proportionately benefit 

the poor and middle class. 

 

Four examples are noted: 

 

o All limited scope special interest tax expenditures such as the oil depletion allowance, 

the corn methanol fuel allowance, etc., should be sunset and if renewed subject to a 

rigorous cost / benefit analysis.  

o Corporate siting tax expenditures are utilized by cities and states to entice corporations 

to locate in their jurisdiction. Often subject to political showboating, these tax 

expenditures should be limited and if permitted subject to a rigorous cost / benefit 

analysis, on both state and federal levels. 

o Deferral of taxes on profits from assets domiciled offshore in United States 

corporations’ international subsidiaries. 

o Exemption from taxation of online purchases. This privileges online enterprises versus 

brick and mortar stores.  

 

G. Corporate  Tax Avoidance and Fraud 

 

 Work to bring justice to transfer pricing practices 

 

Transfer pricing for multinational companies offers a rich menu of opportunities for tax avoidance 

(and potentially fraud). Determining the cost of a product or service as it moves from corporate 

subsidiary to corporate subsidiary across national boundaries should not be a subjective art. It is 

today – all too often. As a result, multinational firms can “pick” the jurisdiction in which to pay 

taxes. Logically the firm picks the lowest tax jurisdiction if at all possible. Any solution must deliver 

transparency and real arm’s length pricing. The method of “formulary apportionment” may 

advance solutions in this area. 

 

 Work with international coalitions and communions to make transparent the beneficial 

owners of corporations. Tax avoidance and fraud is abetted by the creation of nameless 

corporations in tax havens depriving tax revenue for needed programs. Activities that have 

no productive value, sometimes involving overseas mergers or spin-offs, allow for 

significant tax avoidance.  

 

 Work with international coalitions and communions to oppose countries that are “racing to 

the bottom” by reducing taxes for corporations. Their behavior encourages the global 

movement of income generating assets to the lowest tax jurisdictions.  

 

H. Taxation as an Integrated System 

 

 Work in favor of progressive income and inheritance taxes versus sales, excise and similar 

taxes and user fees. 

 

The twenty-year pattern of reducing progressive income taxes while increasing sales and excise 

taxes and fees has eroded progressivity placing a greater burden for support of the common wealth 

on those with lower incomes and fewer assets. The Christian community works against this pattern. 

 

 Work to change the notion that United States citizens are highly taxed. 
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Among the nations gathered in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the 

typical integrated tax system generates 26.1% of GDP. The United States’ tax system generates 

17.9% of GDP. We are taxed but not highly taxed in relative terms.  

 

 Work to repeal or prevent the imposition of sales taxes on necessities, i.e., food, clothing, etc.  

 

 Work to adopt or continue sales taxes on gambling, alcohol, tobacco, drugs and other 

addicting substances and behaviors (both to discourage this activity and to pay for 

rehabilitation/recovery, though these taxes can function regressively). 

 

 Work to eliminate the tax exemption for political action committees working under the 

guise of a nonprofit, and explore measures to tax corporate political contributions and 

activities (so long as these are deemed to be legal) 

 

I. “Green” Taxes 

 

Work to adopt taxes and tax expenditures that encourage responsible behavior toward the 

environment. 

 

Taxes on the use of declining natural resources or depletion taxes may be applied to renewable as 

well as nonrenewable resources. This includes carbon taxes, but puts them in a larger context of 

consumption of water, a range of minerals, and other natural resources. Resource extraction 

industries often carry significant “externalities” which should be reflected in prices through fair 

taxation, trade, and tariff policies.  

 

Consumption taxes tend to be regressive and, in certain “lifestyle” areas, potentially intrusive. The 

need to preserve dignity and privacy in such areas (unhealthy products or higher risk pursuits) 

should be noted.  

 

J. Wealth Taxes--This section, dealing in part with property tax funding of much public 

education, is still under discussion by the study team. 

 

 

Rationale 

 

2012 Referral: Item 11-09. World of Hurt, Word of Life: “Renewing God’s Communion in the Work of 

Economic Reconstruction. The Churches Work in Today’s Fallen Economy, Recommendation 4. The 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Is Directed to Appoint a Seven-Volunteer Study Team to 

Assess the Values Implicit in Tax Policy, Focusing on the Areas of Personal Income, Wealth, Giving, and 

Consumption, and Considering a Spectrum of Reform Proposals—From the 220th General Assembly 

(2012) (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 28, 32, 1061 of the CD; p. 248 of the printed copy). 

 

I.  The Crisis and the Need for Reform 

 

Having reviewed the nationwide debate over tax reform in recent years, the Committee wishes it could 

share the conclusion that the nation appears to be moving toward a more just and effective tax system.  

Unfortunately, however, there are many signs that the opposite is the case, and that we continue our long 

drift in the direction of a less and less desirable fiscal system. The implosion of projected tax receipts and 

the explosion of safety net costs and debt post 2008 have developed to a point where both the federal and 

state governments face an urgent need to look critically at their tax practices.  
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Some jurisdictions are tempted by the "race to the bottom" --a theory that says tax rate reductions and/or 

the regressions in tax progressivity will generate more revenue. The result has been fierce tax competition 

among all these jurisdictions, especially for taxes on income and wealth, with a corresponding 

proliferation in tax avoidance and evasion.  

 

Tax minimizing strategies by corporations and persons of wealth directly add to the burden on those who 

pay their full taxes; at the same time, productivity gains are not distributed evenly. In the United States, 

more than 20 percent of children are in poverty, but the top 1 percent receives 24 percent of all income 

that is publicly accounted for. Since the credit meltdown of 2008, U.S. income inequality has increased 

and the combined numbers of unemployed and discouraged workers remains at more than 10 percent. At 

the same time, taxation overall has become more regressive, pushing the cost of government on the less 

well to do.  

 

The result is that in our country –and in other countries that have suffered similar difficulties with respect 

to fiscal policies –the fundamental public resources that are needed to support human well-being are 

dwindling in supply and quality.  Virtually everywhere on the globe, people look to their governments for 

essential services like airline traffic control, basic research and development, border security, building 

codes, child safety, data security, diplomacy, education, electric power management, epidemic 

prevention, environmental protection, financial regulation, firefighters and police, food security, foreign 

aid, gas pipeline regulation, health care, historical preservation, inoculations, judicial services, law 

enforcement, marine protection, national defense,  national parks, ports and harbors,  postal services,  

prisons,  professional certification, railroads, roads and bridges,  sanitation, space exploration, social 

insurance, tax collection, underwriting, water, and  zoos. Economic efficiency may argue for privatization 

in some instances, but we list these functions because governments generally perform them more 

efficiently and fairly and pay for them out of tax and fee revenues.  

 

Greater justice in taxation will not solve all our economic ills, but it is vital to produce enough revenue for 

economic advance. It is a basic mark of a healthy social covenant that all share in the society’s benefits 

and burdens, and that people’s shares of the tax burden reflect in a reasonable way their abilities to pay. 

Just taxation remains a fundamental part of a moral society’s answer to poverty and its close relatives, 

inequality and social immobility. 

 

We are also aware that we live in a global economy. Competition within is reinforced by competition 

outside our nations. Globalization makes it impossible to separate consideration of individual taxes from 

the tax avoidance of some multi-national corporations and the subtraction of tax revenue via the tax haven 

industry.  

 

Internationally, this report argues for robust regulation of tax havens and secrecy jurisdictions, based on 

recent research on the scale of funds withheld from public accounting. Monies in excess of a staggering 

$21 trillion have been identified based on large troves of leaked documents and extensive analysis by 

experts in the tax justice movement. Large sums have also been shifted legally by corporations and banks 

to low tax jurisdictions, which are often assigned intellectual property rights and receive royalties 

unrelated to any significant base of sales or manufacturing in those jurisdictions. Famously, one address 

in the Cayman Islands has more than 6,000 corporate subsidiaries headquartered there for legal reasons, 

while the actual funds are invested out of Toronto, New York, Miami and elsewhere. U.S. chartered 

corporations—many located in Delaware—are also allowed to defer payment of taxes from overseas 

operations, monies which are then kept invested abroad—encouraging the outsourcing of manufacturing 

as well—in hopes of tax holidays that reduce taxes on profits eventually brought home (repatriated). This 

web of financial complexity defeats the fairness of all national tax systems and de-moralizes citizens who 

see the power balance tilted strongly in favor of firms – including virtually all of the largest companies 
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based in the United States, the United Kingdom and a number of other countries, which, largely through 

lobbying, have obtained an effective nullification of the corporate tax laws as those laws are intended to 

apply to their international operations.  This unseemly situation causes disrespect for government and 

public institutions around the world, and it must be ended.   

 

It is our hope that the immediate crisis can be transformed into a kairos –a defining moment. Now is the 

time to reclaim the church’s voice in the public arena that we might become part of a multi-national 

movement for just taxation that generates a sustainable (sufficient) commonwealth.  

 

The Church recognizes that private charity, while necessary and admirable, cannot alone remedy the 

hardships and injustice that continue to permeate society. Our tax system needs reformation to restore 

moral fairness and fund the common work of our towns, cities, states and federal government. The poor 

are paying proportionately more and the well to do less as our national commitment to tax progressivity 

erodes.  

 

The need for justice in taxation is based on the fact that poor and middle class people are paying too much 

of the burden, while the wealthier among us systematically underpay, as the overall mix of taxes has 

gotten less and less progressive due to distorted but legal incentive structures and outright evasion. The 

growing economic divide reduces human freedom and opportunity for fulfillment for vast number of 

people, and leaves some urban and rural areas as “sacrifice zones,” such as Detroit. We need to raise the 

bar for positive international cooperation. Yet the race to the bottom invites every country to fund a truly 

minimal government. 

 

The Committee believes strongly in the value of the marketplace, both domestic and international.  

Nevertheless, it also seems apparent that in order to serve human needs, private institutions must operate 

within government fiscal systems that can moderate economic hardships and ensure that all have the 

opportunity to participate in the market and other institutions on which the world depends.  We know that 

this insistence on the constructive role of governmental institutions is to some extent counterculutural in 

the current political climate; nevertheless, we feel it is necessary to encourage greater balance in fiscal 

debates, and it is to this end that this report is devoted. 

 

II.  World of Hurt Word of Life Mandate: 

 

In 2008, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the National Council of Churches 

of Christ adopted a new Social Creed for the 21st Century calling for new forms of social responsibility, 

recognizing the new context of uneven globalization and increasing climate change.  

 

In 2012, the Presbyterian General Assembly adopted a careful study of the economic crisis, “World of 

Hurt, Word of Life: Renewing God’s Communion in the Work of Economic Reconstruction.” That 

document stated:  

 

Standing against this tide and echoing the social awakening of our predecessors in the last 

Gilded Age, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) opposes the market fundamentalism that has 

diminished Christian values in our economy and political culture—values of common 

sacrifice and shared prosperity, care and uplift for the most vulnerable, and responsibility for 

future generations. 

 

The Church was not entirely disinterested. As an earlier report on the recession had noted, “If the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is a ‘middle class church,’ how do we adapt when the middle class 

declines?” Whether or not any church should reflect any social class, greater tax justice depends on values 

and virtues that the church and other religious bodies should exemplify, teach, and nurture. 
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Thus, after addressing the economic dangers to jobs, families, neighbors, and long-term sustainability, 

that Report also called for the study of tax reform here presented:  

 

Because taxation is considered a legitimate function of government in the Christian tradition 

and, today, lies at the heart of debates over the role of government and the responsibilities of 

citizens, and because tax policy reflects the nature of social trust and mutual obligation, 

pushing our focus beyond the idea of “contract” to the implicit “covenant” in our society, the 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy is directed to appoint a seven-volunteer study 

team to assess the values implicit in tax policy, focusing on the areas of personal income, 

wealth, giving, and consumption, and considering a spectrum of reform proposals. With input 

from a wide range of experts and policy leaders in the field, and with necessary grounding in 

existing church teaching on the subject and our church’s communion principles for economic 

reconstruction, articulated above, the study team will report its findings and recommendations 

to the 221st General Assembly (2014). 

 

II. Covenant Theology and Taxation: To Whom Much Is Given 

 

Covenant as an alternative vision of the race to the bottom - another vision of how humans work together 

 -**Replace references to "Communion principles" in World of Hurt to "Communion theology" - main 

idea we want to covenant is predicated on the undeserved gift and grace of communion theology 

 

As stated in World of Hurt, Word of Life, we are called by Christ to be a new covenant community, the 

very body of Christ. At table, we are knit together to become a manifestation of the Spirit for the common 

good. (See 1 Cor. 12:7) For believers, this experience of communion transforms our behavior. Though 

that experience helps us integrate all parts of our lives, we focus here on that obligation we experience to 

help relieve poverty and redress economic inequity. 

 

On the one hand, the gift of communion profoundly aligns the believer with God’s creation. At table we 

find a grace-fed faith and hope that is eternal. Amazing! As a result, we feel blessed and deeply indebted 

to the God who names us, calls us a people, and invites us in our all-too-human condition to table. 

 

On the other hand, it stirs the conscience to question how we can invoke the profound equality forged by 

Christ at table. As we will demonstrate later in this document, a conscience troubled by the radical 

equality of Christ’s table pushes for equity in the community of Christ and the public body politic.  

 

These two underpinnings of gift and task build on the communion theology developed in World of Hurt, 

Word of Life. We are convinced as people of the covenant that equity must define our life, both in our 

relationships with each other and our witness in the world. We who are fed at Christ’s table are filled with 

gratitude for the gifts and challenges of God puts before us. We invoke the Spirit and invite all to 

experience these gifts and challenges.  

 

Covenant in the Bible 

 

Christians in the Reformed Tradition have maintained that families, congregations, and political and 

economic communities are most just and function best when they are ordered as covenants. Covenants in 

the Bible contrast with contracts, in which people make minimal commitments to serve their mutual 

advantages within limits. Covenants grow out of the awareness of indebtedness for undeserved gifts and 

involve exchange of promises to be faithful for the long haul. Covenants are formed when parties make 

vows that bind future behavior.
i
 For example, partners in a marriage covenant “tie the knot” when they 

promise to love one another for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health. The 
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American Declaration of Independence is a classic political covenant because in the act of dissolving the 

“bands” that tied us to Britain, the signers pledged their lives, fortunes and sacred honor to engage in 

“acts and things that states may of right do.” These promises bind us together and are the basis of 

communal life. They give rise to obligations and expectations of mutual responsibility.
ii
  

 

Covenant and Politics 

 

Scripture portrays covenant partners as equal before God.
iii
 This reinforces the equality safeguarded by 

the Biblical land laws with their jubilee fail-safe mechanism to prevent landlessness (see Leviticus 23:5). 

Given the incredible diversity of gifts and conditions among humanity, it provides metaphysical support 

for the concept of equality before the law. The importance of this equality for democratic self-governance 

makes us suspect excessive inequalities of wealth and power. By affirming God’s sovereignty equally 

over all others—who are all in God’s image—covenant provides a better basis than kinship or ethnicity 

for including strangers and immigrants into the community.  Covenant gives an alternative vision for how 

humans can live and work together; covenant is incompatible with the above-mentioned race to the 

bottom. 

 

Covenant puts the impetus for personal autonomy in creative tension with the fundamental need for a 

structured, orderly, and predictable communal life. In so doing, it paves a middle way between tight 

collectivism and atomistic individualism.
iv
 According to covenantal political theory, the balance between 

freedom and order is structured by a constitution.
v
 In the American political context, the Articles of 

Confederation and, later, the U.S. Constitution, as well as state constitutions, follow this model. A 

constitution sets the framework for the continual renegotiation of rights, obligations, and duties of life 

together.  

 

Covenant and Economics  

 

A covenantal perspective illumines the social dimensions of human life. Individuals are not self-made. 

They have been raised, taught, and given opportunities by the communities that nurtured them. They are 

indebted. While some modern economic theories reduce all motivations to rational self-interest, a 

covenantal viewpoint observes that, as social creatures, humans are motivated by multiple loves. These 

include:  love of family, work, one’s country, company, coworkers, customers, community, self, and God. 

Any of these can inspire hard work, saving, investment, entrepreneurship and sacrificial giving. 

According to the Christian vision, our lives are bound to others in ways that enrich individual and 

common life. We are more than competitors for scarce goods. 

 

A covenantal perspective does not denigrate hard work, but it notes that individuals can only create 

wealth in concert with others. They depend on the gifts of human culture, knowledge, and technology. 

They depend on trading partners and others with whom they can divide labor.  

 

The fact is that individuals cannot create wealth apart from a well-defended, ordered, educated, 

developed, and moderately just society. In developed societies, hard working individuals benefit from 

roads and courts to enforce contracts. Indeed, we see dysfunctional societies around the globe where 

people toil to eke out a living with barely anything to show for it. The lesson we should take from this is 

that government governs best when it governs well. Chaos and devastation may be the outcome for those 

whose governments govern least. 

  

Our own society presents abundant benefits and enormous opportunities. These benefits give rise to the 

obligations of citizenship, including a duty to participate in our democracy, defend our country from 

enemy threats, and care for those in need, and pay taxes.
vi 

Society’s benefits are the moral basis for 
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taxation; therefore, all taxation is not rightly considered "theft," and political rhetoric to that effect is 

neither balanced nor helpful. 

 

The prophets and Jesus confronted the corporate sin of rebellious worldly kingdoms that had become 

organized in defiance of God’s purposes.
vii

 They help us to look beyond individual bad behavior to 

identify and confront corporate, systemic evil.  

 

The corporate nature of sin helps us appreciate that immoral behavior is not simply an expression of bad 

character, but can be influenced by way “the game is played” and the dynamics this sets in motion. In 

such cases, it is not enough to call sinful individuals to repent. We must also confront sinful systems and 

structures that condition us to do evil.  

 

Often multiple dynamics work together. For example, consider how companies seek to maximize profits, 

how states compete for business and capital, and how politicians seek short-term victories to win the next 

election.
viii

 Together these forces tempt politicians to cut taxes to attract business and capital. The result 

can be a race to the bottom: chipping away at progressive taxation and lowering the quality of life for 

citizens. While there may be a short-term win for the politicians and companies that benefit, in the long 

term it may weaken economic potential by starving education, research, and infrastructure. 

 

A Broken Covenant 

 

Unfortunately, all of us are at times tempted to be “free-riders.” We are tempted to value the larger 

community solely for what we get out of it, to deny that it has showered us with gifts that make our lives 

possible. We can resent the demands of life together, even when these demands have been democratically 

decided. We are capable of ignoring what others need in order to flourish and endure.  

 

This paper makes the case that our current situation, where extremely wealthy individuals benefit greatly 

from American society and do not fairly contribute to its continuing welfare, constitutes a “broken 

covenant.” The ties that bind us are strained. We have lost the sense that we are all in “this” together. Tax 

injustice is a key marker of this. The community that made the creation of wealth possible is starved of 

the funds it needs to maintain infrastructure, engage in research and development, educate its young, care 

for the needy, and uphold the rule of law. God’s children are denied the benefits of communal life. 

Poverty is allowed to perpetuate for generations. God-given talents of the poor go undeveloped and are 

never fully employed in service to God and others, diminishing us all. The working poor, whom some 

economists would characterize as “the makers,” are dismissed as “takers” because they cannot afford 

food, healthcare, or to educate their children without help government help.  

 

We will be proposing principles to guide efforts toward tax justice, but principles alone are not enough. A 

social vision that honors our communal nature is essential if future generations are to thrive on a healthy 

planet. It is gratitude that should move us to moral responsibility. It is a privilege to step up to that moral 

vocation, a service of obligation to God, an affirmation of the dignity for all who share our societal life, 

and an extension of covenantal care for the total economy of our planet.  

 

II.  Our History of Progressive Taxation 

 

Individual and Corporate Income Taxation 

 

At the beginning of the 20th Century, the Social Gospel movement in the United States roused Christian 

consciences concerning the harsh conditions of industrial cities and immigrant populations. This period is 

often called the “Gilded Age,” referring to the extreme wealth gathered by those at the top, often through 

monopolistic means.  
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The Social Gospel and parallel movements in economics and political science introduced a vision of 

social systems that names our interdependence in a more complex society (social order). The Social 

Gospelers argued that the Gospel of Christ needed to take new forms in new societies. The Federal 

Council of Churches developed a Social Creed in 1908 that advanced worker rights and social 

protections, many of which anticipated the New Deal by 24 years or more.  

 

A key part of the re-balancing and recovery of the economy came with the adoption of the permanent and 

progressive federal income tax in 1913, under Presbyterian Woodrow Wilson. Citizens recognized that 

greater tax justice requires a broad base of tax-paying citizens who make governments more accountable 

than governments that depend solely on resource windfalls and tariffs on trade.  

 

As the 20th century continued, the United States became a leader in progressive, broad based taxation. 

We were actually the 11th country to adopt a nationwide, progressive, peacetime income tax. With its 

adoption, mass participation expanded. Rates became more progressive. Taxation shifted from wealth to 

income and reporting from voluntary to automated.
ix
  

 

Contemporary readers may find it jarring to read that the graduated income tax was a sought-after 

improvement. We have forgotten the reasons for broad based and progressive taxation that drove voters to 

insist on change. The failure to generate sufficient revenue through a graduated tax results in insufficient 

public services, reliance on regressive taxes and fees, and/or the generation of debt that the next 

generation pays. (Conversely, excise taxes, fees and tariffs distort economic activity and are regressive, 

disproportionately affecting those with less wealth and income.) 

 

World Wars One and Two and the Great Depression created massive needs for revenue. Understanding 

this need through the lens of the Gospel led to Christian social witness. The leaders of the church 

promoted policy favoring progressivity and broad based funding of government. For a concise treatment 

of the broadening and deepening understanding of public responsibilities by the church, the Social Creed 

for the 21
st
 Century, adopted in 2008, provides a one-page treatment of salient issues and lifts up key 

values. (note) 

 

In the 20th century, rates peaked at 94 percent for individuals filing jointly in 1944 and 79 percent for 

corporations in 1968-1969.  Second, progressivity peaked in the mid-1960s after fifty years of 

development with the highest tax bracket paying 91percent on incomes over $2 million.
x
 This 

progressive, broadly based tax system was efficient and from time to time sufficient to meet expenditures 

including payment of prior years’ debt. 

 

Social equality in the United States increased until the mid-1970s, accompanying a rise in productivity 

and wages, but since 1980, our society has become steadily more unequal. Productivity still increased, 

particularly with the digital data revolution, but the rewards of that productivity have gone primarily to 

the wealthiest and public goods, even whole city governments, have been hollowed out.  

 

Where are we today? The current, 2013 tax rate for the income points used for examples in this report are: 

 

$10,000    10.0% 

$100,000   25.0%  

$500,000    39.6%  

$1,000,000 ($1M)  39.6%  

$2,000,000 ($2M)  39.6%  

$5,000,000 ($5M)  39.6%   

$10,000,000 ($10M)   39.6% 
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$50,000,000 (50M)  39.6% 

 

To do a progressivity temperature check, we note the following tax schedule during Dwight Eisenhower’s 

presidency as well as our current schedule. The 1954 schedule was after a tax cut. 

 

  Income    Tax Rate 

      1954   2013 

$10,000    20.0%   10.0% 

$100,000   38.0%    25.0% 

$500,000    75.0%   39.6%  

$1,000,000 ($1M)  89.0%    39.6% 

$2,000,000 ($2M)  91.0%    39.6% 

$5,000,000 ($5M)  91.0%     39.6% 

$10,000,000 ($10M)   91.0%   39.6% 

$50,000,000 (50M)  91.0%   39.6% 

 

The 1954 top rate is 3.55 times the lower rate in the above example. By 2013 the top rate is 2.96 times the 

lower rate. One could argue that the schedule became 17 percent less progressive in the period. 

 

The following graphic tracks this reality. 

 

 
 

The data shows a reduction in progressivity. This erosion is being compounded by other trends in 

taxation, i.e., reliance on payroll taxes, delivery of tax expenditures and new, sophisticated tax avoidance 

strategies, resulting in inequality tragically reminiscent of the first gilded age. 

 

TAX EXPENDITURES 

 

Individual Tax Expenditures 
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The published income tax rates (Married Jointly Filing) reported above do not tell the whole story. In the 

early years of the period tax expenditures were minimal. They grew over time. Likewise, the reliance of 

non-progressive payroll taxes began a marched increase. 

 

Before moving forward, let’s define a tax expenditure
xi
. Your contribution to the church when deducted 

from your adjusted income for purposes of calculating your income tax is a tax expenditure. It causes 

revenue to not be collected by government via the tax system. 

 

We can say, for example, that the nominal tax rate (NTR), e.g., the published rate that will be applied to 

the next dollar you earn, is 39.6 percent. If you can subtract mortgage interest or church contributions 

from your earnings then the effective tax rate (ETR) will be less than 39.6 percent. An itemized deduction 

and a tax credit no matter how righteous are tax expenditures. 

 

 As the last 100 years unfolded, the tax system was made more complex. Tax deductions from income 

and tax credits (both are tax expenditures) have multiplied.  

 

Those who can hire experts to exploit tax expenditures. This quest for “tax efficiency” takes advantage of 

deductions for mortgage interest, investment costs, pensions, health care, charitable gifts, and tax-exempt 

bonds and corporate structures like partnerships. With the introduction of tax credits, the menu of tax 

minimization options increased. An industry of skilled advisors developed to guide taxpayers into tax-

advantaged strategies. As the tax system “matured” Federal tax expenditures flowed in an ever-expanding 

river to households in the top 20 percent. 

 

Tax expenditures reduce revenue received by governments and the effective tax paid by individuals and 

corporations. They have grown to become nearly as large as the federal government’s budget for 

discretionary spending.
xii As of 2012, tax expenditures were worth more than $1.3 trillion and were 

projected to grow to more than $1.8 trillion by 2017 unless reforms are enacted.
xiii

 Indeed, on the 

corporate side, the yearly loss from corporate tax expenditures is now almost equal to the entire revenue 

collected from the federal corporate income tax.
xiv

 

These allowances (expenditures) exist at the federal, state, and local levels.  At each level of government, 

they should be subjected to careful and transparent cost-benefit analysis.  Some of worst involve tax 

exemptions granted to sports teams or stadium owners by municipalities like Detroit (sic) and New York 

City, under threat of losing the franchises to other locations.
xv

 

As of 2013, the most important tax expenditures, with rough estimates of annual revenue loss, are the 

following: 

(1) The exclusion of employer contributions to health insurance and health care ($184 billion);
xvi  

(2) Preferential tax rates on dividends and long-term capital gains, relative to ordinary income 

($91 billion);
xvii

 

(3) The mortgage interest deduction for owner-occupied housing ($72 to $88 billion);
xviii

 

(4) The deduction for non-business state and local taxes and property taxes ($79 billion);
xix

 

(5) The earned income credit ($60 billion);
xx

 

(6) The exclusion of Medicare benefits ($58 billion);
xxi

 

(7) The deduction for charitable contributions ($47 billion);
xxii

 

(8) The exclusion of capital gains at death ($38 billion);
xxiii

 

(9) The exclusion of capital gains on home sales ($20-$30 billion);
xxiv

 

(10) The child tax credit ($28 - $57 billion);244  

(11) The exclusion from individual income taxes of interest earned on state and local bonds  ($18 

billion);245  

(12) The exclusion of foreign-earned income (up to $95,100 in 2012) ($8 billion);246 
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(13) The exclusion of interest earned on life insurance savings ($2.5 billion.) 247  

 

In graphic form: 

 
Key Corporate Tax Expenditures (cf. 1545) (graph to come) 

 

Additional Problems Today:  

Burdened and Heavy Laden? 

It has been suggested that the United States taxpayer is burdened and heavy laden. It can feel that way. 

But, what are the facts? 

 

Before answering the question, a key concept needs to be introduced. For much of this paper we have 

talked about the national tax schedule. We have noted that there are some taxes that have been more or 

less progressive, i.e., the individual income tax. We have noted that the payroll tax is regressive giving 

preference to high-income earners. 

 

The big tax picture needs to be all-in. That is, it must include income, payroll and other Federal taxes as 

well as State and local taxes. 

 

The follow graphic delineates tax generated revenue for the typical United State citizen. It identifies the 

jurisdiction and tax schedule that generated the revenue. 
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The observer will note that several of the categories are regressive, i.e., state and local non-income tax 

(think fees, property taxes for instance), Federal payroll taxes, etc. These have become more prominent 

over the period. 

 

One way to test the overall United States tax burden is to look at our tax obligations in relationship to 

other nations. The following graphic compares our tax burden with other countries. 

 

ddages
Typewritten Text
PRESBYTERIAN MISSION AGENCY BOARD

ddages
Typewritten Text
February 5-7, 2014

ddages
Typewritten Text
Compassion, Peace & Justice/Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy

ddages
Typewritten Text
Item B.208

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
20

ddages
Typewritten Text



  

 
 

Compare us to our Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) peers. The total 

government revenue less grants column shows that the typical OECD country generates 26.1 percent of 

its GDP from taxation and other sources. The United States is 17.9 percent. Our peers’ government 

revenue is 45 percent greater than ours.  

 

While we are not suggesting that U.S. tax revenue rise to 26.1 percent of our GDP, we do suggest that we 

are not burdened or heavy laden if our gaze is raised beyond our immediate national debates. And if we 

claim to be part of the catholic body of Christ, our witness within the church should not be that we are 

heavily laden. To say so would be to fail the test of honesty. 

 

From Avoidance to Evasion: Tax Havens: 

Tax avoidance can become a citizen’s parlor game. How many of us have stopped at a brick and mortar 

retail store, checked out the merchandise and then ordered online to dodge the sales tax? It is reasonable 

for taxpayers to modify behavior to obtain tax expenditures or to time when income will be taxed. 

 

The ethical challenge faced by the individual Christian is no less subtle. The long-term wealth of the 

household is preconditioned on the success of the civil society. Aggressive tax avoidance can be seen as 

unethical to an individual’s beneficial interest. 

 

For the faithful, however, there is an additional overlay, the call of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to give 

voice to the voiceless, heal the sick and look out for the poor, hungry and homeless, and the sick, the 

widow, the orphan, and the stranger in the land, to safeguard God’s gift of creation, and to promote and 

protect the common good.
xxv

 To do so requires concerted action not solely accomplishable by individual 

acts of compassion. There is an identifiable role for government in the building of a responsible society. 

As a result, the faithful, who are firmly grounded in Gospel and at the same time fully participating in 

civic society and the political economy, approach the question of tax avoidance from a unique ethical 

(some would argue political) perspective.  

 

Tax havens have been in existence for centuries. As early as the 1930s, as nominal rates increased, United 

States Treasury officials began to notice a rise in non-compliance, including not only misstatement of 

income and expenses, but also the use of offshore havens to stash income and wealth, particularly in 

countries like Switzerland and Lichtenstein. A ruling by the Bank of England in 1957 permitting 

establishment of “Euromarkets” allowed assets to be held extra-country, i.e., dollar deposits outside the 
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United States, pound sterling outside the United Kingdom, etc. This pushed the envelope creating a large, 

unregulated lending industry in Panama, the Caymans and the Channel Islands, etc. 

Switzerland, among other jurisdictions, has fought both international requests for transparency and 

internal whistleblowers.
xxvi

 The United States has resisted demands for transparency from the 

international community. Miami’s banking industry, host to Latin American depositors, is said to have 

fought recently imposed reporting of income attributed to non-United States citizens. Delaware and 

Nevada have laws governing incorporation that permit anonymity. Creating a corporation is easy and you 

may not be asked for your ID.
xxvii

 As with other secrecy regimes the States resist obtaining and divulging 

information that might facilitate the generation of revenue through taxation – unless it is their own 

citizens. 

The result of opaque financial structures is an inability to determine how much tax revenue is slipping 

sliding away.   The amount of money booked in tax havens, much of it the result of plainly illegal 

activity, is enormous.  One estimate puts the amount at over $21 trillion
xxviii

 His calculations, supported 

by other experts in the worldwide tax justice network, show potential totals in the $30 trillions, and are 

illustrated in (several: Jim  key slides). Another estimate, generated by the Boston Consulting Group, 

totals “on paper roughly $8 trillion of private wealth out of a global total of $123 trillion sits offshore, but 

this excludes property, yachts and other fixed assets.”
xxix

 One take-away from this work of detection and 

analysis is the recognition that most measures of inequality are probably understated; parts of the 

worldwide .001 percent hold assets that are literally off the charts. 

 

The total result of this lack of transparency is unknown. It is realistic to believe, however, that OECD 

countries do not have a deficit problem as much as they have a tax transparency problem.   

 

Wars and great recessions increase the need for governmental revenues. Younger taxpayers raise their 

voices to protest the shifting of today’s social expenses into future years. What was once tolerated in the 

international community becomes unacceptable as national and regional jurisdictions cope with deficits.  

 

The following counter trends are working to limit the power of tax havens. 

 

 1. The United States is a leader the movement for wealth and income reporting from “on demand” 

to “mandatory and concurrent”. This is being accomplished in substance by the Foreign Account Tax 

Compliance Act (FATCA) adopted by 111th Congress for implementation starting in March of 2010. The 

act is a unilateral demand by the United States that all holdings and activities of financial accounts held 

by its citizens be reported electronically to the IRS. The act was an attempt to claim up to $100 billion in 

payment non-compliance.
xxx

 While the “arrogance” of this act was at first the focus of international 

comment and criticism, in recent months additional nations have joined the movement by requiring 

similar “big data” exchanges via bi-lateral treaties. 
xxxi

 

 

 2. The international community has begun conceptual work on automatic exchanges to facilitate 

multi-party exchange of financial account data. Reaching consensus and then adoption, however, may be 

far in the future. The price of freedom will be vigilance and persistent advocacy for the adoption of 

legislation for the exchanges.
xxxii

  

 

 3. A global tax justice movement has emerged. The church has taken its role in the movement. 

Through advocacy, policy development and, where possible, whistle blowing the movement has helped 

generate public interest in tax justice. The movement may be seen as a multi-national, counter-force to the 

easy temptations of immediate profits and self-service. 

 

 4. The church ecumenical has taken up its role in witness and advocacy. In 2013, the General Synod 

of United Church of Christ, for example, adopted a resolution, “The Tax System:  A Matter of Faith, 

Fairness, and Flourishing Communities”. It’s key criteria: 
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An equitable tax system is: 

 progressive, requiring higher-income households and corporations to pay 

a greater share 

 of income in taxes than lower-income ones;  

 fair and without loopholes, havens and other arrangements that can be 

used to shield income from taxation;  

 neutral, that is, does not create incentives for particular behaviors except 

when those behaviors are explicitly intended as a goal of public policy;  

 adequate to raise sufficient funds to meet social needs and promote the 

welfare of all; and  

 redistributive, shifting income from rich to poor to reduce income 

inequality and enhance the common good.  

 

In applying these principles, their General Synod called for all income to be taxed at basically the same 

rate, and any “tax expenditures” to be targeted to impact less wealthy citizens. They favored keeping the 

corporate income tax and adding a financial transaction tax to moderate speculation toward longer term 

investment.  

 

Before leaving this historical review, we return to the simple statement: the faithful interact with this 

world’s ability to facilitate unethical behavior in a unique, often prophetic way. We cling to the principles 

of Christ while challenging ourselves and the principalities of this world to act in an ever more just 

manner. We do so for the most vulnerable of the children of God. 

 

IV.  Principles of a Just Tax System: 

 

This report addresses the heart of the matter and its primary implications: to make the US tax system 

fairer, it needs to be:  

 

 more progressive, taxing those with greater wealth at higher proportions of their income and 

inheritance;  

 more transparent, which includes both simplicity and accountability for all preferences and tax 

expenditures; 

 more solidarity-focused, which means reducing the use of tax expenditures, shelters and havens, 

and supporting more adequate international standards (that honor social solidarity within and 

among nations);  

 more sustainable, which may mean choosing not to exploit and tax non-renewable resources for 

short-term economic gains; and 

 more effective, which speaks to broader measures of economic and social health than efficiency 

alone, such as meaningful employment, improved family life, and restored public trust. An 

effective tax system must also be sufficient to provide for the common good, which means 

funding expenditures when appropriate to meet known expenditures and not shifting taxation to 

future generations. 

 

The first step is to affirm the work of previous Presbyterians working on the question of fair taxation, 

even as we will update that key work from thirty-seven years ago. 

 

Thirty-seven years ago, the 189th General Assembly (1977) of the United Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America outlined four criteria for evaluating tax systems:  
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 Equity – Revenue should be generated so that the task of providing for the common good/social 

services is not borne disproportionately by the poor. Equity should also be sought among 

generations – judicious use of debt to fund society’s current work must not cause future 

generations to assume a disproportionate amount of the cost. 

 Integrity – The tax system should be free from corruption and characterized by moral wholeness 

such that taxpayers recognize their communal indebtedness. 

 Simplicity – The tax system should be understandable to taxpayers so they can trust the equity 

and integrity of the system. 

 Efficiency – The tax system should generate revenue for the highest output of goods and services, 

including intangible outputs to increase the public good, with the least amount of administrative 

cost and so that the return produces is in excess of the amount expended. 

 

Over the years new patterns have emerged that challenge the church’s witness. It is time to refresh the 

church’s criteria. Thus we propose that these principles be enriched by a new set of principles for a new 

gilded age: Progressivity, Transparency, Solidarity, Sustainability, and Effectiveness. 

 

1. Progressivity:  

 

The 221st General Assembly (2014) affirms with its predecessor the church’s witness for the equitable 

generation of revenue via taxes for the work of society and recommends progressivity as the fulfillment of 

equity in the 21st century. 

 

Each time we approach communion with Christ, we are reminded of his desire to fairly set the table of 

this world. In our work, equity will be enacted through progressivity:  

 

We seek equity among generations. The failure to adequately fund the work of society today leads 

logically to one of two outcomes: Today’s work is not completed, or borrowing to fund today’s work 

causes future taxpayers to assume the cost. 

 

We do not argue that equity is best served by a rigid or legalistic application of this principle. There are 

times, as in the Great Recession, when economists argue that it is appropriate to borrow. We do assert that 

equity requires judicious use of debt to fund society’s current work. 

 

A. We embrace progressivity as the over-arching concept of an equitable tax system. At the 

communion table, we are asked to serve the vulnerable, those who are dependent, the poor. Logically, this 

means faithful work to build a graduated tax system whose rates increase as the level of income increases. 

If the core of tax injustice is that the poor are paying proportionately more (and receiving less and less), 

then progressivity is needed to redress the resulting personal suffering and widening inequity 

redistribution upward of labor markets dominated by large non-union firms, low wages, and export 

markets (extractive economy—cite Longbrake).  

 

B. The demands of equity cause us to reject a flat tax or tax expenditures
xxxiii

 that are highly 

regressive. Low-income individuals and families struggling to meet basic living expenses cannot pay 

taxes at the same rate as the higher-income individual or family. The previously affirmed principle of 

equity compels the church to affirm progressive tax solutions, including the Earned Income Tax Credit 

(EITC), an effective idea pioneered by Republican economists that helps those working at low wage 

levels.   

 

The believer will note that the current method of generating revenue for social security insurance is 

regressive, not progressive. The first dollar of your wages is taxed, while dollars over 115,001 are not 
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taxed at all. It is a great deal for the high-income taxpayer but not a great deal for the low-income 

taxpayer. 
xxxiv

 Hence we advocate raising the cap (to what?), a simple change that will also ensure the 

soundness of that system past 2040. 

 

2. Transparency:  

 

The 221st General Assembly (2014) affirms with its predecessor that the good tax structure should foster 

integrity and recommends that integrity be manifested through transparency and solidarity in the 21st 

century. 

 

In the words of St. Paul, the law can be a ‘stumbling block’ to each of us: none of us has clean hands or 

an envy-free imagination. When we approach the communion table, we are overtaken by grace and 

realize we are called to wholeness, not perfection. Another word for moral wholeness is integrity, the 

principle we affirm from our predecessors in 1977. At the same time, we update this principle to the 

word, transparency, as a comprehensive look at taxation must look at organizations as well as individuals. 

 

The tax system we seek is created, administered and enforced in a manner that invites honesty.  

 

Unlike the equitable system described above, the inequitable system is perceived as unfair by the 

taxpayer. If our neighbors do not pay taxes, we feel our foolishness paying ours. If corporations dodge 

taxation and receive inequitable tax expenditures, cynicism mounts. Corruption abounds. The law 

becomes a stumbling block. 

 

Likewise, to sustain integrity, those who administer tax rules are expected to treat the taxpayer with 

dignity and respect. 

 

We further affirm that a system with integrity must be transparent. The taxpayer needs to have access to 

data about tax rates in advance. She needs to see data about what others in the same income situation pay. 

He needs to see that the payment of taxes is both a social norm and a good. 

 

3. Solidarity: 

 

Integrity is characterized for us by a deep sense of gratitude. We recognize that we are dependent on the 

community we sustain with our taxes. This communal dimension to our gratitude and to our calling 

prompts a further updating of the four values from 1977: the addition of solidarity. 

 

We see our communal indebtedness as we reflect on our early years and our last days in facilities built 

with our taxes.
xxxv

  

 

We see our indebtedness as our children are reared, educated, and their identity forged with the building 

blocks delivered through our taxes.  

 

We see our indebtedness as our police and military risk their lives for freedom here and around the world.  

 

We see our indebtedness to society – that is, to one another -- as corporations draw on legal and 

contractual traditions, move goods via roads built with our tax dollars, and hire personnel educated in our 

schools.  

 

The good tax system fosters an opportunity to express our gratitude for the community that sustains us. 

For this reason, above all, we recommend the principle of solidarity. 
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4. Sustainability: 

 

The 221 General Assembly (2014) affirms with its predecessor the church’s witness for simplicity in 

society’s tax system and recommends that sustainability must be added to ensure the tax system's viability 

for future generations.  

 

Each time we approach communion with Christ we are reminded of his desire to fairly set the table of this 

world.  

 

 

Simplicity addresses two outcomes desired by Assembly. 

 

1. Simplicity is an antidote to complexity. Over the past century, the US tax code has added layers 

of complexity. The time is now for the simplification of structure through the reduction or elimination of 

tax expenditures. The Assembly recognizes that there is a constituency for each deduction or credit. 

Nonetheless, reducing tax expenditures generates the additional revenue required and makes the 

enterprise more understandable. But the problem is not simply hard to quantify expenditures; it is a matter 

of trust amid entrenched special pleadings. 

 

2. Trans-national corporations have gained a powerful way to reduce taxes. In large part through 

longterm lobbying activities, they have been able to perpetuate and exploit defects in laws governing the 

division of taxable income among countries – “transfer pricing” laws – to move large amounts of of their 

income, generally legally, to tax havens where the companies conduct little if any real business activity.  

The resulting inequities have become publicly notorious and portray a global fiscal system based on 

cynical exploitation of defective laws, and a kind of law-making that is largely invisible to the public..  

 

Not surprisingly, all of this has created a rush to the bottom. Countries like the Grand Caymans, Isle of 

Man, Bermuda, Netherlands and Switzerland have adopted laws to facilitate transfer pricing as a “supply 

chain” strategy that reduces taxes. This in turn starves other governments, including ours, of revenue. You 

and I end up providing the revenue through higher taxes. 

 

This document explores transfer pricing in more detail. Please see “xxxx” below. 

 

At this point in the document we note that simplicity requires that all parties of a tax system be treated 

uniformly and that legal tax “dodges” be eliminated for the good of all. It is almost that simple.  

 

5. Effectiveness:   

 

The 221 General Assembly (2014) affirms with its predecessor the church’s witness for efficiency in 

society’s tax system and recommends its expansion to effectiveness. 

 

As described above, the efficient tax system: 

 

 Utilizes tax expenditures in general for targets that produce a return in excess of the amount 

expended. 

 Delivers its revenue to the end user with the least amount of administrative cost. 

 Works to generate the highest output of goods and services, and intangible outputs to increase the 

public good. 

 

Yet efficiency is not an adequate measure in itself, for taxation is not simply a technical calculation that 

can be separated from social purpose. The debate over “revenue neutrality” can illustrate this reduction of 
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the purpose of tax reform. We find effectiveness or adequacy to be a bigger concept related to the 

objectives that the funding itself serves, as no tax system is an end in itself. Efficiency, then, should guide 

the administration of our system, but effectiveness to the purposes of government should help us assess 

tax expenditures and other subsidies, not only for their fairness, but for their actual results. Talking about 

the purposes of government leads us to the framework within which these principles interact. 

 

Thus we propose moving from Equity, Integrity, Simplicity and Efficiency to Progressivity, 

Transparency, Solidarity, Sustainability, and Effectiveness. These principles we have identified work in 

concert with each other, but also within an overall vision of mutual responsibility, a social covenant.  

 

A.) Appendix: History of Progressive Taxation 

 

B.) Appendix: Ray's Full Covenant Theology of Taxation 

                                                        
i The Hebrew word for covenant, brit, means “to bind.” 
ii Note that “obligation” and  “religion,” contain the word “ligament,” reflecting their covenantal origins. 
iii The word “partner” is associated with covenantal language and expresses equality among the members of the covenantal community. 
iv James Luther Adams, Voluntary Associations (Chicago: Exploration Press, 1986), p. 243. 
v In families covenants are constituted informally as partners negotiate the duties of life together. In larger groups, however, the process of 

constituting life together is more formal. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church is an example of how larger group life can take structure 
and form. Federal theologians claim that Deuteronomy functioned as the constitution for ancient Israel. 
vi Thomas Paine, in Agrarian Justice, put it this way, “Separate an individual from society, and give him an island or a continent to possess, and 

he cannot acquire personal property. He cannot be rich. So inseparably are the means connected with the end, in all cases, that where the former 
do not exist the latter cannot be obtained. All accumulation, therefore, of personal property, beyond what a man's own hands produce, is derived 

to him by living in society; and he owes on every principle of justice, of gratitude, and of civilization, a part of that accumulation back again to 

society from whence the whole came.” 
vii For example, Jesus confronted systemic evil in the religious system of his day when he touched those who were considered unclean (Mark 

5:21-34), told the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), and turned over the tables in the temple (Matthew 2112). 
viii We want to emphasize that our intention is in no way to disparage business and market institutions, which are valuable parts of God’s creation.  
We do not believe it helpful, as some rhetoric has done, to equate profit with greed.  Companies need to stay profitable to stay in business in order 

to meet human needs.  
ix The move to automation was made possible, in part, by the reliance on employer-generated wage data submitted to the Internal Revenue 
Service. Technology, including the current generation’s work in “big data”, reduced the cost of providing data and increased the efficiency of 

reporting. Recent innovations include the electronic reporting by financial institutions of cost basis for the calculation of realized capital gains 

and losses. 
x The equivalent 1963 tax brackets adjusted to 2013 dollars were $10,000, 20 percent; $100,000, 38 percent; $500,000, 75 percent; $1M, 89 

percent; $2M, 91 percent; $5M, 91 percent; $10M, 91 percent; $50M, 91 percent. Tax Foundation (2013), data inflation adjusted by James S. 

Henry. 
xi Harvard Law Professor Stan Surrey coined the term “tax expenditures” for these preferences back in the 1970s, capturing the essential idea that 

they are, in effect, government subsidies. See …xxxx. 
xii See also GAO (2013), at http://www.gao.gov/key_issues/tax_expenditures/issue_summary. [[If we use Jim’s slide, then also: See Exhibit 65: “ 
Federal Tax Expenditures, Vs. Discretionary and Mandatory Federal Spending.”]] 
xiii See Tax Notes (2012), Donald B. Marron, “How Large are Tax Expenditures?,” available at http://taxpolicycenter.org/UploadedPDF/1001602-

TN-How-Large-Are- Tax-Expenditures-2012-Update.pdf; US Senate Budget Committee (2012), at 

http://www.budget.senate.gov/democratic/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=d481f456-b175- 4c2d-9b07-0045317e585d.  
xiv  For example, in FY 2011, the GAO estimated that US federal corporate tax expenditures cost the Treasury more than $181 billion, about the 

same as the total revenue collected by the federal corporate income tax that year. See http://www.gao.gov/assets/660/653120.pdf. 
xv For the case of Cablevision’s tax exemption of Madison Square Garden by New York City, see http://www.dnainfo.com/new-

york/20130417/midtown/state-pols- square-off-over-madison-square-gardens-property-tax-exemption; for Detroit’s recent tax break deal for a 
new stadium with the owners of the Red Wing hockey franchise, at a time when the city is closing public schools, see 

http://voiceofdetroit.net/2013/09/09/illitch-plans-881-million-red-wings-stadium-project-with-public- funds-despite-detroit-bankruptcy-filing/ .  
xvi Estimates for the size of particular tax expenditures differ significantly, depending on the methodology. See The Pew Charitable Trusts (2012), 

“Tax Expenditure Database,” at http://www.pewstates.org/research/reports/tax-expenditure-database-85899429743. 
xvii See Pew (2012), supra, http://www.pewstates.org/research/reports/tax-expenditure-database-85899429743.  
xviii See GAO (2013); Pew (2012); Tax Policy Center (2008), at http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-

book/background/expenditures/largest.cfm. 
xix See Tax Policy Center (2008), supra. 
xx Pew (2012), supra. 
xxi See US Senate Budget Committee (2012), at http://www.budget.senate.gov/democratic/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=d481f456-b175-4c2d-

9b07-0045317e585d  
xxiiTax Policy Center (2008), supra.   
xxiii See US Senate Budget Committee (2012), supra.  
xxiv Supra. 

http://www.gao.gov/key_issues/tax_expenditures/issue_summary
http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/background/expenditures/largest.cfm
http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/background/expenditures/largest.cfm
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xxv This reference is from the World of Hurt, Word of Life approved by the 220th General Assembly (2012) and the charter of the Tax Reform 

Study Team: “Yet we cannot serve two masters. If we are to confront this moral crisis we must recover the biblical values of justice, compassion 

and covenant community. We must seek nothing less than to place God – not the economy, wealth, or competition – at the center of our lives. In 
doing so, we will empower our church, our society, and our government to look out for the poor and the sick, the widow, the orphan, and the 

stranger in the land, to safeguard God’s gift of creation, and to promote and protect the common good. The depth and scale of the challenges 

force us to respond, not only to the obvious distress of many we know and love, but to the many more God commands us to love. This challenge 
is more than a call for a new ethical compass in our personal behavior. The work of economic reconstruction today requires something like a new 

national covenant, a new public framework derived from authentic religious values, to reorient the way wealth is produced and shared and to 

reclaim the role of government in securing the common good.” 220th General Assembly, World of Hurt, Word of Life,  p. 1. 
xxvi The Economist in its February 16, 2013, special report on Offshore Finance noted that the cost of whistle blowing is both social ostracization 

and formidable legal fees for self-defense.  In many instances it is against the law blow the whistle with any volume. The Economist, Who’s the 
criminal?,  2/16/2013, p xx. 
xxvii The Economist, writes, “States such as Delaware and Nevada offer cheap, easy incorporation, with anonymity guaranteed. Registration agents 

do not even have to ask for ID, as they do in most tax havens. And what is not collected cannot be passed to the police, which is why criminals 
and debtors love American shells.” The Economist, Onshore financial centres: Not a palm tree in sight, February 16, 2013, p. xxx.  
xxviii The Economist, Storm survivors, February 16, 2013, p xx.  
xxix Ibid. 
xxx 111 Cong. Rec. S1635-36 (daily ed. Mar. 17, 2010) (statement of Sen. Levin) ("Right now, thousands of U.S. tax dodgers conceal billions of 

dollars in assets within secrecy-shrouded foreign banks, dodging taxes and penalizing those of us who pay the taxes we owe. The Permanent 

Subcommittee on Investigations... estimated that these tax-dodging schemes cost the Federal Treasury $100 billion a year.") …, 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CREC-2010-03-17/pdf/CREC-2010-03-17-pt1-PgS1633-8.pdf#page=4, found at 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_Account_Tax_Compliance_Act#cite_note-9. 
xxxi The Committee notes that FATCA is an example of tax compliance theory at work. Here the taxpayer is viewed as a potentially unreliable 
self-reporter of income. To counteract this propensity third parties are asked to report taxable income, etc. For example, employee income is 

documented by payroll reporting generated by the employer. Financial institutions are now required to report capital gains not simply the value 

realized at the sale of a security. Each of these is an example of third party reporting aided by the emergence of big data and as a result a 
limitation on tax avoidance or fraudulent evasion. 
xxxii Contrary to anarchist and libertarian positions that seek to reduce taxes in order to starve governmental functions, the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) has articulated a policy witness that promotes an appropriate role for the civil society. Freedom requires a funded government and taxes 
are required to sustain that government. We argue that taxation meet the principles of progressivity, transparency, solidarity, sustainability and 

effectiveness as defined in this document. 
xxxiii A tax expenditure is a tax credit or deduction that exempts some or all of the tax payer’s income or wealth. One of the biggest tax 
expenditures is the deduction for housing interest expense. For more information about tax expenditures, please see…. 
xxxiv The Study Group notes that political rhetoric suggesting that “many people” or the “poor” or another group of the society do not pay taxes is 

inaccurate.  Every working individual pays the social security tax from dollar one of his or her employment compensation. This is a flat tax up to 
$115,000.  
xxxv The Study Group celebrates that longevity of members of our community of faith. Eighty years old is the new 70 for many. This lengthening 

of the years of life is made possible by the public health efforts of government. Without taxes and the revenue they provide we would die at a 
surprisingly early age.  

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CREC-2010-03-17/pdf/CREC-2010-03-17-pt1-PgS1633-8.pdf#page=4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_Account_Tax_Compliance_Act#cite_note-9
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without the financial implications sheet will be returned. If you have any questions about the form, please contact the 

Financial Implications Team: Chris Nicholas at 502-569-5411 for per capita, and  Andrea McNicol at 502-569-5555 

or Denise Hampton at 502-569-5575 for mission budget related financial implications. 

 

Name of Report: Justice in Taxation: A Report from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (2012 Referral: Item 11-09/ 

Recommendation 4) 

 

1. Does this report include recommendations that have financial implications?  NO 

 

2. If YES: (Attach extra sheets, if necessary) 

 

a. Identify the area of the reports which have financial implications. 

 

 

 

 

b. Define the components of the financial implications (basis for computation only). 

(For new committees/Taskforces- please limit as far as possible to 2 face to face mtgs, plus 2 virtual mtgs 

& conference calls – from GA to next GA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c. Identify the proposed source of funding, and the year it will impact (2014/ 2015/2016): 

(1) Per Capita: OGA          PMA ____               

(2) PMA: 

(a) Unrestricted or Restricted (Circle one)                                 

(b) Restricted Source _______________________________                

 

3. If there are financial implications, are these being absorbed in the current year budget?  YES or NO  

 

If YES, what is the source of funding:_________________________________________ 

 

4. Have these financial implications received approval from the following sources? 

      

          OGA/PMA (Circle one)                 

 

 _____PMA Ministry Area: (Communications and Funds Development; Compassion, Peace, Justice ; Evangelism 

&Church Growth;  Racial Ethnic &Women’s Ministries; Shared Services; Theology, Worship and Education; 

World  Mission,)  (Circle one)  

       

_____Other Entities (BOP, Foundation, PILP, PPC ) (Circle one)                          

 

            _____Advisory Committees ( ACSWP, ACEIR, ACWC, Other -  ______________ ) 

 

5. If the action proposed in report involves another Ministry Area to do something, has this been discussed with the 

areas concerned?  YES/NO.  (If Yes, give names) 
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2. RISKING PEACE IN A VIOLENT WORLD - Affirmations for Presbytery Consideration 

 

Convinced, despite years of war, that peacemaking is still the “believers’ calling,” and inviting 

Presbyterians across the church to help determine the shape of that calling for a new day, the 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy recommends that the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014): 

 

(a) approve the following process for engaging presbyteries in the second stage of the discern-

ment process initiated by the 219
th

 General Assembly (2010); 

(b) approve the five brief affirmations for presbytery discussion of new directions in our Pres-

byterian peacemaking witness; and 

(c)  receive the five part explanatory rationale and summary of focus group findings to be sent 

out with the affirmations: 

 

Process: As the next stage in a six-year process of discernment, the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) of 

the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) directs the Stated Clerk to send to each presbytery, electronically 

and in print, the following five affirmations and supporting rationale, with the request that they 

discuss and take an advisory vote on each affirmation and send the tallied results of those votes 

along with a summary of the floor discussion back to the Advisory Committee on Social Witness 

Policy to help guide the preparation of a report on peacemaking directions for the 222
nd

 General 

Assembly (2016).   

 

The affirmations for church-wide discussion and advisory vote: 

 

1. We affirm that peacemaking is essential to our faith in God’s reconciling work in Jesus 

Christ, through whom the powers of love and justice overcome hatred and conflict, giving 

the church a mission to present alternatives to violence, fear and misused power. 

 

2. We confess our complicity in the world’s violence even as we pray for the Spirit’s courage to 

“unmask idolatries,” to speak truth about war and dispossession, and to stand with those 

who suffer. 

 

3. We reclaim Jesus as Prince of Peace, proclaiming God’s reign, leading a movement of pro-

phetic challenge, forgiving, healing, and undoing violence, overcoming evil through the 

cross and resurrection. 

 

4. We learn from the nonviolent revolutions of our time as well as the violent struggles, from 

the practices of just peacemaking as well as just war traditions, but are led above all by the 

moral imagination awakened by the Gospel of Peace. 

 

5. As disciples of Jesus Christ, we commit ourselves to work first for nonviolent change in our 

individual and common lives, to risk calling our nation back from the practices of empire, 

and to practice the things that make for peace. 

 

Rationale 

 

2010 Referral: Item 13-11. On Strengthening the Peacemaking Program. Recommendation. The 219
th
 

General Assembly (2010) Directs the General Assembly Mission Council, Through the Advisory 

Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) and the Peacemaking Program, to Appoint a Five-Person 

Steering Team, at Least One of Whom Shall Be a College Student or Other Young Adult, to Work with 

ACSWP and Peacemaking Program Representatives to Design and Implement a Broadly Participatory 

Four-Year Process to Do Items 2.a Through 2.h – From the Presbytery of Pittsburgh (Minutes, 2010, Part 

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
PRESBYTERIAN MISSION AGENCY BOARD

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
February 5-7, 2014

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
Compassion, Peace & Justice/Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
Item B.208

ddages
Typewritten Text

ddages
Typewritten Text
30



I, pp. 65, 67-69, 967-72). 

 

2012 Referral: Item 14-05. Encountering the Gospel of Peace Anew: An Invitation to Discernment and 

Witness, an Interim Report to the 220th General Assembly (2012). Recommendation 2. Direct That Any 

Policy Changes from the Peace Discernment Steering Team Be Brought to the 221st General Assembly 

(2014) by the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy in Coordination with the General Assembly 

Mission Council—From the Peace Discernment Steering Team (Minutes, 2012, Part I, 61, 63, 1333─47 

of the CD; p. 280 of the printed copy). 

 

 

Introduction 

 

      In a broken and fearful world the Spirit gives us courage 

to pray without ceasing, 

to witness among all peoples to Christ as Lord and Savior, 

to unmask idolatries in Church and culture, 

to hear the voices of peoples long silenced, 

and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace. 

 A Brief Statement of Faith (1983) 

 

Organization of this Background Rationale to the Five Affirmations: 

 

We begin with a short summary of the findings of the small group stage of the discernment process. The 

full texts of the discernment materials and response forms used are available on-line at:  

https://www.pcusa.org/resource/peace-discernment-interim-report-encountering-gosp/  

These resources, some of which are reflected in this report, were designed to introduce “ministries of 

peacemaking and justice-seeking that honor the Gospel, the history of the church, and the movement of 

the Holy Spirit…” which were to inform eventual recommendations of new policy and action (Minutes, 

2010, p. 69).  

 

The materials were presented to and partly tested by the Peacemaking and International Affairs 

Committee of the 220
th
 General Assembly (2012), which recommended that the discernment process 

proceed: http://pc-

biz.org/MeetingPapers/%28S%28tusr3jzthk2ncc5l11qekaul%29%29/IOBView.aspx?m=ro&id=4015&pro

moid=254  

 

Then each affirmation is presented with supporting information, with some concluding references. 

 

The Peace Discernment Process 

 

This report to the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) is based on the fruits of discernment received from 

Presbyterians across the country who participated in the Peace Discernment process initiated by the 219
th
 

General Assembly (2010) and affirmed by the 220
th
 General Assembly (2012). Presbyterians in more than 

44 congregations and 17 presbyteries came together in small “focus groups” to pray, to reflect, to engage 

in individual and communal discernment, to “seek clarity as to God’s call to the church to embrace 

nonviolence as its fundamental response to the challenges of violence, terror, and war; and identify, 

explore, and nurture new approaches to active peacemaking and nonviolence” (Minutes, 2010, Part I, p. 

68). 

 

Most participants found that the Peace Discernment Process encouraged meaningful sharing that was 

powerful and engaging.  They appreciated the opportunity to hear varied perspectives and opinions shared 

https://www.pcusa.org/resource/peace-discernment-interim-report-encountering-gosp/
http://pc-biz.org/MeetingPapers/%28S%28tusr3jzthk2ncc5l11qekaul%29%29/IOBView.aspx?m=ro&id=4015&promoid=254
http://pc-biz.org/MeetingPapers/%28S%28tusr3jzthk2ncc5l11qekaul%29%29/IOBView.aspx?m=ro&id=4015&promoid=254
http://pc-biz.org/MeetingPapers/%28S%28tusr3jzthk2ncc5l11qekaul%29%29/IOBView.aspx?m=ro&id=4015&promoid=254
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in a loving and respectful manner.  Some were surprised at the level of trust that developed in their small 

groups, allowing individuals (including veterans) to risk being vulnerable and speak about difficult 

personal experiences they had had with violence.  One participant called it “a very holy process.” 

 

Nonviolence, Just War, and Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling 

 

Presbyterians generally agree that peacemaking is the calling of all believers, but they differ about 

whether violent means of peacemaking are faithful to Jesus’ life and witness.  Some focus on Jesus’ call to 

love our enemies and his sacrifice on the cross, and they conclude that violence can never be a faithful 

Christian response to violence, injustice, or evil in the world.  They gravitate toward Christian 

nonviolence.  Others point to Jesus’ defense of the poor and oppressed, the weak and vulnerable, and 

believe that violence can be justified in restraining evil forces and defending the innocent. Their 

perspective assumes a public responsibility to maintain order and a policing if not military function. They 

gravitate toward the just war tradition.  For many participants, the Peace Discernment Process was their 

first introduction to both the methods of nonviolent action and the criteria of just war. 

 

Lamenting our Culture of Violence and War  

 

It is clear, after more than ten years of war, that a majority of Presbyterians are deeply concerned about 

the enormous human and economic costs of war -- the hundreds of thousands killed in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the millions of people displaced, the thousands of U.S. soldiers killed or injured, the trillions 

of dollars spent and the damage done to our economy.  A majority of Presbyterians are also deeply 

worried about the violence rampant in U.S. culture -- the high incidence of gun violence compared to 

other countries; school shootings; violence against women; violence in media, sports, and entertainment; 

and the underlying structural violence of economic injustice and social oppression (racism, sexism, other 

exclusions). 

 

Many appreciate the important connection between justice and peace.  They understand that direct, 

physical violence is often caused by injustice, and that a genuine peace can only be brought about by 

working toward justice and equity for all.  Many lifted up God’s vision of shalom, affirming that peace is 

a rich mosaic of human flourishing within the global community in the broader context of God’s good 

creation. 

 

A Desire to Learn Peacemaking Skills 

 

At the same time, many expressed a sense of being overwhelmed by the enormity of the issues, 

particularly at the national and international level.  Weary of the stream of grim news of bombings and 

terrorism elsewhere, there were questions about what our years of war had achieved.  They are looking 

for direction and guidance about how individuals and congregations can take effective action to further 

justice and peace.  In this vein, there seems to be broad interest in learning concrete peacemaking skills 

that they can use in their daily lives – skills in nonviolent communication, negotiation, mediation, 

community organizing, social movement building, nonviolent direct action.   

 

Challenging U.S. Militarism 

 

While many Presbyterians are not ready to renounce violence entirely as a means of restraining evil or 

protecting the innocent, most of the discernment participants would nevertheless support: 

 

• Just Peacemaking initiatives to promote justice and prevent war 

• Downsizing the military-industrial-intelligence complex 

• Economic conversion from a war economy to a peace economy 
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• Shifting resources from the military to international diplomacy and development 

• Ending policies of pre-emptive attack, targeted assassination, and torture, which lead to 

violent “blowback” and which seemed immoral to many discernment group participants 

• Moving the U.S. away from the role of global policeman, supporting international 

structures of security cooperation instead  

 

Given the high level of motivation in the discernment groups, a representative survey of Presbyterian 

opinion was commissioned from Presbyterian Research Services. While the questions presented by the 

Presbyterian Panel survey instrument were necessarily shorter, there is considerable similarity in overall 

outlook to the written narrative summaries from the discernment groups. 

http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/research/pdfs/nov_2012_panel_summary_violence_a

nd_war.pdf  

 

 

1. Affirmation #1:  We affirm that peacemaking is essential to our faith in God’s reconciling 

work in Jesus Christ, through whom the powers of love and justice overcome hatred and 

conflict, giving the church a mission to present alternatives to violence, fear, and misused 

power. 

 

Rationale 

 

In 1980, the 192
nd

 General Assembly adopted Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling, the denomination’s 

most comprehensive policy on matters of international violence and war. It declared that: 

 

 The church is faithful to Christ when it is engaged in peacemaking. 

 The church is obedient to Christ when it nurtures and equips God's people as 

peacemakers. 

 The church bears witness to Christ when it nourishes the moral life of the nation for 

the sake of peace in our world. 

 

It also affirmed that "peacemaking is an indispensable ingredient of the church's mission. It is not 

peripheral or secondary but essential to the church's faithfulness to Christ in our time." Since that time, 

peacemaking has become broadly accepted, integral to our prayers and hymns, and evident in our 

preaching and teaching. 

 

Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling led to the creation of the very influential Presbyterian Peacemaking 

Program and established a special offering to provide funding for it. The Peacemaking Offering, 

traditionally received on World Communion Sunday, raises between $1 and $2 million each year, 

providing support for the Presbyterian Peacemaking Program and the Presbyterian Ministry at the United 

Nations, as well as peacemaking ministries in local congregations, presbyteries, and synods. 

 

For more than thirty years, the Presbyterian Peacemaking Program has provided a variety of educational 

resources to the church, including holding annual peacemaking conferences, publishing curricula for all 

ages, itinerating International Peacemakers around the denomination, organizing international study tours, 

and supporting a Presbyterian presence at the United Nations. Over this period, approximately 50 percent 

of Presbyterian congregations have affirmed the Commitment to Peacemaking and a majority of 

Presbyterian congregations have received the Peacemaking Offering.  

 

Engaging Church, Society, and the World as Peacemakers 

 

Presbyterians engage in peacemaking in a variety of ways. Through worship, prayer, and Bible study, they 

http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/research/pdfs/nov_2012_panel_summary_violence_and_war.pdf
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/research/pdfs/nov_2012_panel_summary_violence_and_war.pdf
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point to the reality of God’s peace-giving, nurture the spiritual life of their communities, and equip people 

to share the gospel message of peace in church and society and throughout the world. Presbyterian 

peacemakers foster respectful communication in their congregations and presbyteries using resources 

such as “Seeking to Be Faithful Together: Guidelines for Presbyterians During Times of Disagreement.” 

They fight for affordable housing, better schools, and funding for social services through faith-based 

community organizing campaigns. They work to reduce gun violence in the United States. They join with 

ecumenical and interfaith partners in struggles for human rights and economic justice in countries around 

the world. Presbyterian peacemakers risk nonviolent accompaniment, walking alongside church leaders 

threatened with political violence in Colombia. They seek to make peace with the earth by living more 

sustainably themselves, and challenging legislators to resist the pressures of special interest lobbies and 

instead support forward-looking policies that reflect wise stewardship of the planet. Countless additional 

examples of faithful peacemaking could be cited. We have much good peacemaking work to celebrate in 

our church! 

 

Brief Background of Presbyterian Peacemaking Witness 

 

The present Peace Discernment Process, initiated by the 219
th
 General Assembly (2010) and affirmed by 

the 220
th
 General Assembly (2012), differs from previous studies in that it seeks broader participation 

from across the denomination and focuses more on the example and teaching of Jesus and the early 

church. This effort actually hearkens back to an earlier model of church decision-making on war and 

peace used by our church long before 1980. In proposing a two-stage process for inviting responses, 

reflecting on them, and then sending out preliminary recommendations to the presbyteries, this process 

echoes a model used by our church in the 1930s, before World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. 

 

In 1936 and 1938, the General Assembly of Presbyterian Church in the United States of America affirmed 

and sent to the presbyteries a proposal to remove just war language from the Westminster Confession, 

then the only confessional standard for the church. On both occasions, a majority of presbyteries voted for 

the proposals, but the number did not reach the super majority required for confessional change. 

 

Fast forward to the height of the Vietnam War. The church changed the nature of its peace witness with 

The Confession of 1967. Recall this affirmation in C-67 that influenced the thinking of Peacemaking: The 

Believers’ Calling and that remains vital today: 

 

God’s reconciliation in Jesus Christ is the ground of the peace, justice, and freedom 

among nations which all powers of government are called to serve and defend. The 

church, in its own life, is called to practice the forgiveness of enemies and to commend to 

the nations as practical politics the search for cooperation and peace. This search requires 

that the nations pursue fresh and responsible relations across every line of conflict, even 

at risk to national security, to reduce areas of strife and to broaden international 

understanding. Reconciliation among nations becomes particularly urgent as countries 

develop nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, diverting their [hu]manpower and 

resources from constructive uses and risking the annihilation of [hu]mankind. Although 

nations may serve God’s purposes in history, the church which identifies the sovereignty 

of any one nation or any one way of life with the cause of God denies the Lordship of 

Christ and betrays its calling. (The Book of Confessions, Section 9.45, italics added) 

 

When the church spoke in 1980, it broadened the Vietnam-era concern for individual conscience to affirm 

that peacemaking was the calling of all believers, particularly in the face of nuclear and other Cold War 

dangers.  It emphasized our global interdependence and encouraged a wide range of church engagement.  

Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling provided a broad biblical, theological, and ethical basis for 

Christian peace mission but also identified some more specific directions for that mission: to reverse the 
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worldwide arms race, examine “conversion of the economy from military to civilian production,” and 

relate peace to justice concerns. 

 

Since that time, careful studies and prophetic statements have addressed the nuclear danger, particular 

military interventions and their rationale, and the relation of religion, violence, and terrorism. The 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), since 1988, has held a virtual “nuclear pacifist” position, opposing first use 

and retaliation and calling repeatedly for disarmament. “Just peacemaking” categories were introduced in 

1998, designed to advance the ecumenical church’s thinking beyond the traditional categories of just war, 

crusade, and pacifism. General Assemblies have also called for responsible withdrawals by the United 

States from Iraq (2004) and Afghanistan (2010); the 2004 Assembly prophetically and controversially 

termed the Iraq war “unwise, illegal, and immoral.” The resolution on “Religion, Violence, and Terrorism” 

(also 2004) endorsed a “policing” approach to terrorism and responds to the charge sometimes made that 

religion engenders violence.  And in 2008, the Assembly “commended for study” a careful ethical 

assessment of the Iraq war entitled “To Repent, To Restore, To Rebuild, and To Reconcile,” which 

includes the concepts of public forgiveness and “honest patriotism” as developed by Donald Shriver. 

 

One of the key challenges wrestled with by Peace Discernment participants was whether the Presbyterian 

Church (U.S.A.) could consider becoming a “peace church” on the model of the Mennonites or Quakers, 

who have long held pacifism to be a key expression of Christian love and part of the nature of the church 

itself. Some recent theological discussion, prompted by John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, and a 

number of Roman Catholic priests (whose vows forswear violence), has proposed nonviolence for the 

majority of Christians as well.  The Peace Discernment process (as noted below) thought it important to 

consider nonviolence in relation to the example of Jesus and the witness of much of the earliest, pre-

Constantine church. Some of the members of the discernment groups were pacifists themselves, but the 

consensus was to choose nonviolent alternatives whenever possible without making ruling out making 

nonviolence an absolute position.  

 

The distinction here, then, would be between the kind of church that seeks to embody the peace or 

pacifism of Jesus himself, conceived as the opposite of violence, and the mission of presenting 

alternatives to violence that challenge conventional approaches to power while also seeking to exercise 

power responsibly. This is so often our inner dialogue when we encounter Christ’s Spirit challenging our 

anger or hatred at the deepest levels, and calling us to repent. In seeking to respond to injustice 

responsibly, however, non-pacifist Christians also reflect on the spectrum of physical violence and other 

coercive force, and the sometimes tragic conflict of goods that extreme situations involve. These 

questions have only gotten sharper as wartime has become virtually a new normal over the past dozen 

years. 

 

Thus it is important, in affirming the church’s peacemaking orientation, to recognize what the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has already done in its efforts to honor selective and total conscientious 

objection (as in 1969) and its extension of that conscientious objection to nuclear weapons in a corporate 

way.  

 

The 1988 policy statement, Christian Obedience in a Nuclear Age, suggests that the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) is a kind of “just peace” church, with its images drawn primarily from the Old Testament: 

 

“ The church in the nuclear age must shift its energies from considerations of just war to 

the urgent and primary task of defining and serving a just peace. A nuclear stalemate or 

even the elimination of all nuclear arms, is still far from God’s shalom. Shalom is the 

intended state of the entire human race. It involves the well-being of the whole person in 

all relationships, personal, social, and cosmic. Shalom means life in a community of 

compassionate order marked by social and economic justice. Peace without justice is no 
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peace; that is why the Bible so often reflects God’s special concern for the poor and 

powerless. 

 

The great biblical visions of global peace—swords into plowshares, every family under its own vine and 

fig tree—are fundamental to thinking about just peace. Such a peace is ultimately God’s gift; we need to 

avoid the proud illusion that we can create it by human effort alone. But Christian obedience demands 

that we move toward that peace in all possible ways: by extending the rule of law, advocating universal 

human rights, strengthening the organs of international order, working for common security and economic 

justice, converting industry to peaceful production, increasing understanding of and reconciliation with 

those we identify as enemies, developing peacemaking skills, constructing concrete manifestations of just 

peace across barriers of conflict and injustice, and other means.  (Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 450) 

 

In 1998, the Assembly approved a resolution on Just Peacemaking, which embodies the tension involved 

in endorsing military intervention as a method to prevent such things as genocide. Along with a realism 

that has been characteristic of much Reformed ethics (and even some liberation theologies), that 

resolution affirms a preference for strong peacemaking initiatives, noting of the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.): 

  

• “It has called for greater emphases on the use of non-violent means for conflict resolution and social 

change, and for the promotion of training toward this goal.  

 

• It has stressed the importance of human rights, religious liberty, and the importance of democracy as a 

foundation for just peace. … 

 

• It has called for the abolition of nuclear weapons, limitations on the development of weapons, and 

restrictions on the sale or transfer of instruments of destruction. It has supported these restrictions on the 

understanding that traffic in arms raises the likelihood of conflict and raises the level of violence should 

conflict break out…  

 

• It has recognized the critical importance of racial and gender justice in the achievement of social 

harmony and prosperity.  

 

• It has called for independent and unilateral initiatives to reduce risks of conflict and to stimulate change. 

It has affirmed the importance of reconciliation even in the face of great risk… 

 

• It has acknowledged the responsibility for international cooperation and leadership, and understands that 

the power and wealth of the United States require it to be part of international efforts to seek peace. At the 

same time it has recognized that the United States has and can abuse that power and wealth.  

 

• It has supported international efforts, through the United Nations, at peacemaking and peacekeeping…  

 

These church positions, together with background papers that support them, provide a complex legacy of 

important ideas. The Presbyterian church has not only made statements but has also encouraged 

participation in the ongoing tasks of peacemaking. Its peacemaking program has devised many strategies 

for helping to transform political and economic affairs in ways that promote just peace policies, whether 

in the domestic affairs of our own nation or in the world-at-large, whether through the use of civil 

authority or, if needed, resistance to it…  

 

This first affirmation also does not split the love and justice of Jesus Christ as the foundations of 

peacemaking work, reflecting the redemptive purpose of God in all of scripture.  
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Given this rich history of peacemaking and the vital ongoing work of making peace, it seems only fitting 

that we re-affirm the centrality of peacemaking, and renew our dedication to this central calling as 

followers of Jesus Christ. At the same time, as an integral part of honest and authentic peacemaking, we 

must confess our complicity in the violence of our world. 

 

 

Affirmation #2. We confess our complicity in the world’s violence even as we pray for the Spirit’s 

courage to “unmask idolatries,” to speak truth about war and dispossession, and to stand with 

those who suffer. 

 

Confessing Our Complicity in Violence 

 

Making peace means engaging the critical issues of our times. Yet, as those who are deeply immersed in 

peacemaking know so well, faithful peacemaking must be spiritually rooted and sustained by the Holy 

Spirit. The heart and mind of the peacemaker must be liberated from conformity to culture and renewed in 

the mind of Christ (Romans 12). This transformation is itself peacemaking work. John Calvin reminds us 

that the human heart is “a factory of idols.” Therefore, healing the violence in our lives – not only the 

violence we do and the violence that is done to us, but our sinful capacity to countenance violence and to 

accept it as normal -  must be integrated into a holistic theology of peacemaking. The peacemaker must 

even confess the kind of complicity that comes from failing to avert violence even after great effort, a 

feeling shared by many who opposed the second Iraq war. Such awareness that we are all responsible for 

some measure of violence is an important admission of imperfection 

 

In this section we move from an overview that looks at violence in our culture and its structures to a 

closer look the factors at work in the Iraq and Afghan wars in particular. 

 

Violence pervades U.S. culture and saturates our history. The land in which we live was forcibly taken 

from the native peoples who first inhabited it. Native Americans were slaughtered or relocated, their way 

of life destroyed. The independence we so value was fought for in a Revolutionary War against the British. 

The national wealth we enjoy was built partly on the brutality of the slave trade. Our westward territorial 

expansion led to war with Mexico. Our nation’s fragile union was preserved through a Civil War. And our 

insatiable desire for natural resources and cheap labor has led us to start wars and to seek economic and 

cultural influence in countries all around the world. Given this blood-stained history, it may be 

unsurprising that the United States remains such a violent country today. 

 

While we abhor violence and seek to insulate ourselves against it, at the same time we seem addicted to it 

as a means of settling disputes, even as a form of entertainment.  In the U.S., about 30,000 people are 

killed by firearms each year, including suicides, giving the U.S. the highest rate of death from gunfire in 

the industrialized world.  In the U.S., one in every four women experience domestic violence during their 

lifetime.  Bullying in our schools and in cyberspace is increasingly reported.  Many children’s cartoons 

contain large amounts of violence, as do adult television crime shows and horror/action films.  Popular 

video games, particularly “first-person shooter” games, involve constant killing and destruction. 

Professional sports such as boxing, hockey, and football involve partly ritualized and partly controlled 

violence resulting in concussions, frequent injury, and trauma, to say nothing of bloody cage fighting and 

other extreme combat. Our nation’s ability to project armed force beyond our borders is second to none. 

We have the best trained and equipped armed forces in the world, and we spend more on our military than 

do the countries with the next 10 highest military budgets combined. The United States is by far the 

largest arms dealer in the world. U.S. weapons sales tripled in 2011 to a record high of $66.3 billion, 

accounting for more than three-quarters of the global arms market. 

 

Theologian Walter Wink believes we have embraced “the Myth of Redemptive Violence,” the widespread 
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belief that violence saves, that war brings peace, that might makes right. “The belief that violence ‘saves’ 

is so successful because it doesn’t seem to be mythic in the least,” Wink writes. “Violence simply appears 

to be the nature of things. It’s what works. It seems inevitable, the last and, often, the first resort in 

conflicts. If a god is what you turn to when all else fails, violence certainly functions as a god. What 

people overlook, then, is the religious character of violence. It demands from its devotees an absolute 

obedience-unto-death. This Myth of Redemptive Violence is the real myth of the modern world. It, and 

not Judaism or Christianity or Islam, is the dominant religion in our society today.” 

 

Violence is an idol, a false god.  Violence does not save us from evil, sin, and death.  It only adds to evil, 

sin, and death.  As the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., put it: “The ultimate weakness of violence is that 

it is a descending spiral, begetting the very thing it seeks to destroy. Instead of diminishing evil, it 

multiplies it. . . . Returning violence for violence multiplies violence, adding deeper darkness to a night 

already devoid of stars. Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do that. Hate cannot drive our 

hate: only love can do that.” 

 

To the extent that we have put our faith in violence instead of God, we must repent of our idolatry, for we 

cannot serve two masters. As Christians we confess that Jesus is our Lord and Savior, no other.  Our 

security does not rest in violence, but in God. 

 

Structural Violence   
 

The descending spiral of violence to which King referred often begins with “structural violence”  – the 

social and economic structures that oppress and impoverish people, preventing them from meeting their 

basic human needs and realizing their full human potential. The structural violence of injustice and 

oppression leads to the violence of revolt and rebellion that then leads to the retaliatory violence of 

government repression, which then only compounds the structural violence of injustice and oppression 

and leads to further revolt followed by yet more repression. Dispossession is another name for this 

process; its opposite can be domination or empire on a larger scale. 

 

While direct physical violence is more visible and attracts more media attention than structural violence 

(“If it bleeds, it leads”), structural violence is far more widespread and arguably does much more harm 

over time. We see it manifest in hunger and homelessness, poverty and disease. Within the United States 

there is a growing inequality between rich and poor. The U.S. economic and political system has enabled 

1 percent of Americans to reap almost a quarter of our nation’s income every year and to control over 40 

percent of our nation’s wealth. This growing economic inequality is becoming untenable. Millions in the 

United States are not working. Millions more have lost their homes to foreclosure. Poverty in the United 

States is the highest it has been in fifty years! In 2011, some Americans took to the streets in the Occupy 

Movement, calling for change. Saying they represented “the 99 percent,” they were protesting a system 

that allows so much wealth and power to be concentrated in the hands of 1 percent of the population. 

 

Examples of structural violence also include patterns of inequality and exclusion called the “isms” of 

racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, and ethnocentrism. These patterns operate at interlocking levels – 

institutional (policies and practices), interpersonal (group and individual) and cultural (social norms and 

valuing). Most Americans know that the “isms” exist, but the common discourse in our country narrowly 

addresses discrimination that happens at the interpersonal level – when someone makes a blatantly 

derogatory comment or is accused of doing so. This myopic focus ignores the more insidious institutional 

and cultural forms of the isms that crush the human spirit and deny people access to adequate nutrition, 

housing, education, health care, and self-determination. Most Americans are unfamiliar with how the isms 

operate and unaware of their exacting toll. Yet, these forms of oppression are indeed forms of violence. 

We dehumanize ourselves and degrade others by unconsciously supporting patterns that pin our 

opportunities for well-being on our neighbors' marginalization. Structural violence militates against our 
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Christian calling to be in authentic loving relationship with our neighbors, near and far. 

 

Violence Against the Earth 

 

We are also doing violence to the earth and its creatures. The globalized economy is built on the 

untrammeled extraction of finite resources, the exploitation of cheap labor, and a no-limits-to-growth 

ideology, resulting in dangerous climate change and the spoiling of the Earth. We are destroying 

ecosystems, depleting precious natural resources, and causing a massive extinction of species. We are 

now using natural resources like fresh water faster than the earth can replenish them. And we are 

generating waste products like greenhouse gases that are altering the ecology of the entire planet. Global 

climate change is causing more extreme (and destructive) weather events to occur. Floods and droughts 

are becoming more severe. Glaciers and ice caps are melting, sea levels and ocean temperatures are rising, 

and coral reefs are dying. In the book Tropic of Chaos (2011), Christian Parenti warns that climate change 

is creating desperate refugees and the potential for serious violence in many regions. 

 

Violence on a Global Scale 
 

From a global perspective, we who live in the U.S. are among the richest 20 percent of the world’s 

population. (Consider that 40 percent of the world’s people attempt to live on less than $2 a day. Most 

Americans live on much more than that.) The world’s income distribution resembles the shape of a 

champagne glass, with the top 20 percent of the world’s people who live in the world’s wealthiest 

countries receiving 83 percent of the world’s income. The next 20 percent receive 10 percent of the 

world’s income. The remaining 60 percent of the world’s people share the 7 percent of world income that 

is left. 

 

Global economic inequality is nothing new. As far back as1948, George Kennan, head of the U.S. State 

Department planning staff, wrote the following in a secret policy planning study: “We have about 50 

percent of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3 percent of its population. . . . In this situation, we cannot fail to 

be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of 

relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity. . . . To do so, we will have to 

dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our attention will have to be concentrated 

everywhere on our immediate national objectives. . . . We should cease to talk about vague and . . . unreal 

objectives such as human rights, the raising of living standards, and democratization. The day is not far 

off when we are going to have to deal in straight power concepts. The less we are then hampered by 

idealistic slogans, the better.” 

 

How do we “maintain this position of disparity”? What does it mean to “deal in straight power concepts”? 

Thomas L. Friedman, the foreign affairs columnist for the New York Times, explains it this way: “The 

hidden hand of the market will never work without a hidden fist -- McDonald's cannot flourish without 

McDonnell Douglas, the builder of the F-15. And the hidden fist that keeps the world safe for Silicon 

Valley's technologies is called the United States Army, Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps.” 

 

We preserve our privileged economic position in the world through U.S. military power, as well as 

through military aid and weapons sales to governments around the world. Even though it is a violation of 

US law, the weapons we sell to foreign governments are sometimes used by their militaries against their 

own people in order to maintain a stable environment for corporate investments. Militarization makes 

corporate-led globalization possible. 

 

Reflections on Militarism and American Empire 

 

Three crucial developments in U.S. foreign and military policy have arisen since 1980: the Carter 
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Doctrine, the Powell Doctrine, and the Bush Doctrine.  The Carter Doctrine says that the U.S. government 

reserves the right to use military power to guarantee access to Middle East oil.  The Powell Doctrine 

expressed the U.S. aspiration to “full spectrum dominance,” that is, the ability of the U.S. military to 

bring dominating military force to bear on any situation anywhere on the planet. The Bush Doctrine of 

“preventive war” claims that the U.S. government has the right to “defend” itself against putative or 

imagined threats by striking adversaries preemptively. All three of these foreign policy and military 

strategy doctrines provide indisputable evidence of the depth and reach of “the new American militarism,” 

and suggest that an imperial overreach is still with us today. 

 

With the Cold War over, terrorism has replaced communism as the number one perceived threat to U.S. 

national security. Since the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001, involving four hijacked civilian 

airplanes and approximately 3,000 civilian casualties, the United States has been engaged in two 

significant wars and a limited intervention in Libya. The war in Afghanistan has been a joint operation 

with NATO member armies as was the military intervention in Libya. The war in Iraq was initiated 

without United Nations authorization and involved a “coalition of the willing,” with Great Britain most 

notable among the U.S. allies. The General Assembly’s calling the Iraq War “unwise, immoral, and 

illegal,” was based on a clear rethinking of just war teaching: preemptive war was seen as antithetical to 

last resort; nonexistent weapons and regime change were not seen as just cause; unilateral action spurned 

the legitimate authority of the UN; and while military success was assured, democratization through 

military occupation was seen as a questionable way to achieve a just peace. 

 

The Iraq and Afghanistan Wars 

 

The Iraq and Afghanistan Wars have been extremely costly in both human and economic terms. More 

than 6,100 U.S. soldiers have been killed and more than 46,000 have been injured. Multiple deployments 

have put enormous stress on U.S. soldiers and their families, whose lives have been changed forever by 

the experience of war. Even after soldiers return home, war continues to take its toll through 

unemployment, domestic conflict, depression, alcohol and drug addiction, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 

moral injury, and/or suicide. The number of Afghans, Iraqis, and Pakistanis who have died in the fighting 

are estimated to be in the hundreds of thousands. Those who have survived face the same issues that U.S. 

war veterans do. War refugees and internally displaced persons number 7.8 million. 

 

The Iraq and Afghanistan Wars will cost the United States alone an estimated $3-4 trillion when current 

and future veterans’ costs are added up; the costs of reconstruction, rehabilitation, and military activity by 

other countries involved is estimated to be another $3 trillion. Most Americans now question whether 

these military interventions have been worth the enormous cost in lives and national treasure, particularly 

as it is not at all clear what they have achieved. This adds to an “increasing sense of the impotence of 

military might” (p. 11) and the belief that “the main problems of the world will not yield to military 

solutions,” (p. 15) as Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling (www.pcusa.org/resource/peacemaking/) put it. 

 

For most of our history, the size of the U.S. military mirrored the immediate threat or task to which it was 

directed. But since the end of the Cold War, the size and capability of our military has increasingly taken 

on a life of its own, independent of any specific threats. Americans have grown to see it as their right and 

responsibility to police the world. Absent credible threats to the United States itself (as distinct from 

threats to individual citizens), it appears that we have come to value military power for its own sake. We 

have embraced militarism, defined by the New Oxford American Dictionary as “the belief or desire of a 

government or people that a country should maintain a strong military capability and be prepared to use it 

aggressively to defend or promote national interests.” The shift to “all-volunteer” or professional from all-

citizen military has augmented this shift, as has the growth of an army of contractors. 

 

The U.S. military budget is larger than all other federal programs except Social Security. The U.S. retains 
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some 750 military bases around the world from which to project force, carry on surveillance, and protect 

oil and other resources. U.S. military intervention has become commonplace since the end of the Cold 

War—in Haiti, Nicaragua, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, Libya, and the list 

goes on. Hardly a year or two has passed without a significant military action. Living in a state of war has 

become the rule rather than the exception. 

 

National Security has become the overarching interest with which the United States approaches the world. 

Since “the war on terror” began, covert operations, surveillance, and drone missiles have taken on a 

central role. The growth in the U.S. intelligence community has been staggering. 

 

The Central Intelligence Agency (1949, from the Office of Strategic Services), the National Security 

Agency (1952), the National Reconnaissance Office (1960), and the Defense Intelligence Agency (1961) 

are the most acknowledged of U.S. secret services and the basis for pre-1980 descriptions of the United 

States as a national security state. This description covered not only the growth in Cold War secrecy, but 

the expansion of executive branch power over the standing army and the stewardship of nuclear weaponry. 

 

Since the beginning of “the war on terror,” the growth of new layers of security, secrecy, and cyber-

capability suggest a new kind of arms race, and one that is acknowledged to be disproportionate to the 

threats of terrorism. According to a July 2011 series in The Washington Post, some 1,271 government 

organizations and 1,931 private companies work on programs related to counter-terrorism, homeland 

security, and intelligence, with an estimated 854,000 people holding top-secret security clearances. 

 

Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, the entire spectrum of our nation’s engagement with the 

world is becoming more militarized. U.S. military forces are increasingly being used to do things that 

have not usually been considered part of their job—things like nation building, which had been handled 

by the State Department and through international diplomacy. The extent to which our nation’s priorities 

have been skewed toward the military is illustrated by the resources we invest in it compared to what we 

spend on diplomacy and development. The base funding of the Department of Defense is more than ten 

times that of the State Department and USAID. 

 

The Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex 

 

Military spending has been driven, in part, by military manufacturers and private security companies. 

President Eisenhower’s prophetic warning about the unwarranted influence of the military-industrial 

complex from 1961 has become more relevant than ever:
i
  However, today the military-industrial complex 

has expanded to include the role of congressional leaders, many of whom receive campaign contributions 

from military contractors or are hired as arms industry lobbyists once they leave public office. Now called 

the military-industrial-congressional complex, or “the iron triangle,” it is an interlocking system of 

mutually reinforcing interests with very little outside oversight.  Supported by “political engineering” that 

distributes military contracts across many congressional districts, the complex creates and sustains its 

own bureaucratic momentum and is largely impervious to criticism or serious reform. 

 

Economic Consequences of Militarism and Empire 

 

It can be argued that our disproportionate militarization is bankrupting our country's economy. While 

weapons manufacturers continue to post record profits during a deep recession, our nation's cities and 

states are in a state of fiscal crisis, public services and welfare programs, especially for our more 

vulnerable citizens, are being slashed, and the federal debt due to war remains high. 

 

The money we use each year to prosecute the war in Afghanistan could fund the Head Start program for 

the next 15 years, but instead many children will grow up with an inferior education.  With the money we 
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spend in Afghanistan, we could provide health coverage to every American, thereby, according to a 

Harvard study, saving 45,000 American lives in one year.  The budgets for the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan could fill the budget gaps in all the states, preventing deep cuts in programs to the poor, the 

sick, and the uneducated.   Furthermore, by some reckonings, the number one source of our nation's debt, 

about which we hear so much these days, is military related -- as Gordon Adams writes, "It's a tragic 

irony that so much of the discussion surrounding the public debt centers on “entitlements” like Social 

Security (which hasn't added a penny to the national debt) when we're still paying for Korea and Vietnam 

and Grenada and Panama and the first Gulf War and Somalia and the Balkans and on and on." 

 

Choices between the ability to kill militants and civilians on the other side of the globe and the ability to 

provide for the health and education of our children, choices to spend $700 billion over the last decade on 

new weapons (which by the Secretary of Defense's own admission have been marginal in enhancing 

military capabilities) instead of spending that money on green energy or infrastructure -- these are moral 

choices, and we are making the wrong ones.  The U.S. is in danger of what Paul Kennedy, author of The 

Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, calls “imperial overstretch” – when a nation commits so many 

resources overseas to maintain its empire that the nation implodes from within. God promised judgment 

and destruction to Babylon and Rome. Judgment and destruction may lie in our future as well.   

 

The United States’ vast military and intelligence establishments go far beyond the intent or imagination of 

our nation’s Founders, whose views could loosely be called isolationist, opposed to ‘foreign 

entanglements’ in John Adams’s words. George Washington himself counseled against a significant 

standing army: “Overgrown military establishments are under any form of government inauspicious to 

liberty, and are to be regarded as particularly hostile to Republican liberty” (Farewell Address, September 

17, 1796). And James Madison wrote: “Of all enemies to public liberty, war is, perhaps, the most to be 

dreaded, because it comprises and develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from 

these proceed debts and taxes; and armies, and debts, and taxes are the known instruments for bringing 

the many under the domination of the few.” 

 

What may be most disturbing is how these developments have taken root largely without public debate. 

As our military spending remains at unprecedented levels, and as the tasks of the military continue to 

expand, an almost permanent state of war becomes the new normal. Rather than a once hoped for “peace 

dividend,” our military planning is guided by the goal of “full spectrum dominance,” and remains 

predicated on maintaining overwhelming superiority. 

 

How Shall We Respond? 

 

To approve this affirmation is to acknowledge the interlocking web of violence in our lives, our society, 

and the world, and to call the church to confession. Engaging violence in ourselves and in the structures 

of our society and our world is essential to the integrity of our faith, and yet it is daunting, complex, and 

can seem overwhelming. Yet, the Holy Spirit equips the church with powerful gifts for responding 

faithfully to God's call in a violent world. As a church we have a responsibility to counter these violent 

trends in ourselves and in our culture. Grounded in our faith and trust in Jesus Christ and rooted in the 

power of love, let us summon the courage “to pray without ceasing, to witness among all peoples to 

Christ as Lord and Savior, to unmask idolatries in Church and culture, to hear the voices of peoples long 

silenced, and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace.” 

 

 

Affirmation #3 We reclaim Jesus as Prince of Peace, proclaiming God’s reign, leading a movement 

of prophetic challenge, forgiving, healing, and undoing violence, overcoming evil through the cross 

and resurrection. 
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The Life and Teachings of Jesus 

 

Since Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling was adopted in 1980, there has been another kind of 

explosion: in historical scholarship about Jesus of Nazareth. While this scholarship is enormously varied, 

and of interest more to ministers than most church members, it offers the church much rich reflection on 

the interaction of Jesus, the peasant population, the Jerusalem authorities, and the Roman army. Many of 

the participants in the discernment process were familiar with works by Marcus Borg, N.T. Wright, Walter 

Wink, Luke Timothy Johnson, John Crossan, John Meier, Richard Horsley, to name some of the best 

known. Jewish and Muslim scholars have added their volumes to this mix. It is safe to say that most of 

the discernment participants—like our steering team members—see a clear predilection for nonviolence 

in the example and teaching of Jesus. Scholarly opinion is more divided, but even those who emphasize 

Jesus’ engagement in confrontation and conflict rarely link him to violent revolution. 

 

In this section we will look first at recent interpretations of Jesus, and then propose that this 

understanding be brought more into future Presbyterian peacemaking theology and formation.  

 

Without attempting a survey, we choose very different scholarly positions from which to look at Jesus and 

violence, beginning with the work of Richard B. Hays in The Moral Vision of the New Testament (1996): 

  

“Our exegetical investigation of Matthew 5: 38-48 has led to the conclusion that the passage teaches a 

norm of nonviolent love of enemies. …Do the other texts (than Matthew) in the canon reinforce the 

Sermon on the Mount’s teaching on nonviolence, or do they provide other options that might allow or 

require Christians to take up the sword?  When the question is posed this way, the immediate result—as 

Barth observed—is to underscore how impressively univocal is the testimony of the New Testament 

writers on this point. The evangelists are unanimous is portraying Jesus as a Messiah who subverts all 

prior expectations by assuming the vocation of suffering rather than conquering Israel’s enemies….  

 

When Hays turns to Paul, he lifts up Romans 12, noting then that “though the governing authority bears 

the sword to execute God’s wrath (13:4), that is not the role of believers.” As Paul’s military metaphors 

make clear, “the weapons of our warfare are not fleshly” (2 Corinthians 10:4). Hays carries through a 

review of the New Testament and considers Revelation (which Crossan would excise from the Bible for 

its violent imagery) as a counsel to endurance. He considers texts that are cited to allow for violent or 

military action, seeing in the Temple cleansing a prophetic confrontation, and the references to soldiers 

“dramatize the power of the Word of God to reach even the unlikeliest people” (like tax collectors). His 

summary: “from Matthew to Revelation we find a consistent witness against violence and a calling to the 

community to follow the example of Jesus in accepting suffering rather than inflicting it.” The challenge 

for Hays that he faces directly is the disjunction between this interpretation of nonviolence in the New 

Testament and the witness of the Old Testament, which he sees providing the only possible scriptural 

bases for the Just War or Holy War traditions.  

 

For contrast, we turn to a biblical scholar with a sociological perspective, who sees Jesus more focused on 

achieving justice and leading a social movement that challenged the social order. Nonetheless, Richard 

Horsley notes: 

“Jesus, while not necessarily a pacifist, actively opposed violence, both oppressive and repressive, both 

political-economic and spiritual. He consistently criticized and resisted the oppressive established 

political-economic-religious order of his own society. Moreover, he aggressively intervened to mitigate or 

undo the effects of institutionalized violence, whether in particular acts of forgiveness and exorcism or in 

the general opening of the kingdom of God to the poor.”  

 

Analytically, Horsley considers injustice to be a form of structural violence and stresses that, when read 

straight through, the Gospel of Mark in particular emphasizes Jesus’ nonviolent resistance to a host of 
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more malevolent powers. He considers his own work, including Jesus and the Spiral of Violence (1987) 

as providing a broader basis for nonviolence than selected quotations from Jesus and Paul.  

 

It is also possible to read the New Testament from a nonviolent liberation perspective. In this light, 

empowered by God's Spirit, Jesus freed people from spiritual, physical, social, and economic forms of 

bondage. The inbreaking Reign of God brought good news for the poor, the captives, the blind, the 

dispossessed, the landless and enslaved – all people marginalized or excluded by the culture. This good 

news extended beyond the nation of Israel to include Gentiles as well. Jesus' radically inclusive message 

of liberation for all was rejected by Jewish elites who collaborated with the Roman authorities to have 

him executed, but spread with power among all who experienced oppression in any form. 

 

Walter Wink sees in Jesus “a third way” that resists evil through nonviolent means, an approach that 

ouflanks and subverts aggression, sometimes by choosing to suffer. From this perspective, turning the 

other cheek, offering more clothing than a coat, and going the second mile are examples of the “weaker” 

party taking the moral initiative and humanizing one's opponent, “forcing” him or her to recognize one's 

own humanity without resorting to violence. This is a strategy with social and cultural implications, 

potentially breaking cycles of subjugation and humiliation, exposing injustice in power dynamics, and 

neutralizing and undermining the threat of violence. 

 

Without imposing one text or one view on the whole picture of Jesus, the third way interpretation is a way 

of accounting for a prophetic and nonviolent life that posed a clear alternative to the domination systems 

of his time. It does not deny the violent imagery in some of his parables. It presents a Jesus of inner power 

who, when a Samaritan village refused to host him, refuses his disciples' idea “to command fire to come 

down from heaven and consume them.” Jesus rebukes them, saying, “You do not know what spirit you 

are of, for the Son of Man has not come to destroy the lives of human beings but to save them” (Luke 

9:51-62). Similarly, images of Jesus’ exorcizing evil can also be seen as violent, but in peace scholar 

Andrea Bartoli’s words, they are not so much nonviolent as “de-violencing.” That kind of healing can 

involve spiritual convulsion, but it draws out or even disarms the violent spirits from those possessed. 

This suggests that we not get too concerned with the specific “nonviolent” label. 

 

Of Jesus' death on the cross, Martin Luther King, Jr. said: “Jesus eloquently affirmed from the cross a 

higher law. He knew that the old eye-for-an-eye philosophy would leave everyone blind. He did not seek 

to overcome evil with evil. He overcame evil with good.” “Those who want to save their life will lose it,” 

Jesus says, “and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 

8:35). Following Christ involves sacrifice. It leads to the cross. But it also holds out the promise of 

resurrection and new life. 

 

The example of the Early Church 

 

Following on from the life and example of Jesus Christ is the important realization that for the first three 

centuries, most Christians embraced a nonviolent witness. Early Christians in Rome refused to engage in 

any violence because they trusted that their love for fellow citizens would point people to the new day 

dawning in Jesus Christ. The first Christians lived according to a nonviolent code, with frequent 

martyrdom. 

 

Early Christian theologians, reading the Hebrew Scriptures through the lens of Christian faith, took with 

utter seriousness the prophecies of Micah and Isaiah, asserting that the Messiah had indeed come, and that 

the time had come to enact their prophecies of beating their swords into plowshares and their spears into 

pruning hooks. They did not interpret the violence in their Scriptures (our Old Testament) as giving them 

license to kill. Indeed, there is no affirmation of killing or war anywhere in the writings of the early 

Church, nor is there the idea that Christians making war would make the world a better or safer place. 
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The early writings are replete with prohibitions against killing of any sort, some of which even carried the 

explicit sanction of forbidding admission to the Eucharist directed at persons engaged in such acts. The 

early Christians would not even watch killings, either by observing the carrying out of legal death 

sentences or by attending the gladiatorial games. There is scholarly debate over the reasons why the early 

Christians avoided violence, and some Christian soldiers in that period have been identified, but the 

general witness is clear. The question for us, in a world partly shaped by Christianity, is whether the 

church fell when it rose in power.  

 

In the fourth century, the church's relationship to the Roman Empire and to violence changed. The Roman 

emperor Constantine, converted to Christianity in 312 CE and began promoting the faith instead of 

persecuting Christians. By 380 CE, Christianity would become the state religion of the Roman Empire. 

During this period, Christians started to take up arms on behalf of the Roman Empire, sometimes with 

inducements of money, property, and power. The change was such that while in 303 CE it was forbidden 

for Christians to serve in the military, by 416 CE only Christians were allowed to serve. 

 

Christian participation in the wars of the Roman Empire contributed to the creation of the just war 

doctrine or theory, developed initially by Bishop Augustine of Hippo on ideas from Bishop Ambrose of 

Milan.
ii
 The just war theory established the ground rules under which a Christian might be understood to 

be acting morally – out of love – even when killing another human being. Other just war theories are 

based more on reason and justice concepts and will be treated in the next section. 

 

 

 Implications of Jesus and Early Christian nonviolence  
 

It makes a difference whether one sees Jesus as nonviolent or not, but does not automatically imply that 

our discipleship should or could be the same as his calling, nor that we should seek martyrdom or 

withdrawal following a model from the earliest centuries of our faith. To approve the third affirmation is 

to say that it is important for faithful Christians to wrestle with or discern personally where they stand on 

nonviolence in relation to Jesus Christ. The witness of the first centuries is important in itself as well, but 

also speaks to our current context. 

 

A critical aspect of our historical situation is the relative marginalization of the church's witness in 

contemporary culture. While the causes of this shift are different from the enforced marginal position of 

most early Christians, the change in cultural location still brings with it different perceptions of power. 

There are two principal factors that account for today’s church's marginalization: one is sociological and 

the other is political-military-economic. The sociological factor has to do with the growing secularization 

of American society and the “dis-establishment” of the mainline Protestant denominations. Whereas the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) once enjoyed considerable influence in national decision-making in matters 

of war and peace, now our moral counsel is less heard. Our numbers are smaller and secularization 

consigns religious institutions to the private sphere of values. Thus the church's public voice is taken less 

seriously, and is distinctly unwelcome in many quarters, including much of the academy. This is not to 

argue that religion or some strands of Christianity are without influence in what is still a fairly religious 

country, but to speak of our particular limited voice. 

 

 While this would, at first, appear to be a cause for deep concern and lament within the church, we 

contend that this marginalization may, paradoxically, free the church from the burden of straddling two 

worlds and serving two masters. For centuries, the church has spoken in a “Constantinian dialect,” that is, 

speaking both as followers of Jesus Christ grounded in his message and values and as “good citizens” of 

the social order caring for the interests of the nation or empire. Our relative marginalization liberates us to 

speak more prophetically from the standpoint of fidelity to the gospel and the primacy of the kingdom of 
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God. It returns us to a situation which partly resembles the situation of the early church, when the church 

was not a major partner in the established order, nor considered it a duty to be loyal to a particular civil 

order. Our newfound “irrelevance” to the powers and principalities may redirect us toward the Prince of 

Peace and intensify our commitment to the things that make for peace. The fifth affirmation’s rationale 

will treat further the political-economic and military factors that need challenging.  

 

Affirmation #4  We learn from the nonviolent revolutions of our time as well as the violent struggles, 

from the practices of just peacemaking as well as just war traditions, but are led above all by the 

moral imagination awakened by the Gospel of Peace. 

 

Along with new insights from Jesus scholarship, Reformed Christian thinking about peacemaking for 

today must take into account the series of substantially peaceful transitions that have occurred since the 

Fall of the Berlin wall in 1987. These include other transitions in Eastern Europe and Russia itself, a 

cessation of terrorism alongside power sharing in Northern Ireland, the massive demonstrations that led to 

the end of the Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines, after the killing of Benigno Aquino, the still-

surprising end of apartheid in South Africa, including the Truth and Reconciliation process, and the initial 

successes of the Arab Awakening in Tunisa and Egypt, where dictatorships collapsed with great speed. As 

continuing developments in Egypt underline, in no case does justice or democracy simply fall from 

heaven. Yet these notable cases are part of a larger picture presented by scholars in which nonviolent 

regime change is approximately twice as successful as violent government overthrow.  

 

The counter examples of Libya, Syria, and weakened or collapsed states such as Somalia, Mali, and parts 

of Congo, speak to the combined powers of disorder, sheer repression, climate change impacts (all around 

the Sahara desert) and cross-border extremism, sometimes funded by neighbors more interested in proxy 

wars than collective security. The continued violence in Iraq and Afghanistan reflects, in part, the failure 

of military intervention to ensure either democratic institutions or equitable development. As this is 

written, the wisdom of the United States and other Western powers holding off from airstrikes on Syria in 

exchange for chemical weapons disposal and peace talks is being claimed both as a triumph of threatened 

intervention and of multi-lateral negotiation. It points to the interplay of diplomacy, foreign aid, including 

military aid, United Nations structures, and geopolitical alignments. In relation to Iran, both a target of 

covert computer viruses and assassinations of scientists and a backer of resistance to Sunni extremists in 

Syria and elsewhere, an undeveloped capacity to build nuclear weapons prompts sanctions, including by 

nuclear states which themselves refuse to sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Agreement.  

 

The point of these illustrations is that international relations are complex and that the churches, to offer 

credible witness, need to have capacity for analysis as well as passion for peacemaking. In this section we 

present first the emerging nonviolent strategies which are clearly preferable to continued dictatorships 

protected by short-sighted alliances, commercial interests, and massive weapons sales. Then we look 

again at the contributions still made by Just War categories. The section concludes with the claim that the 

church’s capacity to “nourish(es) the moral life of the nation” (to quote The Believers’ Calling) depends 

on its own capacity to nurture a moral imagination to envision new relationships and take risks for peace.  

 

Nonviolent Direct Action and Nonviolent Ethos 

 

Nonviolent direct action, best known from the work of Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., 

has proven to be a powerful means of wielding power in a variety of conflicts. This is the source behind 

the earlier examples: the nonviolent “people power” that freed the Philippines, the pro-democracy 

movements in Poland, East Germany, and Czechoslovakia that ousted communist regimes in 1989, the 

anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, supported by international economic pressure, that brought an 

end to white minority rule. With them are lesser known cases, such as the nonviolent student movement in 

Serbia ousted a weakened Slobodan Milosevic in the year 2000. Christians participated in these 
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movements for social change, using methods of nonviolent action reminiscent of the civil rights 

movement that changed the United States.  

 

Nonviolent direct action – the use of protest marches, strikes, boycotts, sit-ins, etc -- is a means of 

wielding power, a technique for waging conflict, just as guerrilla warfare, conventional warfare, and 

terrorism are means of waging conflict. It is distinct from some methods of conflict resolution in that it 

seeks to escalate, or intensify, conflict. It also does not require its practitioners to be committed to a 

philosophy or ethic of nonviolence. Indeed, more often than not, people choose nonviolent action for 

pragmatic reasons rather than religious, moral, or ethical ones.   

 

Nonviolent people power movements have shown themselves capable of overthrowing dictators, 

thwarting coups d’état, defending against invasions and occupations, challenging unjust systems, 

promoting human rights, and resisting genocide. A recent study (“Why Civil Resistance Works: The 

Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict,” by Maria J. Stephan and Erica Chenoweth) published in 

International Security compared the effectiveness of violent and nonviolent resistance campaigns in 

conflicts between non-state and state actors between 1900 and 2006.   The study found that “major 

nonviolent campaigns have achieved success 53 percent of the time, compared with 26 percent for violent 

resistance campaigns.” Jesus’ third way of nonviolent action may not work in all circumstances, but the 

historical record shows that its contemporary analogues are a powerful means of engaging in conflict and 

can be used successfully in struggles for justice, human rights, and self-determination. 

 

Further information about the techniques for nonviolent direct action is available from The Albert 

Einstein Institution (http://www.aeinstein.org) and the International Center on Nonviolent Conflict 

(http://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/). But as Christians we are particularly interested in the matters of 

ethos and motivating hope, and here we can learn from the nonviolent traditions.  

 

Nonviolence may be thought of as both an end and a means. It is an end in that it refers to the future 

world we long for – a world free from violence and war, free from hunger and poverty, free from injustice 

and oppression, and full of God's love, justice, and healing. We may understand it as Jesus’ ‘kingdom of 

God’; Martin Luther King, Jr.’s ‘beloved community,’ or Walter Wink’s ‘domination-free order.’ 

Nonviolence also can be thought of as a means in two ways: as a technique for engaging conflict and as 

an ethic or philosophy of life. As an ethic it has often be disparaged as a form of withdrawal or an attempt 

to escape complicity in life’s power struggles. Certainly parts of the Mennonite tradition reflect that 

withdrawal, while Quakers often represent deep and tenacious engagement, even with powers they 

oppose. What we point to briefly here is way life is looked at and lived differently, and can be part of the 

church’s embodied witness as a “contrast model” to more violent, hierarchical, or competitive social 

relations. Nor is nonviolence or pacifism based solely on an ethic of imitating Jesus; its communal 

ecclesiology can involve clear beliefs about the sharing of spiritual gifts and about God’s interaction 

within human nature. Personal and collective forms of nonviolent action are described later in the report 

under the heading of “things that make for peace,” but they are part of the Just Peacemaking set of 

practices we present in this section. 

 

We wonder and ask the church to wonder with us: what would it look like if the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) reoriented its common life around the Prince of Peace and re-emphasized the nonviolent example 

of his life and witness in our preaching and teaching, our spiritual formation and worship, and our public 

witness in our violent world? 

 

Many Presbyterians have rarely given serious attention and reflection to questions of violence and 

nonviolence, war and peace. They have not heard these subjects addressed in sermons, nor have they 

talked about them in Christian education classes. We heard from many participants that the Peace 

Discernment process was their first introduction to the ideas of Christian nonviolence and the just war 

http://www.aeinstein.org/
http://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/
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tradition. As a denomination, we need to do a much better job of teaching peace to people in the pews. 

 

Just Peacemaking Initiatives 

 

The Just Peacemaking Paradigm (http://justpeacemaking.org) shifts the just war/pacifism debate about 

when war is morally justifiable to focus more on how war can be prevented. It lifts up ten practices for 

reducing violence and promoting peace, which were identified by an ecumenical group of Christian 

ethicists brought together by Professor Glen Stassen of Fuller Theological Seminary and later taken up by 

the 210
th
 General Assembly (1998). An interfaith treatment of these elements has also been developed. 

Two things may be noted immediately; they address the relation of justice and peace comprehensively, 

and they may be used by pragmatic non-pacifists. The ten varied approaches are:  

 

1. Support nonviolent direct action. 

2. Take independent initiatives to reduce threat. 

3. Use cooperative conflict resolution. 

4. Acknowledge responsibility for conflict and injustice and seek repentance and forgiveness. 

5. Advance democracy, human rights, and religious liberty. 

6. Foster just and sustainable economic development. 

7. Work with emerging cooperative forces in the international system. 

8. Strengthen the United Nations and international efforts for cooperation and human rights. 

9. Reduce offensive weapons and weapons trade. 

10. Encourage grassroots peacemaking groups and voluntary associations. 

 

Just War Principles 

 

The just war tradition, which originated in the fifth century with Augustine of Hippo and was further 

developed in the thirteenth century by Thomas Aquinas, offers a set of criteria for moral/ethical decision 

making about the use of military force. The just war tradition is intended to serve as a constraint on the 

use of military force -- to minimize the violence used in achieving a particular objective. All of the criteria 

must be satisfied if military action is to be considered morally justifiable. To justify taking military action 

in the first place (jus ad bellum), five criteria must be satisfied. (1) There must be a just cause. (2) There 

must be the right intention – to restore peace rather than to exact revenge. (3) The military action must be 

supported by the proper authority. (4) The military action must be a last resort; all other options must first 

be exhausted. (5) There must be a reasonable hope of success (that the military action will achieve its 

objective). Once a nation has committed to military action, the conduct of the military action (jus in bello) 

must adhere to two additional criteria – proportionality and discrimination.  The military force a nation 

employs must be proportionate to the goal it is pursuing. Or, put another way, the benefits likely to be 

achieved must outweigh the human and economic costs entailed. Also, the military must discriminate 

between civilian non-combatants, which are not to be targeted, and enemy combatants, which are 

legitimate targets. 

 

Just war criteria are flexible means of assessment, but sometimes too flexible in practice. They can be so 

subjective that those who try to use them to determine whether a particular military action is morally 

justifiable often come to opposite conclusions. Critics question the practical value of just war criteria if 

they do not give clear direction to decision makers about which course of action is more moral/ethical. 

Others, some in the Christian Realist camp, challenge both the “natural law” bases of Just War and doubt 

that war can be a rule-governed activity. 

 

A case in point: World War II, the so-called “Good War,” is widely considered to have been a “just war.” 

However, it did not meet all of the criteria of a just war. U.S. involvement in the war was certainly 

prompted by just causes – responding to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and countering the 

http://justpeacemaking.org/
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aggression of Nazi Germany in Europe. But the conduct of the war devolved into “total war” with both 

sides bombing cities indiscriminately, culminating in the U.S. atomic bombing of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki in pursuit of unconditional surrender and possibly to signal Russia. The Second World War did 

not adhere to the just war criterion of discrimination between combatants and non-combatants.  

 

Nevertheless, as long as U.S. military actions are presented to the American people as morally justifiable 

based on just war criteria (whether or not there is a declaration of war), it is important that Presbyterians 

be well-versed in this tradition so that they can participate intelligently in the public debate and not be 

deceived by national leaders bent on using military force. 

 

The most important baseline approach to the Just War tradition that has evolved in post-World War II 

ethical thinking is to underline a presupposition or grounded preference for nonviolence to be used with 

just war criteria. This understanding is augmented in the Just Peacemaking preventive measures which 

add to the principle that war is a last resort. Resort to violence in war, as many in the military know as 

well as civilian victims, is inevitably tragic and sometimes a suspension of moral criteria in the name of 

survival. 

 

The church-wide study of militarism, the nuclear arms race, and resistance that led to Christian 

Obedience in a Nuclear Age, adopted by the 200
th
 General Assembly (1988), opposed nuclear weapons 

partly on the grounds of the just war tradition. At the same time, that policy statement recognized that 

most acceptance of war is based not on just war thinking, but on often unthinking obedience to the state 

and political forces; hence various means of resistance were seen as consistent with Reformed teaching. 

 

The Church and the Military 

 

As long as Presbyterians continue to serve in the U.S. military, the PC(USA) has a responsibility to care 

for veterans, active duty soldiers, and their families. Our denomination does this by providing chaplains 

to the military through the Presbyterian Council for Chaplains and Military Personnel (PCCMP). The 

mission of these Presbyterian teaching elders is “to provide military personnel with a visible reminder of 

the HOLY in the midst of combat and chaos” Chaplains serve as noncombatants; they are prohibited from 

carrying firearms. They offer worship, prayer, and Bible study, and spend much of their time providing 

pastoral care and counseling to the soldiers in their unit. Chaplains also may serve as a moral voice on the 

battlefield, where life and death decisions are being made on a daily basis. Chaplains are often the only 

ones in the chain of command who can hear and hold the terror of young soldiers facing death, and hear 

and hold the remorse in taking the life of another human being. War has a soul-deadening impact on 

soldiers, whether fighting in close combat or ordering kills from a distant command center. Human beings 

made in the image of God are dehumanized and objectified as “enemies,” and killing becomes routinized. 

Indeed, military training is designed to break down the innate reluctance to take the lives of our fellow 

human beings, and to train recruits to kill on command. Enormous pressure is brought to bear on military 

personnel to make killing normal, normative, and necessary. Furthermore, war doesn't end when the 

deployment is over; its lingering effects continue long after veterans return home. 

 

Our congregations also have a role to play in supporting military families while their loved ones are 

deployed overseas and after they return home. Multiple deployments put enormous stress on soldiers and 

on the spouses and children they leave behind. Every day during a deployment, military families hope and 

pray that their loved ones will return home alive. Some soldiers don’t. Those who do are changed forever 

by the experience of war. Some suffer from physical injuries. Others may suffer from profound depression, 

suicidal thoughts, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and moral injury. They need the love and care of 

congregations who will welcome them home and listen to them without judgment. The Church has a 

special responsibility to help heal the moral and spiritual wounds of its sons and daughters who have been 

scarred by war. For instance, in the Greek Orthodox tradition there is a ritual cleansing from the spiritual 
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defilement of violence. 

 

The PC(USA) also has a responsibility to our youth and young adults to help them examine their own 

moral consciences and to work through the ethical arguments for serving in the military versus declaring 

oneself a Conscientious Objector to war. Young people are presented with these important decisions early 

in their lives. We fail them if we do not equip them to make these decisions faithfully and wisely. The 

1969 General Assembly Report on War, Peace, & Conscience is still relevant here, though updated, as is 

the 1974 treatment of military chaplaincy. 

 

Unleashing the Moral Imagination 

 

In our peace discernment process, we were inspired by the writings and the grassroots peacemaking work 

of John Paul Lederach, a Mennonite veteran of “peace-building” who has mediated conflicts for the last 

30 years. Others, like Andrea Bartoli in the Roman Catholic tradition, and the emerging “forgiveness” 

school, also introduce imagination in cultivated ways. Lederach identifies the moral imagination as the 

capacity to imagine and design processes within the real-life challenges of violence without being caught 

up in destructive patterns. Lederach maintains: 

 

 “if we are to survive as a global community, we must understand the imperative nature of giving birth 

and space to the moral imagination in human affairs. We must face the fact that much of our current 

system for responding to deadly local and international conflict is incapable of overcoming cycles of 

violent patterns because our imagination has been corralled and shackled by the very parameters and 

sources that create and perpetuate violence.” 

 

The moral imagination is activated when “politics as usual” fails to deliver. The moral imagination 

requires the capacity to risk a new world. This risk is embedded in three related capacities:  to imagine 

ourselves in a web of relationships in which all parties are knit together, to embrace the complexity of 

every conflict, and to act creatively, especially given the risks it takes to imagine peace. Peace-building 

requires that people be able to envision their interconnectedness and mutuality. Moral imagination also 

involves the capacity to rise above polarities of “us and them” and divisions of “with us or against us,” 

and reach beyond accepted meanings. “Paradoxical curiosity” is the gift of respecting complexity, seeking 

something beyond what is visible, and discovering unexpected potentialities. To take a risk is to step into 

the unknown without any guarantee of success or safety. For many people caught in conflict, violence is 

known, and peace is a mystery. Because peace-building typically requires people to move toward a new, 

mysterious, and unexpected future, it is a difficult journey. And yet, Christ clearly calls us to join him in 

risking peace and transforming conflicts by boldly practicing the things that make for peace. 

 

 

Affirmation #5  As disciples of Jesus Christ, we commit ourselves to work first for nonviolent 

change in our individual and common lives, to risk calling our nation back from the practices of 

empire, and to practice the things that make for peace. 

 

As followers of Jesus Christ, we are called to seek first the kingdom of God. Peacemaking is part of our 

seeking that reign or commonwealth where God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven. Until that day, 

prophetic discipleship involves risk, and in this section we realize our proposal may challenge many, 

though we propose it, not so much that our country’s national security be at risk (to quote the Confession 

of 1967), but to challenge the way we have extended our understanding of national security into the world. 

 

 It is clear, after more than ten years of war, that a majority of Presbyterians are deeply concerned about 

the enormous human and economic costs of war -- the hundreds of thousands killed in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the millions of people displaced by the violence, the thousands of U.S. soldiers killed or 
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injured, the trillions of dollars spent and the damage done to our economy. This report has noted that a 

majority of Presbyterians are also deeply worried about the pervasive violence in U.S. culture – in gun 

violence, sports, entertainment, and our tolerance for hunger, poverty, abuse, and neglect.  Just as we seek 

to be just and loving in our own lives and in our congregations, so as Reformed Christians we believe the 

church is called to invite the nations of the world into new understandings of how to respond to violence 

in our time.  The church is called by the Scriptures to be a counter-cultural community, as it was in its first 

three centuries of growth, pointing the world to God’s coming reign in Jesus Christ. The times cry out for 

the church to bring forward the Spirit’s healing and transformational gifts in new ways.  

 

In this section we look at the sometimes controversial concept of empire, understanding that the US is not 

the only empire, and that empires come in several kinds. But under that heading we address uses of power 

and propose, at this time in our church’s life, that our peacemaking calling means helping our nation 

change its orientation to the world, from superpower to a more modest role. We do not envision the US 

losing its military preeminence any time soon, but it would be good to be number one again in some other 

measures of national achievement. And rather than be guided by images of walking softly and carrying a 

big stick, we see the church guided by the One who walked softly and carried a big cross. 

 

Thus this proposal that we lift up a vision of God’s Reign of justice and peace as an alternative to the 

current power relations—practiced by others as well as the United States. Yet our role has been dominant, 

despite our mixed records in Iraq and Afghanistan. Therefore, as an act of costly discipleship and honest 

patriotism, we challenge U.S. foreign and military policies that seek to dominate the rest of the world in 

order to maintain our “American Way of Life” at the expense of others, especially “the least of these.” We 

need to reorient our society away from the lure of empire and its structures of domination and privilege 

and toward the promotion of a sustainable global community in which everyone’s basic human needs are 

met. What forms does empire take in scripture and in our culture today? 

 

Empire and the Bible and Early Church History 

 

Empire is the context for most of what happens in the Bible.  The Hebrew people were first enslaved by 

and then liberated from the Egyptian Empire.  The nation of Israel was conquered first by the Assyrian 

Empire, and later by the Babylonian Empire.  Eventually, the Israelites living in exile in Babylon were 

allowed to return to Jerusalem as a result of the expansion of the Persian Empire.  And the entire New 

Testament takes place in the context of the Roman Empire. 

 

Both John the Baptist, the last of the great Hebrew prophets, and Jesus of Nazareth, the One to whom he 

pointed, called for repentance, proclaiming the Reign of God. They spoke of the Reign of God as an 

alternative social order based on a rival set of values to those of the Roman Empire. Here it is described in 

preaching style: 

 

For all its monumental cultural achievements, the Roman Empire was a system of domination; the Reign 

of God on the other hand, is a domination-free order.  The Roman Empire was based on economic 

exploitation; the Reign of God is based on economic justice.  The Roman Empire was based on violent 

pride; the Reign of God on nonviolent love. The Roman Empire projected a matrix of iron-fisted control; 

the Reign of God sings the songs of freedom. The Roman Empire was built on conquest and oppression; 

the Reign of God is founded on the hope of liberation. The Roman Empire's brutality struck fear in its 

subjects; the Reign of God offers the balm of healing. The Roman Empire promised peace through victory; 

the Reign of God promises peace through justice. Both John the Baptist and Jesus were executed by the 

Roman Empire. But the followers of Jesus celebrated his resurrection, vindication, and exaltation by God. 

The early Church cherished the transformation they had discovered in their lives through the power of the 

Living Christ, and carried forward the redemptive message of the Reign of God. 
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Colonialism and Empire and Post-Colonial Empire 

 

The Church stood in opposition to the Roman Empire until the fourth century, when it arguably began a 

long symbiotic relationship. Comparisons between the Roman Empire and the Europe of their days were 

frequently made by Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment thinkers. As subsequent European 

empires expanded, they did so with the blessing and less frequent criticism of the Church.  Explorers and 

conquistadors conquered lands and peoples with Christian missionaries at their side. This was true of the 

Spanish, the Portuguese, the French, and the British, as they all came to the New World in the 15
th
, 16

th
, 

and 17
th
 centuries.   

 

In the case of the United States, original hopes of being a New Israel took new forms on the frontier and 

manifest destiny led to wars of conquest, however rationalized. Pax Romana became Pax Americana. In 

the 20
th
 Century the U.S. has controlled countries by supporting military dictators, such as Marcos in the 

Philippines, the Somozas in Nicaragua, and the Shah in Iran. It has also exerted its influence and leverage 

by providing governments with military and economic aid. Where there has been resistance to U.S. 

hegemony, whether it be the Cuban Revolution, or the Sandinista Revolution in Nicaragua, the Iranian 

Revolution in some respects, or the Al-Qaeda terrorist attacks on September 11, the U.S. has reacted with 

military and economic repression.   

 

As Christians living in the U.S. today, difficult as it may be, it is incumbent upon us to recognize that we 

live in what is perceived to be the heart of empire. Even in our own faith community, the World Alliance 

(now Communion) of Reformed Churches, the Accra Declaration’s sophisticated concept of empire still 

delivers mail to our address. And though we are only about 5% of the world’s population, we still 

consume 40% or more of the world’s resources, and we take this for granted, as if it were our right as U.S. 

citizens. We don’t think twice about the U.S. maintaining approximately 750 overseas military bases in 

130 countries.  But imagine some other country wanting to operate a military base on U.S. soil! 

 

Given our comfort and complacency, we don’t often challenge the status quo. If we raise our voices at all 

in opposition to U.S. empire, we don’t speak very loudly. But like Jesus, John the Baptist, and the Hebrew 

prophets before them, the Church today has a prophetic calling.  As the Body of Christ, the Church 

continues the work of Christ in the world.  We have a responsibility to speak truth to power, to challenge 

the status quo, to be a voice of conscience to our nation and to the world. 

 

Challenges in pulling the United States Back from “Empire” Practices 

 

Professor Andrew Bacevich, a career military officer now a professor of political science and incisive 

commentator on American military policy, analyzes a phenomenon he terms “Washington rules.” These 

rules consist of the “American credo,” which is the assumption that the United States is “exceptional” or 

“indispensable” – that it alone has the duty and the calling to “lead, save, liberate, and ultimately 

transform the world.” Complementing the belief in American exceptionalism is a consensus across the 

spectrum of the American political elite regardless of political party. This consensus insists that 

international peace and order require the US to project military power anywhere across the globe and that 

the US follow a policy of global interventionism. The twin pillars of “Washington rules” – American 

exceptionalism and the global police role – have a strangle-hold on American foreign and military policy. 

Voices that question this consensus, as the church has done on numerous occasions, are ruled out as 

outliers, too radical, or naïve and unrealistic. The result is a self-reinforcing system of decision-making 

that renders the church's call for moral restraint irrelevant. 

 

Therefore, the church must be realistic about the nature of its influence. Of far greater and decisive 

significance are three main factors: 1) powerful multi-national corporations have a vested interest in 

perpetuating the machinery of war and seeing it as a necessity. Weapons must be used and new orders 
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placed for profits to be maintained over time; 2) political careers must be continued and economic 

benefits from the military-industrial complex deliver the goods to constituencies back home; and 3) the 

dramatic rise in the power of the Pentagon and the massive “defense” establishment over the past 70 years 

has created a huge and dominant sector of government with ever-increasing demands. These three 

extremely powerful factors in the decision-making process regarding war, “the iron triangle,” form a 

political “micro-climate” largely impervious to outside influence. In fact, the phrase “micro-climate” is 

deceptive, for it is an enormous part of our country’s life, too often underestimated by churches.  

 

It is true that the Reformed tradition has long affirmed that the state can indeed be an instrument of God's 

purposes in history (Romans 13). But it is also true that the Word of God warns us that the state can also 

be an instrument of the Beast (Revelation 13), There is abundant evidence that the United States functions 

more as an empire pursuing its own interests than as a faithful instrument of God's will. In these historical 

circumstances, nonviolence represents a counter-logic, a sharper contrast, and a more powerful counter-

weight to the machinery of permanent war and the ever-perpetuating cycles of violence. The Reformed 

tradition also makes careful provision for responsible resistance in dark times, and the chorus of voices 

noticing the darkness gains new members every day. 

 

We Presbyterians are looking for direction and guidance about how we, as individuals and congregations, 

can take faithful and effective action to reduce violence and war, to further justice and peace. In this vein, 

there is broad interest in learning concrete peacemaking skills that we can use in our daily lives. Indeed, if 

we are to be effective peacemakers, able to actually reduce violence and injustice in our various contexts, 

we need to receive education and training in the “things that make for peace.” We need to study and 

practice nonviolent means of conflict resolution (such as nonviolent communication, negotiation, and 

mediation) and nonviolent methods for social change (such as faith-based community organizing and 

nonviolent direct action) to help bring about a more just and peaceful world. We also need to become 

more familiar with just peacemaking initiatives, which can help prevent war, and just war principles, 

which are intended to limit war, so that we can be more effective advocates for justice and peace in the 

public square. The following are tools for violence reduction: 

 

Nonviolent Communication 

 

Too often the words we use, especially in conflictual situations, escalate tensions rather than reducing 

them. We use words as weapons to blame, judge, criticize, or dominate others. At the same time, we don’t 

listen well. What we hear is distorted by our own prejudices and misconceptions. 

 

Nonviolent communication is a process developed by Marshall Rosenberg that helps people to exchange 

the information necessary to resolve conflicts and differences peacefully. When using nonviolent 

communication, people listen deeply to themselves and others and articulate their observations, feelings, 

needs, and requests, honestly and respectfully with empathy and compassion. Nonviolent communication 

can help bring healing and reconciliation to interpersonal relationships in a variety of settings. More 

information is available from the Center for Nonviolent Communication (http://www.cnvc.org). 

 

Inter-religious Understanding 

 

Religions are often blamed for being the cause of conflict and violence in the world. Religious identity is 

impossible to separate from other dimensions of personal identity, yet those who blame religion isolate it 

as the primary causal factor. In reality, political, ethnic, and economic factors bear much more 

responsibility for creating the underlying conditions that lead to violent conflict. Nonetheless, religions 

have within them a storehouse of resources to prevent violence and promote peace and reconciliation. For 

example, the Golden Rule – “Do to others as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6:31) – is found in 

some form in all of the world’s major religions. Increasing inter-religious understanding through interfaith 

http://www.cnvc.org/
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dialogue is critical to peacemaking in the 21
st
 century. Some Presbyterian teaching elders and 

congregations have been involved in interfaith dialogue in their local communities, particularly between 

Christians and Jews. These conversations are important and to be encouraged. At the same time, efforts to 

promote inter-religious understanding and reconciliation must expand to include Muslims and other faith 

traditions. Strengthening these bonds of mutual respect and understanding between the religious traditions 

has a stabilizing effect in society. 

 

Training and educational resources are available from a number of organizations, including the 

Tanenbaum Center for Inter-religious Understanding (https://www.tanenbaum.org), the Berkley Center for 

Religion, Peace & World Affairs (http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu), the Religion and Peacemaking 

Program of the U.S. Institute of Peace (http://www.usip.org/religionpeace), the Program on Religion and 

Reconciliation at the Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies (http://kroc.nd.edu/research/religion-

conflict-peacebuilding/program-religion-reconciliation), the Council for a Parliament of the World’s 

Religions (http://www.parliamentofreligions.org), and Religions for Peace 

(http://www.religionsforpeace.org) 

 

Conflict Resolution Skills 

 

Methods of conflict resolution such as negotiation and mediation seek to settle disputes peacefully 

through mutual agreement. We encounter conflict regularly in our day-to-day lives -- at home, at work, in 

school, and in our congregations. Knowing how to manage and resolve these conflicts well is essential to 

the well-being of ourselves and others. But few people ever receive training in conflict resolution. 

 

Many community mediation centers offer training in conflict resolution skills. For church leaders who 

want to learn the skills needed to address conflict in church settings, the Lombard Mennonite Peace 

Center (http://www.lmpeacecenter.org) offers a Mediation Skills Training Institute for Church Leaders. 

Excellent educational resources are also available through the Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law 

School (http://www.pon.harvard.edu). 

 

Faith-Based Community Organizing 

 

Congregations have joined together in faith-based community organizations to work for social and 

economic justice in their communities. By building relationships with one another they discover their 

shared self-interest. By organizing their people and money, they build the power they need to influence 

key decision makers in government and business to act in the community’s interests. Working across lines 

of religion, race, and class, these interfaith community organizations have fought for affordable housing, 

better schools, funding for social services, and a host of other issues. 

 

Training in faith-based community organizing is available through four national organizing networks: the 

Industrial Areas Foundation (http://www.industrialareasfoundation.org), the Gamaliel Foundation 

(www.gamaliel.org), the PICO National Network (http://www.piconetwork.org), and the Direct Action 

and Research Training Center (DART) (http://www.thedartcenter.org/). 

 

 

Nonviolent Third-Party Intervention 

 

Most nonviolent direct action has been used by one or more parties directly engaged in a conflict. 

However, in the past few decades there has been growing experience with third parties, who are not part 

of a conflict, intervening nonviolently in the hopes of deterring violent attacks and human rights 

violations. Organizations such as Peace Brigades International (http://www.peacebrigades.org/), Witness 

for Peace (http://www.witnessforpeace.org/), Christian Peacemaker Teams (http://www.cpt.org/), 

https://www.tanenbaum.org/
http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/
http://www.usip.org/religionpeace
http://kroc.nd.edu/research/religion-conflict-peacebuilding/program-religion-reconciliation
http://kroc.nd.edu/research/religion-conflict-peacebuilding/program-religion-reconciliation
http://www.parliamentofreligions.org/
http://www.religionsforpeace.org/
http://www.lmpeacecenter.org/
http://www.pon.harvard.edu/
http://www.industrialareasfoundation.org/
http://www.gamaliel.org/
http://www.gamaliel.org/
http://www.gamaliel.org/
http://www.piconetwork.org/
http://www.thedartcenter.org/
http://www.peacebrigades.org/
http://www.witnessforpeace.org/
http://www.cpt.org/
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Nonviolent Peaceforce (http://www.nonviolentpeaceforce.org/), and the Ecumenical Accompaniment 

Programme in Palestine and Israel (http://www.eappi.org/), recruit, train, and deploy volunteers who 

provide an international nonviolent presence in areas of violent conflict. 

 

The Presbyterian Church (USA) has played a part in this through its Colombia Accompaniment Program 

(http://www.presbypeacefellowship.org/colombia/accompaniment), which began in 2004 at the request of 

the Presbyterian Church of Colombia (IPC). Colombia church leaders who had spoken out against human 

rights violations and who had supported families displaced by decades of war were facing threats of 

political violence. They asked the PC(USA) to send international accompaniers to stand with them and 

provide a measure of safety for them as they carry out their prophetic ministry. In response to their 

request, the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship has worked with PC(USA) World Mission and the IPC to train 

over 130 volunteers, of whom 90 have been deployed as short-term mission workers to Colombia. 

Accompaniers practice a ministry of presence with the IPC and with the displaced communities and 

human rights leaders with whom they work. The primary goal is to be a nonviolent presence of Christian 

support and solidarity with our church partners in the IPC, to “see and be seen,” and to share the story 

with churches and communities in the U.S. through prayer, education, and advocacy efforts. 

 

 

Three Examples of Risking Peace 

 

 The French village of Le Chambon risked peace in sheltering 5,000 Jews fleeing the Nazis 

during World War II. The driving force behind the rescue effort was Andre Trocme, the 

Huguenot (French Reformed) pastor of the village. Deeply committed to Christian 

nonviolence, on Sunday mornings he would preach the Sermon on the Mount, love of God 

and love of neighbor, reverence for life, and the necessity of resisting evil with good. The 

people of Le Chambon hid Jews in their homes and farmhouses and arranged for them to 

reach the safe haven of neutral Switzerland. In doing so, they risked their lives. Occasionally, 

the Gestapo raided the town. Leaders were arrested and imprisoned, and some were later 

killed. But despite the repression, the resistance in Le Chambon continued to the end of the 

war. 

  

 In the last months of German occupation, the Tartar Legion commanded by SS Colonel 

Metzger was poised to destroy the village and its inhabitants. But a second German officer,  

Major Schmehling, commandant of the German Army post in Le Puy, dissuaded Metzger 

from attacking. Years after the war, Schmehling told Trocme of the fateful conversation: 

“Colonel Metzger was a hard one, and he kept insisting that we move in on Le Chambon. But 

I kept telling him to wait...I told Metzger that this kind of resistance has nothing to do with 

violence, nothing to do with anything we could destroy with violence.  With all my personal 

and military power I opposed sending his legion into Le Chambon.” 

 

 More recently, on August 20, 2013, a school bookkeeper, Antoinette Tuff, risked peace when 

a gunman walked into her school. Twenty-year-old Michael Brandon Hill entered the Ronald 

E. McNair Discovery Learning Academy near Atlanta with an AK-47 and 500 rounds of 

ammunition intending to shoot and kill as many people as he could. Ms. Tuff was scared but 

remained calm. She had received training in how to respond to dangerous situations like this 

one. And she found courage and strength in her Christian faith. She recalled her pastor's 

teachings about “anchoring and how you anchor yourself in the Lord.” She was able to talk 

Hill down and convince him to surrender to police, thereby averting another mass shooting. 

“It was all God,” she said. “I was just praying.” 

 

http://www.nonviolentpeaceforce.org/
http://www.eappi.org/
http://www.presbypeacefellowship.org/colombia/accompaniment
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 The U.S. risked peace in September 2013, when it opted not to launch air strikes against Syria 

in response to an August 21 chemical weapons attack against civilians, but instead negotiated 

an international agreement to disarm the Syrian government of all of its chemical weapons. 

President Obama had threatened a military response as a consequence for violating 

international norms. As noted above, military intervention seemed imminent. Then U.S. 

Secretary of State John Kerry made an off-the-cuff remark that air strikes could be averted if 

Syria turned over all its chemical weapons to the international community within a week, but 

Syria “isn't about to do it and it can't be done.” This rhetorical suggestion was taken up as a 

serious proposal by Russian and received a positive response from Syria. Where once 

military intervention was being touted as the only option for responding to the use of 

chemical weapons in Syria, the U.S. stumbled into a diplomatic alternative that had not been 

seriously considered. 

 

As followers of Jesus Christ, we are called to seek first the kingdom of God. We are called to lift up a 

vision of God’s Reign of justice and peace as an alternative to the current domination system. Therefore, 

as an act of costly discipleship and faithful patriotism, we must challenge U.S. foreign and military 

policies that seek to dominate the rest of the world in order to maintain our “American Way of Life” at the 

expense of others, especially “the least of these.” Our season of listening leads us to believe that God is 

calling the Presbyterian Church (USA) to reorient our society away from empire and its structures of 

domination and privilege and toward the promotion of a sustainable global community in which 

everyone’s basic human needs are met. 

 

God is always doing a new thing. It is the nature of God to gather up all the occasions of the past, and 

with immense healing power, weave transforming possibilities into the emerging moment. The future is 

constantly arriving, a future whose radical and redemptive newness it owes to the creative work of the 

Poet of the World, the Lover of Souls, the Lord of the Church, who declares, “Behold I make all things 

new.” Let us welcome the new thing that God is doing, risk peace and transform conflict by boldly 

practicing the things that make for peace. 

 

Christ clearly summons us to join Him in the work of making peace, and tells us “blessed are the 

peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.” 
 

Presbyterians today face a difficult dilemma. Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who we know as the 

Prince of Peace, calls us to embrace nonviolence and reconciliation. And yet, our society persists in doing 

violence -- in response to conflict, in social and economic relationships, and in relation to the earth. 

Instead of committing ourselves to nonviolent responses to conflict, we—at least to judge by our budgets-

- have embraced the myth of redemptive violence and put our faith and trust in military power. Instead of 

pursuing social and economic justice in our relationships with others, we have been seduced by 

materialism and consumerism and uncritically pursued our “American way of life” with little thought to 

our impact on the rest of the world. Instead of making the lifestyle and policy changes necessary to 

sustain planet earth for future generations, we remain addicted to nonrenewable resources and watch 

passively as the earth becomes more polluted. We live in a society characterized by a surplus of fear and a 

deficit of empathy, coupled with a terrible willingness to sacrifice the future for the present. 

 

APPENDIX A: Glossary of Terms 

Cold War 

Constantine 

Empire -- a system of domination (political, economic, and military), which involves the economic 

exploitation of the poor and vulnerable by the rich and powerful, and which is enforced by military 

violence. 

Holy War 
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Just War 

Military-Industrial Complex 

National Security State 

Nonviolence 

Violence, Physical 

Violence, Structural 

 

APPENDIX B: Additional Resources 

 

                                                 
i This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new in the American experience. The 
total influence -- economic, political, even spiritual -- is felt in every city, every State house, every office of the Federal 

government. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet we must not fail to comprehend its grave 

implications. Our toil, resources and livelihood are all involved; so is the very structure of our society. 
 

In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or 

unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. 
 

We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should take nothing 

for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military 
machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together. 

(Eisenhower’s Farewell Address, January 17, 1961) 

 
ii Contemporary religious studies scholars Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker comment: “However, while introducing principles for 
a theory of just war, Augustine expressed grave reservations about most wars. He was clear that the deeds of the empire, especially its wars, were 

almost entirely unjust and should not be confused with the church and the will of God. He abhorred civil war, decried the disasters and calamities 

of the Punic Wars, and denounced the folly of imperial ambition.” Augustine, who believed that protecting the innocent could make killing 
justifiable, nevertheless taught that a Christian killing in self-defense was immoral. After Augustine, the justification for killing on the part of 

Christians expanded to include self-defense and even further, to the killing of other Christians, if considered aggressors. This practice has 

continued until our own times. 
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Financial Implications Cover Sheet for Reports to the General Assembly 

 
Name of Agency Submitting Report:   CPJ   Program: ACSWP Date: 1/29/14 

 

Contact Person:  Chris Iosso     Telephone#: 502-569-5823 

 

This RGA Cover sheet must be submitted with each Report to the General Assembly.  Even if the report does not contain 

financial implications, the cover sheet must be attached stating that there are no financial implications. Any report received 

without the financial implications sheet will be returned. If you have any questions about the form, please contact the 

Financial Implications Team: Chris Nicholas at 502-569-5411 for per capita, and  Andrea McNicol at 502-569-5555 

or Denise Hampton at 502-569-5575 for mission budget related financial implications. 

 

Name of Report:  Risking Peace in a Violent World 

 

 

1. Does this report include recommendations that have financial implications?  YES or NO 

 

2. If YES: (Attach extra sheets, if necessary) 

 

a. Identify the area of the reports which have financial implications. 

 

 

 

 

b. Define the components of the financial implications (basis for computation only). 

(For new committees/Taskforces- please limit as far as possible to 2 face to face mtgs, plus 2 virtual mtgs 

& conference calls – from GA to next GA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c. Identify the proposed source of funding, and the year it will impact (2014/ 2015/2016): 

(1) Per Capita: OGA          PMA ____               

(2) PMA: 

(a) Unrestricted or Restricted (Circle one)                                 

(b) Restricted Source _______________________________                

 

3. If there are financial implications, are these being absorbed in the current year budget?  YES or NO  

 

If YES, what is the source of funding:_________________________________________ 

 

4. Have these financial implications received approval from the following sources? 

      

          OGA/PMA (Circle one)                 

 

 _____PMA Ministry Area: (Communications and Funds Development; Compassion, Peace, Justice ; Evangelism 

&Church Growth;  Racial Ethnic &Women’s Ministries; Shared Services; Theology, Worship and Education; 

World  Mission,)  (Circle one)  

       

_____Other Entities (BOP, Foundation, PILP, PPC ) (Circle one)                          

 

            _____Advisory Committees ( ACSWP, ACEIR, ACWC, Other -  ______________ ) 

 

5. If the action proposed in report involves another Ministry Area to do something, has this been discussed with the 

areas concerned?  YES/NO.  (If Yes, give names) 
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3. Ministerial Compensation and the Theology of Compensation: Incentives and Solidarity 

 

Recommendations: 

In light of the downward trends in compensation for many in an increasingly unequal society, the 

Advisory Committee recommends that the 221st General Assembly (2014): 

  

1. Requests the Presbyterian Mission Agency to have its Personnel Committee review church-wide 

ministerial salary data as context for its review of Mission Agency salaries; 

 

2. Encourages mid-council staff and elected leaders review this report and the recommendations 

found at the end of the first section to assess the benefits of intervention and term call structure for 

declining congregations; 

 

3. Directs the Office of the General Assembly’s Church Leadership office to post this report 

among its resources. 

 

Rationale 

 

2012 Referral: Item 16-07. Report of the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st 

Century. Recommendation 6.b. Charge the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to Study How to 

Bring Teaching Elders Receiving Below-Minimum Compensation Up to or Above the Minimum 

Compensation Set by Presbyteries—From the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st 

Century (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 48, 50, 1464 of the CD; p. 293 of the printed copy). 

 

2012 Referral: Item 16-07. Report of the Special Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st 

Century. Recommendation 6.f. Charge the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to Revisit Study 

Documents on Compensation and Justice, Particularly the Reports of 1983 and 2010, and to Bring a 

Report to the 221st General Assembly (2014), Including a Comprehensive Review of Lack of Parity in 

Compensation Based on Class, Gender, Ethnicity, and Type of Service in the Church—From the Special 

Committee on the Nature of the Church in the 21st Century (Minutes, 2012, Part I, pp. 48, 50, 1464 of the 

CD; p. 293 of the printed copy). 

 

  

This response to two referrals contains four sections. The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP) is tasked to study matters of Christian conscience within and outside the church and to 

recommend measures that reflect the values and message of Jesus Christ. At core, the Advisory 

Committee believes that ministers share much the same motivation and should share much the same 

reward, as they serve the same church, a shared enterprise founded on God’s self-giving love in Jesus 

Christ. God’s solidarity with us in Christ in turn calls us to solidarity with the cause of Christ in the 

world, which is still to be turned upside down (Acts 17:6). A key measure of that solidarity is greater 

equality in compensation. Yet we all know that improving salaries in any part of our unequal society is 

hard. It will finally depend on whether the church can combine faithfulness and effectiveness in 

responding to God’s call to share more equitably, while calling more people to Christ’s cause.  

 

This response includes reports on three actions of the Advisory Committee that may illuminate the 

challenges to compensation fairness within current church structures and trends. We do not focus simply 

on the poorer churches in poorer areas, but on the dynamics of the whole church in an increasingly 

stratified low wage society.
i
 A key question for commissioners is whether changing ministerial 

compensation models would affect those trends toward diminishing membership and resources. This 

means looking at the vocational incentives within the professional employment structures of the church 

(presbyteries, mid-councils, and General Assembly agencies) as well as the parishes. While this response 
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looks at indicators of the lack of parity in compensation among ministers, based mainly on size of 

congregation and data from the Richard Hammar organization, limitations on the Committee’s access to 

information prevented a fully “comprehensive review” of the salary differentials that are presented.  

 

The overall 2012 report of the Special Committee on the Church for the 21st Century made 

recommendations in ten areas. The causes of church decline are both external (cultural, demographic, and 

economic) and internal (morale, leadership, organizational ecology). The recommendation for improving 

compensation for the lowest paid was part of strengthening internal factors that the church has some 

control over. Other measures included new ministries, bi-vocational ministers, solidarity among those 

serving as pastoral leaders, and ways for all members to witness with integrity and impact in a 21
st
 

Century world.  

 

The four sections of this response: 

I. Approaches to strengthening ministerial salaries near or below presbytery minimums, including 

Board of Pensions dues and medical costs and housing; 

II. Revisiting “Neither Riches, Nor Poverty: Compensation, Equity, and the Unity of the Church,” 

(2010) and related study documents and policy statements on compensation, community, and 

justice; 

III. Review of indicators of lack of parity in compensation based on class, gender, ethnicity, and type 

of service to the church.  (Limits to comprehensiveness noted); 

IV. Current practice and proposals within the General Assembly Agencies. 

 

I. Approaches to strengthening ministerial salaries near or below presbytery minimums, including 

Board of Pensions dues and medical costs and housing 

 

There is no simple economic answer to this question as, almost by definition, churches unable to pay 

adequate pastoral salaries have limited financial resources and there are few sources of potential subsidy. 

As a practical response, congregations in financial difficulty are encouraged to consider “New 

Beginnings,” a Disciples of Christ self-study program made available by the Evangelism & Church 

Growth ministry area. Presbytery executives are also experienced in advising congregations and pastors 

on practical options. In broad context, ministerial salaries are not quite the vow of poverty taken by our 

brothers in the Roman Catholic priesthood, but they are already below market for similarly educated 

professionals. And, like many striving to remain in the “middle class,” pastors’ families generally depend 

on two incomes. Younger pastors, furthermore, are often burdened by student debt and high childcare 

costs. The costs of inequality can be seen in the exit of approximately 30 percent of ministers (including 

higher numbers of women) from the ministry within ten years of ordination.  

 

This first and longest section recommends that measures to increase equality in compensation need to be 

combined with increased accountability for performance within the denomination. This starts by 

recognizing that the lowest salaries represent a weakness of the whole system that allow the internal 

“market” of the church to reflect too much the economy around us. We can learn from the marketplace, 

but part of that learning is to favor nonfinancial incentives: joy in service, collegiality and trust over 

competition and insecurity, and a stronger witness to the distinctiveness of the church. So many proposals 

for ‘new’ and ‘post-institutional’ church structures simply capitulate to the marketplace and abandon 

many smaller congregations striving to be faithful. We call more for shared sacrifice but also for 

substantial change, not simply for greater solidarity, but to allow the gifts of more new ministers to help 

the Gospel bear fruit in the church. 

 

Reformed churches in France, Italy, and other places pay all ministers on the same basis with differences 

according to need, like the mission personnel who serve through the Presbyterian Mission Agency’s 

World Mission ministry area. That centralized solution does not match the market model characteristic of 
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US Protestantism, and even the United Methodist Church in the U.S.A. has begun (in 2013) to 

discontinue its guarantee of employment to those whom it ordains. The possibility of raising the lower 

salaries through gifts by Presbyterians of significant wealth should also be encouraged, but has not 

occurred, possibly indicating the primary loyalty of most members to their local churches.
ii
  

 

Similarly, although the 2010 and 2012 General Assemblies voted to encourage presbyteries to establish 

voluntary salary equalization or enhancement funds, none are reported. Such funds would be based on 

contributions from congregations with pastors whose higher salaries would exceed presbytery maximums. 

Contributions would be recommended to match the amount by which a pastor’s salary package would 

exceed a formal or informal maximum number. This strategy seems unlikely to take hold, even though 

high differentials in pastoral salaries do affect relations within presbyteries and among members of church 

staffs. In practice many presbyteries receive less in contributions of any kind and some have cut back on 

their executive, support, and especially program staff. The 2010 Report on the Theology of Compensation 

found only three presbyteries, two in Iowa and one in New York state, that had stated presbytery 

maximums. The slightly higher pension dues paid on higher pastoral salaries to the Board of Pensions is 

thus the most significant current financial embodiment of solidarity among ministers, although there 

remains a cap on dues payments on salaries of over $179,000, giving the best paid pastors a kind of 

exemption or bonus.  

 

Another source of outside support for many congregations, primarily in the past, has been presbytery “aid 

to fields” or other grants. In the case of one New Jersey presbytery, such funding had gone for many years 

to several congregations of varied racial-ethnic membership. No significant growth occurred in these 

congregations during more than 20 years of subsidy, although overall economic decline marked most of 

the areas where these churches are. The presbytery itself experienced declining revenue. Hence a decision 

was made to phase out this support, although the presbytery assists with training in targeted growth 

strategies. Did those subsidies keep the churches alive, even if they did not thrive? Did that presbytery 

(and others) require any performance results from churches given help? Were the presbytery executives 

and general council members held accountable for mission or membership goals across the presbytery?  

 

In that case (and others) such subsidies were held essential to receiving pastoral leadership, and pastoral 

leadership was held essential to congregational survival. Yet indirectly subsidized pastors in smaller 

congregations have frequently been tentmakers or semi-retired, and their approach has often necessarily 

been maintenance rather than renewal or growth. (A somewhat similar process called “circulating funds” 

existed in the United Presbyterian Church by which more prosperous synods helped support financially 

weaker ones, sharing assistance for presbytery staffing costs. It could be argued that the initial spread of 

congregations, presbyteries, schools and hospitals had been due to strong central mission boards, but once 

presbyteries were established the institutional momentum eventually shifted direction). 

 

In other forms of subsidy, support is given directly to pastors who may be selected jointly by the 

presbyteries and other funding bodies, increasing accountability and congregational planning. Any 

external funding model faces the challenge of measuring pastoral performance, but structuring calls for 

specific terms (two-five years) with formal re-negotiation procedures (designated pastorates) has helped 

both pastors and sessions get clearer about their particular responsibilities. The “For Such A Time As 

This” program of the Presbyterian Mission Agency has for several years selected and subsidized pastors 

for rural churches. On the other side of the size spectrum, the Lilly Endowment has funded a pastoral 

fellows program for starting ministers in large teaching churches. Seminary field education arrangements 

have also helped supplement pastoral care in many cases. 

 

Since the last General Assembly, the most significant large scale factor affecting less well paid and 

generally younger pastors with families was the Board of Pensions’ plan that would have shifted and 

raised medical dues. That plan (announced right after the Assembly) was delayed and amended after 
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large-scale protest, but continued medical cost pressure seems likely to put less well paid pastors, 

commissioned lay pastors, and other church employees into some form of Affordable Care exchanges, 

affecting the “community nature” of the Board’s service to installed pastors who have normally been 

required to be part of the plan. Facing a large shortfall in healthcare funding, the Board continues to 

project that in 2015 it will charge Plan members themselves 23 percent of effective salary and an 

additional 1.5 percent for spouses and children, payable by member, hiring body, or combination of the 

two. Because of the ERISA-reinforced firewall between pension and medical benefits, the pension part of 

the Board is quite strong and well-managed but cannot be used to offset medical costs.  

 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy, while not in total agreement with the Board of 

Pensions’ own compensation structure, strongly supports the widest possible membership in the Board 

and values the “community nature” of some of its provisions. Thus the prospect of a two or even three tier 

categorization of pastors within the Plan arouses concern, as are any disincentives for having children or 

supporting other dependents. The Board has considered the administrative and actuarial issues in having a 

universal or standard plan onto which additions could be purchased but has not chosen this option. Would 

there be greater opportunity for equalization or partial subsidy to the less well paid, however, under a 

system that makes entry into a basic Plan less a hurdle but fuller medical coverage an additional cost? In 

principle, ACSWP would favor as universal a plan as possible.  

 

Due to past earning power of its membership and recent investment skill, the Presbyterian pension plan 

and its medical program are stronger than other denominational plans and hence would be weakened by 

any ecumenical combination. The ultimate goal of a single-payer system, endorsed by past General 

Assemblies as the most just and cost-effective way to provide healthcare to our nation, would end the 

need for the Board’s medical program. Whether the Board should put all ministers and church staff into a 

dedicated Presbyterian ACA Exchange or into a hybrid program is another question beyond the scope of 

this response to referral. 

 

Within the religious marketplace, it is frequently recommended that mainline congregations and ministers 

need to become more “entrepreneurial” for the sake of the Gospel, and the word “missional” is sometimes 

used almost in this sense. Often accompanying this proposal is the belief that the value (and “quality 

control”) represented by the denominational “brand” is decreasing. Setting aside for the next section 

theological consideration of the nature of church, there is enormous literature on the challenges of 

redeveloping congregations slipping below critical mass in terms of members or resources, and lacking a 

clear enough sense of call or mission. Some are called hospice churches and their pastors are often part-

time or commissioned lay pastors (CLP’s, a category not mentioned in the wording of the referrals under 

consideration, but to which much of this summary would apply).  

 

In the absence of a direct salary support arrangement, the connectional system may still be able to 

encourage positive changes in the intra-Presbyterian marketplace. In order to give existing congregations 

a greater hope of sustainability (and decent pastoral livelihoods), regional bodies with oversight capacity 

can help congregations and pastors to help develop alternatives before decline becomes largely 

irreversible. Such intervention, triggered perhaps when membership declines for 3 consecutive years, 

could obviously be resented by sessions and by pastors, who might feel they have no ability to find other 

calls if a term contract were suggested. Some of the lack of mobility in the system is also due to the 

number of pastoral arrangements actually supported by spouses’ work. But the momentum of decline 

tends to bond pastoral and institutional survival with lowering expectations and a “taking care of” mode 

of pastor and congregation ministering to each other (and to their buildings). The irony is that in taking 

care of a particular long-serving pastor, a congregation limits its own future prospects; the reality is that 

intervention focuses on the future Christian witness without guaranteeing current pastor or building. 
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Without some measures of accountability that provide performance or even “market” information to 

congregational leaders, it is unlikely that our decentralized system will provide significant assistance to 

“steady-state” or declining congregations. And without proactive capacity in the mid-councils to help 

congregations and pastors change, market forces will continue to lead us toward an archipelago of larger 

suburban congregations with minimal rural and urban presence.  

 

One radical and somewhat costly proposal would be to allow pastors who wanted to retire a year early to 

do so. This would open up a number of pulpits for younger/newer pastors, although it would entail a 

significant cost in pension credits. This would be a system-wide if still partial answer, and could not be 

repeated too frequently. The bottom-up version of this is being practiced by some larger congregations 

that are assisting neighboring congregations by sharing full or part-time ministers whose costs they cover. 

 

Another option for increasing pastoral support is to address the cost of housing by both encouraging 

cooperatives (possibly on the Young Adult Volunteer site model) and shifting back toward manses, 

regardless of tax benefits. The provision of housing by religious bodies does provide for flexibility and 

mobility as well as ease of entry for new pastors. (It has similar effects in the military, which has its 

version of the manse allowance to compensate for the lack of home equity on military bases).  

 

To sum this longest section, the realities of the market are not to be ignored even as Christian values 

require new measures to: 

1. Expand the sense of loyalty of Presbyterians beyond their own congregations to help support joint 

ministries in their presbyteries or regions. Traditionally such ministries have included camps and 

conference centers as well as mission projects; new ventures include increased numbers of intentional 

communities for Young Adult Volunteers and others committed to mission service, and sponsorship of 

new worshipping communities. Beyond the specific ministry or shared site, the goal would be to give 

members whose own congregations may close another place of continuing church connection; 

 

2. Share pension and medical cost burdens as universally as possible, including the payment of dues 

on effective salaries over $179,000 (the current cap); 

 

3. Re-address housing costs in light of potential tax changes and living patterns, including renewal 

and re-development of church properties and ecumenical partnerships; 

 

4. Strengthen the accountability of pastors and congregations through the increased use of time-

limited terms and renewal processes, conditioning presbytery approval of terms of call and support 

(including shared insurance, grants, student loan debt reduction, etc.) on careful mission planning and 

collegial participation in presbytery life (overall, this would shift the weight of presbytery scrutiny from 

the processes of ministerial entry to on-going mutual accountability among pastors and congregations);  

 

5. Strengthen the accountability of mid-council staff to short and longer term strategic plans that 

would include conversations with “full communion” partners and specific attention to those in ministry 

with lowest compensation in their jurisdictions; 

 

6. Engage larger congregations in regular conversations with presbytery/synod representatives on 

their use of resources, including salaries, mission giving, and building projects, to share information and 

help coordinate plans for area witness. 

 

II. Revisiting “Neither Riches, Nor Poverty: Compensation, Equity, and the Unity of the Church,” 

(2010) and prior study documents and policy statements on compensation, community, and 

justice.  
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In 2010 the General Assembly approved recommendations in the report, “Neither Riches, Nor Poverty: 

Compensation, Equity, and the Unity of the Church,” which summarized the Reformed tradition’s 

concern that each person’s calling serve the common good, and that excessive inequality tended to accept 

poverty and weaken communities of all kinds, including in the church. In a society characterized by 

increased inequality, it was important for the church to resist this trend and not simply reflect the 

communities and assumptions where it finds itself. Earlier compensation studies had developed principles 

sets of criteria to guide salary setting, acknowledging the balance between merit and equality and the 

Reformed conviction that everyone has a calling, so that the ministry is a specific but not a special 

vocation (not a “higher calling to receive lower pay”). An important study in the former Presbyterian 

Church in the United States done in 1983 included a theological paper by Walter Brueggemann 

contending that a bigger contrast than that between merit and equality was that between Christian 

community values and those of the “world” or “market system.”  

 

The Report of the Special Committee on the Church in the 21
st
 Century asked the Theology and Worship 

to do a somewhat similar task to what had been done in Neither Poverty, Nor Riches in 2010: “Charge 

the General Assembly Mission Council, through its Office of Theology, Worship and Education, to 

articulate a Reformed understanding of just compensation based on our theology of God’s 

providence and the grace in which we all live and serve.” The Theology and Worship website will post 

resources on this subject. 

 

The 2010 study process looked at both the grounding of historic Reformed thinking on compensation and 

the actual patterns of compensation in congregations and within the General Assembly agencies. Salary 

data for pastors and other church-employed workers in the Board of Pensions plans is not released on an 

individual basis, but synod-wide aggregate data is available (link). Based on the church’s historical 

commitment to solidarity and accountability of its leadership, the salaries of all presbytery, synod, and 

General Assembly agency staff are printed in the Minutes of the General Assembly, Part II, although (for 

a variety of reasons) they are not posted online. Generally speaking, the larger congregations and those 

with endowments pay higher salaries. On the institutional level, the salary structure for the General 

Assembly Mission Council (now Presbyterian Mission Agency) staff used to be contained within a 3.5: 1 

ratio of highest to lowest salaries for all employees. Beginning with the hire of a head of the Board of 

Pensions to serve as Executive Director of the General Assembly Mission Council in 1998, a specific 

ratio was removed and the ratio of highest to lowest salaries widened. 

 

In 2008, the Advisory Committee did a study of pay equity in the church entitled, God’s Work in 

Women’s Hands. The title intentionally recalled a major 1996 policy adopted by the General Assembly on 

work, God’s Work in Our Hands. The 2008 report confirmed the difficulties faced by women and persons 

of racial ethnic heritage other than Caucasian in receiving comparable salaries to those of white male 

pastors. While limitations on publically available data make direct comparisons difficult, a tool for 

assessing pay equity on a presbytery basis was provided. Widespread anecdotal evidence seems to 

confirm that the conclusions of that report remain valid.  

 

The Advisory Committee stands by the conclusions of the 2010 Report, most of which were approved by 

the Assembly. The Assembly voted down the Committee’s recommendation that a 5:1 salary range be 

established or re-instituted for General Assembly agency staffs, although the Office of the General 

Assembly continues to keep that framework (depending partly on Presbyterian Mission Agency staffing 

for some administrative functions). Of the top agency leadership, the Stated Clerk is both elected most 

broadly by commissioners of the General Assembly and paid the least of the six boards. ACSWP 

continues to believe that the examples set by leadership influence the attitude and loyalty of the broader 

membership and the body of ministers toward the national agencies. 
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III. Review of lack of parity in compensation based on class, gender, ethnicity, and type of service to 

the church.  

  

Each presbytery has a listing of terms of call and by sampling these it is possible to confirm that ministers 

in smaller congregations are generally paid less than those in larger churches. Further, it is possible to 

confirm that most women and racial-ethnic pastors serve, on average, smaller congregations than white 

male pastors. This is in part due to second career starts for a higher percentage of women and racial ethnic 

pastors, so that they have less accumulated experience. At the same time, though harder to measure, many 

report that pastors over 60 find it difficult to relocate and may move into doing interim pastorates.  

 

The easiest confirmation of the female/male salary differential is found in the 2014-2015 Compensation 

Handbook for Church Staff produced by Richard Hammar’s Church Law & Tax firm. According to 

Marian V. Liautaud, “Across all paid church positions, men are paid 28 percent more than women.” 

Further, they report: “Results from Christianity Today's biannual survey of 4,600 churches nationwide, 

which are featured in the new 2012-2013 Compensation Handbook for Church Staff, reveal the top 7 paid 

positions based on gender.” It should be recognized, then, that their data sets are based on self-

submissions, and may tend toward better paid ministers in secure situations. For men, the highest paying 

salaries are: senior pastor, executive pastor, adult ministry pastor, administrator, associate pastor, worship 

pastor (or leader), children’s pastor. For women, the line-up is a bit different: senior pastor, executive 

pastor, associate pastor, solo pastor, worship pastor, administrator, and children’s pastor. Clearly many of 

these positions presume a multi-staff church. 

 

Here is their financial summary: 

 

Male or female, it pays to be the senior pastor. However, male senior pastors typically are compensated 

more than their female counterparts. Some of this may be explained on the basis of church income, which 

proved to be the biggest factor affecting compensation and benefits in the study. For example, in churches 

with male senior pastors, church income (i.e. revenue) averages about $710,000, while church income 

where women serve as senior pastors hovers at about $487,000. This gap in revenue could explain, in 

part, why women senior pastors tend to be paid less. 

 

Male executive pastors earn nearly 50 percent more than women in this same role. Additionally, even 

though women make up 69 percent of full-time children's pastors, men serving in this role full-time earn 

nearly $12,000 more on average than women. 

 

The gender pay gap closes for solo pastors. Although 92 percent of solo pastors are men (paid an average 

of $57,452), they earn only slightly more than women solo pastors (paid an average of $54,102). 

 

The upshot of this brief overview is to confirm the need for solidarity in closing gaps that still exist, the 

data on solo pastors suggests that most of those serving smaller churches do not see the potential for 

significantly higher salaries. 

 

IV. Current practice and proposals within the Presbyterian Mission Agency and other Agencies of the 

General Assembly 

  

The employment structure of the General Assembly agencies, like that of the presbyteries and synods, is 

relevant to the overall compensation of ministers or teaching elders in the church. It should be noted, 

however, that most of the employees of the national agencies are not ministers; most professional staff are 

specialists, and many are not Presbyterians. It may also be noted that most Assembly staff live in the 

Louisville, KY, area, and thus do not live in a high cost-of-living environment. (Costs and limits on air 

travel to a mid-size city may be noted, however, as frequent travel is a burden on many of the senior 

http://store.yahoo.com/cgi-bin/clink?yhst-78230354700659+6LK6p5+20cohaforchs1.html
http://store.yahoo.com/cgi-bin/clink?yhst-78230354700659+6LK6p5+20cohaforchs1.html
http://store.yahoo.com/cgi-bin/clink?yhst-78230354700659+6LK6p5+20cohaforchs.html
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staff). For those ministers who do serve the church in the Assembly agencies, however, there clearly is a 

salary range that compares to the spectrum in the parish, with relatively few in the highest ranks 

(necessarily) but proportionately fewer in positions near presbytery minimums.  

  

At the 2010 General Assembly, the commissioners approved all of the recommendations in Neither 

Poverty Nor Riches except the one calling for a limit on the salary spectrum of a 5:1 ratio. Executives 

from the agencies contended that such a low ratio would make it impossible to attract high level talent, 

particularly in finance, investing, law, and other disciplines favored by the market. Commissioners 

interested is seeing the scale of pay differentials are directed to the Minutes, Part II, Section 8. The 

Advisory Committee continues to believe that this section serves an important accountability function 

within the church.  

 

The Advisory Committee has engaged in several additional dialogues within the Mission Agency. One, 

with the Advocacy Committee on Women’ Concerns, was to follow up on the God’s Work in Women’s 

Hands in encouraging a thorough pay equity study of the Agency. That work was completed last year and 

showed women of color to be in some predictable places in the organization, as support staff, but also 

showed women to be in leadership positions throughout the organization. The results of that study can be 

found at: 

http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/gamc/pdf/13september/information/b.211.pdf  

 

Another dialogue had to do with health insurance benefits for security and cleaning staff employed by 

outside contracting firms. Mission Agency senior staff were agreeable to putting healthcare benefits in as 

one of a number of criteria to be reviewed in the re-negotiation of the two contracts, though the successful 

roll-out of the Affordable Care Act in Kentucky now provides those near-minimum wage employees 

better alternatives today. This dialogue continues and is appreciated by ACSWP; past General Assemblies 

have endorsed access to healthcare for all, and have in fact specified “single payer” as the preferred 

approach for public efficiency and equality. 

  

A third area of concern for the Advisory Committee has been the new compensation system of the 

Mission Agency itself. Because this program includes across the board raises, it naturally will tend to 

increase the inequality of reward. A proposal from the Justice Committee of the Board for making the 

raise structure more proportionate or “progressive,” however, was defeated by the Board as a whole (link 

to PNS story: http://www.pcusa.org/news/2013/9/27/pmab-rejects-pay-raise-modifications-center-

employ/). Thus the Board has endorsed the current program on two recent occasions. 

 

We end this response to referral with a question to the commissioners as to how important they consider 

solidarity in salary structure to be? Theologically and as a matter of morale, it seems important to us as 

inequality continues to grow in our society. Yet compared with differences between hedge fund manager 

salaries and the working poor, the differentials in the church may not cause as much concern.  

 

                                                        
i  There are many analyses of inequality and stagnant social mobility in the US today. A helpful synthesis which looks at religious, economic and 

business dynamics from a Presbyterian perspective is that of William Longbrake, 
http://www.rhsmith.umd.edu/files/LongbrakeLetterNovember2013.pdf , author of “America’s Crumbling Social System: Potential Solutions 

Involving Religious and Non-Profit Leadership and Organizations,” from which the cited text is largely drawn. 

 
ii In 2006 a dedicated Presbyterian business person clearly wanted to make such a transformative gift but was unable to muster the funds to carry 

through a pledge. We would strongly support a large scale gift targeted to ministerial compensation, noting that the infusion of major support 

could be done in several ways. 

http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/gamc/pdf/13september/information/b.211.pdf
http://www.pcusa.org/news/2013/9/27/pmab-rejects-pay-raise-modifications-center-employ/
http://www.pcusa.org/news/2013/9/27/pmab-rejects-pay-raise-modifications-center-employ/
http://www.rhsmith.umd.edu/files/LongbrakeLetterNovember2013.pdf
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Financial Implications Cover Sheet for Reports to the General Assembly 

 
Name of Agency Submitting Report:  Compassion, Peace and Justice 

Program: Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy  Date: December 19, 2013 

 

Contact Person: Chris Iosso     Telephone#: 5814 

 

This RGA Cover sheet must be submitted with each Report to the General Assembly.  Even if the report does not contain 

financial implications, the cover sheet must be attached stating that there are no financial implications. Any report received 

without the financial implications sheet will be returned. If you have any questions about the form, please contact the 

Financial Implications Team: Chris Nicholas at 502-569-5411 for per capita, and  Andrea McNicol at 502-569-5555 

or Denise Hampton at 502-569-5575 for mission budget related financial implications. 

 

Name of Report: Compensating Ministers in Lean Years (2012 Referral: Item 16-07/ Recommendation 6.b. and 

6.f.) 

 

1. Does this report include recommendations that have financial implications?  NO 

 

2. If YES: (Attach extra sheets, if necessary) 

 

a. Identify the area of the reports which have financial implications. 

 

 

 

 

b. Define the components of the financial implications (basis for computation only). 

(For new committees/Taskforces- please limit as far as possible to 2 face to face mtgs, plus 2 virtual mtgs 

& conference calls – from GA to next GA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c. Identify the proposed source of funding, and the year it will impact (2014/ 2015/2016): 

(1) Per Capita: OGA          PMA ____               

(2) PMA: 

(a) Unrestricted or Restricted (Circle one)                                 

(b) Restricted Source _______________________________                

 

3. If there are financial implications, are these being absorbed in the current year budget?  YES or NO  

 

If YES, what is the source of funding:_________________________________________ 

 

4. Have these financial implications received approval from the following sources? 

      

          OGA/PMA (Circle one)                 

 

 _____PMA Ministry Area: (Communications and Funds Development; Compassion, Peace, Justice ; Evangelism 

&Church Growth;  Racial Ethnic &Women’s Ministries; Shared Services; Theology, Worship and Education; 

World  Mission,)  (Circle one)  

       

_____Other Entities (BOP, Foundation, PILP, PPC ) (Circle one)                          

 

            _____Advisory Committees ( ACSWP, ACEIR, ACWC, Other -  ______________ ) 

 

5. If the action proposed in report involves another Ministry Area to do something, has this been discussed with the 

areas concerned?  YES/NO.  (If Yes, give names) 
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