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Dear Friends:
The 205th General Assembly (1993) has directed the Office-of the General
Assembly to send you a copy of the policy statement, 'Why and How the
Church Makes a Social Policy Witness," with a study guide.
This document sets forth a clear vision for social policy and social witness,
with a sound basis for churchwide social witness policy development and
implementation. Significant attention is devoted to the process of social
policy discernment in the church with thirteen principles of discernment
and patterns of formulation offered.
The study guide is especially helpful in describing the "why" and "how"
of social policy formation and witness for small groups, classes, and seminars. It should also prove to be an excellent resource for leadership development studies as it explains and interprets Reformed patterns of social
witness.
Additional copies of 'Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness" may be ordered from Distribution Management Services, 100
Witherspoon Street, Louisville, KY 40202-1396, or by calling 1-800-5242612
outside of Louisville; 502-569-5000, e 4 . 2503 in Louisville. Please specify
order #OGA-93-019.
Sincerely yours,

A
Additional copies available at $1.50 each from Distribution
Management Services (DMS), 100 Witherspoon Street,
Louisville, KY 40202-1396; or by calling 1-800-524-2612
outside of Louisville; 502-569-5000 ext. 2503 in Louisville.
Please specify DMS order #OGA-93-019.

James E. Andrews
Stated Clerk of the General Assembly
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FORMING SOCIAL POLICY
I.

Definitions

Entities of the General Assembly use the following documents to make a social
witness policy:

PART TWO: Study Guide

a. A "policy statement" establishes the fundamental principlesthat guide the

47
.............................................................................................
............................... ....... 49
.......... 55
........................................ 63
............................................... 68

denomination's social witness. From this policy base a strategy is developed, a
program is defined, and personal social witness is empowered. The most current
policy document produced in conformance to the requirements of 2 . a . ~ . of this
document and adopted by a General Assembly shall be the policy in force. Any
previous policies and statements, having been examined and considered by the
group producing the new policy, shall be superceded by the adoption of the most
current policy. When requests for policy statements are made, the most recent policy
statement shall be given; however, past statements shall be included in full response
to requests for information.

Introduction
Session 1: Called by God to Be Involved
Session 2: Responsible for Helping,to Heal a Broken World
Session 3: Discerning Steps Along the Way
Session 4: Doing Social Policy Witness

Yt

;'

b. A "resolution" applies existing policy statements to new circumstances.
c. A "study paper" is designed to stimulate churchwide study of a social concern,
social witness pollcy, or social witness. It does not need to be an elaborationof
existing policy statements.
d. A 'social involvement report" evaluates Presbyterian social witness in light of
particularsocial concerns and existing policy statements.

2.

Requirements
All social witness policy dbcuments developed by General Assembly entities,
including special committees of the General Assembly (see section 1. above) must
meet the following requirements:
a. The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy willbe responsible for the
process of developing and recommending social witness policy to the General
Assembly. If any other entity is involved in processes of developing and
recommending social witness policy, then appropriate consultationand linkage with
the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy shall be undertaken.
b. The body writing a document (i.e. taskforce, study group, or subcommittee of the
Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy) shall be selected in such a manner
that persons of diverse viewpoints, expertise, and social experience are participants.
c. A social witness policy document may include a section of recommendations that
guide the work of divisions and related entities of the church. If approved by an
assembly, recommendationsshall be referred to the General Assembly Council for
implementation in accordance with the practices defined in the General Assembly
Council Operations Manual. These recornmendations may suggest the ways in
which the document is to be distributed.

d. The annual narrative repom of the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy
and other entities shall not propose policy nor recommend witness. Moreover,
narrative reports are not considered social witness policy documents and are
exempt, therefore, from the requirements of these guidelines.

(5)

advice of members and all governing bodies of the church;
(6)
insights of people who are poor, victims of existing policies, and those who
(7)
have not had a voice In the councils of the church; and

e. A document shall clearly identify its type of social witness (i.e., policy statement,
resolution, study document, or social engagement report).

(8)
f. All social witness policy documents shall use language that implies the
conscience of individual members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is bound by
General Assembly statements or recommendations.

e.

The task force shall cause a policy statement to be written that

(2)
reflection;
defines its recommended social witness policy in light of theological

(31

Policy Statements Requirements

is consistent with the confessions of the PresbyterianChurch (U.S.A.);

reports relevant policy statementsadopted by prior General Assemblies
(4)
and the manneiin whlch church and society have participatedin the
development of its policy statement;

In addition to section 2. on p. 61, "policy statements" must meet the following
requirements:
a. A prospectus defining the social issue(s) to be addressed by a policy statement
shall be developed, adopted, and published by the Advisory Committee on Social
Witness Policy or other entity. This prospectus shall be distributed to the
Presbyterian News Office, Monday Morning, and other appropriate media. A brief
(onCpage) summary of the prospectus describing the problem to be addressed,
information on where to obtain a full prospectus, and an invitation to respond with
comments and suggestlons, shall be sent to all synods and presbyterles. This
prospectus shall be distributed to all presbyteries with sufficient copies for all
congregations, encouraging input from the-presbyteryand the congregations and
indicating how input can be made.

counsel of ecumenical partners.

explicates its recommended social witness policy based on biblical
(1)
scholarship;

g. All social witness policy documents, listed in section 1, above, shall have an
initial distribution by the Stated Clerk and be sent with an official cover letter that
indicates the nature of the document, speclfic recommendations approved by the
assembly, and an affirmation of the freedom of a believer's conscience.
3.

tradition of past policy statements;

(5)

details the contextual situation that prompted its witness;

(6)

states the ethical norms upon which its guidance is premised;

describes the social witness ihe church, its governing bodies, and
(7)
members are called to make; and
(8)

describes the manner in which society should change.

The task force shall provide a summary (one-page maximum) of its policy
f.
statement that

b. A task force called to develop a policy statement shall be appointed from
nominees submitted from the church.
c. The task force shall develop and make known to the whole church a plan
indicating the manner in which the whole church can partiqpate (advise, offir input,
etc.) in its deliberations.

(1)

explains what &used the document to be written;

(2)

outlines the document's conclusions; and

suggests how the document might be used, what impact it ought to have
(3)
on the 'church, and what consequences it ought to have in the public order.

d. The task force shall listen to the
(1)

2

.

voices of the biblical text;

g.

The task force may cause a series of recommendations to be written for
consideration by the General Assembly. The recommendations may include a
strategy for distribution of the policy statement.

h.

The Advisoiy Committee on Social Witness Policy shsll submit a penultimate
draft of the policy statement for consultation as described in section 3.a on p. 62.

,

(2)"

wisdom of theological discourse;

(3)

guidance of the Reformed confessions;

(4)

insights of sociopohtical disciplines;

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy may augment the
(1)
number of participants gathered in consultation for purposes of lnclusivity and
expertise.
3

b.
A study document shall provide bibliographicand interpretive resources.
This material shall rdect and represent various ethical stances found within the
Christian Church.

The consultation may create a report, includlng suggested changes to the
(2)
proposed policy statement, which shall be received by the Advisory Committee
on Social Witness Policy.

A study document may make a coherent, thoroughgoing argument for a
c.
particular ethical stance. In addition, however, a study document shall include a fair
presentation of alternative ethical stances in either the main body of text or its
appendixes.

(3) ,The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy may amend the
proposed policy statement, refer the proposed policy statement back to the task
force, or reaffirm the original policy statement
i. The policy statement shall be distributed with an official cover letter from the
Stated Clerk that says, in part:

d.
A study document shall be distributed with a cover letter that states who is
invited to respond, a study guide, a 'user-friendly" response form, the address and
phone number of the body responsible for receiving responses, and a schedule that
allows at least twelve months for completion.

In exercise of its responsibilityto witness to the Lordshlp of Jesus Christ in every
dimension of life, the (number) General Assembly (year) of the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.) has approved h i s policy statement. It is presented for the
guidance and edification of the whole Christian Church and the society to which it
ministers. It will determine procedures and program for the units and staff of the
General Assembly. It is recommeided for consideration and study by other
governlng bodies (sessions, presbyteries, and synods). It is commended to the
free Christian conscience of all congregations and the members of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) for prayerful study, dialogue, and action.
4.

e.

A study document of the General Assembly seeks to stimulate study and discussion
within the church on particular social issues. It is not to be construed as a social
witness policy of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Therefore, nothing in this
document can be used to direct the mission pmgram of the church.
f.
A dudy document shall state the intended outcome of a study process by
adding to the above paragraph one of the following:

Resolution Requirements

lr;' gddition to section 2. on p. 61, "resolutions" must meet the f o l l o ~ & ~
requirements:
a.
based.

.

This study document is distributed to stimulate study and
(1)
discussion as an end in itself; or
This study document is distributed to inform and help prepare a
(2)
policy statement; or

.A resolution shall cleariy identify the policy statement(s) upon which it is

This study document is distributed to inform and help revise the
(3)
policy statement, [name], passed by the [number] General Assembly bear].

b.
A resolution shall be distributed with an official cover letter from the Stated
Clerk that says, in part:
In exercise of its responsibilityto witness to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in
every dimension of life, the (number) General Assembly (year) of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has approved this resolution. It is presented for the
guidance and edification of the whole Christian Church and the society to which it
ministers. It will determine procedures and pmgram for the entities and staff of
the General Assembly. It is recommended for considerationand study by other
governing bodies (sessions, presbyteries, and synods). It Is commended to the
free Christian conscience of all congregations and the members of the
Pfesbyterian Church (U.S.A.) for prayerful study, dialogue, and action.
5.

Study Document Requirements

In addition to section 2. on p. 61, "study documents" must meet the following
requirements:
A study document may not contain recommendations for consideration by
a.
,
a General Assembly. .

A study document shall include an official cover letter that says:

The report, based on responsesto the study document, shall not be
g.
presented to the General Assembly until at least eighteen months have elapsed
since the study's initial distribution.
6.

Distributing a Social Involvement Report

In addition to section 2. on p. 61, "social involvement" reports shall be distributed with
an official cover letter that says, in part:
A social involvement report of the General Assembly seeks to stimulate
discussion on particular social issues and the church's response to these issues.
It is not to be construed as a social witness policy of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). Therefore, nothing in this document can be used to direct the mission
program of the church.

7.

,

Guidelines

The church's social witness is multidirectionaland multilateral. To guide entities
preparing the General Assembly's social policy, the following statements encourage
appropriate attitudes and behaviors.
a. No social witness
may purport to bind the conscience of individual
members of the PresbyterianChurch (U.S.A.).
b. ~ ' s o b awitness
l
policy document is a minute of a governing body meeting. It may
be extracted from the minutes for publication. If it is extracted, it shall be treated in
the same manner as any other minute. (The nature of debate and the final vote are
irrelevant.)
c. A social policy document shall include instructionsfor its distribution (i.e., to all
governing bodies, the president of'the United States of America, the president of the
World Alliance of Reformed Churches, or the secretary general of the United
Nations).
d. The Stated Clerk and directors of divisions or related entities shall respond to
emerging mission needs that require an "official" Presbyteriansocial witness by
explicatingthe most current General Assembly social witness policy.
e. The General Assemblv council is prepared to respond to invitations to consult on
regional social policy development in'the manner defined by Book of Order, G9.0404. The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy shall participateand
represent the council in these consultations.
f. All governing bodies are communities of correspondence and may direct social
witness material to the assembly. The -GendralAssembly Council refers
correspondence concerning social witness policy development and supporting
documents to the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy for response.

[Rev. 212th General Assembly (2000), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)]

PART ONE

Summary
The report on "Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness" explores and responds to the discomfort experienced by some
members and congregations with the social witness policies and programs
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). The task force was appointed in 1988
by the Committee on Social Witness Policy (CSWP). The CSWP sent this
report to the 204th General Assembly (1992) for purposes of study. A consultation between the General Assembly Council and the sixteen synods
was held November 6-8, 1992, and the text was amended based on its results. The CSWP now submits the report and invites the 205th General
Assembly (1993) to adopt its recommendations and approve its background paper.
The report provides a brief history of the task force and a review of
comments received from governing bodies and individuals. The history of
the task force suggests that an effort was made to involve the whole
church in its work. Many presbyteries, congregations, and individuals participated. The task force makes several suggestions for improving intergoverning body communication.
A Brief Statement of Faith was approved by the 203rd General
Assembly (1991) (Minutes, 1991, Part I, p. 94). A Brief Statement of Faith
has become a framework for the task force's Vision for Social Policy and
Social Witness. The section on Affirmations of Why and How the Church
Makes a Social Witness, likewise, takes a confessional form.
An extended section on Reformed Discernment and a Social Witness
explores biblical and theological themes. This section is an exposition of
the-doctrine of the church as applied to policy formation. It suggests that
Presbyterians are engaged in a discipline of discernment that precedes and
informs social witness policy formation and resulting programs.
The recommendations of the report contain several useful proposals
on policy development practices and employee behavior. To bridge
between the theological material and the practical proposals, the report
lists thirteen principles. Of particular concern to members of the General

Assembly. is Recommendation l.b., a proposed revision o f Standing Rule
57.

selected in such a manner that pe;sons of diverse viewpoints,, expertise,
and social experience are participants.

i

Recommendations
T h e Committee o n Social Witness Policy submitted the following
"Report o n W h y and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness."
T h e 205th.General Assembly (1993)
a. Approved t h e Summary, Background, A p p e n d i x A , and
Appendix B.
b. Adopted the following recommendation concerning the proposed revision o f Standing Rule 57.:
Shall Standing Rule 57. o f the Manual of the General Assembly be
amended b y striking the existing text and inserting i n its place the following:
"a. Entities of the General Assembly use the following documents t o
make a social witness policy:
., .
"(1) A 'policy statement' establishes the fundamental principles that guide the denomination's social witness. From this policy base a
strategy is developed, a program is defined, and personal social witness is
empowered."
"(2) A 'resolution' applies existing policy statements to new
circumstances.
"(3) A 'study paper' is designed t o stimulate churchwide study
of a social concern, social witness policy, or social witness. It does not
need t o be an elaboration of existing policy statements.

"(4) The annual narrative reports of the Committee on Social
Witness Policy and other entities shall not propose policy nor recommend
witness. Moreover, narrative reports are not considered social witness
policy documents and are exempt, therefore, from the requirements of
Standing Rule 57.

I

"(5) A document shall clearly identify its type of social witness (i.e. policy statement, resolution, study document, or social engagement report).
"(6) No social witness policy documents shall use language
which implies t h a t t h e conscience of individual members of t h e
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is bound by General Assembly statements or
recommendations.

"(7) All social witness policy documents, listed in 57.~.(1)-(4),
shall have an initial distribution by the Stated Clerk and be sent with an
official cover letter that indicates the nature of the document, specific
recommendations approved by the assembly, and an affirmation of the
freedom of a believer's conscience.

"(4)A 'social involvement report' evaluates Presbyterian
social witness in light of particular social concerns and existing policy
statements.
"b. A l l social witness policy documents developed b y General
Assembly entities, including special committees of the General Assembly
[see Standing Rule 57.~.(1)-(4)1, must meet the following requirements:
" ( I ) The Committee on Social Witness Policy will be responsible for the process of developing and recommending social witness policy t o the General Assembly" (Structural Design for Mission, 1992, p. 27).
I f any other entity is involved in processes of developing and recommending social witness policy, then appropriate consultation and linkage with
the Committee on Social Witness Policy shall be undertaken.
"(2) The body writing a document (i.e. task force, study group,
or subcommittee of the Committee on Social Witness Policy) shall be

"(3) A social witness policy document may include a section
of recommendations that guide the work of ministry units and related
bodies of the church. If approved by an assembly, recommendations shall
be referred t o the General Assembly Council for implementation in accordance with the practices defined in the G.A.C. Operations Manual. These
recommendations may suggest the ways in which t h e document is t o be
distributed.

"c. In addition t o 57.b. above, 'policy statements' must meet the following requirements:

I

!

" ( I ) A prospectus defining the social issue($ t o be addressed
b y a policy statement shall be developed, adopted, and published by the
Committee on Social Witness Policy or other entity. This prospectus shall
be distributed t o the Presbyterian News Office, Monday Morning, and
other appropriate media. A brief (one page) s u m m a y of the prospectus
describing the problem t o be addressed, information on where t o obtain a
full prospectus, and an invitation to respond with comments and suggestions, shall be sent t o all synods and presbyteries. This prospectus shall be
distributed t o all presbyteries with sufficient copies for all congregations,
encouraging input from the presbytery and the congregations and indicating how input can be made.

"(2) A task force called to develop a policy statement shall be
appointed from nominees submitted from the church.
"(3) The task force shall develop and make known t o the
whole church a plan indicating the manner in which the whole church can
participate (advise, offer input, etc.) in its deliberations.

"(h) Describes the manner i n .which society should

change.

\

"(6) The task force shall provide a summa y (one-page maximum) of its policy statement that:
"(a) explains what caused the.'document t o be written;

"(4) The task force shall listen to:

"(b)

"(a) the voices of the biblical text;
"(b)

"(c) suggests how the.document might be used, what impact it ought t o have on the church, and what consequences i t ought t o
have.in the public order.

the wisdom of theological discourse;

"(c) the guidance of the Reformed confessions;
t

"(7)The task force may cause a series of recommendations t o
be written for consideration by the General Assembly. The recommendations may include a strategy for distribution of the policy statement.

"(d) the insights of sociopolitical disciplines;
"(e) the tradition of past policy statements;
"(f) the advice of members and all governing bodies of

the church;
"(g) the insights of people who are poor, victims of existing policies, and those who have not had a voice in the councils of the
church; and
"(h)

the counsel of ecumenical partners.

"(5) The task force shall cause a policy statement t o be written that:
"(a) Explicates its recommended social witness policy
based on biblical scholarship;
"(b) Defines its recommended social witness policy in
light of theological reflection;

"(c) Is consistent w i t h the confessions of
Presbyterian Church (USA.);

outlines the document's conclusions; and

the

"(d) Reports relevant policy statements adopted by prior
General Assemblies and the manner in which church and society have participated in the development of its policy statement;
"(e) Details the contextual situation that prompted its
witness;
"(f) States the ethical norms upon which its guidance is

premised;
"(g) Describes the social witness the church, its governing
bodies, and members are called t o make; and

"(8) The Committee on Social Witness Policy shall submit a
penultimate draft of the policy statement for consulatation as described in
Standing Rule 57.c.(l).

"(a) The Committee on Social Witness Policy may augment the number of participants gathered in consultation for purposes of
inclusivity and expertise.
"(b) The consultation may create a report, including suggested changes to the proposed policy statement, which shall be received
by the Committee on Social Witness Policy.
"(c) The Committee on Social Witness Policy may (1)
amend the proposed policy statement, (2) refer the proposed policy statement back to the task force, or (3) reaffirm the original policy statement.

"(9) The policy statement shall be distributed with an official
cover lttter frdm the Stated Clerk that says, in part:

"'In exercise of its responsibility t o witness to,the Lordship of Jesus
Christ in e v e y dimension of life, the (number) General Assembly (year) of
the Presbyterian Church (USA.) has adopted this policy statement. I t is
presented for the guidance and edification of the whole Christian church
and the society t o which it ministers. It will determine procedures and
program for the units and staff of the General Assembly. It i s recommended for consideration and study by other governing bodies (sessions,
presbyteries, and synods). I t is commended t o the free Christian conscience
of all congregations and the members of the Presbyterian Church (USA.)
for prayerful study, dialogue, and action.'
"d. In addition t o 57.b. above, 'resolutions' must meet the following
requirements:

"(1) A resolution shall clearly identify the policy statement(s)
a which it is based.

"(2) A resolution shall be distributed with an official cover
Ir from the Stated Clerk that says, in part:
"'In exercise of its responsibility to witness to the Lordship of Jesus
'st in e v e y dimension of life, the (number) General Assembly (year) of
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has adopted this resolution. It i s
ented for the guidance and edification of the whole Christian church
the society t o which it ministers. It will determine procedures and
yam for the units and staff of the General Assembly. I t is recomded for consideration and study by other governing bodies (sessions,
byteries, and synods). It is commended to the free Christian conscience
I1 congregations and the members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
~rayerfulstudy, dialogue, and action.'
"e. In addition to 57.b. above, 'study documents' must meet the fol'ng requirements:
"(1) A study document may not contain recommendations for
ideration by a General Assembly.
"(2) A study document shall provide bibliographic and
pretive resources. This material shall reflect and represent various
:a1 stances found within the Christian church.
"(3) A study document may make a coherent, thoroughgoing
ment for a particular ethical stance. In addition, however, a study
ment shall include a fair presentation of alternative ethical stances in
'r the main body of text or its appendixes.
"(4) A study document shall be distributed with a cover letter
states who is invited to respond, a study guide, a 'user-friendly'
Inse form, the address and phone number of the body responsible for
ving responses, and a schedule that allows at least twelve months for
leti ion.

"(5) A study document shall include an official cover letter
says:
" A study document of the General Assembly seeks to stimulate study
discussion within the church on particular social issues. It is not to
wastrued as-a social witness policy of the Presbyterian Church
A,). Therefore, nothing in this document can be used to direct the misprogram of the church.'
"(6) A study document shall state the intended outcome of a
1 process by adding to the above paragraph one of the following:

"(a) This study document is distributed to stimulate
study and discussion as an end in itself;
"(b) This study document is distributed to info?
help prepare a policy statement; and

and

"(c) This study document is distributed t o inform and
help revise the policy statement, [name],passed by the [number] General
Assembly [year].
"(7) The report, based on responses to the study document,
shall not be presented t o t h e General Assembly until at least eighteen
months have elapsed since the study's initial distribution.
"f. In addition to 57.b. above, 'social involvemeni reports shall be
distributed with an official cover letter that says, in part:
" ' A social involvement report of the General Assembly seeks t o
stimulate discussion on particular social issues and the church's response
to these issues. It is not to be construed as a social witness policy of the
Presbyterian Church (U.SA.). Therefore, nothing in this document can be
used to direct the mission program of-the church.'
"g. The church's social witness is multidirectional and multilateral.
To guide entities preparing the General Assembly's social policy, the following statements encourage appropriate attitudes and behaviors.

"(1) No social witness policy may putport to bind the conscience of individual members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
. "(2) A social witness policy document is a minute of a governing body meeting. It may be extracted from the minutes for publication. If
it is extracted, i t shall be treated in the same manner as any other minute.
(The nature of debate and the final vote are irrelevant.)

"(3) A social policy document shall include instructions for its
distribution (i.e;, to all governing bodies, the president of the United
States of America, the president of the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches, or the secretary general of the United Nations).
"(4) The Stated Clerk and directors or ministry units or
related bodies shall respond to emerging miision needs that require an
'official' Presbyterian social witness by explicating existing ~ e n e r a l
Assembly social witness policy.
"(5) The General Assembly Council is prepared to respond to
invitations to consult on regional social policy development in the manner defined by G-9.0404. Committee on Social Witness Policy shall participate and represent the council in these consultations.

"(6) All governing bodies are communities of correspondence
m a y direct social witness material t o the assembly. The General
mbly Council refers correspondence concerning social witness policy
lopment and supporting documents t o the Committee on Social
less Policy for response."

c. Adopted the following recommendation on proposed revito Standing Rule 42.:
ihall Standing Rule 42. o f the Manual of the General Assembly be
lded b y inserting the phrase ",known as a commissioners'resolu" after the words "an item o f business" i n the first sentence. Also,
the second sentence that reads "No commissioner m a y sign more
t w o resolutions." insert a new sentence ' I n the preparation of a
!ution, commissioners are urged t o be aware of existing General
mbly policies relevant to their proposal and, where appropriate, to
! reference to these policies." Standing 'Rule 42. shall n o w read:
'42. New Business. Any two commissioners may propose a n item
~siness,known as a commissioners' resolution, for assembly con,ation b y delivering it i n writing to the Stated Clerk or the clerk's
;nee n o later than n o o n o n t h e third day o f t h e session o f t h e
!ral Assembly. No commissioner may sign more than two resoluIn the preparation of a resolution, commissioners are urged to be
.e of existing General Assembly policies relevant to their proposal
where appropriate, t o make reference to these policies. T h e Stated
c shall not transmit as new business any resolution that deals with
?rs o f business already before the General Assembly nor transmit
,esolution whose purpose can be achieved b y the regular process o f
." [the rest o f
tdment and debate. I f the proposed resolution
ling Rule 42. remains the same].

.

..

d. Adopted the following recommendation o n proposed revit o t h e Personnel Policies for General Assembly Entities and
elines for Governing Bodies of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.):
Lefer the following additions to the Personnel Policies for General
mbly Entities and Guidelines for Governing Bodies of the
lyterian Church (U.S.A.) to the General Assembly Council:
hall 13.00 Other Employment Practices o f the Personnel Policies for
ral Assembly Entities and Guidelines for Governing Bodies of the
~yterianChurch (U.S.A.) b e amended b y adding a n e w section
1" to read.as follows:
23.11 Employee Social Witness
Employees may be required by virtue of their job description to make
ial witness by advocating and implementing the social policies of the

General Assembly. Such a witness should be made in the name of the
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA.) and make reference
to the General Assembly policy on which the social witness is based. The
following guidelines do not prevent an employee from carrying out this
work.
"In addition, the following does not support a personal social witness
by a General Assembly employee that contradicts the policies guiding an
employee's work. In the event that an employee feels that he or she cannot
c a r y out necessay job functions for reasons of consciPnce, the employee
may request a change of assignment or may exercise his or her right to resign the position.
"a. Individuals employed by the church do not lose their right to
make a personal social witness.
"b. When making a personal social witness, an employee shall not
make reference to his or her employee status. However, if questioned, an
employee may acknowledge employed status without using that status to
make a claim of authority. Accordingly, it is not permissible for an individual employee making a non-job related, personal statement, to use
professional stationey, claim expertise by virtue of employment in the
church, or hold press conferences on church property.
employed by the church to identi&
"c. I t is permissible for
their personal affiliation while making a personal social witness. Thus, i t
is permissible for a General Assembly ministry unit director t o claim
membership in
Presbyteriati Church of
or the Presbytey of
'Id. I t is beneficial to the whole church if individuals employed by
the church, and making a personal social witness, inform the governing
body (session or presbytey) of personal accountability and their on-thejob supervisor of their personal social witness activities.
"e. The possibility of dissent from a social witness policy and the
resulting social witness of the General Assembly is not alienated by
employment with the church. This is a reasonable expression of the freedom of conscience. However, dissent that diminishes work effectiveness is
limited by these personnel policies. I t is beneficial to the whole church,
and mandatoy for church officers that dissent be expressed to the governing body (session or presbytey) of personal accountability, and, in addition, the on-the-job supervisor should be informed of each action."
e. Urged the General Assembly Council and its Education and
Congregational Nurture Ministry U n i t , i n cooperation w i t h t h e
Committee o n Social Witness Policy, to use the resources o f this report

". . .

I chapters 1,3, and 5 of the study document, Why and How the Church
kes a Social Policy Witness, by:

(1)
[T]ke Spirit gives us courage to pray without ceasing . . ."
(Book of Confessions, 10.4, lines 66-67)

(1)Publishing a brief educational guide to social policy for:ion and witness for small groups, classes, and seminars;

We are a people of prayer. We delight in and praise God for the creation. We rejoice in God's love, a love that will not let us go.

(2) Publishing a leadership development resource which
lains and interprets Reformed patterns of social witness; and

In prayer, we confess and confront our sin: our destruction of this
earth, our violation and abasement of one another. We own up to our fear
of justice and our avoidance of responsibility. We even discover an unwillingness to care for ourselves, for our health, and for our vocational commitments. And, before the last sigh of confession, we discover an
assurance of pardon and a reassurance of grace that can come only from
the God who participated with us in creation through Jesus Christ.

(3) Including, where appropriate, information 'about
ormed patterns of social witness in youth, adult, and leadership
elopment curricula.

f. Urged the General Assembly Council and its Church
ations Ministry Unit to make available copies of this report and
ourage discussion of social witness among participants in young
:orst seminars.

Our prayer aches for God's intercession, for the disappeared of Brazil
or those who died in drug drive-by shoot-outs, for the child with too little
food or the child with too much, for those in positions of responsibility
that they might rule justly, and for those subject to the torture and terror of
tyrants.

g. Requested a social evolvement report be submitted by the
nmittee on Social Witness Policy to the 208th General Assembly
16)that evaluates the state of social policy development in the
omination.

Our prayer is unceasing. We seek the restoration of creation and the
just ordering of society. We seek health for the ill and release for the captives. We seek the freedom we have discovered in Jesus Christ for all
humanity. Our prayer, one sided at its first impulse, becomes a dialogue
with the divine. In silence, we listen. We wait. Rushing words yield and
become: Your reign come. Your will be done.

h. Directed the Office of the General Assembly to reproduce
report and to distribute it, with a study guide, to the governing bod)f the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
i. Urged the Committee on Social Witness Policy to dismiss the
on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness
I an appropriate expression of gratitude for its contribution to the
th of the whole church.

(2)
10.4, line 68)

;Force

j. Thanked.the following presbyteries that submitted the overs and commissioners who submitted the resolutions that caused this
lrt to be written.

3n for Social Policy and Social Witness
4 Brief Statement of Faith of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is a
gical confession found on the lips of believers gathered in worship and
2rsed in mission. This setting inspires our vision in words drawn from
zhurch's social witness, and the policies which guide that witness
g e in worshiping communities. Voices, joined in concert, make comconfession: nothing can separate us or all creation from the love of
in Christ Jesus our Lord.
.isten to the words of the Brief Statement of Faith augmented by task
reflections:

I

I

". . . to witness among all peoples . . ." (Book of Confessions,

We
I a world of many and diverse faiths, centers of value and
. . - live %
power. Each claims truth and meaning. We are tempted to shout louder, to
drown out the diversity.

Not confident in our ability to shape or articulate the common good,
we are tempted to turn our attention inward. We are tempted to fall silent.
But t h e Sovereign One is no stranger to human experience. Our
courage is drawn from the fullness of this faith. No part of human life, history, or interaction with nature is exempt from the claims of God. No economic condition, no amount of political power, no race, no region, no
gender is beyond the love or justice of God.
Our courage does not deny our humanity. Our prophetic voice seeks
to echo that of Jesus. But, it is not infallible. We fail. We err. We miss the
mark. We wake up to new understandings. As we witness among all peoples, we seek to d o so with humility and with the Spirit's reforming
presence.

,

(3)

'1

". . . to unmask idolatries . . ." (Book of Confessions, 10.4, line

The fear of God does not come easily to us. It did not come easy to our
rents in ,the faith. Other dreams and other visions offer comfortable

kswers, provide more permissive values, and confirm our own selfterests and prejudices. Effortlessly, humanity embraces idolatries.
We do not live in isolation. We are born into families, live in human
~dnatural communities, and work for institutions. We give allegiance to
untry, state, and city or town. Each individual, community, and instituIn lives by values and visions. Some, maybe many, embrace idolatry.
Often the church is assigned the task of providing theological cover for
nChrist-like behavior. Often it is asked to proclaim peace where there is
peace. Often it is condemned for speaking truth to purveyors of un~ t hor righteous power to manipulators of illicit power.

precariousness, destruction of the natural order, and ethnic and racial violence. But the vision of peace, the dream of freedom, and the hope of
justice are the church's imperative.
We see hopelessness and death before our very eyes, on our doorsteps,
and on our television screens. The struggle for peace and freedom and
justice are urgent matters for the majority of humanity. A social witness
and the policies that guide the witness are a matter of life and death.
The community in which we live and work is a gift of God. We are not
alone. We are not isolated. The body of Christ, we discover, is tied tightly
together in communities of discernment, conversation, and witness made
one by the Spirit. In Christ, even governing bodies unite, speaking with
one .voice in solidarity, with courage, to witness.

I

Discipleship, therefore, is not for the weak of heart. Indeed, it requires
>old willingness to speak tough words to communities, corporations,
d states, to overturn the tables of those who would make the church a
Ison for self-profit. The Spirit gives us courage to unmask idolatries. The
irit calls us into communions to speak truth to power.
(4) ". . . to hear the voices of peoples long silenced
nfessions, 10.4, line 70)

. . ." (Book of

The interests of society are fickle and ephemeral. One week it is hospiity to the homeless. The next, hiding the homeless to make our streets
e and our stores inviting. The next. . . .
The Spirit gives the people of God courage to value the voices of peolong silenced, people with no hope of redress and no dream of
.emption, people who often do not have a place to sleep at night or a
nmunity of defense for day, people whose condition never makes it to
front page of the local paper. The people of God listen year in and year
!

Fundamentally, the social witness of this communion announces that
matter how long silenced are the dreams of justice or the voices of peo, history is in the hand of God. A new heaven and a new earth are
)ending. In between, our witness says that nothing can separate us, or
communities, or our nation, or any other nation, from the love and
ice of God.
(5) ". . . to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace . ."
ok of Confessions, 10.4, line 71)
'

.

We are compelled, by the Spirit, to seek a compassionate culture. Our
ieties may be marked by growing displacement, poverty, economic

Affirmations of Why and How the Church Makes a Soaal Witness and
Develops a Social Witness Policy
Reformed teaching sustains a witness and guides the process used to
develop its policy. It is constantly being renewed and reformed by the
Spirit. Certain explicit affirmations are employed as the church makes a
social witness and develops policy for such witness:
We affirm that Jesus Christ proclaimed the reign of God. His witness
compels us to bring good news to the poor and release to the captive. We
affirm that God is active, redeeming creation with acts of justice and
mercy. We affirm that the Spirit gives us courage to work with others to
transform church and society with witnesses of justice, freedom, and
peace.
We affirm the authority of Scripture for our faith and life, not only as
individuals but also as a witnessing-community in the world.
We affirm the responsibility and authority of the church to make a
social witness and develop policy which guides that witness. The church,
if it is to remain true to its biblical roots, theological heritage, and contemporary practice, must not fall silent. It must speak faithfully, truthfully,
persuasively, humbly, boldly, and urgently.
We affirm the full priesthood of believers and the common discipline
of biblical study in the context of community. We affirm a range of responsible methods used to interpret the biblical text in our governing bodies.
We affirm that God alone is Lord of the.conscience.
We affirm an apostolic pattern and the Reformed practice for making
a social witness through the action of governing bodies of the church. This
process draws upon the ancient model of the Jerusalem councils, reflects
the need of this church to order its common life, and gives coherence and

for the day of Christ, filled with the fruits of righteousness which cume through Jesus
Christ, to the glory and praise of Cod. (Phil. 19-11 RSV)

.ection to the witness of the community and its members (Acts 6 and
Social witness and the policies that guide the witness emerge from the
uggle of the people of the church engaged with the world, gathered in
verning bodies, and open to the Spirit. By vote the body tests the
)up's discernment of the Spirit's prompting.
We affirm that governing bodies edify and persuade. Their authority
~astoraland prophetic. They nurture, teach, challenge, and empower.
We affirm that a social witness is always open to reformation.
We affirm that social policy development processes are open to refortion by the Spirit moving in the church's governing bodies.
We affirm the appropriate place of conflict within the church over
se matters. We know that this conflict is not simply over individual pol:s or denominational processes, but also over the prerogative of the
lrch to engage in activities of witness. This conflict is not necessarily a
rk of sin, but a mark of diversity within the body of Christ. The
~rch'stask is to develop ways of making conflict constructive by
reloping a, consultative, collegial, and communal process or procedure
:espond to the reality of these conflicts.
I.

Discernment in the New Testament is practiced in the community of
the church. It involves the testing or proving of ourselves and our society
in the light of God's transforming grace toward us. It flows from love and
issues in justice, guided by discriminating wisdom along the way. As God
tests our hearts (1 Thess. 2:4), so we test ourselves (2 Cor. 1351, and seek
actively to discern and prove the form of our faithful witness to God's
redeeming work in our world.
How may Presbyterians discern what God is calling us to be and to do
in our engagements with' social structures? A Reformed understanding of
the church is crucial as we struggle with this question. Presbyterians understand the church in covenantal terms. God has established a covenant
in the calling of Abraham, the commandments of the Exodus, and anew in
the gift of Jesus Christ. Through this relationship, believers are also
bonded to each other in love and shared ministry.
The notion of covenant expresses the powerful insight that the
Christians' relationship with God through Christ links them together in
community. For Reformed Christigns, the life of faith is communal.
Discernment of what God is calling us to be and to do takes place in the
community of the church. The believing community is also the community
of discernment.

formed Discernment and a Social Witness
Churches in the Reformed tradition are sustained by worship, make
porate cotlfessions of faith, and are known for their engagement with
public order. This is not without reason. For Reformed Christians, God
t the center of life in all its varied facets. God is active in the world as
creator and redeemer, neither staying on the sidelines nor being conled within certain boundaries. Churches seek to witness to God in publife because God is present there. ". . . God acts with justice and mercy
,edeem creation."'

The Westminster Confession makes this point with unmistakable
clarity:

. . . All saints that are united to Jesus Christ their head, by his Spirit and by faith,
have fellowship with him in his graces, sufferings, death, resurrection, and glory; and,
being united to one another in love, they have communion in each other's gifts and
graces; and are obliged to the performance of such duties, public and private, as do cund u e to their mutual good, both in the inward and outward man.'
In this community, discernment of God's will for all human life,
including the public realm, takes place.

Presbyterians agree that we are called to witness to God in every
meet of daily life, including the often complicated and ambiguous
.eres of political, economic, and social life. We also disagree with one
lther on occasion about what the character of the witness should be and
v it should be exercised. The tension here, which may be viewed as a
rce of creativity as well as troublesome controversy, poses sharply the
,stion of discernment.
The Church,as a Community of Discernment

Discernment Through-Dialogue with the Word of God in Scripture

.,

The context is set by Paul's words to the church at Philippi:

. . . It is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all

discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and may be pure and blameless

I

The church seeks guidance for its responsibility in the world by engaging in continual dialogue with the living Word of God through the witness
of Holy Scriptures. This is not simply a matter of interpreting an ancient
text. It means hearing that word afresh in our time by the guidance of the
Holy Spirit as it speaks to us out of the events and the teachings of the
biblical witness.

In this dialogue, Christians bring questions to the Scriptures from the
experience of persons in today's world. Christians believe persons are

stioned by the Word of God in Scripture as well. Readers raise quess and are themselves questioned.
The first characteristic of this dialogue is that believers themselves are
~ g e dby the Word of God. We are judged, forgiven, and transformed by
gospel we proclaim. The well-known admonition of Paul is pertinent:
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds,
so that you may discern what is the will of God-what is good and acceptable and perk t . (Rom:'12:2 NRSV).

The redeeming grace of God in Jesus Christ not only reconciles per; with God,but also frees persons from the powers of this age that
tinate, divide, and destroy We are not to be conformed to these powOur discernment can no longer be controlled by these powers. Instead,
)ugh the transforming impact of the gospel on persons,' hearts and
ds, we may discern and bear faithful witness to God's will.
The second characteristic of this dialogue is to take seriously the
trience of persons whose questions and insights about Scripture have
\ ignored. Here we are including women, persoils of color, the poor,
powerless, and others. These sisters and brothers of faith have helped
ee how Scripture can be used to accept or justify injustice and oppresWe need to listen to these voices in order to discern God's call today.
need to learn from these voices how Scripture encourages powerless
~ l to
e move from oppression to liberation.
The third element of this dialogue is that we are not permitted to pay
tio on to only those biblical texts that support our own point of view
ignore those that do not. The Word of God speaks through Scripture
s diversity and in its entirety It confronts, questions, and challenges
It resists being manipulated by us to legitimate our own narrow
:ests The Word communicates the saving power of God that can rele who we are and redirect our lives. It is a word that leads us into
munion with Christ and into participation in the promised reign of

.

Discernment of God's Call to Social Witness
Why is the church called to the task of social witness? In the church's
)gue with God's Word in Scripture, we encounter inescapable themes.
~munitiesof faith are brought into being by the initiating movements
od's grace. In response, these communities worship the God who has
jed out in love. From true worship flows righteousness and compasin community relations.
We can see this pattern in the powerful experience of the exodus. This
e formative event in the Hebrew faith tradition. The exodus was God's

mighty act that freed the Hebrews from bondage and reconfirmed a
covenant relationship. The exodus was at the center of the community's
worship, in its understanding of history and its moral responsibilities as
specified in the Ten Commandments and other moral codes.
It was the memory of God's deliverance in the exodus that gave to the
prophets the ability to discern the requirements of justice. The Psalmist
champions the cause of the poor by appealing to the God of justice revealed in the exodus, and by praying for a king who would execute justice
like Yahweh (Psalm 72, et al). The God of the exodus liberates people from
bondage and requires justice and righteousness as the ordering principles
for human communities.
The Hebrew prophets continually remind God's people of their
responsibility "to do justice, . love [mercy], and . . . walk humbly with
[their] God" (Micah 6:8, NRSV), and to
. . let justice roll down like
waters, and righteousness like an everflowing stream" (Amos 5:24, NRSV).
They do not hesitate to speak the Word of God to the political, religious
establishment. Specific warning is given to those who seek only their own
well-being and ignore the well-being of the marginalized and oppressed.
Patronizing charity is deemed an unworthy response to human need.
Israel's failure to be just and righteous is clearly seen as disobedient to
God and the reason for national decay and destruction.

. .

".

In the New Testament, Jesus is pictured in ways that are in profound
continuity with the exodus tradition and prophetic witness of the Hebrew
Scriptures. The Magnificat in Luke sings of the One who "has put down
the mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree" (Luke
1:52, RSV). Jesus draws on Isaiah's vision, deeply rooted in the exodus, to
provide an interpretation of his own calling: ". Jesus proclaimed the
reign of God: preaching good news to the poor and release to the captives,

..

. ..
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Jesus frequently witnessed to the priority of the poor in the reign of
God. He challenged the rich young man, he sharply criticized the hardheartedness of religious leaders, and he taught that those who reached out
to marginalized persons were serving him (Matt. 19:16-24 and Luke
10:25-37).
With the death and resurrection of Jesus comes the bountiful gifts of
divine healing, forgiveness, reconciliation, and empowerment. Believers
are called to live the life made possible by resurrection faith. In this life,
hope is more powerful than death. Works are the fruit of grace. The social
witness imperative in Jesus's life, death, and resurrection is unavoidable.
This conviction is inspired further by Jesus' missionary commission to
the first disciples.

And J s u s came and said to them, ''All authority in heaven and on earth has been
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of
the age." (Matt. 28:1@-20,
NRSV)

This brings its own set of problems and possibilities that need to be
addressed. Discernment requires valuingrthe gifts and graces of diverse
peoples, and the disciplines for ordered inquiry, deliberation, and d e s i o n
making.

This commission is complete and inclusive. All authority in heaven

Understanding the church in light of the metaphor of "body" helps us
appreciate the different gifts and ministries thr,ough which the mutual
service and mission of the church.are carried ,out. Christians are not
"individuals" but Nmembers," representing the church and responsible to
it for their various ministries in the world. Members are entitled to the
guidance and support of the whole Christian community, even as they in
their own competencies and spiritual discernment, help to form the mind
of the church.'

i on earth is in the hands of the risen Christ. The work of the church is
make-this known, in order that not only individuals, but nations-that
people in all their social, economic, political, and natural or environ:ntal groupings-may enter into responsible relationship with the reconng Christ<'
Social witness is an expression of this gospel. It is inseparably coupled
th evangelism.in a faithful enactment of the church's mission. In the
,rds of the Confession of 1967:
To be reconciled to God is to be sent into the world as [God's] reconciling community. This community, the church universal, is e n t ~ s t e dwith God's message of reconciliation and shares lthel labor of h e a p g the enmities which separate men [and women]
from God and from each other. . .

.

The church is commissioned to bear witness to the God we know in
rist who judges, forgives, and transforms this world. It is a.world of
Ner and structures, of processes and relationships, of individual persons
1 communities, of human and natural environments. This is the world
d loves deeply, and empowers Christians to engage responsibly. The
~terof Ephesians states the church's witness in this way:

. . . to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make
everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all
things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be
made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. (Eph. 3@
: 1-0,
NRSV)
The church is given the responsibility to discern the work of Christ in
world and 'for the world, and to act on what it believes faithfulness to
:ist entails. This is the evangelical and the social mission of the church.
are not called to witness to an ideal world, nor to sanctify any particusocial system or political organization. This requires not just.good
mtions but discipline as well; the discipline of discernment.
Gifts, Graces, and Disciplines of Discernment
We have expressed the conviction that discernment is a communal
lertaking and responsibility of a covenanted people.
The church gathers to praise God, to heaY[God's] word for [humankind], to baptize
and to p i n in the Lord's Supper, to pray for and present the wodd to [God] in worship,
to enpy fellowship, to receive instruction, strength, and comfort, to order and organize
its own corporate life, to be tested, renewed, and reformed, and to speak and act in the
world's affairs as may be appropriate to the needs of the time.'

Both evangelistic and social witness can be seen in this understanding
of the church. Personal witness is expressed through countless acts of
faithfulness in the lives of believers. It is camed on in sermons that preach
the word and in the labor of Christian scholars. Witness happens in the
work of believers who struggle for social justice, and of those who take
leadership in public life.

-

Corporately, witness takes place in confessions of faith, in social policy
statements adopted by goveming bodies, and in the organized work of the
church in mission and service to the world. None of these expressions of
witness is final or absolute. The church in its confessions, policy statements, and acts of ministry is always being reformed by the judging and
redeeming Word of God. The church's witness must always be tested by
the faithfulness and integrity of its discernment of the work of the triune
God in human life.
Governing bodies cannot claim to speak for all members in their jurisdiction. They do not, and cannot, compel assent by members. Neither can
dissenting members dismiss the actions of governing bodies as meaningless and worthless because they disagree with them. Members cannot
separate themselves from actions of governing bodies as though they are
not part of the same body.
The exercise of a free conscience'by chuEch officers, in the discernment
process, is both bound and informed by ". . . the essentials of the
Reformed faith and polity as expressed in the Book of Confessions and the
Form of Government" (G-6.0108). Additional constraints limit scriptural
interpretation by requiring that the freedom of conscience be exercised,
". without serious departure . [from: the] standard[s of the Reformed
faith and polity] . . the rights and views of others, and . . [the ongoing]
constitutional governance of the Church ." (Book of Order, G-6.0108a).

..

.
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..

.

.

This direction of conscience is commended to the church by apostolic
ractice'and required for the development of community life. The integrity
f the officer is not demeaned but more fully expressed by this direction
nd by the solidarity that results in and with the body of Christ. The Form
f Government says that

.

. . in becoming a candidate or officer of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) one chooses to
exercise freedom of conscience within certain bounds. His or her conscience is captive to
the Word of God as interpreted in the standards of the Church so,long as he or she continues to seek or hold office in that,body. . . (Bwk of Order, G-6.0108b)

.

Often we experience a tension between the unity of the church in
hrist and the diversity of its members. It is both a humbling and inspir~gexperience when we allow our religious and social viewpoints to be
lallenged and even changed through interaction with people in other culires and conditions of life. As the church has participated in the ecumeni11 movement and world mission in the past century, this has had a
ansformative impact on its discernment of God's call to social witness.
Historically, Presbyterians have sought to develop structures and
rocesses for discernment that embody its covenantal theology. This may
2 called a conciliar model in contrast with other church forms that invest
lthority in bishops, a pope, an infallible document, or a single congrega3n.
By "conciliar" we mean that discernment of what the church is called
I be and to do is entrusted to governing bodies that are constituted by
ected membership. The mind i f the chirch is formed as.sessions, pres~teries,synods, and assemblies gather to deliberate and make decisions.
overning bodies are called to ?he disciplines of the interpretation of
nipture and guided by the historic confessions of the chqh..They are
11ld tb communicate with the church universal through the ecumenical
ovement. They are also called to listen and respond to the concerns of
,e stewards ~ f - ~ u b loffice
i c and responsibility, the caretakers of creation,
ld to the voices of the poor and powerless through which God is speakg with-special urgency today.
The initiation of a social witness policy can occur at many different
lints: in a church session, in a presbytery, in an advocacy group, in the
:perience of Christians in mission, in the challenge of a Christian commuty at home or abroad, in a meeting of the ecumenical church. However,
mesbyterians believe that decisions about the church's social witness need
be made by persons gathered in governing bodies (session, presbytery,
mod, and General Assembly). These individuals are elected to exercise
is responsibility on behalf of the whole church, and are commissioned
. not simply to reflect the will of the'people, but-rather to seek together
find and represent the will of Christ. .,." (Book of Order, G-4.0301d3.

.

Social witness policy is forged in environments in which open debate
is expected. We also recognize there is a time to bring deliberation to a
provisional conclusion by means of vote. We have not insisted on unanimity in discernment as a condition of corporate action. Instead,
Presbyterians have provided structures that acknowledge the value as well
as thee inevitability of conflict. There is no claim to infallibility in the votes
of governing bodies, but Presbyterians believe that faithful discernment is
most likely when elected representatives meet in community to interpret
the Word of God in relation to contemporary challenges, under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit.
The church's discernment of God's call through the work of governing
bodies is intended to provide guidance to members in their personal
exercise of public witness, and to direct corporate witness by designated
units of the connectional church body. This model of discernment requires
genuine processes of dialogue among believers with varied and even conflicting experiences and convictions. A conciliar model depends on the
insights of a faithfulcanddiverse membership. Interaction among members
and counhls, laity and clergy, governing bodies from sessions to General
Assemblies, is crucial in fashioning faithful social witness.'
.-

For Presbyterians, few theological affirmations are as important as:
God alone is Lord of the conscience. ."9 It is absolutely clear that
governing bodies cannot bind the conscience of any member. Presbyterians
are free to disagree with the social witness policy of any governing body.
Members are finally accountable to God alone. Moreover, dissenting voices
may conhSbute to the ongoing responsibility of the church to discern the
mind of Christ in its engagement with the public order.

". . .

..

It should come as no surprise that the discernment of governing bodies is different from the views of some church members. This means
neither that the governing bodies are wrong, nor that the dissenting members are wrong.
The church's call to public witness will necessarily bring controversywithin the public arena and within the church. It is important for the
church to display love and fairness in its social witness. For members who
disagree with governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), this
means respect for the judgments of the bodies, a willingness to struggle
seriously with their discernment of God's call, a readiness to understand
the theological basis for decisions, and a ' commitment to serve the peace,
unity, and purity of the church in dissent. For those who agree with particular decisions of governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),
this means~recognizingand respecting the pain and anger such decisions
may cause among those who dissent.

For governing bodies, love and fairness require respect for the diverse
ews of members, readiness to listen to discernments that are i t variance
ith proposed policies, opportunities for members to participate'in honest
td open debate, special attention to the voices of the pooi and ?owerless,
td a commitment to serve the. church in advocacy. Governing bodies and
embership are challenged to keep 'the focus onthe'question: m a t is God
lling the church .'tobe and to do 'in contexts of urgency. in which issues
e a matter of lifeand death'for peoples created inGod's image?
The church's insight into discernment, diversity, dissent, faimess;and
ve is both theoretical and practical. Theological reflection leads to
ihavioral guidelines; a vision of interdependence
,
gains
.
clarity in patterns
decorum. Therefore, we affirm'that:
9

- . ? It is appropriate for all Christian believers to makea personal social
itness. It is appropriate for all governing bodies of the church to make a
rporate social witness.
,

This paper addressed these concerns on pages 8-9 of this report,
where appropriate patterns of behavior for officers and employees were
introduced.
Principles.:of Discernment and Patterns of Formulation
This report has discussed the vision, teaching, and purpose of the
church as the body of Christ. It has stated that the church is compelled to
interact with the realities of our times. It has encouraged the church to
emulate the model of Christ who engaged the realities of his time and
made a witness. Now we focus on questions of process. How shall we
order our corporate life to discern Christ's will? How do we put Christ's
will into practice with sufficient power to be a credible witness in our
time? How does the church make its social witness?
The Structural Design for Mission, Section XII, states that social witness
policy shall be developed by the Committee on Social Witness Policy

It 'is permissible for members of congregations and presbyteries to
entify their personal affiliation while making a personal social witness.
hus, it is permissible'to say, "I am a member of First Presbyterian
lurch." It is not permissible to say, "I .speak for First Presbyterian
lurch," unless authorized to do so by the'session.)

to witness, solicits the special insights of people who are poor and oppressed, seeks the
wisdom of ecumenical partners, uses,the relevant expertise of persons in specialized
fields and solicits the views of the governing bodies. . !'

It is i.4ke for a personal social witnesstoShow evidence of study of
,evant governing body social witness policy.

. . . careful exploration,of social issues, analyzing both the biblical and theological foundationas well as the secular Context. . . !'
..

It is beneficial to the church if members +aking a pers,o&i social
tness .inform a governing body (session or presbytery) of the reasons for
2ir activities.

What follows is:

::.

*'Dissent is a potential outcome.of a believer's assessment of a govern;body's social witness and the policies that guide it. This is a reasonable
pression of the freedom of conscience. It is beneficial to the whole
urch (and mandatory for church officers) for dissent to be expressed in
to the governing body (session or presbytery) of which one a -memr.

..

.

On occasion, a.member is so disquieted ,by a governing body's social
tness policy or the resulting witness that he or she entertains the
~ g h oft resignation from membership in the Presbyterian community.
is urge should never be acted out inisolation:-The believer gains:memrship in congregation or presbytery by vote of session or presbytery:The
:ision-.to.resign likewise.Should invites corporate assessment i ~ the
f will
G.od.It. is entered into after prayerful dialape--which may prompt a
.sion...or presbytery' to enter into correspondence with.other governing
dies.

. . . through a process which recognizes theglobal context in which the church is called

.

In addition, the committee shall provide for

a practical expression of the above theological discussion of
"Reformed Discernment and a Social Witness," and
an invitation to broad participation in the formulation of social witness policies by d l Presbyterian governing bodies.
The following principles, informing and delimiting each other, constitute a basis for the procedures used to discern the mind of Christ for the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as it develops social witness policy and
makes a social witness. All governing bodies pursue the tasks of social
witness in light of manuals of operation, mission context, and stewardship
resources.
An Unavoidable Responsibility
All Presbyterian governing bodies (sessions, presbyteries, synods, and
are responsible for formulating social witness polithe Generai'As~embl~)
ci& and directing the ensuingsocial witness.

A Task Undertaken on Behalf of the Whole Church
Each governing body formulates its social witness policy and directs
ensuing social witness on behalf of the whole church. Therefore, a sesI, like any other governing body, is understood as a particular expresI of the universal or catholic church, and is required to represent the
fare of the whole church in the development of social witness policies
)k of Order, G-4.0102).
.. .

Cooperation and ~ommunication

informed by human experience, and tested within the community of faith
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. We reaffirm that Presbyterian interpretation of Scripture involves seven guiding principles:
Jesus Christ, as our Redeemer, is the center of Scripture and it is to
Christ that the church witnesses.
We interpret and apply cod's message through the act of the Holy
Spirit.
All interpretation must accord with the twofold commandment to
love God and our neighbor.

The development of social witness policies and the implementation of
less programs are best completed in cooperation with other governing
ies and ecumenical partners. Communication among all parts of the
y is required for the good of the enterprise. Thus, the patterns of policy
eIopment found in the Presbyterian community can be described as a
tilateral and multidirectional cooperation and communication system
dving the whole church of Jesus Christ.

Our appeal should ,h
to the plain text of Scripture, to the grammatical and,historical context,
. .
rather than to mere subjectivity.

Cooperative formation of policy between two or more corresponding
erning bodies is to be encouraged. The Committee on Social Witness
cy encourages, for instance, simultaneous policy formulation and wit; between a presbytery and a synod.

Interpretation of any portion of Scripture is made in the context of
the meanings of the rest of Scripture and in light of the whole text."

This principle means that a governing body cannot ignore the social
less poliiries of any other governing bodies. A responsible governing
y takes note of, and pays attention to, the witness of colleague governbodies.
Corporate Witness

.

A governing body's social witness is a communal act undertaken in
jonse to the Spirit's movement. The hopes and concerns of individuals
/or communities, both private and public, are carried into the labor of
cy formulation. While individuaIs may choose to put corporate policies
action in their personal social witness, discernment of governing bods decisive in the Presbyterian process of discovering the mind of Christ
I social witness." A social witness is a continuing process of dialogue,
xlation, action/testimony, and reflection. This process of discerning
h is one of ongoing deliberation in community.

Faithful to Scripture
A social witness and the policies that guide the witness emerge from
study of Holy Scripture, are counseled by the Reformed confessions,

The living, doctrinal tradition of the church, expressed in theology
and.confessions, guides .us.
I!.

Interpretation of the Bible requires earnest study in order to establish
the best text, and to interpret the influence of the historical and cultural
context in which the divine message has come.

-

Inclusive of Others
Governing bodies frequently do.not include those who are identified
as the poor and the marginalized of society. Therefore, it is particularIy important to involve such persons in the development of the church's social
witness policy, so that these voices may be heard and their insights shared.
Care must be taken-to include those who are affected by a social witness
and those who take responsibility for their neighbor in public as well as
private life. The commitment to bring such diverse perspectives to bear
can sanction the church's process of social policy development and the
resulting witness.
Informed and Knowledgeable
A social policy development employs the full range of expertise available to the church. Biblical, theological, and ethical scholarship is sought. If
essential information is not internally available, the body developing a
policy is obliged to seek it elsewhere. This search is catholic or universal,
reaching all Christian communions of the Northern and Southern
hemispheres. As the sibation requires, we also seek the insights of other
faith and ideological traditions, and secular disciplines.

Aware of the Past and Present
The formation of a social witness policy includes understanding past
~licy,if any, related to the area of concern, and discussion of the current
ctors, circumstances, or situations that support the need for the p o l i q s
mrmulation or reformulation. An awareness of differing contexts and a
spect for freedom of conscience engender understanding rather than
crimination when Presbyterians differ over social witness policy formqtions.
Faithful in Disagreement
Disagreement, and even dissent over a social witness and the policy
at guides the witness, does not astonish a Presbyterian. Qsagreement,
hen present between governing body and believer, invites responsivess and dialogue, not blind assent or withdrawal from membership. All
rms of communication among persons and governing bodies must
main open. This denomination invites dissent with respect, reflection,
mmunication, prayer, and conscientious activity. It calls upon those who
sagree or dissent to continue in dialogue and remain a part of the
urch.
Reformed and Always Being Reformed
A statement of social witness policy is not conclusive and no process is
rfect. Given the finitude and imperfection of human endeavor, a social
tness policy statement is not final. Existing policies should be continuy enriched with new gifts of faithfulness, knowledge, and experience.
Ier time, as Presbyterians and others continue to seek the mind of Christ
changing social contexts, old truths will become outmoded. The conuity of Presbyterian social witness policy statements consists in seeking
! mind of Christ, rather than in similarities among the various discernnts of that mind.
Accountable Process
The church's social witness is subject to at least three types of accountlity intended to enhance the integrity of that witness:
A social witness policy is formed and reformed in a manner that is
~sistentwith the standards and principles approved by a governing
iy. Once adopted, a social witness policy remains in effect until it is
ler reformed or rescinded by a subsequent action of that governing
iy. For the General Assembly, these standards and principles are found

in the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Structural Design for
Mission, and the Manual of the General Assembly.
A social witness is implemented by a governing body of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Thus, a General Assembly, meeting in a
known location at a specific time, votes its own witness. The ministry units
and related bodies of the General Assembly give programmatic content to
that witness. The officers and employees of the General Assembly interpret and fulfill that witness. Future assemblies retain the ability to review
and evaluate actions taken toward the fulfillment of that witness.
A social witness policy and its resulting witness are evangelical,
resulting in mission activity; they engage church and society. Governing
bodies are urged to discern the effectiveness of their social witness, being
sensitive to the critique of those affected by or engaged in social witness
and especially those long silenced in the church or society. As the Spirit
speaks through such persons, social witness can be reformed to become
more effective.
Collegial Patterns
Presbyterian social witness policips address all believers as maturing
members of the body of Christ. Baptism incorporates the faithful into one
household; all are partners in Christ's ministry. While other traditions may
envision the collegial practice of ministry as a relationship among the
ordained, our tradition broadens the vision: all baptized members are
respected participants in the process of witness."
A social witness and its guiding social witness policies respect the
integrity of those whom it confronts with a calling and command of God.
It does not engage in judgmental rhetoric about persons or governing bodies. Instead, it seeks to draw Presbyterians from differing geographical and
cultural contexts and perspectives into a mutual struggle for social righteousness.
Ecumenical 'Process
Those engaged in a social witness and the development of the policies
defining that witness seek the wisdom of other church bodies. We are not
alone when making a social witness. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
joins our Christian sisters and brothers in acts of witness, recognizing that
there are points at which we will respectfully disagree and bear different
witnesses.
Ecumenical partnerships shape Presbyterian social witness in two
major ways: as a source of information and insight, and as initiators of collaborative witness ministries. Adequate social policy homework shows an

wareness of the responses, interests, and perceptions of other denominaons. It results in strengthened witness by the church catholic in the public
fe of nations and international agencies.
oncluding Reflection
By heritage and conviction, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is comelled to hold fast to the excellence of its social witness policies and prorams. The ancient words of biblical prophets and poets have not become
,ss persuasive in the last few days. The redeeming witness of Jesus of
azareth still sways the course of history-even as the third millennium
?gins. The work of the church, with its two-thousand-year history of suc:ss and failure, remains incomplete.
A witness to the vision of social righteousness in a compassionate culIre is needed. It is needed in this generation. The violence of war, the
~fferingof the poor, the abuse of creation, and the dangers confronting
lr children allow no escape. Faithfulness requires that the church witness
the peace, freedom, and justice that God has promised in Christ.
8

Appendix A
Members of the Task Force on Why and How
the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness
Task Force Members
1. Robert I. Long, pastor, St. Matthew Presbyterian Church, Silver Spring, Md., chairrson of the Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness, memr of the Presbytery of National Capital.
2. Elizabeth D. Beck, interim pastor, 1987-91 moderator of Social Justice and
acemaking Ministry Unit committee, Synod of Lakes and Prairies, member of the
?sbyteryof Northern Waters.
3. Virgil CNZ, Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, member of the Presbytery
Louisville.
4. Ned Edwards, pastor, Forest Hill Church, Cleveland Heights, Ohio, member of the
lsbytery of the Western Reserve.
5. P.C. (Buddy) Enniss, pastor, The Reformed Church, Bronxville, N.Y. and member of
mmittee on Social Witness Policy, member of the Presbytery of Hudson River.
6. Robert Guthrie, Fulton, Mo., member of Old Auxvasse-Nine Mile Presbyterian
urch.
7. Hugh F. Halverstadt, McCormick Theological Seminary, member of the Presbytery
Middle Tennessee.
8. Lois Gehr Livezey, McCormick Theological Seminary, elder, member of University
urch, Chicago, Ill.

9. Mary Grace Rogers, Miami, Fla., member of the Committee of Women of Color,
member of the Myrtle Grove Pmbyterian Church.
10. Sheryl Sheraw, Albany, N.Y., member of the First Presbyterian Church.
11. Gary D. Torrens, executive presbyter and member of the Presbytery of East Iowa.
12. Charles West, Princeton Theological Seminary, member of the Presbytery of New
York City.

B. Task Force Members S d n g Partial T m s
1. Martha E. Coleman, outreach director, Interfaith Center to Reverse the Arms Race,
Pasadena, Calif., member of AU Saints Church.
2. Richard Kelsey, Columbus, Ohio, member of Columbus Bethany Presbyterian
Church.
3. Kent Organ, recent pastor, St. Mark's Presbyterian Church, Tucson, Ariz., and current
pastor, Fainnount Presbyterian Church, Cleveland, Ohio, member of the Presbytery of the
Western Reserve, recent chair, Committee on Social Witness Policy.
4. Patriaa Lloyd Sidle, former interim pastor, East Landsdowne, Pa., and assoaate for
Mission to U.S.A., the Global Mission Ministry Unit.
C. StaffServing the Task Force During Its Tenure
1.
Policy.
2.
3.

James Hudnut Beumler, former research consultant, Committee on Social Witness
.

Vernon Broyles, liaison from Social Justice and Peacemaking Ministry Unit.
Ruth Duba, associate director, Committee on Social Witness Policy.
4. Kenneth G.Y. Grant, director, Committee on Social Witness Policy.
5. Dieter T. Hessel, former director, Committee on Sociil Witness Policy and resident
member of Center of Inquiry, Princeton, N.J.
6. Lisa Johnson-Houston, Committee on Social Witness Policy staff.
7. Sarah Stephens, associate for Administration, Planning, and Resources, Committee
on Social Witness Poliq
8. William R. Phillippe, interim director, Committee on Social Witnesss Policy.
The task force was assisted during the writing of this document by Dana Wilbanks,
member of the Committee on Social Witness Policy and the Presbytery of Denver.

Appendix B
Models of Witness for Governing Bodies
The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness, as it completed its work for the Committee on Social Witness Policy, received reports and heard stories
from various governing bodies describing patterns of social witness. The following examples
of congregations and governing bodies suggest ways in which Presbyterian witness has made
a difference in the public arena. They illustrate the fact that each governing body must struggle to identify the process, content, and various patterns of a witness while remaining faithful
to the principles that have been listed in previous portions of this report.
A. The Witness Ministry of Forest Hill Church, Cleveland Heights, Ohio
For over twenty-five years, the session and leaders of Forest Hill Church have involved
members in a coordinated program of education, policy development, leadership

elopment, and public witness on issues of social righteousness. This process has been carI out through churchwide study and conversation leading.to action on such issues as
sing, race relations, assistance to refugees from Central America, public education, peacedng, and environmental stewardship. The congregation has participated in networks with
?r churches in our denomination to share ideas and experiences regarding many social
cerns, and has developed its own statements of policy after indepth studying of issues
rred by higher governing bodies. It has also initiated policies on issues of aitical impor:e to citizens in the immediate area, sharing those policies with public officials and instituS.

The basis of this ministry of social witness is articulated in the Mission Statement of the
rch and is shared with all new members. Clear definitions of the community, the theologibasis, the relationship of the church to the denomination, and responses to policy are
uded in the Mission Statement. This statement has been updated from time to time to
r t new understandings of this mission.
The forms of action include letters and/or letter-writing campaigns to political represenres at all levels of government urging a specific action, recommendations for action to all
nbers, policy positions that affect the programmatic and administrative procedures of the
rch, and corporate responses to policy, to name afew. To be involved in a social witness is
native in this congregation and has resulted in significant impact in the community in
ch the church serves.

Rum1 Congregations and Animal Welfare
In the midst of the farm credit crisis in the Midwest, several elders a t the Hope
byterian Chumh in Keldron, South Dakota, became concerned about animal welfare. The
vocal animal rights movement was beginning to impact sale of livestock, the primary
:ihood in that region.
The session invited four other nearby Presbyterian churches to p i n them in sponsoring a
force to do a biblical study on the care and treatment of domestic farm animals. Experts
qiculture and animal husbandry, as well as biblical studies, were consulted. Farmers and
,hers in the area were invited to join in the study.
The initial task force met for approximately two years and produced a paper with sig:ant questions responding to specific biblical passages, as well as standard practices in the
stock industry. Satellite study groups of farmers and ranchers in nearby communities
given this paper and asked to share responses to the questions. After collating the
onses to this study, the original task force produced a paper entitled, "The Care and
.tment of Domestic Farm Animals." It included ethical guidelines for do-mestic farm
la1 production.
The five sessions approved the report and then made overture to the Presbytery of South
ota to adopt this document and its recommendations as a policy statement. A result of
action-presbytery transmitted the study to the Synod of the Lakes and Prairies, which
adopted it and recommended it to all congregations.
When the statement was approved, the agricultural press highlighted the study in varinews articles. Within the livestock industry, this study is still being distributed and con!d regarding the ethical procedures it recommended. Changes have been made in various
nents of the livestock industry as a direct result of the impact of this study.

intercultural Crisis Response by a Local Church
In the midst of renewed tension and outbreaks of violence among Native American
rfishers, resort owners, and sports fishing enthusiasts, a Wisconsin presbytery's justice
mittee set u p consultations to listen to some members of several churches most deeply
:ted by the crisis. The consultations were designed to gather data regarding the various
pectives of tlie issues, and were meant to include primarily chumh members. Over oneired citizens from the Bayfield and Manitowish Waters communities came seeking an o p
unity to talk about the ethical implications of the positions expressed.

As a result, the session of the Community Presbyterian Chumh of Manitowish Waters
initiated a task force to study treaty rights issues. The task fome included members of the
congregation drawn from various sectors of the socioeconomic community, as well as invited
participants from public and private organizations and tribal governments.
The task force sought guidance from presbytery, synod, and ecumenical consultants.
Later, it made recommendations to members of the local church and civic organizations on
ways to transform the aisis from a confrontation to a creative opportunity for building a base
for reconciliation.
Follow-up strategies, including a plan of implementation and study, are still in progress.
Nonetheless, the success of this project was revealed by the large numbers of citizens who
sought to come and observe the proneedings, and by a greater degree of cooperation during
recent spearfishing seasons. The presbytery and synod justice committees have sought to
encourage and support this local initiative, and apply principles learned there to other areas
where treaty rights are challenged.
D. Forums to Discuss Social Witness Policies
One of the overtures to General Assembly that gave birth to the Task Force on Why and
How the Chumh Makes a Social Policy Witness came hom the Presbytery of Missouri Union.
It was a result of dissatisfaction about how social witness policy was developed within the
denomination. Two studies sent to local churches for response--one from the Peacemaking
Program, "Are We Called to Resistance?' and the other, "Christian Obedience in a Nuclear
Age1'-raised concerns that resulted in the establishment of a presbytery task force. The task
force was assigned the job of determining an appropriate means for responding to both
papers.
Town meeting-style forums were held at several locations across the presbytery, with an
impartial presentation of the content of the papers being discussed. Large numbers of church
members from around the presbytery attended these forums. They openly expressed their
view on the topics.
The result? The task force developed and thepresbytery approved an overture that was
sent to the General Assembly. The assembly referred the overture to the Committee on Social
Witness Policy in 1987.
E. Conclusions
There are many other examples that could be demonstrated here. Churches in
Youngstown, Ohio, helped local people buy a closed steel mill. Some cbngregations have
banded fogether in large cities to minister with, and advocate for, the HIV/AIDS community
and their families. In urban areas or on Native American reservations, jobs are being created
as a result of witnesses made by sessions in response to unemployment, discrimination, and
poverty.
In at least one urban center, new congregations have chosen to relate to our denomination, in part because of a concern for social welfare. The Presbytery of Boston became a
governing body supporting sanctuary after listening to people worshiping in its congregations and interacting with people who have experienced injustice in their homeIands.
The list of governing bodies engaged in creative witness minishies is long. In each situation, church members, ordained leaders, and community members are seeking to respond
conscientiously to needs that are shared within the church. That is what a social witness is all
about-responding ethically to needs in God's world. Or, to say it again, the Presbyterian
corninunity is lending its voice to God's call to d o justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with
our Creator.

,

.

. . [to recommend ways] how to communicate to the secular press and the denomination's members-at-large when General Assembly policy statements are made that neither
the General Assembly nor the Stated Clerk speaks for all the members of the PC(USA)
(G-1.0300).~

Appendix C
Background for the Report

Each believer makes a "personal social witness" to church and society.
A personal witness is not the prerogative of a few, of the expert, or of the
connected. It is for all members of the body of Christ. At its best, a personal witness is informed by (but does not have to be conformed to) the
church's social witness policy.

ccasion for the Why and How Task Force
The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
itness was formed during days of transition and controversy over the soil witness of the reunited church. It was appointed by the Committee on
cia1 Witness Policy in 1988, which was acting on instructions from the
9th General Assembly (1987). The assembly acted after receiving four
ertures from presbyteries questioning the authority of and procedures
ed by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as it makes a social witness.
The Presbytery of Missouri Union urged that committees and task
r e s of the General Assembly present in their reports:

Each governing body (session, presbytery, synod, and General
Assembly) develops and adopts "social witness policies" that speak to the
concerns and needs of church and society. In Presbyterian communities,
these policies are developed in a manner that seeks to discern the prompting of God's spirit and honors the corporate nature of Reformed
governance.

. . . a broad spectrum of positions on the issue. . . [clear] reasons for the proposed conclusions.: . [and] alert presbyteries and local con re ations of studies in process, so that
the entire church may be involved in the studies.f i g
The Presbytery of Congaree proposed an overture noting that the coniar or corporate nature of Presbyterian governance was undermined by
lividuals perceived as speaking or acting on behalf of the whole
ilrch.16
The Presbytery of Tres Rios took note of the disquiet of some
rsbyterians over the social witness policies of the General Assembly. The
zsbytery asked the General Assembly to affirm the right of individual
sbyterians to dissent from governing body policies, while lifting up the
portance.and integrity of the church's social witness."
The Presbytery of Grace observed that most North Americans were igrant of the fine points of Presbyterian polity and practice. It was time to
the truth. Policy statements reflect "corporate decisions [made] by the
rerning bodies of the Church," have limited authority, and never bind
conscience of the individual Presbyterians!'
The General Assembly summarized these overtures saying that the
k force must address the recumng theme of:
. . . An apparent unrest among some PC(USA) particular churches caused by some

Each governing body makes a social witness when its programs of advocacy, education, and service are defined and guided by social witness
policies. It is not sufficient for a Presbyterian program entity to engage in a
witness to church and society, no matter how effective, without the validation of policies adopted by its governing body. Hence, patterns of administration in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) recognize the corporate nature
of the church and limit individualistic action by its representatives. In
similar fashion, the energetic witness of program entities and representatives give appropriate testimony to a governing body's social policy.
Since the General Assembly and Committee on Social Witness Policy
did not wish t o focus narrowly on personal witness or the policies of
governing bodies, but on the more complete witness that includes persons,
governing bodies, policy, and program, it named the group the Task Force
on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness.

A Brief History

1I

A nationwide search for task force members was begun in 1987 and
completed in 1988. The search was extensive. Individuals known for their
theological expertise were pursued. Nominees who symbolized the
church's diversity were sought. Leaders with long ecclesiastical experience
were invited. The task force was appointed on July 5,1988."

) I
\

The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness held its first meeting in September 1988. At the second meeting, in
December 1988, the task force faced the potential of recommending an inclusive, consultative pattern of policy development while acting in a
noninclusive, non-consultative manner. Thus, a decision was made to
model openness of process in its own deliberations. The whole church

General Assembly policy statements,which do not express the conscience of many individuals who sincerely and thoughkfully disagree."

It was time to respond.
The Committee on Social Witness Policy formed the task force and in~ctedthem:
. . . [to address] the concern of particular churches which do not agree with or do not
feel that their Christian convictions have been considered in some General Assembly
Policy statement; [andl

would be invited into the task force's work. A dialogical pattern would be
used.
The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness organized two subcommittees to complete its work.
One subcommittee prepared a study paper, Why and How the Church
Makes a Social Policy Witness: A Background Paper for Churchwide Study and
Discussion, which was distributed throughout the church. Responses that
were received by September 28, 1990, were tabulated. The work yielded a
marginal sampling: 2.3 percent of all seseions returned comments; only
13.3 percent of the denomination's 171 presbyteries and 16 synods
responded.
The other subcommittee developed procedures for gathering
responses from the church. A hearing was held in Louisville on April 13,
1989. Hearings were also held at the 201st General Assembly (1989) and at
the 202nd General Assembly (1990). Additional events were held in
numerous middle governing bodies. Often, the background study paper
was used.
The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witnessmet in April and December of 1989, in November of 1990, and in
September, October, and November of 1991. Various members of the task
force conducted governing body forums across the church in 1989 and
1990. The final report, based on all these findings as well as much discussion and debate, was submitted to the Committee on Social Witness Policy
for consideration in January 1992.

'Governing bodies are communities of churchly correspondence and
communication, among other tasks. In this function of correspondence and
communication, they should make clear the connectedness of the body of
Christ. This interactive pattern, essential for Reformed governance, is not
well understood or practiced. It is unfamiliar to those immersed in a society known for its individualism.
On the other hand, the task force discovered that the Presbyterian
Church W.S.A.) is ready for a renewal of connectedness. When mrrespondence was made easy or face-to-face opportunities for conversation
were offered, dialogue came alive, and Reformed patterns of governance
were affirmed. Indeed, the 203rd General Assembly (1991) revised the pattern of policy formation to increase the amount of correspondence among
governing bodies."
The data gathered at General Assembly hearings and at the invitational hearing for ministry units and special interest groups provided
additional insight. The Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a
Social Policy Witness found that some of the most creative interaction occurred during hearings attended by believers of differing theological, economic, regional, or political backgrounds. The conversation became more
interesting when participants were invited from afar and brought divergent insights.
In similar fashion, the information gained by the Task Force on Why
and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness was deepened by contact with the Social Justice and Peacemaking, Women's, Theology and
Worship, and Global Mission ministry units. Many constituency groups
gave significant guidance to the task force as this report took shape.
Finally, the experiences gained by various members of the task force as
each went out to synod and presbytery gatherings to conduct forums and
educational events were most helpful. The candid observations of participants in all regions of the church helped the task force discover the
local issues that divide Presbyterians as well as the common threads that
bind us together'in the task of making a social witness.

Responses of Governing Bodies and Individuals
The number of written responses to the background study paper was
disappointing. In contrast, the Task Force on Why and How the Church
Makes a Social Policy Witness was pleased with the quality of responses at
hearings and forums. With few exceptions, the paper evoked healthy discussion, debate, and feedback in these settings. Often, responses evidenced
an intense interest in Presbyterian social witness and an understanding of
its centrality in the life of Reformed Christianity. There was a sense of excitement: the church was seeking information from all governing bodies
and renewing its social witness.
The task force has come to 6elieve that the lack of response to the
background study paper by sessions, presbyteries, and synods probably
reflects (in addition to other reasons) the need for education and mining
of church officers. This training should begin before ordination (Book of
Order, G-14.0205). It is important to introduce those ordained to leadership
in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to the roles of governing bodies in the
practice of policy formation and social witness.

Responses to Overtures and Referrals
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The following is a list of responses to overtures and referrals that the
Committee on Social Witness Policy reports to the 205th General Assembly
(1993).
The Committee on Social Witness Policy received ten referrals from the
General Assembly and the General Assembly Council. Eight of these were
overtures and two were commissioners' resolutions. A brief synopsis of
their content and the response of the Committee on Social Witness Policy

)llows. If appropriate, the section of this document that responds to or
iscusses each referral is also provided.

(U.S.A.&From the Presbytery of Congaree (Minutes, 1987, Part I, pp. 766-67).
[The 199th General Assembly (1987) adopted this overture.]

(1) Overture 5-87. On Reports by Committees and Task Forces
reparing Pronouncements for consideration by the General Assembly-From
re Presbytery of Missouri Union (Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 738). [The 199th
,enera1Assembly (1987) adopted this overture.]

m e presbytery asked the General Assembly] to clarify who may make public
pronouncements for or enter into litigation on behalf of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.), under what conditions, and by what process of accountability; and further, that
the General Assembly determine a procedure which insures that such statements and
decisions are made by persons regularly elected to governing bodies or agencies rather
than professional staff personnel. (Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 767)

. . . [The General Assembly urges1 committees and task forces preparing pronouncements for the consideration by the General Assembly to present in their reports a broad
spectrum of positions on the issue, and dearly point out the reasons for the proposed
conclusions; and that the General Assembly alert presbyteries and local congregations of
studies in process, so that the entire church may be involved in the studies. (Minutes,
1987, Part I, p. 738)
Response: The Committee on Social Witness Policy understands that
le "pronouncements" referred to in Overture 5-87 are "policy statements"
i defined by proposed Standing Rule 57.b.(l) of the Manual of the General
ssembly. This report has affirmed at several points the critical importance
' developing policy statements through a discernment process, which will
ways explore a broad spectrum of positions. A policy statement will seek
articulate an adequate and coherent position that is likely to reflect
ore than one of the positions considered, but may exclude others. We af:m that, in the decision process, it is instructive for the governing body to
low the reasons for including some positions and excluding others. In
lbsequent use of policy statements for education throughout the church,
may also be helpful to know why a particular policy statement was
[opted from among several options.
The Committee on Social Witness Policy affirms, with the 199th
eneral Assembly (1987) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), that presrteries and sessions need to be informed about and involved in the
*ocessof policy statement development. It further affirms that when
her governing bodies (sessions, presbyteries, and synods) are engaged in
.filar processes, their work can be enriched by involving
bodi above and/or below them.
The Committee on Social Witness Policy notes that it has followed a
ittern of churchwide notification at the moment a prospectus is adopted.
re proposed Standing Rules 57.d.(l) and (2) guarantee that this pattern
ntinues.
The repprt of the Task Force on 'why and How the Church Makes a
cia1 Policy Witness, especially the section on the Principles of
scernment and Patterns of Formulation, supports and comments on the
~tiqueof the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) practice offered by Overture
37.
I

(2) Overture 69-87. O n Clarifying Who May Make Public

c~nouncementsand Enter into Litigation on Behalf of the Presbyterian Church

...

Response: The writers of this report were not charged with the task of
defining the conditions under which the denomination enters litigation.
The reader is referred to Standing Rule 32. of the Manual and the Office of
the Stated Clerk. Since 1989, the Advisory Committee on Litigation has
met to assist the Stated Clerk of the General Assembly as he has involved
the denomination in litigation.
This report affirms the historic role of governing bodies in the development, consideration, and approval of policy statements. The reader is
referred to the Structural Design for Mission of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). The elected entity, called the Committee on Social Witness Policy,
has responsibility for debeloping social witness policy documents. This
body is elected by and reports directly to the General Assembly.
No constitutional or rule-based material exists, to the knowledge of
the Committee on Social Witness Policy, that authorizes professional staffpersons to generate social witness policy for the PC(USA). Further, the role
of professional staffpersons and elected officers in the interpretation and
dissemination of the church's social witness and the policies that guide the
witness are defined in the Manual of the General Assembly, and previous actions of the General Assembly, including the Structural Design for Mission,
and the General Assembly Personnel Manual.
(3) Overture 90-87. O n Requesting the General Assembly to
Produce a Statement Upholding the Integrity of the Church and Liberty of
Conscience of Individual Presbyterians-From the Presbytery of Tres Rios
(Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 774). [The 199th General Assembly (1987) adopted
this overture.]
'

. . . [Tres Rios requested] a statement which would uphold the integrity of the church

and liberty of conscience of the individual Presbyterian and define and emphasize the
statements of governing bodies in relation to the liberty of individual conscience,
providing guidance to the church and world as to the meaning and understanding of
governing body actions
[It further asked,]
that upon adoption of such a statement, that the General Assembly
devise a means whereby a brief interpretation of its content be appended to General
Assembly pronouncements so as to offer assistance both to individual members and to
secular interpreters as to the nature of such documents. (Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 774)

.. .

. ..

Response: The Committee on Social Witness Policy affirms the intent of
the overture from the Presbytery of Tres Rios. It agrees with the presbytery's insight that a Reformed social witness enhances and engages the

linistries of both individuals and communities. It attempts, in this doculent, to uphold both the integrity of the church's governing bodies and
le liberty of conscience guaranteed to individual Presbyterians. It asserts
lat both individuals and corporate entities make, by virtue of their
.eformed identity, a social witness.
To help clarify the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) pattern of developlent for social witness policy, the committee proposes a revised Standing
.ule 57. If adopted, it will:
Assert that individuals and governing bodies of the Reformed tradion make a social witness.
Define the limits that pertain to governing body witness and affirm
\at no social witness policy binds the conscience of an individual.
Provide an official cover letter that shall be added to the policy statelent during distribution and that defines the responsibility as well as the
mits of governing body action.
Require a task force drafting a policy statement to provide a short
lmmary statement that can be used to interpret the document to mem2rs and nonmembers alike.
(4) Overture 120-87. O n the General Assembly Issuing an In
hesi Declaration of the Intent and Scope of Deliverances, Statements, and
ronouncements Made by the General Assembly, Officers, Agencies, and
mployee-From the Presbytery of Grace minutes, 1987, Part I, pp. 784-85).
'he 199th General Assembly (1987) adopted this overture.]
The presbytery asked General Assembly to develop and issue

. . . declaration of the intent and scope of deliverances, statements, and pronouncements
made by the General Assembly, its officers, agencies and employees when addressing
matters of moral, social, cultural and economic import, being particularly careful to distinguish personal convictions and commitments from actions reflecting corporate
decisions by the governing bodies of the Church or determinations made through constitutional process, and always making careful note of the inalienable right of liberty of
conscience. (Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 785)
Response: The Committee on Social Witness Policy observes that
'ficers, agencies, and employees do not offer "deliverances, statements,
~dpronouncements" in the church's socialwitness. Only governing bods have this authority. For the Geneqal Assembly, this authority is limited
~dguided by Standing Rule 57. of the Manual of the General Assembly.
The committee understands that all church officers exercise their free>m of conscience within certain bounds as specified in Book of Order,
-6.0108. The recommendations attached to this report define, through the
zneral Assembly Personnel Manual, employee decorum and suggest policy
appropriate governing body entities.

(5) Overture 30-88. O n Amending Standing Rule 57b, 8 , and
Instructing the Office of the Stated Clerk to Conduct a Denominationwide Study
of General Assembly Social Policy Formation and Implementation-From the
Presbytery of Missouri Union (Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 987). [The General
Assembly referred this overture to the Task Force on Why and How the
Church Makes a Social Policy Witness.]
The presbytery
.
- asked that Standing Rule 57.b.(8) be replaced with:
(8) A policy statement may be considered by the General Assembly only a p a balanced
study document has been distributed and responses received and reviewed in accordance with
57.f. (Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 987)

And, the following addition made:
(9) A policy statement shall include a separate implementation resolution which shall
specify agency person and governing body accountability for interpretation and advocacy.
(Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 987)

The presbytery also asked:

. . . That the Office of the Stated Clerk, in consultation with the Social Justice and
peacemaking Ministry Unit, be instructed to conduct a denominationwide study of
General Assembly social policy formation and implementation, holding hearings and
consultations, seeking broad input from many persons, being informed by our Reformed
traditions and theology, reporting progress annually to the General Assembly meeting,
and recommending any further revisions of the Manunl of the General Assembly at a subsequent meeting of the General AssembTy. (Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 987)
Response: The Committee on Social Witness Policy concurs with the
commitment of the Presbytery of Missouri Union to an open, inclusive
process during the development of policy statements. It notes, however,
that not all potential policy statements are equally controversial. In fact,
some statements begin life with an overwhelming consensus within, the
church.
The committee's proposed revisions to Standing Rule 57. guarantee
whple church access -to the policy statement development process. One
method of involvement included in the proposed rule is the use of
balanced study papers.
The committee would not require a full study paper for each policy
statement. The cost of distributing study documents and receiving
response forms is high both in time and dollars. Where policy statements
seem to have consensual support, this expense is not good stewardship.
Therefore, we do not require, but give permission for study papers. We
trust that those charged with developing policy statements will throw
open the process to the fullest, using appropriate methods of participation
for each policy statement.
The Presbytery of Missouri Union's second suggestion would require a
"separate implementation resolution," which shall specify agency, person,
and governing body accountability for interpretation and advocacy. The
committee recommends language in its proposed revision to Standing

ule 57.d.(l) that causes recommendations to be clearly identifiable in the
:xt. It further asks the General Assembly Council to specify 'who or what
accountable for the activities listed in the recommendations.
The presbytery's final request would establish a new annual audit of
)cia1 witness policy development to be performed by the Social Justice
nd Peacemaking Ministry Unit (SJP) and the Stated Clerk.
The committee believes that the Presbytery of Missouri Union's 1988
verture was time specific. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) was new. Its
atterns of communication, review, and accountability were untested.
8

Today, the Committee on Social Witness Policy has had several years
f practice. Its annual report to the General Assembly details progress in
le development of social witness policies. It works collaboratively with
le General Assembly Council, the Social Justice and Peacemaking
iinistry Unit, and the Office of the Stated Clerk to audit implementation
[forts after the adoption of social witness documents. It provides the
leneral Assembly with regular advice and counsel including suggestions
n changes to the Manual of the General Assembly. To duplicate Committee
n Social Witness Policy efforts by assigning a new responsibility to the
tated Clerk or SJP is unwise.
(6) Overture 235-87. On Making Policy and Position
apers-From the Presbytery of Hanover (Minutes, 1987, Part I, p. 827; and
iinutes, 1988, Part I, p. 972).

The presbytery asked the General Assembly to:
1. Make only policy and position statements which declare to the membership the
teachings of [the] Holy Scripture and of our Reformed Confessions which bear upon the
issues addressed; and
2. Use caution and care so that policy and position statements do not appear to
bind the consciences of members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); by dictating what
these authors believe to be an appropriate response, or by calling for specific responses
to such %sues;and
3. Ensure that, when engaging the whole church in the formation of policy and position statements, all chumhes and goveming bodies be genuinely included. (Minutes,.
1988, Part I, p. 972)

Response: The Committee on Social Witness Policy concurs with the
resbytery's request for policy statements that ". . declare to the memberlip the teachings of [the] Holy Scripture and . . . Reformed Confessions
. . ." (ibid., 972) Proposed Standing Rule 57.d. instructs those charged
4th draftiig policy statements to do no less.

.

The committee affirms the persuasive, educational nature of a social
fitness.A policy witness does not coerce. It teaches. It does not bind the
>ul. It persuades. This document, the committee believes, reaffirms the
berty of conscience, a reaffirmation sought by the Presbytery of Hanover.

The Committee on Social Witness Policy, however, does not concur
with the Presbytery of Hanover's request for a nonspecific social witness.
Evangelical teaching leads to mission and the practical decisions implied
in mission. To have validity, the church's social witness must be able to
name names explicitly, decry evil precisely, and describe good concretely.
A Reformed witness does not embrace generalities. It speaks boldly, confidently, and with specificity.
On the other hand, the committee does not advocate the imposition of
a writing group's private position on the Committee on Social Witness
Policy or a General Assembly. A governing body speaks for itself. In its
integrity, it follows the pattern outlined in the proposed Standing Rule
57.d. (This is not to suggest that the General Assembly is required to replicate the severity of work required for a body drafting policy statements. It
is to say that Reformed governance requires, normatively, that the assembly claim a proposed statement as its own using the elements of discernment listed.) A governing body receives the work produced, scrutinizes its
content, reforms, and in the end, disposes of it. A Reformed policy development process refutes the notion that a governing body has been
misled by its policy advisors.
Finally, the Committee on Social Witness Policy agrees with the presbytery's desire for an open policy formation process. To that end, it recommends the adoption of its proposed revisions to Standing Rule 57.
(7) Overture 49-88. On Amending Standing Rule 57.b. (1) and (2)
Regarding Social Policy Statements-From the Presbytery of St. Andrew
(Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 997).
The presbytery asked the General Assembly to amend Standing Rule
57.b. so that it would read, in part:
1. People of diverse viewpoints must be a part of and have access to the body developing the policy statement. . . .
2. There must have been notification to the church-at-large that a policy develop
ment process was under way and that cmsultatim shall take place using the principles of
consultation as,outlined in G9.0404 [Minutes incorrectly ate G9.01031. It is required that
such notification shall indicate how advice and input can be made to the body develop
ing the policy statement. The final report of the General Assembly shall indicate the particular methods used to enable chumhwide participation. (Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 997)

Response: This overture, in a subsequent submission, was approved by
the 203rd General Assembly (1991) in Baltimore (Overture 91-34, Minutes,
1991, Part I, pp. 934-35).
The Committee on Social Witness Policy recognizes that consultation,
as required by the Book of Order, G-9.0404, is an addition to Presbyterian
governance, a gift of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). It is delighted to
have an opportunity to help shape the content of consultations for social
witness policy development.

The revisions to Standing Rule 57. proposed for consideration subcribe to the notion that consultations are official conversations among
overning bodies. Consultations are accomplished by representatives of
overning bodies. They take place prior to the final adoption of a social
ritness policy. A consultation speaks for itself and provides advice to its
ponsoring body. This pattern of governance gives evidence to the conectedness,of Christ's body and is a sign that Christian communities are
ommunities of communication and co~espondence.
An argument could be made for a consultation at the onset of the pol7 development process. The committee, however, recommends a consulition at the end of a development process for the following reasons:
First; the research of the Task Force on Why and How the Church
fakes a Social Policy Witness suggests that the almost-final draft of a pol:y statement gains the church's attention and has the most impact on the
>mmunityls life. It is this material that governing bodies want to critique
nd change.
Second, the non-consultative steps proposed in these revisions to
tanding Rule 57. compel sufficient conversation between the Committee
n Social Witness Policy, a task force charged with developing a policy
tatement, and the whole church (see revised Standing Rule 57.~41)-(4)on
ages 5-6 of this report). The Committee on Social Witness Policy urges
le denomination to reserve the term "consultation" for official events on7. Thus, the proposed Standing Rule 57. does not claim that other types of
lput in the policy development process are consultations. For instance, a
earing held at a General Assembly is a hearing, not a consultation.
Third, stewardship requires that the probable outcome of a consultaon justify its,expense.
Therefore, the committee recommends a consultation be called to
mdy the penultimate draft of a policy statement. This recommendation
oes not rule out other possibilities for communication and dialogue to the
wtent that budgetary
constraints allow.
.
The section titled, "Principles of Discernment and Patterns of
ormulation" of this report (pp. 23-28), further defines the committee's
nderstanding of the inclusive nature of dialogue during the formation of
olicy statements. The General Assembly Council's executive committee,
leeting in January 1992, voted to call a consultation in advance of formal
~bmissionof this report to the 205th General Assembly (1993).
(8) Overture 50-88. O n Amending Standing Rule 57.d. Regarding
tudy Papers-From the Presbytery of St. Andrew (Minutes, 1988, Part I, pp.
37-98).
The presbytery asked the General Assembly to amend Standing Rule
7.d. so that it would read:

d. A study document &all provide resource materials, bibliography, and aids
which set fmth the issues with fair representation of the d i m e viewpoints within the church in
order to facilitate its use by the church.'
It shall state whether its putpose iF
,

a. to stimulate study and discussion as an end in itself, or
b, a step in prepration or revision ofa policy statement. Winutes, 1988, Part I, pp.
997-98)

Response: The 203rd General Assembly (1991) approved this overture, in a subsequent submission (Overture 91-31, Minu-tes, 1991, Part I, p.
933). The committee affirms the action of the 203rd General Assembly
(1991).
The Committee on Social Witness Policy recognizes that the version approved by the 203rd General Assembly (1991) did not limit the
word "church" to the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Here the word
"church," which defines the parameters of diversity, is broadly ecurnenical. The 203rd General Assembly (19911, therefore, broadened the pool,of
potential viewpoints included in social witness policy development. This
definition of the body of Christ is most appropriate for a social witness
policy. It guarantees that a free exchange of theological ideas will exist to
strengthen the Presbyterian community's witness. It encourages coincidental witness among communions.
The afo'ikmentioned section on "Principles of Discernment and
Patterns of Formulation" explores the inclusive nature of Presbyterian
viewpoints and affirms their place in the community of witness. Revised
Standing Rule 57. continues the patterns suggested by the Presbytery of St.
Andrew and approved by the 203rd General Assembly (1991).
(9) Commissioners' Resolution 28-88.. On Amending Standard
Rules Relating to Social Policy (Minutes,'l988, Part I, pp. 1071-72).
The commissio,ners' resolution asks the General Assembly to
amend Standing Rule 57. by adding a new paragraph b.(9):
Where the study process indicates that a Policy Statement does not or will not
reflect a c o q n s u s of informed Resbyterian thought on the issues which it addresses,
the Policy Statement shall so indicate, and all copies of the Policy Statement which are
distributed shall identify those alternative approaches which are grounded in Christian
beliefs and Reformed tradition and which are held by a significant minority of members
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).(Minutes, 1988, Part I, p. 1072)

Response: The policy development process, as outlined in this
report and summarized in proposed Standing Rule 57., stresses the-importance of churchwide conversation. The process affirms that, after having
heard the input and considering alternatives, the General Assembly will
adopt policy~statementsthat it discerns to be appropriate for mission, and
faithfu1,tothe will of God. It is the right and responsibility of the General
Assembly to adopt such policies. The principle behind this is the power
and right of a governing body to exercise its responsibilities.

.

The notion that a governing body, the General Assembly in this
Ise, should~~acknowledge
that an alternatire might be more widely ac2pted is explicitly rejected. Churchwide consensus, which is likely to be
lusive at best, is not what policy formulation processes are about, nor is it
) be the basis upon which governing body decisions are based. Instead,
~mmissionersgathered in governing bodies are asked to discern the will
f Christ and make a policy witness based on that discernment.
. .
i'
90-7. O n Cqnspience and
(10) ~ o m m i s s i o ~ e r'~es'?St'ion
ronpzincements (Minutes, 1990, Part'I,, : p. 836).
.
The commissioners' resolution asks:

. . . That all future General Assembly commi,ttee study papers, position papers, and
pronouncements by the Moderator, council, or Stated Clerk that are published for
churchwide distribution or release to the press carry a preceding qualifying statement in
bold print stating emphatically that the views presented therein are the sole opinions of
the writers, d o not cany the authority or weight of church law, and are not binding on
the conscience of the indivldual member, congregation, or presbytery. (Minutes, 1990,
Part I, p. 836)
Response: The Committee on Social witness Policy thanks the commisoners for identifying a gap in Standing Rule 57. coverage: study papers,
eretofore, have not been,required to provide an official cover letter that
escribes authority, 'purpose, and limits of 3 social witriess policy and the
fitness that it describes. If revised Standing Rule. 57. is adopted, this will
2 remedied. ' .
The committee notes that, on the one hand, a social witness policy
ocument is more than the opinion of individuals. It is a witness made by
governing body after a careful,,often painstaking, process of discernment
nd correspondence. On the other hand, a social witness policy document
not definitive constitutional guidance that is binding on all who enter
\to membership.
The commissioners used the phrase, "authority o r weight of church
IW" in their resolution. Chu,rcH law, in .reformed practice; is'normatively
efii~edby the Constitution,~ourBook of 0rder:A social witness policy is not
constitution.al amendment. Therefore, it does not and cannot cany the,
uthority or 'weight of church law.'
. , .'
the best .balance
The proposed .revision of Standing Rul? .57;
f process. It affirms the identity of 'goirerning bodies, 'claiming for them
n apostolic chargkter of discernmeqf-and correspond.ence. It cardully denes the steps of policy foimation from onset-to condusion. It enhances
le appropriate aGbiguity of Presbyterian governance. It-specifies a statelent defining the authority, purpose, and limits of social witness that
zsponds to the concerns of this commissioners' resolution.
I

'
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Endnotes to the Report of the
Task Force on Why and How the Church
Makes a Social Policy Witness
(Endnotes 15-22 are located in Appendix C)
1. Book of Confessions, A Brief Statement of Faith--Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),
10.3,line 40.
2. Book of Confessions, The Westminster Confession of Faith, (UPCUSA version),
6.131.
3. Bwk of Confessions, A Brief Statement of Faith, 10.2,lines 9-11.
4. See Minutes, 1991, Part I, pp. 671-82,
to the Living God: A Call to
Evnngelism in Iesus Christ's Way, a joint resolution of the Evangelism and Church Development
Ministry Unit a n d t h e Global Mission Ministry Unit. The resolution was approved and
adopted by the 203d General Assembly (1991).
5. Bwk of Confessions,The Confession of 1967,9.31.
6. Bwk of Confessions, The Confession of 1967, 9.36.
7. Book of Confessions,The Confession of 1967,9.38.
s Winess for Governing Bodies of this report.
8. See Appendix B: ~ o d e l of
9. Please see G-1.0301and G-6.0108 in the Book if Order.
10. Structural Design for Mission, 1992,p. 27.
11: Structural Design for Mission, 1992,p.27.
12. Please see "An Unavoidable ~ k ~ o n s i b i l i t yon
" page 23 of this report.
13. See "Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy ScriptureIf1found in the
Minutes, UPCUSA, 1982, Part I, p..326.
14. ]?lease s& Bnptism, Eucharist, and Ministry, Copyright 1982, World Council of
Churches.
15. Overture 5-87. O n Reports by Committees nnd Tnsk Forces Prepnring
Pronouncements for Consideration by the Gmernl Assembly-From the Presbytery of Missouri Union
(Minutes, 1987,Part I, p. 738).
16. Overture 69-87. On Clnrifving Who Mny Mnke public Pronouncements nnd Enter
into Litigntion on Behalf of the Presbyterinn Church (U.S.A.bFrom the Presbytery of Congnree
(Minutes, 1987, Part I, pp. 766-67).
17. Overture 90-87. On Requesting the Genernl Assembly to Produce n Stntement
Upholding the Integrity of the Church nnd ,Liberty of 'Conscience of Individual Presbyterians-From
the Presbytery of Des Rios (Minutes, 1987,Part I, p. 774).
18. Overfure 120-87. On the Genernl Assembly Issuing nn In Thesi ~eclnrntionof the
Intent nnd Scope of Delivernnces, Stntements, and Pronouncements Mnde by the Genernl Assembly,
Officers, Agencies, nnd ,Employees-From the Presbytery of Grnce.(Minutes, 1987, Part.1, pp.
784-85).
19. Minutes, 1987,PartI, p. 103.
20. Minutes, 1987, Part 1, p. 104,and cited again in thenarrative report of the
Committee on Social Witness Policy on their inshuctions to the Task Force on Why and How
the Chukh Makes aSocial Policy Witness (Minutes, 1989,Part I, p. 506).
21. Minutes of the Committee on Social Witness Policy, 1988.6. PIease note that
the list of partiapants in the Task Force on Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness is available in Appendix A of this report. .
22. Overture 91-34. On Amending Stnnding Rule 57.b.W nnd (2) Regnrding Socinl
Policy Fomtion-From the Presbytery of St. Andrew (Minutes, 1991,Part I, pp. 934-35).
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PART TWO
STUDY GUIDE
Introduction
This study guide is iqtended to interpret and study the report, 'Why
and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness!' The study guide is
an educational piece designed to take participants through a process to
gain an understanding about what social witness policy is and why the
hesbyterian Church (U.S.A.) engages in it. All will benefit from this study,
especially those in leadership positions who are challenged by members of
their congregations in the development of session policy and the interpretation of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) social witness policy. You are
encouraged to include youth in this study.
This is a four-session study guide. Sessions 1 and 2 look at why the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) does social policy witness. Sessions 3 and 4
shift the focus to how such policy h made. The study can be done in a
variety of settings, including church school classes, officer training sessions, a special mid-week study, or a congregational retreat. You are
encouraged to photocopy the report, 'Why and How the Church Makes a
Social Policy Witness," and make copies available so that participants can
read the full report,
The importance of the role of the leader(s) for this study cannot be
overemphasized. As with educational pieces in general, the sessions in this
study require advance preparation. For this educational piece in particular,
the leader($ needs to be willing to prepare in advance to lead this study.
In general, most sessions will require at least sixty minutes. Depending on
the group and the setting, more,or less time may be needed, especially
since each Session includes ample opportunities for discussion. Estimations
of time have been included throughout the study guide; however, as the
leader prepares, he or she should consider the particulars of the group and
the material to be covered and gauge time accordingly.
It is strongly recommended that the leader(s) carefully read Part One
of this document, "Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness," adopted by the 205th General Assembly (1993). Being familiar
with this report will enhance the leadership of this study. Also, it is important-that the'leader(s) has experience in leading group discussions, in dealing with conflict, and is able to be sensitive.and open to people expressing
a variety of opinions.

In addition, it is helpful for leaders to have a working knowledge of
Presbyterian polity so that he or she is capable of teaching it to the participants. Some resources to assist in dealing with Presbyterian polity include Presbyterian Polity for Church Officers (second edition), by Joan S.
Gray and Joyce C. Tucker; How to spell Presbyterian, by James Angell; the
Book of Order (1993-94 edition); and the Companion to the Constitution: Polity
for hcal Church (1992-93 edition). Contact your presbytery's resource center for these and additional resources, as well as the Advisory Committee
on Social Witness Policy, for further information needed to best present
this study on social witness policy. The leader(s) may find it important to
adapt the sessions of this study guide to meet the specific needs of your
congregation's particular situation, such as expanding various activities
where further study is needed.
As Christians in general, and as Presbyterians in particular, we affirm
that we are called by God to be involved in all arenas of life. Social witness
policy is one of the important ways in which the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.) helps to direct and empower our involvement. May this study
guide facilitate the opening of minds, generate enthusiasm to face issues
that confront the church today, and help in our being willing to commit
our energies toward the social witness to which we are called.

SESSION ONE

Called?by God to Be Involved
Preparing for the Session
. .
partiripantsgather,
prepare the following:
Before
. .~

'

Write the following quote from the Confession of 1967 on newsprint
or chalkboard: "Wherever the church exists, its members are both gathered
in corporate life and dispersed in society for the sake of mission in the
world" (Book of Confessions, 9.35).
For ~ c t i v i t y l ;have ready to post the,
from the Confession
of 1967 that:can be found in the Book of Confessions.
For Activity 2, have available at least six Bibles (preferably the New
Revised Standhrd Version [NRSV] translation).
For Activity 3, reproduce the task force's five reflections based on
portions of A Brief Statement of Faith, which can be found on pages 10-13
of Part One,Lunder the heading'llision for Social Policy and Social
Witness." Each reflection should be on a page by itself.
For Activity 4, have recent newspapers to distribute to participants.
For A c t i ~ t y5, have available copies of A Brief Statement of Faith
for participants. It can be found in the Book of Confessions.
Have available newsprint and markers or chalkboard and chalk.
Have available pencils and paper.
I

Laying the ~oundation(15 ~ i n u t e s )
1. Introducing Social policy
_
,Witness
I

When you are ready to begin, tell the participants that they are beginning a study on the report, 'Why and How the Church Makes a Social
Policy Witness." Share with them that the term "social policy witness"
refers to "the positions adopted by General Assembly to express its stance
on and to guide response to issues in the public order, including their relation to the church's own life" (Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness: A Background'Paper for Churchwide Study and Discussion,
Committee on Social Policy Witness, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), p. v.).

To order this document, call 1-800-524-2612 and request DMS
331-89-002.1
Also, explain to the participants that Presbyterian social policy state
nents seek to "help the church offer a faithful public witness, to express
nstitutional integrity, and to enlist the attention and energy of members in
esponse to God's yearning for justice and peace" (Why and Haw the Church
dukes a Sooial Policy Witness: A Background Paper fw Churchwide Study and
)iscussion, p. 26).
Engaging in social policy witness is an essential dimension of the life
d the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as illustrated in one of the confessions
~f the church, the Confession of 1967 (Bwk of Confessions). Have the paricipants read silently or aloud in unison the quote from the Confession of
967 that you have written on newsprint or chalkboard. Then ask for a
from 'this same confession:
volunteer to read the f o l l o h g
The church gathers to praise God, to hear [God's] word for [humankindl,:to baptize
and to pin in the Lord's Supper, to pray.for and present the world'to [Godl in wornhip,
to enjoy fellowship, to receive instmction, strength, and comfort, to order end organize
its own corporate life, to be tested; renewed, and reform&, and to speak and act in the
world's affairs as may be appropriate to the needs of the time. [Revised, using inclusive
language.] (Bwk of Gmfessim,9.36)

After a minute or two of silent reflection, divide the participants into
maller groups of no more than five people and give each group pencils
n d paper. If the total number of participants is less than ten, keep the
;roup undivided. Place on newsprint or chalkboard the following phrases
hat were read aloud from the Confession of 1967:
"to praise God";
"to hear [God's] word for [humankind]";
"to baptize and to join in the Lord's Supper";
"to pray for and present the world to [God] in worship";
"to enjoy fellowship";
"to receive instruction, strength, and comfort";
"to order and organize its own corporate life";
"to be tested, renewed, and reformed";
"to speak and act in the world's affairi as may be appropriate to the
leeds of the time!'
/

Then, ask the participants to discuss the following questions about the
jhrases:
Is it possible to prioritize this list? If so, what would be your order
~ n dwhy?
In what ways, if any, are these items interrelated?

Do you feel that any of these items do not belong in the list? Why
or why not?
Which of these item(s) relate to the church's involvement in social
witness policy?
If the group discussed the questions in small groups, invite them to
share the highlights of their discussion, drawing particular attention to
their answers to the last question. Next, ask the group to develop its own
working definition of the term "social policy witness." Write the definition
on newsprint or chalkboard.
Developing an Understanding of Social Policy Witness (40 Minutes)
2. Studying the Biblical l'kadition
If small groups were used, have the participants gather again in their
same groups. Make sure that each small group has at least one Bible
(preferably an NRSV). Share with the participants that the report on 'Why
and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness" cites certain explicit
affirmations as the church makes a social witness and develops policy for
such witness. One of those affirmations is "the authority of Scripture for
our faith and life, not only as individuals but also as a witnessing community in the world" (p. 13 of Part One of this document). Tell them that both
the Old and New Testaments contain within them a tradition of social witness.
Distribute the following Scripture passages among the small groups,
giving no more than two passages per group. If the total number of participants is less than ten, have the participants work as one group on two
or three passages. The Scripture passages are as follows: Ex. 3:l-12; Ps.
146; Isa. 42; Micah 6:M; Matt. 28:16-20; Mark 21-12; Luke 21:1-4; John
15-9; John 3%-17; John 8:2-11; Acts 1:M; Acts 226-16; Rom. 8:12-17.
Ask them t,o read the passages and discuss the following questions:
Who is the speaker(s1 in this passage? The listener(s)? What are the
circkstances?
What is the social witness within this passage?
What message does this passage have for the church today?
If the group discussed the passages in small groups, ask each group to
report briefly to the total group about their Scripture passages. Afterward,
ask the total group to identify any characteristics of social witness that
they gleaned from the Scripture passages studied. Record the characteristics on newsprint or chalkboard.

3. Reflecting on the Confessional Tradition
Share with the participants a brief history of the report, "Why and
the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness" (Appendix C of Part One,
32), and that this report will be the basis for their study together over
le next few sessions. Tell the participants that the task force who wrote
le report, 'Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness,"
zlected a portion of A Brief Statement of Faith from the Book of Confessions
a foundational piece for their report.
Place the participants into no more than five groups and distribute to
ie groups one or more of the five task force reflections on A Brief
batement of Faith that you prepared in advance for this session. Ask each
roup to read the particular reflection(s) given to them and to discuss the
~llowingquestions among themselves:

[OW

.

The reflection is written using the pronouns "we," "our," and "us."
rho are the "we"? Do you identify yourself as part of the "we"? Why or
hy not?
To whom is the reflection addressed?
In yow own words, what is the message of the reflection? Do you
;ree or disagree with it? Why?
Would you consider the message of the reflection a "social wit:ss4'? Why or why not?
Which sentence in the reflection is the most important one to you?
'hich sentence causes you to feel the most uneasiness? Which sentence
ves you the greatest hope?
What questions, if any, do you have about the reflection?
Next, as a total group, have each smaller group share their discussions.
;the leader(s), try to identify common threads that you feel are pertinent
nong the five reports and write them on newsprint or chalkboard. YOU
ay want to pay particular attention to the way the participants identify
e "we" in the first question, and help them to see that the "we" is larger
an their own local faith community.
4. Iden,t.ifying Social Witness Issues for Today

Distribute to the group the newlpapers you have collected -over the
st week(s1. Tell the participants that reading a newspaper is a daily rou.e for many people, probably including themselves. Yet, it may be that a
ge number of people do not consciously read a newspaper through the
es and/or within the context of a community of faith. In other words,
)at kind of meaning does our being members of a community of faith
re to what we read in a newspaper?

Ask the participants to take a few minutes to read only the stories that
appear on the front page of the newspapers that you have given them and
to do so from the perspective of being part of a community of faith. Then
have participants gather in pairs or small groups (depending on the number of participants) and decide upon one particular front-page news story
and answer the following questions about it:
What difference, if any, does it make to read this story through the
eyes of a community of faith?
Using the reflections from A Brief Statement of Faith that were discussed earlier, is there anything in this news story that should prompt a
community of faith to "pray without ceasing"? TO"witness among all peoples"? To "unmask idolatries"? To "hear the voices of peoples long silenced"? To "work with others for justice, freedom, and peace"?
If possible, identify one specific way in which a community of faith
might make a social witness in response to this news story.
Have participants or small groups share the main points of their discussion with the entire group. Record on newsprint or chalkboard the
news stories selected and the specific ways in which a community of faith
might make a social witness in those situations.
Concluding the Session (5 Minutes)

5. Affirming Our Faith
Review with the participants the discussions from this session:
what is meant by social policy witness,
a selected review of the tradition of social witness in the Scriptures,
reflections from the report, "Why and How the Church Makes a
Social Policy Witness," and
the relationship of front-page news stories to a community of faith.
Tell them that the process they have gone through in this session is
one that has begun to lay a foundation for doing social policy witness.
Tell the participants that the remaining sessions in this study will
"flesh out" the meaning of social policy witness within the Presbyterian
Church W.S.A.). Tell them that their discussions may, and hopefully will,
demonstrate their God-given diversity and broad range of perspectives
that, in and of themselves, are important elements in developing social
policy witness.
Because of the nature of the study and the way in which each session
will tend to build upon the previous session, ask the participants to join

making a covenant to be present for every session of this study. You
n choose to make this covenant verbal or written.
Close this session by distributing copies of A Brief Statement of Faith
,m the Book of Confessions to the participants. Have them read aloud to:ther this document in its entirety.

SESSION TWO

IU in

*eparingfor the Next Session
If you are doing this study on a weekly basis, ask participants to read
newspaper or newsmagazine each day of the coming week from the perlective of a community of faith, using the reflections that were disclissed
this session. (If you are doing this study in a retreat setting, encourage
e participants to develop a regular habit of reading a newspaper or
twsmagazine from the perspective of being part of a community of faith.)
As the leader($, gather the front-page news stories that were dis~ssedin this. session for use in Session 4. You may want to consider
ounting them on poster board to display in the room for the duration of
is study of the report 'Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
'itness."

Responsible for Helping to Heal A Broken World
Preparing for the Session
Before participants gather, prepare the following:
For Activity 1, write the following paragraph on newsprint or
chalkboard:
We become members of the Christian church through faith in Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, Lord of all life. As Presbyterian Christians we seek the guidance of the
Holy Spirit as we are informed by the Bible, the Reformed tradition, the Book of
Confessions and Bmk of Order, the ecumenical church and the world. (Whya d How the
Church Makes a Social Policy Witness: A Background Paper for Churchwide Study and
Discussion, p. 1)

For Activity 2, photocopy the resource section on pages 15-16 of
this session.
For Activity 2, Activity 3, and Activity 4, have available three
copies of the current Book of Order.
Have available newsprint and markers or chalkboard and chalk.
Have available pen& and paper.
Laying the Foundation (10 Minutes)
1. Understanding the Larger Context

When you are ready to begin, review briefly with the participants the
focus of the last session and discuss any questions or insights they may
have. Conclude your review by saying that the last session laid part of the
foundation for understanding social policy witness by helping participants
to see a connection between individual Christians in a community of faith
and the social context in which they find themselves.
Share with the participants that this session will continue to lay the
foundation for understanding social policy witness by looking at the larger
community of faith known as the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and its tradition of doing social policy witness.
Ask the participants to join you in reading aloud the paragraph from
Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness: A Background Paper
for Churchwide Study and Discussion that you have written on newsprint or
chalkboard. Then circle the elements in the paragraph by which we as
Presbyterian Christians are informed (the Bible, the Reformed tradition,

bok of Confessions and Book of Order, the ecumenical church, and the
dl.
temind the participants that they discussed in the last session how the
I contains a tradition of social witness. They also illustrated how they
nformed by the world through the reading of newspaper articles.
they will delve into the elements that remain (the Reformed tradithe Book of Confessions and Book of Order, and the ecumenical church)
their importance to Presbyterians in relation to social policy witness.
rloping 041Understanding of Social Policy Witness (48 Minutes)
!. Reviewing the Reformed Tradition

Zngage in a brief discussion with the participants about the themes of
teformed tradition as outlined in G-2.0500 of the Book of Order. You
want to use newsprint or chalkboard to write down important words
hrases from G-2.0500. Include in your discussion the following quesWhich of these themes of the Reformed tradition relate to the inement of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in social policy witness?
What example($ in your society/world illustrate "the recognition
e human tendency to idolatry and tyranny"? How does this relate to
,1policy witness?

0

1
If you were to paint a picture of "the transformation of society,"
t would it look like? (Examples might include an end to gang violence,
uate health care for all people, and sustainable development in two.s world.)

Qext, tell the participants that particular expressions of the Reformed
tion for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) are found in its Constitution,
h consists of the Book of Confessions and the Book of Order. Share with
I that it is in the Word of God and the constitutional standards that the
~yterianChurch (U.S.A.) grounds its social policy witness, and that it
the Constitution that they now turn.
3ivide the participants into two groups. Distribute copies of the
lrce for this session in the following way: Group One-the Book of
asions; and Group Two-the Book of Order. Ask both groups to read
material and discuss the following questions among themselves in
aration for reporting to the other group:
What in these excerpts lays claim to the Presbyterian tradition of
g social witness in the world?

These excerpts tell us that the church, of which we are a part, is
responsible for helping to heal the broken world in which we live. Give
specific examples of the brokenness in the world today. Are these specific
examples potential areas for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to engage in
social policy witness? Why or why not?
When the two groups have finished their discussion, have them report
briefly to each other. After both groups have reported, ask the participants
to identify common themes for social policy witness in both the Book of
Confessions and the Book of Order. Write the themes on newsprint or chalkboard.
3. Examining Presbyterian Polity
Share with the participants that a crucial element in understanding
why and how the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) makes a social policy witness is understanding Presbyterian polity. It is through a working
knowledge of polity that an understanding of who speaks for the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is formulated. (Note: Because an understanding of social policy witness hinges in large measure upon an understanding of Presbyterian polity, you as the leader(s1 will want to judge how
much time to spend on polity with your particular group of participants.
You may find that additional study is needed beyond these sessions for an
adequate understanding of Presbyterian polity.)
Engage in a discussion with the participants about Presbyterian polity,
emphasizing the elements that are most important in understanding social
policy witness. You may want to put on newsprint or chalkboard the key
words contained within these elements. These include the crucial principles of shared power and a representative government (Book of Order,
G-4.0301), the unity of the governing bodies (G-9.0103), and the initiating
role of any governing body to d o tasks like social policy witness
(G-10.01020).
Tell the participants that, while a session, presbytery, synod, or
General Assembly can initiate social policy witness, a specific interest for
many Presbyterians in a discussion about social policy witness is the role
of the General Assembly. Ask for a volunteer to read G-13.0103b and
G-13.0103d from the Book of Order. Then read to the participants the following paragraph from Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness:
A Background Paper for Churchwide Study and Discussion:
Here is the speafic authorization for General Assembly to be concerned for witness
ministries. Social policy witness has historically been an important part of our witness.
Technically, General Assembly mandates social mission implementation by its agencies,
and advises the synods, presbyteries, session members, and the society at large. We see
here also the role of General Assembly in developing objectives and strategies for

mission that will guide the c h d at every leveL Thus, it seems appropriate for General
Assembly to be concerned with implications of social policy for synod, presbyteiy, and
sessions, to seek to find ways whereby the other governing bodies can have input into
social policy development, and to guide the governing bodies in implemenbth of social
policy. (Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness: A Backgmund Paper for
Churchwide Study and Discussion, p. 46)

Ask the participants for feedback to this statement.
4. Reaffirming Liberty of Conscience

Review with the participants the various elements that have been dis.sed in this session about the role of social policy witness within the
text of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)'s Reformed tradition and its
ity. Tell them that one essential element remains to be discussed in this
sion-liberty of conscience.
Divide the participants into three smaller groups. Provide each small
,up with pencils and paper, a copy of the Book of Order, and one of the
lowing references from the Book of Order:
G-1.0300 and G-1.0301;
G-1.0300 and G-1.0307;

Ask the participants to read their assigned reference among themves, paraphrase the reference in their own words, and then share their
raphrase with the rest of the group.
Tell the participants that liberty of conscience means that Presbyterians
! free to daisagreewith the social policy witness of any governing body,
d that governing bodies cannot bind the conscience of any member. This
a1 tension is built into Presbyterian polity. It can lead to conflict and
en debate, which, when done within a context of mutual respect and
enness from both sides of the issue at hand, can ultimately lead to a
)re faithful social policy witness on behalf of the entire church.

5. Agreeing--and Disagreeing
Make sure that each participant' has pencil and paper. Tell the paripants that this session and the previous session have helped to lay a
undation for understanding why and how the Presbyterian Church
'.S.A.) engages in social policy witness. As a way to bring closure to the
rious discussions they have had in these two sessions, tell them you
ant to read to them a number of statements. Ask them to write "agree"
"disagree" after each statement that you read. (Note: Each statement is

from the report "Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy
Witness" found in Part One of this document.)
"It should come as no surprise that the discernment of governing
bodies is different from the views of some church members. This means
neither that the governing bodies are wrong, nor that the dissenting members are wrong" (p. 21).
inseparably coupled with evangelism in a
"Social witness is
faithful enactment of the church's mission" (p. 18).
"Members cannot separate themselves from actions of governing
bodies as though they are not part of the same body" (p. 19).
'There is no claim to infallibility in the votes of governing bodies,
but Presbyterians believe that faithful discernment is most likely when
elected representatives meet in community to interpret the Word of God in
relation to contemporary challenges, under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit" (p. 21).
"It is appropriate for all Christian believers to make a personal social witness. It is appropriate for all governing bodies of the church to
make a corporate social witness" (p. 22).
"All authority in heaven and o n earth is in the hands of the risen
Christ The work of the church is to make this known, in order that not
only individuals, but nation-that
is, people in all their social, economic,
political, and natural or environmental grouping-may
enter into responsible relationship with the reconciling Christ" (p. 18).
. a governing body cannot ignore the social witness policies of
any other governing bodies" (p. 24).
"A policy witness does not coerce. It teaches. It does not bind the
soul. It persuades" (p. 40).
"A social witness is a continuing process of dialogue, articulation,
action/testimony, and reflection. This process of discerning truth is one of
ongoing deliberation in community" (p. 24).
"A social witness and the policies that guide the witness emerge
from the study of Holy Scripture, are counseled by the Reformed confessions, informed by human experience, and tested within the community of
faith under the guidance of the Holy Spirit' (pp. 24-25).
"Churchwide consensus, which is likely to be elusive at best, is not
what policy formulation processes are about, nor is it to be the basis upon
which governing body decisions are based. Instead, commissioners
gathered in governing bodies are asked to discern the will of Christ and
make a policy witness based on that discernment" (p. 44).
'I. . on the one hand, a social policy witness document is more than
the opinion of individuals. It is a witness made by a governing body after

.. .

". .

.

careful, often painstaking, process of discernment and correspondence.
jn the other hand, a social policy witness document is not definitive conitutional guidance that is binding on all who enter into membership"
1.

44).

When you have finished reading the statements, tally the responses
.om the participants for each statement. Then briefly discuss the statelents that prompted the least unanimity among the participants. ~e care11 to ensure that every person who speaks is treated with respect and
penness by the other partidpants.
'oncluding the Session (2 Minutes)
6. Asking for Guidance
Close this session with the following prayer based on portions of the
onfession of 1967 and A Brief Statement of Faith:
God of wisdom and compassion, we thank you that you have
called the church into being and commanded us to be engaged in the
world. In each time and place there are particular problems and crises
through which you call the church to act. May your Spirit guide us as
we seek to discern your will and learn how to obey in these concrete
situations. Help us not to shrink back from the world, but to witness
boldly to your reign of justice, freedom, and peace, and to claim all of
life for Christ, in whose name we pray.

Resource for Session Two
1. Group One--fm the Book of Confessions

We confess and acknowledge that God has given to [humankind
God's] holy law, in which not only all such works as displease and offend
[God's] godly majesty are forbidden, but also those which please [God]
to save the
and which [God] has promised to reward are commanded.
lives of the innocent, to repress tyranny, to defend the oppressed, to keep
our bodies clean and holy, to live in soberness and temperance, to deal
justly with all [people] in word and deed, and, finally,to repress any desire
[revised
to harm our neighbor, are the good works of the second kind
for inclusive language] (Book of Confessions, Scots Confession, 3.14).
We reject the false doctrine, as though there were areas of our life in
which we would not belong to Jesus Christ, but to other lords-areas in
which we would not need justification and sanctification'through him
(Book of Confesswns, Theological Declaration of Barmen, 8.15).
In each time and place there are particular problems and crises
through which God calls the church--toact. The church, guided by the
Spirit, humbled by its own complicity and instructed by all attainable
knowledge, seeks to discern the will of God and learn how to obey in
these concrete situations (Book of Confessions, Confession of 1967, 9.43).

. ..
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SESSION THREE

2. Group Two-the Book of Order

All power in heaven and earth is given to Jesus Christ by Almighty
,who raised Christ from the dead and set him above all the rule and
~ority,all power and dominion, and every name that is named, not
in this age but also in that which is to come. God has put all things
er the Lordship of Jesus Christ and has made Christ Head of the
rch, which is his body (Book of Order, G-1.0100a).
The great ends of the Church are the pr&lamation of the gospel for
salvation of humankind; the shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship
le children of God; the maintenance of divine worship; the preservaof the truth;' the promotion of social righteousness; and the exhibition
le Kingdom of Heaven to the world (Book of Order, G-1.0200).
c. The Church is called to be Christ's faithful evangelist

. ..

(3) partiapating in God's activity in the world through its lie for others by
(a) healing and reconciling and binding up wounds,

(b) ministering to the needs of the poor, the sick, the lonely, and the
powerless,
(t) engaging in the struggle to free people from sin, fear, oppression, hunger,
and injustice,

(d) giving itself and its substance to the service of those who suffer,
(e) .sharing with Christ in the establishing of his just, paceable, and loving
rule in the world. (Bwk of Order, G-3.0300)

Discerning Steps Along the Way
Preparing f o the
~ Session
Before participants gather, prepare the following:
For Activity 2, write the following quote from the report "Why and
How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness" on newsprint or chalkboard: "Discenunent
involves the testing or proving of ourselves and
our society in the light of God's transforming grace toward us. It flows
from love and issues in justice, guided by discriminating wisdom along
the way" (Part One of this document, p. 15).
For Activity 3, have available at least six Bibles (preferably NRSV).
For Activity 5, reproduce the thirteen principles of discernment
found on pages 23-28 of Part One (from "An Unavoidable Responsibility"
through "EcumenicalProcess") so that each principle is on a page by itself.
Have available newsprint and markers or chalkboard and chalk.
Have available pencils and paper.

. ..

Laying the Foundation (5 Minutes)
I. Reviewing the Place of Social Policy Witness in the Church
Begin this session by reviewing the previous two sessions with the
participants. Remind them of the definition they developed for "social policy witness" and the place of social policy witness among the various
items that God has called the church to be and to do (worship, prayer,
etc.), according to the Biblical tradition, the Reformed tradition, and the
Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). At the conclusion of your review, ask the participants the following questions:
In light of what you have studied and discussed in the previous sessions, do you have a different understanding of social policy witness from
when you began this study? If so, how has your understanding changed?

In your opinion, from what you have discussed in this study, is there
an area of the world's life in which the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
should refrain from being involved? The nation's life? Your community's
life? Why or why not?

What is the significance of liberty of conscience within the context
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)'s tradition of social policy witness?
eveloping Our Understanding of Social Policy Witness (50 Minutes)
2. Defining Discernment
Tell the participants that the previous sessions in this study have dealt
ith "why" the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) engages in social policy witss. This session begins to shift the focus from why to "how" social pol{ witness is made.
Share with them that an important discipline that needs to accompany
e making of any social policy witness is the discipline of "discernment."
general terms, discernment has to do with having a clear perception.
As a way to develop the concept of discernment, ask the participants
give you synonyms for the word "discernment." (Synonyms include
sight, judgment, differentiation, comprehension, understanding, and
asp.) Write the group's synonyms on newsprint or chalkboard and leave
em displayed for the group throughout this session. (You may want to
d the synonyms listed above to the group's synonyms.)
Tell the participants that the report, 'Why and How the Church Makes
jocial Policy Witness," offers a definition of discernment within the conct of making social policy witness. Ask for a volunteer to read the quote
)m the report that you put on newsprint or chalkboard in preparation
r this session. Afterward, ask the participants the following questions:
What does it mean "to prove ourselves . . in the light of God's transrming grace toward us"? What does it mean to "prove our society" in
2 light of that same grace? What would proving our society look like?
Which do you think is easier: proving ourselves or proving our
ciety? Is one more important than the other? Why or why not?
What examples of "discriminating wisdom" come to mind?

.

3. Studying the Biblical Tradition

Next, tell the participants that both the Old and New Testaments conn stories that help to illustrate the importance of discenunent on the
rt of individuals.
Divide the participants into two smaller groups. Ask one group to
td Joshua 2:l-7. Ask the second group to read Luke 10:25-37. Ask each
3up to discuss among themselves the following questions about their
ssage:

Do you see discernment being exercised within this passage? If so,
how?
List all of the factors you can imagine the main character within this
story had to consider before deciding upon the action that he or she took.
Did the main character's work of discernment involve his or her social context (e.g., setting, other characters)? If so, how did the social context make a difference in the decisions that he or she made, or in the actions that he or she took?
In your opinion, was the discernment on the part of the main
character wise? Why or why not? How can you imagine the story would
have turned out if the main character had made a different decision(s)?
Can you identify a broader social issue(s) in today's world to which
you could relate this story? If so, which ones come to mind?
When the participants have finished their work, ask each group to
share the highlights of their discussions with each other. Record on
newsprint or chalkboard any points from their discussions that you think
may be beneficial to have in front of the participants as they continue with
this session.
4. Moving from the Individual Tmard the Communal

Next, tell the participants that the discipline of discernment is important in the lives of each individual person as he or she responds to God's
call to involve himself or herself in personal social witness. Share with
them that the discipline of discernment is just as crucial for a community
of faith as a whole (from the local church level to the General Assembly
level) as it engages in social policy witness.
Suggest to them that the experience of the exodus within the history of
God's people, and the justice and righteousness by which God commanded the children of Israel to establish their new community at that
point in time, established precedence for the importance of communal discernment. (For a discussion of the significance of the exodus in this context, refer to pages 16ff of Part One.)
Share with the participants that the writers of the report, "Why and
How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness," refer to the church as a
"community of discernmenr within the context of doing social policy witness. They write that discernment "is a communal undertaking and
responsibility of a covenanted people" (see Part One, p. 18). They continue
by asserting that discernment."requires valuing the gifts and graces of diverseepeoples, and the disciplines for ordered inquiry, deliberation, and
decision making" (see Part One, p. 19).

Ask the participants to consider the following questions:
What do you think it means to be a covenantal people? Does being
ovenantal people make a difference within the context of social policy
ness? If so, how?
Do you find it easy to value the gifts and graces of diverse peoples?
~yor why not? Why do you think the writers would find this aspect im:tant when doing social policy witness?
As you conclude this particular discussion, affirm that the discipline of
cernment is indispensable to the church as it engages in social policy
ness.
5. Looking. at Principles of Discernment

Next, point out that the report, 'Why and How the Church Makes a
:ial Policy Witness," outlines various elements, or principles, by which a
nmunity of faith can be guided in its discipline of discernment as it
wes through the process of doing social policy witness. These principles
ve as a checklist to ensure that the process of discernment-and the
ulting social policy witness-is comprehensive and inclusive of all of
! elements that need to be considered as a community of faith engages
social policy witness.
Distribute to participants or small groups the thirteen principles of dis,nment thaf'you prepared in advance of this session.
Tell each participant or small group that they will be the "teacher(s)"
this activity: Ask them to study the particular principle you have given
!m so that they can then explain it to the rest of the participants. Tell
!m that they will have a total of two minutes to make their presentation.
Make available newsprint and markers or chalkboard to small groups
~tmay want to use it for their presentation. Make sure that, after each
:sentation, participants are @en the opportunity to ask questions about
r principle that has been presented, and that their questions are anered, if possible.
,ncluding the Session (5 Minutes)
6 . Asking for Discernment

As a final .activity, review with the participants that the focus of this
ision has been about the indispensable role of discernment within the
ntext of doing social policy witness. Remind them of the importance of
icernment within the biblical tradition, as seen from the stories of Rahab

and the Good Samaritan. Comment about the concept of communal discernment. and how crucial it is for the doing of social policy witness.
Finally, name again, with the participants, the thirteen principles of discernment.
Close this session by inviting the participants to join you in a period of
silent prayer. Ask them to use their own words in the silence of their
hearts to pray for God's Spirit of discriminating wisdom to be with them
and with all of those who engage in social policy witness at all levels of
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).

SESSION FOUR
., ..

Doing Social Policy Witness

paring for the Session
.Before pa~ticipantsgather, prepare the following:
For Activity 2, photocopy Standing Rules 57. and 42. of the Manual
he General Assembly (found on pp. 2-8 of Part One) so that participants
re copies.
For Activity 3, gather the front-page news stories that were dissed from Session One.
Also for Activity 3, list on newsprint the thirteen principles of disnment that were discussed in Session Three.
For Activity 4, have available copies of A Brief Statement of Faith
participants.
Have available newsprint and markers or chalkboard and chalk.
~ a v ' available
e
pencils and paper.
dng the Foundation (15 Minutes)
I. Interpreting the Role of Social Policy Witness

When you are ready to begin, review briefly with the participants the
ltents of the, previous sessions. Remind them that Sessions 1 and 2 fo;ed on "why" the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) feels called by God to
;age in social policy witness, and that Session 3 shifted the focus from
,y to "how" the church makes a social policy witness. Tell the parpants that this final session continues the focus on how the church
kes a social policy witness and includes the opportunity for them to beI the actual process of doing social policy witness.
Divide the participants into smaller groups of no more than three peo!. Give each small group pencils and paper. Tell the small groups to
agine that they have been asked by a major newsmagazine to write a
ef paragraph that interprets the role of social policy witness within the
! of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). The only stipulation is that the
:agraph must contain the following words (write the following words
newsprint or chalkboard as you share them with the small groups):
discernment;
diversity;
dissent;

fairness;
love.
When the small groups have finished their paragraphs, invite them to
read their paragraphs to the rest of the participants. As the paragraphs are
read, take note of any areas within them that indicate that the participants
may be confused about certain aspects of social policy witness. Spend time
discussing these areas in an attempt to clarify the confusion sothat the
participants will feel more confident to begin the actual process of doing
social policy witness. (Note: You may want to consider using the paragraphs in the church newsletter as a way of informing the congregation
about the important area of social policy witness.)
Developing Our Understanding of Social Policy Witness (40 Minutes)
2. Looking at Other Things to Know
Share with the participants that the remainder of this session will be
devoted to some of the actual steps that need to be considered to engage
in social policy witness, the first of Which they have already takenbecoming familiar with why and how the church makes a social policy
witness. But first, tell them that there are a few other things that are important to know in preparation for engaging in the work of social policy
witness. They are:
To know the makeup and function of the Advisory Committee on
Social Policy Witness. (Divide the participants into smaller groups of no
more than four people. Provide copies of Standing Rule 57. of the Manual
of the General Assembly to each small group, along with pencils and paper.
Ask them to read Standing Rule 57. and to write down any questions they
have about the document. When they are finished, engage in a discussion
with the participants about the questions they may have about Standing
Rule 57.)'
To know the role of church employees in relation to social policy witness. (Ask the small groups to regather. Provide each small group with a
copy of Standing Rule 42. of the Manual of the General Assembly, and ask
them to do with Standing Rule 42. what they did with Standing Rule 57.
Entertain any questions raised by the small groups when they have
finished studying the document.)
'The General Assembly Council and the Office of the General Assembly are c l a p g
the wording of Standing Rule 57.c(l) and 57.c(8) in regard to presbyteries making av ble
to congregations. Action will probably be taken by the 206th
summaries of the
General Assembly 1 )

s mot us

3. Beginning the Process

Next, tell the participants that they are ready to begin the process of
ng social policy witness. Tell them that the "mock" process they are goto walk through for the remainder of this session is intended to serve
i catalyst for them to engage in the actual work of social policy witness
he conclusion of this study.
Show the participants the array of front-page news stories that were
d in Session 1. Ask the group to select one of the stories and to imagine
t they have been so moved by it that they have decided it is an issue to
ich the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) should speak and act. Share with
rn that the group within their congregation with which they would inily need to confer about their interest is the session-their local church
rerning body. (As a review, you may want to ask the participants why
y would need to take this step--e.g. what is the role of governing bodin making social policy witness?)
Tell the participants that the next step, assuming that their session is in
eement with them about the need for the church to address this social
ie, would be to begin a background study. Review with the participants
thirteen principles of discernment (you have written on newsprint or
lkboard in advance of this session) they would want to keep before
m as they engage in their study of this issue. Ask them to help you list
newsprint or chalkboard) the items to be included in such a study.
?ywould include:
a study of biblical texts that inform the issue-ideally presented by
sons who would interpret the texts from more than one perspective;
theological discourse on the issue-again, by persons offering more
n one perspective, especially persons whose voice has not been listened
:e.g. women, racial ethnic persons, the poor and dispossessed);
a review of the Book of Confessions of the Presbyterian Church
S.A.);
a dialogue with experts in other sociopolitical disciplines that have a
mection to the issue;
a review of any past policy statements on the issue by the
msbyterian 'church (U.S.A.);
i
conversations with other members of the congregation as well as
er governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.);
conversations within an ecumenical setting that would offer insights
m other faith traditions.
After the list is finished, tell the participants that an important factor
:onsider as they go about the process of completing the items on the list

is their time frame. Remind them that engaging responsibly in social policy witness is a lengthy process. It is important to allow flexibility within
their time frame if, for example, their conversations within an ecumenical
setting prompt further study of additional biblical texts.
Ask the participants to establish an imaginary time frame to accomplish the items they have listed, reminding them that engaging in the kind
of background study they have outlined may require more time than they
think.Write their time frame on newsprint or chalkboard.
Tell the participants that the next step in the process is to write a document that pulls together all of the background information they have
gathered-along with the reason(s) they are doing the study and any
recommendations they would have for the church. The document would
then be presented to the session for their deliberation and approval.
As review of Presbyterian polity, ask the participants to help you
map out the path the document would travel from the session to the
Advisory Committee on Social Policy Witness--once the session has a p
proved the document.
Tell the participants that, as a way of bringing together study and mission, it would be as important to strategize ways to implement the recommendations of their study into their own life as a community of faith as it
would to do their study. Share with them some of the models of patterns
for social witness found in Appendix B on page 29 of Part One. Ask them
to brainstorm concrete ways in which they might live out the social witness they would address in their study.

a

Concluding the Session (5 Minutes)
4. Reaffirming Our Faith

Tell the participants that you would like to conclude this final session
in the same way ,that you concluded Session I-by reading together A
Brief Statement of Faith. Ask that, as they read this confession of faith together, they would be aware of any difference in the depth of meaning the
words might have as a result of having participated in this study on why
and how the church makes a social policy witness.
Close with a prayer of thanksgiving to God for the opportunity God
has given the church to engage in social witness, as well as asking God for
the courage to be faithful witnesses of Christ in every aspect of our lives.

