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A SOCIAL WITNESS SUMMARY OF THE 2018 GENERAL ASSEMBLY
The Presbyterian Moral Conversation Beyond the Headlines

Social Witness Actions of the 2018 General Assembly and

Implications for Presbyterian Mission Agency Board Deliberation

By Rev. Christian Iosso, PhD, Coordinator, with the concurrence of the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP)

This summary moves from (I) the largest headline items to (II) social witness reports grouped by theme, and (III) the changing practices and purposes of the Assembly itself. Changes in emphasis at the Assembly reflect changes in the church’s identity and thus have implications for the Mission Agency’s planning. A conclusion (IV) looks at the balance of movement and institution in the broader national context. This serves the assignment of the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to provide the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board (PMAB) with analysis of the church’s moral commitments and capacities, and to help the Board complement the Assembly in their linked service to the whole church.
 

I   Headlines: March to End Cash Bail, Keep Carbon Energy Investments, and The Way Forward Restructure

First, it is good to have some headline-worthy events at GA. The big public march to end cash bail, in which a majority of commissioners took part, challenged the sense of powerlessness and invisibility that many have at the “flood of mortal ills prevailing.” This also gave the participants a sense of accomplishment even before the actual plenary process started, reminding us that the church still can be part of a movement toward racial justice and criminal justice reform. The march anchored the Stated Clerk’s “Hands and Feet” project and connected with a range of other St Louis actions, including some related to the renewed Poor Peoples’ Campaign. 

The march went from the convention center to the St Louis city courthouse and jail, where a healthy $47,000 of bail was paid to secure the release of persons held without being convicted of non-violent offenses. This was a demonstration of solidarity with the St. Louis justice community that organized the march and that has been on the street, on and off, for many months since the killing of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. As elsewhere in the US, there have been other police shootings and exonerations of officers, reinforcing a narrative of racial injustice. The Assembly demonstration, led by the St Louis activists, local pastors, and the denomination’s chief leaders, cohered with Assembly actions on “the Doctrine of Discovery,” the “Gospel from St. Louis,” and other racial justice matters. As a symbolic action relatively early in the Assembly, the demonstration also gave commissioners a sense of their own solidarity and good feeling, though few debates at this GA were as contentious as in past years. 

The second big headline, that the church would not divest wholesale from fossil fuel companies, despite the support of 40 presbyteries and six years organizing by the Peace Fellowship and the Fossil Free PC(USA) advocates, at least put the issue of climate change firmly before the church. The pushback by the investment bodies and the Committee on Mission Responsibility Through Investment (MRTI) was to explain a matter of some complexity. Another group of 30 presbyteries (arguably representing a similar proportion of the church) proposed a good set of eco-justice measures other than divestment. Aided by the advantage in airtime given minority reports under Roberts Rules, MRTI got the chance to make a case for its usual (and longer) process of focused divestment following engagement with individual and smaller groups of corporations. MRTI is, in fact, designed partly to influence the Board of Pensions and Presbyterian Foundation, both of which signaled that they would claim significant autonomy from the Assembly if it had voted for immediate divestment of the whole non-renewable energy category.
 Though profoundly disappointed by the two-thirds vote against immediate divestment, the proponents were broadly respected for their creativity and passion. The burden on MRTI, on the PMAB, and on the many presbyteries involved, is to show similar creativity and passion in taking the green path. 

The third decision that merits a headline, at least within the denomination, is the approval of the Way Forward Commission’s recommended separation of the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board from legal and financial control of the investments dedicated to Presbyterian Mission, which were put under a new 11-member board designed partly to monitor the Mission Agency. There were also changes made in the roles of the Stated Clerk—to stress more a central leader than an informed facilitator
—and in the review process for 6 of the now 7 GA agencies, de-emphasizing self-studies and relying on forms of peer review.
 Inasmuch as there is a “mission responsibility through institution,” the denomination’s inner structures and cost allocations do affect the nature of its social witness, its ecumenical awareness and strategy, its evangelism and holistic mission.

Contrast those headlines with the international concerns of the closing worship. The preacher, Rev. Ekram Kachu of South Sudan, described her small Presbyterian congregation connecting through Facebook live with a larger group of scattered and displaced believers, despite limitations on their communications infrastructure. She spoke of her country as the persistent widow in Luke 18 crying out to the corrupt judge, with the U.S. and other governments failing to respond. South Sudan was created in 2011 after the international community, and the US in particular, pressured a dictator responsible for many war crimes to allow a referendum on independence. Unfortunately, since 2013, their President and Vice-President have led a terrible civil war—largely along tribal lines, but of course with weapons from the outside. The international peacekeeping apparatus deployed has not been strong enough to enforce cease-fires, a prime example of a weakening global order. The Rohinga situation in Myanmar would be another example. Other wars grind on, human rights are violated, refugees flow, nuclear dangers re-emerge; growing the military budget is the only steady response by the government of United States. 

To lift up Rev. Kachu’s brave witness from a land of tragedy is also to acknowledge the moral formation from GA worship and other elements outside the parliamentary process. This was provided by Bible study teachers, the other worship leaders, including the Rev. Najla Kassab of the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC), the outgoing and incoming Co-Moderators, the fellowship with other commissioners, and the work of the Holy Spirit throughout. Along with the primary function of representative churchwide deliberation, these other experiences contribute to what is still the most concentrated adult faith formation event in the church’s life. The balance among these Assembly components is addressed in section III.

The church’s headline items, then, address the major domestic crisis of inequality, seen in a heavily racialized criminal justice system, and the most grave global crisis—climate change—worsened by the actions of fossil fuel companies, the US, and various weaker governments. The third action of limited restructure will need to have its costs and benefits analyzed carefully and transparently, though many of the costs in leadership and management time will be hard to calculate. The Assembly’s capacity for symbolic leadership and serious deliberation on certain key issues was demonstrated and should be celebrated, and we now turn to the range of other Assembly issues and the manner of deliberation they received. 

II   Social Witness actions of the 223rd General Assembly 

Overall consensus actions against racism and for LGBTQ+ Equality, and Buried Leads:

The basic social witness message of the Assembly was, by generally strong majorities, to “be of good courage” in challenging policies based in fear, polarization, and greed. Opposing racism in particular, the Assembly added a number of committees, studies, and projects to combat discrimination—including that of Black women and girls, celebrate the witness of Presbyterian abolitionist Rev. Henry Highland Garnet (a contemporary of Frederick Douglass), improve ‘intercultural transformation,’ and increase the diversity of the church itself. The evident consensus on previously contentious issues of sexuality led to major affirmations of equality for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning and other groups (indeed, ‘all gender identities’ https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000312), though that consensus consigned this affirmation to the consent agenda. Somewhat similarly, firm majority commitments to fair and family-respecting immigration and asylum processes (https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000471) and resolve to deepen resistance to gun violence https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000314 got limited plenary attention, much less debate. A parallel to the “metoo” movement may be seen in the approval of a team to update sexual misconduct policies and determine whether a “sexual assault response coordinator” is needed in each presbytery (https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000285).
The co-moderators moderated with good proactivity through internal church matters, such as family leave provisions, but the tight scripting of Committee moderator reports often does not lift up key dynamics and sometimes the moral logic in the matters under discussion. The good decision to return to a paper General Assembly News helped introduce some of the players and dynamics in the committee deliberations. 

Social Justice Reports:
In addition to the actions noted above on racism, equality for persons of all gender identities and diverse sexual orientations, and on ending gun violence, there were two resolutions and two longer reports from the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy, and then short resolutions against capital punishment and for suicide prevention.

Honest Patriotism: This ACSWP resolution is a defense of truth-telling, a free press, and accountable government on Reformed theological grounds. A concise 8 pages, it may be posted with an appendix of two short overtures on the dangers of ‘racist nationalism’ and a ‘direction towards autocracy.’ This last prompted serious discussion in committee about whether, in the name of honesty, specific politicians should be named. This was declined on principle (the obverse of our practice of not endorsing specific candidates) and so as not to restrict the Office of Public Witness in future advocacy when different politicians are involved.

Religious Freedom without Discrimination: Along with a shorter overture, this resolution opposes the misuse of the “no establishment” and “free exercise” clauses of the First Amendment to restrict rights of GLBTQ persons or reproductive rights. Rights in question include those of employees, customers, and patients receiving care in Catholic hospitals.

Healing Before Punishment: Reforming Drug Policy: Adapting the work of a study group initiated in 2014 in response to seven presbyteries, this report recommends more urgent and preventive treatment to halt the opioid epidemic and a cautious de-criminalization rather than legal regulation of marijuana in the states. This report takes a both/and approach to “harm reduction” and “abstinence only” recovery, and steps a bit back from the prohibition model that has supported the “war on drugs”—the initial concern of the presbyteries.

The Gospel from St Louis: Building on contributions from the five congregations that hosted conversations about race at the 2017 Big Tent, this report is part of a continuing conversation about urban ministry and mission begun with “the Gospel from Detroit” in 2014. Each of the congregations’ approaches is different, as is an overall reflection by the Eden Seminary Dean. Its recommendations include measures to reform the cash bail system and other aspects of criminal justice, to increase police accountability, as well as directions for urban mission and the Urban Ministry Network formed in 2014. It encourages Baltimore congregations and pastors to add to this conversation with their own learnings so there may be a “Gospel from Baltimore.”

Peacemaking, Immigration, and International Issues: 

Nuclear Threats: The Assembly addressed the nuclear threat in three actions, on North Korea, Iran, and renewing nuclear disarmament efforts. The Assembly adopted a substitute overture calling for regionally coordinated Korea talks and ecumenical work with the North Koreans, to the extent possible, recognizing also the needs of North Koreans who have fled to other countries in the region. On Iran, see Middle East. Presbyterian News Service ran an article on the Assembly’s nuclear disarmament resolution for the anniversaries of Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings.  https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/nuclear-disarmament-renewing-hope-against-all-odds/ 

Well-prepared resolutions were adopted on Madagascar, South Sudan, Yemen, and Nicaragua. The PCUSA has mission partners in all but Yemen. An overture on the “Northern Triangle” in Central America, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, included a mission co-worker position to assist mission partnerships in those countries.

A study of Central America was approved, partly to focus on the factors creating waves of asylum-seekers, whose rights and those of immigrants generally were vigorously upheld. A strong commissioner resolution opposed the family division policy now being rectified.

A proposed resolution and ecumenical study on Global Order and National Purpose was sent back to the ACSWP with constructive recommendations for refinement and restructuring. The goal is for the church’s voice to be heard in the debates over the steady weakening of international institutions and treaties and the defunding of diplomacy. ACSWP was asked to separate the resolution section and simplify the study, while keeping it grounded theologically and in dialogue with diverse viewpoints. (ACSWP brought a military historian before the Committee to demonstrate the need for conversation with Presbyterians in national security and other diverse views).

Environment and Energy Issues:

Precautionary Principle: Managing Technological Risks to Protect Humanity and Our Planet
This ACSWP report looks carefully at several kinds of regulation and recommends an overall shift in assessing the risks of new technologies, with stronger laws to prevent profiteering de-regulation. ACSWP was responding to a very broad overture and seeks to work more with the scientists (from government, academy, and corporations) and other scholars who contributed. A commissioner resolution to study new forms of automation (including robotics and AI, artificial intelligence) was voted down on the Assembly floor, but raised valuable questions in line with this report’s conclusions.

In addition to affirming MRTI’s criteria for engagement with fossil fuel corporations, the Assembly called for more efforts to prevent “environmental racism” (locating polluters in or near minority communities) and to give those communities more decision-making authority. Two resolutions addressed the need for effective carbon taxes and/or pricing.

A resolution, “The Earth is the Lord’s,” based on a similar United Church of Christ statement, called on pastors and others to be more prophetic in fighting for measures like the Paris Accords and much stronger efforts to slow climate change. 

Theological Issues:

A Concise Contextual Letter on Belhar: The letter called for would not have confessional status but, like the four paragraph “Accompanying Letter” that came with the 1986 South African confession, would identify applications in the 21st Century United States. Our confessions are key to our social witness, in this case on race and other church-dividing factors.

A Formal Committee to Consider the Letter from a Birmingham Jail (1963) by ML King, Jr., as a new Presbyterian confession. The Assembly committee’s recommendation was adopted, against the counsel of the PMA (including Theology & Worship), the Advisory Committee on the Constitution, and ACSWP, though with the support of REAC. Note: the original overture did not seek confessional standing, but sought a halfway status that is not in our Constitution.

Middle East:

The Assembly decided in several items to seek out and support more public, ecumenical, and interfaith discussion of the Israel-Palestine conflict. It voted against a resolution to restrict sales of Why Palestine Matters: The Struggle to End Colonialism by the Israel/Palestine Mission Network, voted to declare opposition to Anti-BDS legislation across the country, approved a focused study of changes in the status and conditions of Palestinians in Jerusalem, and called for continued responses to the National Coalition of Christian Organizations in Palestine. 
A commissioners’ resolution opposed the violence at the Gaza border committed against the largely peaceful March of Return protests by Israeli police and military snipers. 

A commissioners’ resolution protested the current Administration’s withdrawal from the JCPOA, aka the “Iran Deal,” and called for decreasing US economic and military provocation. 

On Syria, a well-crafted set of advocacy responses to that proxy war was approved, noting the religious minorities, warring factions on the Turkish border, and need for ceasefire overall. 

The Stated Clerk noted that this Committee’s business, much in the consent agenda, moved with dispatch unprecedented in more than 30 years. 

Church Polity and Ordered Ministry:

Five resolutions expanding paid family leave policies were seen by the committee, covering different types of church employees and attempting to reconcile fair compensation with church financial constraints and Board of Pensions specifications. In the end a task force was designated to report back specifically on issues of family leave at all levels of the church.  

The Assembly voted to close a loophole in the Book of Order so that former ministers facing allegations of sexual abuse, after renouncing jurisdiction, must resubmit themselves to investigation before being allowed to regain standing in the denomination.  

Relevant to the Assembly and mid-councils, the Assembly held that active service on session was essential to ordination as an elder, with no exceptions to allow young adults to be elected elder-commissioners without that service. 

Mission Coordination:

The Assembly approved the proposed PMA budget and the election of Rev. Dr. Diane Givens Moffett as President/Executive Director of the PMA. It also approved a number of studies: on creating an LGBTQIA+ advocacy committee, on the role of the humanities in PC(USA)-related colleges and universities (including the teaching of religion and ethics), and on surveying repairs needed for historic Native American churches. The Assembly further emphasized Native American history in calling for further discussion of the harms of the Doctrine of Discovery, including an ACSWP-produced issue of Unbound. 

The Assembly approved funding to renew implementation of a 10 year old social witness policy to help congregations welcome and minister with persons with mental illness: Comfort My People. This relates to the suicide prevention work, and to the end-of-life handbook, Abiding Presence, from the 2016 Assembly, which addressed “aid-in-dying” or “assisted suicide.”

III. Changes in the General Assembly Process and Choices Relevant to Mission:

This section reflects on new possibilities for both the General Assembly and for a Presbyterian Mission Agency focusing more on mission and coordinating more with the Assembly. Does more consensus in the church mean less deliberation time is needed at the Assembly? But should more time and perhaps a different format be used to lift up significant items buried in the consent agenda? Whatever the mix of movement and institution the Assembly represents, how is it best in dialogue with its agencies and the church’s congregations?

The deliberative work of the Assembly was reduced by the time taken for both the public witness of the march on Tuesday afternoon (prompting most Committees to finish their work by 2:30pm) and a jazz concert Thursday evening. With the absence of prolonged debates on sexual orientation and abortion, and on ways to influence Israel to end the occupation of Palestine, the largest debate centered on the call for immediate and categorical divestment from all the largest fossil fuel companies. Even the debate over the Way Forward’s restructure proposals was quite short and on this and elsewhere, the Assembly was trusting on costs. In fact, a large percentage of studies and new bodies created—some with very general assignments and unclear staffing requirements—relate to the administration or restructure of the church itself. The PMA and COGA may need to provide future commissioners with more comparison among proposals and their likely costs in light of work already being undertaken. 

As the body designated by the General Assembly to advise on the broad scope of social witness, and to be a steward of a substantial body of social teaching, ACSWP is frequently concerned that “new wheels” are invented by special committees in ignorance of past GA efforts and ecumenical efforts. Nominating and staffing bodies with persons who have institutional memory is important, precisely in the quest for new vision and engagement with persons under 40. Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of our connectional system cannot be taken for granted, as was clear in the discussions over the (well-justified) raising of per capita. The original 1972 membership projections for United Presbyterian synods, for example, were in retrospect quite optimistic and without increased cooperation with “full communion” partners, the maintenance of a number of presbyteries becomes problematic. 

The point here is not only to include persons with theological capacity and institutional memory as well as diverse backgrounds on the 18 bodies approved by this past Assembly, but also to have resource persons able and welcomed to speak in committee when decisions on such bodies are being made and then in plenary. These are not simply financial decisions; more spending may well be required, but how does it fit with what we (or someone like us) are already doing?

Current General Assembly procedures reflect, naturally, the former Presbyterian Church, U.S. experience of Stated Clerks Andrews, Kirkpatrick, and Parsons, as well as the struggles of the last 40 years. The location of resource persons at the back in a meeting room, for example, conditions debate and privileges parliamentary process. Discouraging sub-committees may restrict the depth that committees can go in their examination of material prepared for them. Hearings are good, but do commissioners know what groups are represented? On the plenary floor, the former United Presbyterian Church modified Roberts Rules more extensively than we do today, still respecting minority reports, but limiting the perfecting of more than one motion at once. At the least, equal time should be given majority committee recommendations. All of these factors affect how much attention and understanding is given to the mission of the church.

Every Assembly advisory and advocacy committee wants commissioners to have the best information possible and the proper framework for decision-making. Appointing first-time commissioners without parliamentary procedure experience to lead committees, for example, makes for frustrated committees even when those moderators are familiar with the subject matter before them. If the PCUSA is more of a consensus body and wishes to allot less time for deliberation at the Assembly, the burden on committee leadership will increase. 

But what if the PMAB were to exercise its “convening” function more in relation to mission topics? Well before the GA, for example, a meeting could hear differing views on fiduciary responsibility and the green imperative, looking at other ways of shifting our lifestyles toward sustainability. Or, if the PMAB were to think about what is needed in theology and worship, what about a panel of seminary thinkers who do ecclesiology? The study of humanities teaching in our church-related schools approved by the Assembly may not relate as directly to current PMA work, but the PMAB might have a public encouraging role to play. What about ecumenical planning? Overall, if a more activist/experiential Assembly is going to contribute more to mission, then the PMA has the knowledge and appropriate role of providing resources, and the PMAB has some responsibility for strategic thinking about that mission. 

Since its creation ACSWP has sought to serve the PMAB and its predecessors as well as the General Assembly. While the past 20 years or so have seen some strengths come to the fore, the current moment may allow for other strengths to emerge. Now is an opportunity to hear new voices and re-connect with parts of the church, for a mission and an identity yet more faithful to our calling in Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

People of conscience cannot help but see example after example of violence and corruption abroad and in our own country. The abandonment of Puerto Rico or Flint, Michigan, the Supreme Court approved distortion of our electoral system by “dark money,” the undermining of medical care and pensions, the preventable epidemic of gun violence, and many other examples, call for Christian engagement. A “moral revival” is clearly needed; yet after each Assembly we wonder, how much can our particular church take on? Even if we see more agreement on moral concerns at General Assemblies, should we not focus on getting our house in order, getting our pastors decent childcare and family leave options, improving the theological and moral formation of our youth, addressing spiritual needs like widespread loneliness… 

Despite the movement-like moment of the public march in St Louis, the Assembly’s other headline decisions respected institutional and even corporate structures. On a policy basis, the Assembly voted for equality, justice, human dignity, and liberation repeatedly, seeing no contradiction between these concerns and our institutional life. Those concerns are simply part of our business—our mission—even our brand. This Assembly, then, did not clarify the movement versus institution question. Yet at a time when our “Evangelical” and Roman Catholic brothers and sisters are reaping what they have sown, speaking out for truth and justice from a strong Christian standpoint may be just what Christ is calling us to do—a witness essential to our mission that is otherwise missing in our culture.  
� A prior post-GA memo can be found at: �HYPERLINK "../../../../:w:/r/personal/pmabmeetings_pcusa_org/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7BA91E74EE-EADE-45CA-9867-F752F43BA590%7D&file=H.212%20Social%20Witness%20Summary%20and%20Analysis%20of%20General%20Assembly.doc&action=default&mobileredirect=true"��https://pcusactr-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/personal/pmabmeetings_pcusa_org/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7BA91E74EE-EADE-45CA-9867-F752F43BA590%7D&file=H.212%20Social%20Witness%20Summary%20and%20Analysis%20of%20General%20Assembly.doc&action=default&mobileredirect=true�


�  Questions were raised as to whether the Board of Pensions had fully complied with the Assembly’s 2014 request that it divest from securities in 3 firms, pointing to the tension in our divestment policy between fiduciary responsibility and clarity of witness. See: � HYPERLINK "https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/5-divestment_strategy-1984.pdf" �https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/5-divestment_strategy-1984.pdf�  The decision to divest of firms supporting the occupation of Palestine attracted large headlines at the 2014 GA, predicated on the BoP’s willingness to comply.


� To use iconic images, the Assembly favored the authority of a King Arthur over the advising role of a Merlin. This is to see the GA plenary as a place of blessing and commissioning for the various mission adventures and leaders lifted up.


�  Disclosure: After reflection on the vision and mission leadership needed by the church from its national agencies, and communication with the PMAB Governance Task Force, Way Forward, and 2020 Vision bodies, ACSWP’s Advice & Counsel memoranda presented a number of alternatives to the Way Forward/All Agency Review proposals.
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