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 As many of you already know, the 221

st
 General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) in 

Detroit, MI, was held in June.  The media has been 

reporting ‘sound bites,’ on the more controversial 

decisions, but it is important to get the full story so that 

we can understand the impact and implications of these 

decisions.  Admittedly, I am personally very 

disappointed in many of the GA’s actions, not only for 

the decisions themselves, but for what they reveal 

about the theological direction of our denomination.  It 

is not possible, in one Pastor’s Pen, to review all the 

GA’s actions in detail.  However, that information is 

available to everyone on line, and through a variety of 

other publications and avenues (listed for you below).  

On the back table in the sanctuary, I have made 

available hard copies of summaries of GA decisions, as 

well as responses by some of the vocal advocacy 

groups within the PC (USA) such as the Presbyterian 

Coalition, the Layman, and Presbyterians for Renewal, 

as well as the reaction/perspective of officials in 

Pittsburgh Presbytery.  I would encourage everyone to 

review this detailed information.  Since we are a 

‘priesthood of all believers,’ it is incumbent on all of us 

to educate ourselves on what is happening within our 

denomination and the ramifications of those decisions. 

 

 It should be obvious, given the controversy and 

disagreement within our own denomination and the 

global church, that we do not all agree.  There are 

many in our denomination that laud and honor the 

more controversial decisions, while others are 

devastated by them.  But, to me, that is a red flag.  If 

we are truly ‘united in Christ,’ how can we be worlds 

apart on these issues?  Are we just to accept that such 

disagreement is the inevitable norm, chalk it up to a 

necessary ‘diversity,’ and scramble to find some 

‘common ground’ no matter how tenuous?  Alas, I 

think not.  While I would guard against demonizing 

one side or the other, I think it is equally dangerous to 

deny or ignore the implications of decisions that reflect 

differing views of the authority of Scripture and the 

Lordship of Christ.  We all may be using the same 

words and phrases to talk about our faith, but do they 

truly mean the same thing?   

 

Before we delve into the decisions themselves, 

it may be helpful to review a bit about GA process.  

Each of the over 800 delegates who are elected to 

attend GA, are randomly assigned to one of fifteen 

committees (such as Worship, Mission, Investments, 

Marriage, etc.) which meet for the first two days of GA 

to consider and discuss all proposals related to their 

area of focus.  Then each committee makes a 

recommendation to the GA as to how they should vote.  

The remaining three days of GA are devoted to 

discussion and voting on the recommendation on each 

issue or amendment.  The GA usually, but not always, 

upholds the committee recommendations; therefore 

their conclusions are central to the process. 

 

The following are summaries of some of the 

more significant and/or controversial decisions made 

by GA.  Again, for more information, I would refer 

you to the resource list following this article for more 

detailed explanations and the ramifications of each 

decision. 

 

The divestment from three US Companies: 

 

In a vote of 310-303, the GA voted to divest from three 

companies whose business practices were determined 

to be contributing to non-peaceful pursuits in Israel-

Palestine.  The companies are Caterpiller, Hewlett-

Packard, and Motorola Solutions.  The closeness of 

this vote reveals that the GA was sharply divided on 

this issue.  (For more information, see the detailed 

information in the resource file on the background of 

this action and the implications). 

 

In a related vote, the GA voted to refer an overture that 

would have called for divestment from ALL fossil fuel 

companies within five years. 

 

Education 

 

Presbyterians were called on by the GA to provide 

quality education to 1 million children in the US and 

around the world in the next four years as a way to 

alleviate poverty, especially for women and children. 

 

Confession of Belhar 

 

Although the proposal to include this confession in our 

Book of Confessions was rejected by a super-majority 

of Presbyteries four years ago, it was brought up again 

at this Presbytery and was approved to resend it again 

for approval.  (See the paper on this confession written 

by PTS profession John Burgess in the resource file) 



Gun Violence 

 

The GA voted to address gun violence by calling for 

the formation of support groups for those who have 

experienced gun violence, opposition to legislation that 

exempts gun manufacturers from liability for gun 

misuse, opposition to ‘stand your ground,’ and other 

legislation, encourage sessions to declare their 

premises gun free zones, supporting legislation to ban 

semi-automatic weapons. 

 

Reorganizing and revitalizing synods 

 

The GA voted 449-128 to reduce the number of synods 

from 16 to between 10-12.   

 

Abortion 

 

The GA rejected an overture 465-133, calling for a 

special committee to review current policies on 

abortion and to propose new policies if needed.  The 

PC USA current policy supports pro-choice.  The GA 

rejected an opportunity to spend two years reflecting 

on, “the plight of unwanted children, born and 

unborn.” 

 

Death Penalty/Food Sovereignty and pre/post natal 

nutrition and Voter Suppression 

 

The GA approved by consent measures to call for a 

national moratorium on the death penalty; a study of 

end-of-life issues; measures to promote ‘food 

sovereignty,’ affirming the importance of prenatal and 

post-birth nutrition, more generous parental leave 

policies and actions to counter a new wave of voter 

suppression. 

 

Marriage 

 

By a vote of 371-238, the GA approved an 

‘authoritative interpretation” (AI) of section W-4.9000 

of the Book of Order, to grant pastors discretion in 

determining whether or not to conduct same-gender 

marriages in civil jurisdictions where such marriages 

are legal.  This ruling currently applies to 19 states and 

the District of Columbia.  This AI removes the 

previous ban on this practice imposed by the AI issued 

by the 1991 GA.  This new AI takes effect 

immediately.  Unlike amendments approved by the 

GA, AI’s do NOT need approval by a majority of 

Presbyteries to take effect! 

 

In addition, the GA also approved by a vote of 429-

175, an amendment to W-4.9001 that would change the 

constitutional definition of marriage from ‘between a 

man and a woman,’ to ‘two people, traditionally a man 

and a woman.’  There is a clause included in this 

amendment which states:  “Nothing herein shall 

compel a teaching elder (pastor) to perform nor 

compel a session to authorize the use of church 

property for a marriage service that the teaching elder 

or the session believes is contrary to the teaching 

elder’s or the session’s discernment of the Holy Spirit 

and their understanding of the Word of God.”  This 

amendment will go to all 171 Presbyteries for approval 

during the coming year.   

 

Please note, the AI mentioned above is in effect 

BEFORE the language of the BoO has been changed to 

redefine marriage!  What that means is that the AI 

stands in direct contradiction to how our Constitution 

currently defines marriage.  Aside from the theological 

disconnect, which is legion, from a constitutional 

perspective alone, this action is extremely troubling.  

We say one thing in our constitution, but then another 

in an AI.  This is constitutionally untenable, and yet it 

is a reality.  What does that say about the faithfulness 

of our process?  This glaringly reveals that we are 

speaking out of both sides of our mouth.  But, in effect, 

perhaps this only reveals the larger truth—that we are a 

deeply divided denomination. 

 

While some have asserted that language was added to 

‘protect’ the consciences on both sides of the issue, 

what about protecting and upholding the witness of 

Scripture?  What about the truth?  One Presbytery 

pastor concluded, ‘Since a clear majority of the GA 

believes that people of good faith, honest confession of 

Jesus as Lord, and commitment to Scripture and our 

Confessions can in good conscience have varying 

convictions on same sex marriage, the church ought to 

make room for those variations.”  I respectfully 

disagree.  Do we make decisions based on what the 

majority of people want to believe or on what Scripture 

says?  It seems to me, that this argument puts the basis 

of authority, not in the witness of Scripture, but in our 

‘good’ faith, our ‘honest’ confession, and our 

‘commitment’—none of which are without error, but in 

fact, are, as John Calvin would insist, totally depraved.  

It isn’t our faith that is good it is only Christ that is 

good.  It isn’t our confession that is honest, only Christ 

is honest.  It isn’t our commitment that makes varying 

interpretations ‘reliable,’ only the Spirit makes 

interpretations reliable.  Everything we do must be 

focused through the lens of Christ’s authority as 

witnessed to by Scripture through the power of the 

Spirit!   

 

So, where does that leave us?  That leaves us with truth 

being relative to ‘majority rules,’ and changeable based 



on what we want to believe and what we choose to 

ignore.  One Presbyterian pastor, in reviewing the 

impact of these decisions, concluded, ‘These 

controversial actions change nothing about our call to 

love God, love one another, and our call to fulfill 

together our Lord’s Great Commission.’  Once again, 

respectfully, I couldn’t disagree more.  Lifting up 

falsehood and calling it truth changes everything.   

 

What is our response?   

 

Before we can respond in any meaningful way, we 

(every single member at Bethel is involved in that 

collective ‘we’) have to answer some questions.  Do 

we support these actions?  Are we content with these 

positions?  Do we believe that they reflect the 

overwhelming Biblical witness?  How we answer these 

questions will determine our response.  If we agree 

with these decisions and with the theological direction 

of the PC (USA), then there is nothing to be done.  But, 

if not, we must do something.  But, what?  

Realistically, what are our options? 

 

We can choose to do nothing.  Remember that sermon 

I preached a few weeks ago about how, ‘No decision is 

really a decision?’  That applies here.  We can disagree 

with the GA decisions, but choose to do nothing about 

it, concluding, “The actions of GA while troubling, 

don’t really affect us.”  But, of course, that isn’t true, 

they do.  Still, we can go on with business as usual, 

hoping, somehow, that we can remain insulated and 

unaffected by these decisions, but for how long?  And 

what does our indifference say about our commitment 

to being part of the PC (USA), much less our witness 

as Christians?  We can do nothing ourselves, but hope 

that others will step up to protest and effect change.  

But, is that faithful?  Martin Luther was ‘just one 

voice,’ and he made a difference, can’t we?  Are we 

the ‘good people’ who sit by and do nothing? 

 

We can go on record to protest the actions with which 

we disagree and work to effect change and reform from 

within.  If we are not part of the solution, than we are, 

by default, a part of the problem.  This choice requires 

investment and involvement by our elders in the larger 

church denominational structure.  That means elders 

attending Presbytery meetings and serving on 

Presbytery committees; it means members getting 

informed and involved and being willing to speak up 

and out.  It can’t just be your pastor speaking for the 

congregation—that isn’t how this works.  This will be 

your congregation, your denomination—your home, 

long after any pastor who shepherds you has been 

called elsewhere. 

 

What if we aren’t sure of what we should do? 

 

We can enter into an intentional and rigorous 

discernment process.  Careful; this is not merely the 

‘do nothing’ option repackaged as ‘doing 

something.’  Honest discernment requires effort and 

wrestling with hard questions such as, “Do we wish to 

remain silent and aligned with a denomination who is 

making these decisions?  Do we wish to ‘make our 

voice matter,’ get actively involved at the 

denominational level and protest those decisions with 

which we disagree?  Do we wish to remain aligned 

with the PC (USA) or discern if God is calling us to go 

another way? 

 

The first choice is the easiest.  But, we all know the 

truth about short cuts and easy choices, don’t we?  I 

know how some of you may feel.  Doggone it!  I don’t 

want to deal with this!  And yet, here we are.  Nobody 

said faith was easy, effortless, or trouble free, in fact, 

Jesus said the exact opposite so we shouldn’t be too 

surprised.  

 

As an Ordained Minister of the Word and Sacrament in 

the PC (USA), I will have to make my own decision as 

to how I will react/respond to these decisions and to 

the spiritual climate that they create; and so will you.  

Writing this GA review is a genuine struggle for me.  

I’d rather ignore it.  I’d rather not wrestle with the 

implications.  I do not like conflict and I am not 

energized by controversy.  I truly do want to love 

everyone (well, I want to want to love everyone) and I 

don’t want to demonize or hurt those with whom I 

disagree.  But, the actions of this GA create a new 

tension and this tension should not be ignored. 

 

Imagine the church is a rubber band.  While there may 

be a certain elasticity in our ability to accommodate 

differing beliefs, there comes a point where the rubber 

simply cannot accommodate anymore stretch—a point 

where the band is so stressed it simply can no longer 

maintain its integrity and it breaks apart.  I fear these 

decisions push us past the breaking point—they 

certainly push us to the point of making an intentional 

decision as to how we will respond. 

 

Next Steps 

 

The first step is for all of us to ‘get informed’ to the 

best of our ability.  In today’s information age, that is 

easier than ever.  Yes, as your pastor I can share 

resources, information, and insights and provide my 

spiritual guidance to all of you, and that I will continue 

to do.  But, as Christians in the PC (USA) we are all 

accountable.   



The next step is to examine our denomination’s 

decisions according to the authority of Scripture.  

Whether or not you all agree with me is not the point.  

All of us must be willing to examine our 

denomination’s decisions by the witness of Scripture 

and confront the truth of what we find.  Only by doing 

these things will we be in a position to made a decision 

about how we should respond.   

 

Your Session is the governing body of this 

congregation.  Ultimately, it will be up to them as to 

how to respond, but it is up to us as a congregation to 

engage and enter the discussion and discernment. 

 

Towards this end, I have included a file folder of 

resources for your review on the back table in the 

sanctuary.  It is not practical to include 50 copies of 

every resource, therefore, what I would suggest is that 

if you wish to have a copy of a resource from the file to 

read more thoroughly or take with you, either make a 

copy in the church office, (or request one from Dana) 

or go on line and read the information there and/or 

print out a copy for yourself. 

 

Here follows a list of websites and resources for your 

review.  I have even included two resources (the last 

two) that promote views with which I vehemently 

disagree.  An informed decision must be exactly that. 

 

For responses to same sex marriage from Biblical 

perspective, I would highly recommend publications 

by Robert Gagnon, Ph.D, Associate Professor of the 

New Testament at PTS.  There is an article on this 

subject written by him in the resource file folder. 

   

PC (USA) Office of the General Assembly website and 

publications:  www.pcusa.org  

 

The Presbyterian Coalition:  www.presbycoalition.org 

 

The Presbyterian Layman:  www.layman.org 

 

Presbyterians for Renewal:  www.pfrenewal.org 

 

Pittsburgh Presbytery (letters and communication from 

our Presbytery Staff):  www.pghpresbytery.org 

 

The Presbyterian Outlook:  pres-outlook.org 

 

Covenant Network of Presbyterians:  covnetpres.org 

 

More Light Presbyterians:  www.mlp.org 

 

 

There are numerous other congregations struggling 

with the same issues that we are confronting.  WE 

ARE NOT ALONE in asking these questions and 

making these discernments.  It can be helpful to read 

the responses other PC (USA) churches have made to 

these controversies.  Towards that end, I would direct 

you to the Presbyterian Layman website and click on 

the ‘Discern’ tab and that will drop down a list of 

congregations that are undergoing, or who have 

undergone, a discernment process in response to the 

decisions of the PC (USA).   

 

What can we do now besides get informed?  We can 

pray. We can turn to God’s Word for guidance.  We 

can trust that God is sovereign.  Obviously, this is not 

the first theological controversy to confront us as a 

denomination.  We are not the first Christians called to 

discern the truth and called to discern how we should 

respond.  Listen to the Apostle Paul to the Galatians: 

Galatians 1:6-10  

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting 

the one who called you by the grace of Christ and 

are turning to a different gospel—which is really no 

gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing 

you into confusion and are trying to pervert the 

gospel of Christ.  But even if we or an angel from 

heaven should preach a gospel other than the one 

we preached to you, let him be eternally 

condemned!  As we have already said, so now I say 

again:  If anybody is preaching to you a gospel 

other than what you accepted, let him be eternally 

condemned!  Am I now trying to win the approval 

of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please men? If 

I were still trying to please men, I would not be a 

servant of Christ. 

Are we trying to please God or men?  This is a relevant 

question—certainly for us right now and for Christians 

of every age.  May we be strong and courageous as we 

seek to answer this question and discern God’s 

guidance. As we do so, let us keep our eyes firmly on 

Christ, as we seek justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with our God. 

 

In the Name of Christ Alone, 

 

Pastor Nancy 
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