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Anti-racism related overtures from the 223rd General Assembly of the 
PC(USA), from the PC-Biz GA site (https://www.pc-biz.org). The help of 
Marney Wilde is gratefully acknowledged. The main goal of bringing 
these overtures together is to help building transformative anti-racist 
communities of practice grounded in authentic Christian faith.  The 
Table of Contents highlights sections of each overture for the anti-racist 
to become well-versed. 10 of the 14 overtures are: 1) On Recognizing 
the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet’s Prophetic Voice for Today; 2) 
Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Name Changes to 
Racial Equity Advocacy Committee; 3) A Resolution to Respond to 
Disparities Experienced by Black Women and Girls; 4) A Gospel from St 
Louis: Lessons from Congregations Seeking Racial and Economic Justice; 
5) Declare an Imperative for the Reformation of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) in being a Transformative Church in This Intercultural 
Era; with Eight Steps to End Racism and a Glossary of Terms; 6) Racism, 
Truth, and Reconciliation Special Committee; 7) On Developing a Letter 
to Accompany the Confession of Belhar; 8) On Adopting the "Letter 
from Birmingham City Jail," written by the Rev. Dr. MLK Jr., as a 
Contemporary Statement of Faith; 9) On Renewing Our Call to Promote 
Environmental Justice; and 10) On Responding to Environmental 
Racism.  This document has been prepared to accompany the 
Disrupting Racism workshops led by Anita Coleman, 2018 Gathering of 
Presbyterian Women, Louisville, KY, August 4, 2018 (1:00 to 5:00 pm)   
 

Anita Coleman 
Charis Research 
(949) 682-9603 
Endracism.info 
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[11-

03] 

On Recognizing the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet’s Prophetic 

Voice for Today—From the Presbytery of San Francisco. 

  

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

  

IOB Link: 
https://www.pc-

biz.org/#/search/3000256  

 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: San Francisco Presbytery 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as 

follows: 

Approve as 

Amended 

(AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee 

acted as follows: 

Approve as 

Amended 

(CA) 
 

 

Final text: 

That the recommendation be approved with amendment. 

“The Presbytery of San Francisco overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to: 

     “1.  Recognize the prophetic witness of the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet, pastor of 

15th Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C.[,] and Shiloh Presbyterian Church 

in New York City[, and founding pastor of Grace Memorial Presbyterian Church in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, which is celebrating its 150th anniversary this year]. 

     “2.  Authorize an anniversary publishing of “A Memorial Discourse,” to be published by 

the Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, with the proceeds to benefit [the 175-year-old] 

15th Street Presbyterian Church[, Grace Memorial Presbyterian Church,] and St. James 

Presbyterian Church, [which will soon celebrate its 125th anniversary, in close proximity to 

Hamilton Grange National Park. Presbyterian Publishing Corporation (PPC) shall consult 

with the Advisory Committee on Social Witness and the Advocacy Committee for Racial 

Ethnic Concerns on how the new publication can best meet the needs of contemporary and 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000256
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000256
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future ministries of the PC(USA) including the unique needs of local congregations and 

youth ministries] [the successor church to Shiloh Presbyterian Church]. 

     “3.  Encourage the members of the [denomination] [PC(USA)] to visit [these 

congregations] as shrines to freedom [those congregations] and to actively support their 

continuing ministry. 

     “4.  Encourage Presbyterian seminaries and other institutions of higher learning to 

actively study the impact of this divinely gifted orator and writer, and the way in which his 

witness helped lead to such documents as the Confession of Belhar. 

     “[5. Request Presbyterian Publishing Corporation to include “A Memorial Discourse” 

in any materials developed in the future for the study of The Confession of Belhar.]” 

Recommendation 

The Presbytery of San Francisco overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to: 

1.    Recognize the prophetic witness of the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet, pastor of 

15th Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C., and Shiloh Presbyterian Church in 

New York City. 

2.    Authorize an anniversary publishing of “A Memorial Discourse,” to be published by 

the Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, with the proceeds to benefit 15th Street 

Presbyterian Church and St. James Presbyterian Church, the successor church to Shiloh 

Presbyterian Church. 

3.    Encourage the members of the denomination to visit as Shrines to Freedom those 

congregations and to actively support their continuing ministry. 

4.    Encourage Presbyterian seminaries and other institutions of higher learning to actively 

study the impact of this divinely gifted orator and writer, and the way in which his witness 

helped lead to such documents as the Confession of Belhar. 

Rationale 

The Reverend Henry Highland Garnet gave what is considered the most important speech in 

African American history as the first of his race to address Congress on February 12, 1865. The 

stakes were immense. President Abraham Lincoln, a frequent visitor to New York Avenue 

Presbyterian Church a block from the White House, had just achieved the Congressional passage 

of the first constitutional amendment in sixty years. Lincoln, through the House chaplain, 

decided that Garnet could make the moral case for the prosecution of a bloody war and a 

watershed change in American society during a Memorial Service on his 56th birthday. The 

lesson for today’s times was that Lincoln chose the most strident and most eloquent opponent of 

slavery over the preceding two decades instead of seeking a conciliatory or middle-of-the-road 

approach. 
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In a Memorial Discourse published by the Session of 15th Street Presbyterian Church soon after 

the speech—the speech, which became known by its signature phrase “Let The Monster Perish, 

Perish Now and Perish Forever”—was combined with Garnet’s first major address to those 

enslaved in the United States in Buffalo in 1843 and his message of thanks to the relief 

committee after the anti-draft riots in New York City in 1865. That original speech was 

considered inflammatory because it called for a general strike and armed rebellion by those in 

slavery. In 1863, as the dean of black pastors in New York City, Garnet was sought by mobs for 

lynching. 

Senator Charles Sumner, the architect of Congressional Reconstruction, gave his copy of “A 

Memorial Discourse” to the Harvard University library where the heavily annotated passages 

show how Garnet guided Sumner’s subsequent passage of the 14th Amendment and 15th 

Amendment. That a mere eighteen months later, Garnet saw his faith confirmed through God’s 

movement in history is a profound Scriptural lesson, the modern equivalent of the parting of the 

Red Sea. As the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) discerns its adherence to the new Confession of 

Belhar, Garnet’s witness is the roadmap for addressing such issues as the retention of 

Confederate statues and continuing disparities in wealth, education, health, and well-being. In 

that first speech, Garnet said, “Let Your Motto Be Resistance, Resistance, Resistance.” 

Garnet has been obscured in a tide of revision that tells the story of the American Civil War 

through the lens of the Confederacy. Having ordained Garnet, still a fugitive slave, as an elder 

and then a pastor in the Presbytery of Troy, the PC(USA) has a responsibility to history and to 

the Creator to witness his prophetic voice and to let his words speak not only for those in 

bondage but for the spirit of unity and moral righteousness displayed by the American people in 

1865 with the passage of the 13th Amendment. Garnet tells us today that the tough issues can be 

addressed, that right can prevail and that justice only awaits our courage to speak as God would 

have us to do.  

Many people are unaware of the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet’s extraordinary impact. This 

video, at 15th Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C., from last Easter, reenacts three of 

his most important messages. Here is a digital copy of A Memorial Discourse, which the session 

of 15th Street printed soon after the most important speech in African American history. 

Financial Implication       

SEE ATTACHED  

Attachment  

Item_11-03_Financial_Implication.pdf (Summary provided here by Coleman: Anniversary 

Publishing of “A Memorial Discourse” $4,825 print and $ 2335 ebook for a total of $7,160 with 

proceeds to benefit 15
th

 St Pres Church and St. James Pres. Church) Resource Person: David 

Dobson   

Comment 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Comment 

https://vimeo.com/213751260
https://books.google.com/books?id=peyi4UKGJ1gC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Memorial+Discourse+by+Rev.+Henry+Highland+Garnet&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwio95_Z8YzaAhXKiVQKHZboDGkQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q=A%20Memorial%20Discourse%20by%20Rev.%20Henry%20Highland%20Garnet&f=false
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/9c03f4dc-2fe6-42ed-9601-0380eb397c4c/Item_11-03_Financial_Implication.pdf
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Advice & Counsel on Item 11-03—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

Item 11-03 reminds the church of the witness of the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet and 

requests reprinting of a key speech. 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises approval based upon 

additional considerations below. 

In their rationale, the proponent presbyteries suggest a connection between the prophetic work of 

Rev. Garnet and the recent adoption of The Confession of Belhar by the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.). Such a link could be made in the writing of the U.S. Accompanying Letter 

recommended in Item 14-01. Remembering the role played by abolitionists in the Presbyterian 

church in the pre-Civil War years would be part of the contextualization of Belhar called for in 

that overture. 

In the comment from the Presbyterian Publishing House (Westminster/JohnKnox Press), they 

factor in the cost of commissioning a new introduction to what would be a small booklet 

containing several of Garnet’s powerful orations. The challenge would be to put Garnet’s 

forthright call for slaves to rebel into dialogue with other approaches to black liberation up to 

Martin Luther King Jr. and the South African authors of The Confession of Belhar. Garnet, born 

into a family that escaped slavery when he was young, was uncompromising in his abolitionism 

and held a position similar to that of John Brown. 

For commissioners unfamiliar with Garnet’s role, an online search can reveal some of the 

numerous treatments of his life that testify to his influence. For an early recovery of his role, 

including the reprinting of ten of Garnet’s writings, see Earl Ofari, “Let Your Motto Be 

Resistance:” The Life and Thought of Henry Highland Garnet (Boston: Beacon, 1972). 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment  

Advice & Counsel on Item 11-03—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 11-03. 

ACREC supports this overture as it brings awareness to the rich diversity of voices combating 

racism and prejudices from the church, honors the prophetic voice of our diversity, and supports 

our commitment to human diversity and accepting people’s expression of world and societal 

issues. 

Presbyterian Publishing Corporation Comment 

Comment on Item 11-03—From the Presbyterian Publishing Corporation. 



7 
 

The Reverend Henry Highland Garnet served as pastor of Shiloh Presbyterian Church in New 

York City, Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church, Washington D.C., as president of Avery 

College, a co-ed school for free people of color, and later as the pastor of Grace Memorial 

Presbyterian Church, both in Pittsburgh. His “A Memorial Discourse,” delivered February 12, 

1865, in the House of Representatives, Washington, D.C., is considered by many as one of the 

important speeches in African American history. The speech was reenacted by John William 

Templeton as part of the 175th anniversary of Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church. 

His lecture now resides in the public domain and is available to view and download free of 

charge through several sources on the Internet, including Google Books, Archive.org, the Hathi 

Trust Digital Library, the New York Public Library digital collection, and other sources. 

Hardback and paperback reprint editions of a short book that includes Garnet’s speech along 

with an introduction, a biography of Garnet, and various responses to his speech, are available 

for sale on Amazon.com. 

Westminster John Knox Press, the book imprint of Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, receives 

no denominational funding for its work. To reprint this title would require typesetting, 

proofreading, and printing costs, in addition to the cost to hire someone to write a new 

introduction to the work. We estimate the cost at $4,825, including the cost of a new 

introduction, for a paperback printing of 1,000 copies. Alternately, an ebook-only edition of the 

book could be produced for $2,335. The work would require approximately twelve months to 

complete. Given the wide availability of free editions of the work, we do not expect that a new 

edition would generate many proceeds. 

Concurrence 

Muskingum 

   

National Capital 

       

New York City 

       

de Cristo 

       

Additional Resources 

Language - Korean       

035_Henry_Highland_Garnet-San_Fran_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_035_Henry_Highland_Garnet-San_Fran.pdf 

 

 

 

 

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/b4927a35-d66b-4faa-ae50-0b3abe512fd0/035_Henry_Highland_Garnet-San_Fran_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/db46190a-5828-4db8-b085-9b110b2b4264/2018_035_Henry_Highland_Garnet-San_Fran.pdf
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[11-05] Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Name Change 

Source: Committee 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

[action via Agenda: Wednesday Consent Agenda] 

Consensus  

Final text: 

11-05  Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Name Change 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) recommends that the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018): 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000271?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000271?print
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[1. ][2.]Direct the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) to change its 

name to Racial Equity Advocacy Committee (REAC). 

[2.][1.]Direct all six agencies of the PC(USA) to move toward changing “racial ethnic people” to 

“people of color” in all documents, parlance, and programs from this point forward.]. 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 51 

Negative: 3 

Abstaining: 0 

Final text: 

11-05  Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Name Change 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) recommends that the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018): 

[1. ][2.]Direct the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) to change its 

name to Racial Equity Advocacy Committee (REAC). 

[2.][1.]Direct all six agencies of the PC(USA) to move toward changing “racial ethnic people” to 

“people of color” in all documents, parlance, and programs from this point forward.] 

Recommendation 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) recommends that the 

223rd General Assembly (2018): 

1.    Direct all six agencies of the PC(USA) to move toward changing “racial ethnic people” 

to “people of color” in all documents, parlance, and programs from this point forward. 

2.    Direct the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) to change its 

name to Racial Equity Advocacy Committee (REAC). 

3.    Direct the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board (PMAB) and the Committee on the 

Office of General Assembly (COGA) to change “Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic 
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Concerns (ACREC)” to “Racial Equity Advocacy Committee (REAC)” in all documents, 

parlance, and programs.  

Rationale 

These recommendations are a final response to the following referral: 

2016 Referral: Item 11-24. Churchwide Conversation on Race, Ethnicity, Racism, and 

Ethnocentrism, Recommendation 2. Direct the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic 

Concerns (ACREC) to Work with the Office of Racial Ethnic & Women’s Ministries of the 

Presbyterian Mission Agency to Determine More Appropriate Terminology Than “Racial 

Ethnic” within Official Documents, Parlance, and Programs of the PC(USA) (Minutes, 2016, 

Part I, pp. 46, 57, 299–302 of the print copy, 787–801 of the electronic copy). 

The ACREC sought to ensure that terminology changes would be made denomination-

wide. The first recommendation assumes that the agencies will immediately update any 

web-based references to “racial ethnic people” to “people of color,” and that any already 

printed documents will be used up and then updated to reflect the new language as new 

printings are required. This allows for good stewardship of the resources already in print 

This referral response also made evident the need to update ACREC’s own name to replace 

the term “racial ethnic.” 

Reflection on scripture led to many passages that made clear that God, at times through human 

servants, administered justice and equity to all the people. Psalm 9:7 supports this, as does Isaiah 

11:4, Micah 3:9, Psalm 99:4, Exodus 23:6, and Isaiah 30:18, just to name a few 

The following is a summary of the process followed by the committee in coming to the 

name, Racial Equity Advocacy Committee (REAC): 

1.    The ACREC engaged in a daylong training about white supremacy and the 

components of systems that support and perpetuate systems of white privilege and power 

2.    From this training and follow-up conversations, members of ACREC concluded that 

“racial equity” was a more accurate representation of the work and ministry to which the 

advocacy committee is called on behalf of people of color. 

3.    Unlike racial equality, racial equity results when you cannot predict advantage or 

disadvantage by race. Rather, the route to achieving equity will not be accomplished 

through treating everyone equally. It will be achieved by treating everyone equitably, or 

justly according to their circumstances, which we believe is the work of the committee 

advocating for people of color. 

4.    As referenced in the response to referral to Item 11-24 from the 222nd General 

Assembly (2016), people of color must be the ones to name themselves, and it is always most 
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appropriate to ask individuals how they prefer to identify. This is the committee name that 

the Racial Equity Advocacy Committee has chosen for ourselves. 

5.    Language is ever evolving, and this terminology must be revisited regularly and 

appropriate naming determined by people of color themselves. 

6.    This conversation again raises the urgency of deconstructing systems of white 

privilege/supremacy and paternalism—work that must be completed by white people 

themselves. 

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

ACREC-rec-name-change_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

ACREC-rec-name-change_Spanish.pdf 

  

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/be1996aa-19a6-42ab-a891-2c4b6bffca16/ACREC-rec-name-change_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/0606131a-4263-4a07-8143-e90c0e76bbcf/ACREC-rec-name-change_Spanish.pdf
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[11-

07] 

A Resolution to Respond to Disparities Experienced by Black 

Women and Girls—From the Advocacy Committee for Women’s 

Concerns. 

Source: Committee 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Advocacy Committee for Women's Concerns 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: Approve (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: Approve (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 475 

Negative: 14 

Abstaining: 
 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000280?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000280?print
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Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 50 

Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 0 

Recommendation 

The Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns (ACWC) recommends that the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018) direct the Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns (ACWC) 

to form a five-member task group (majority black women and members to be identified by 

ACWC with a passion and experience of advocating for black girls and/or women) to: 

1.    Study the research on disparities of black girls and women, including the results of the 

report “Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girls’ Childhood”1 published by the 

Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality with the intention of intersecting and 

expanding the work that is already being done around the national church in the area of 

racial justice to include the particular lived experiences of black women and girls. 

2.    After study and discernment, make recommendations on how the PC(USA) can 

strategically and prophetically engage and determine how the church might be most 

effective in impacting in this important social issue. 

3.    Propose an action plan that acknowledges and makes visible the predicament of black 

girls and women to the church, recognizing the humanity of black girls and women so that 

the PC(USA) might take the disparities seriously and develop programming and resources 

that participates in addressing these disparities. 

4.    Meet two times in-person as well as electronically as needed. 

5.    Utilize annual funds ($7,000) allocated by the 220th General Assembly (2012) to the 

Women of Color Joint Working Group2 to supplement costs of meeting and necessary 

resourcing. 

Rationale 

 “Racism is the opposite of what God intends for humanity. It is the rejection of the other, which 

is entirely contrary to the Word of God incarnate in Jesus Christ. Racism is a lie about our fellow 

human beings, for it says that some are less than others. Because of our biblical understanding of 

who God is and what God intends for humanity, the PC(USA) must stand against, speak against, 

and work against racism.”3 
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The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has consistently understood our heritage to include both 

public witness and practical discipleship for God’s justice in the world, particularly on behalf of 

the most marginalized in our midst. Although we recognize the pervasive sin of racism, in 

conversations in the church around racism and racial disparities, black girls and women are often 

overlooked, undervalued, and rendered invisible. These external views and tropes seek to 

dehumanize and stereotype black girls and women. At this critical moment in history, when 

racism, sexism, and misogyny explicitly abound throughout the current culture, causing 

significant spiritual and emotional violence against women, it imperative for the church to hear 

the voices of those long silenced. This proposed task force would be action toward the 

commitment of the PC(USA)’s decade of “Hearing and Singing New Songs to God.”4 

Studies consistently demonstrate that starting at a young age, black girls are disproportionately 

suspended and expelled, a crisis that has continued repercussions for black girls, women, and 

whole communities.5 And, although black girls and women are only 13 percent of the overall 

population, they make up 1/3 of the people killed by police.6 Further, research indicates that 

black girls’ childhoods are erased as they are viewed as needing less nurturing, protection, 

support, and comforting, and as more independent, knowing more about adult topics, and 

knowing more about sex.7 

Endnotes 

1.            Rebecca Epstein, Jamilia J. Blake, and Thalia González, Girlhood Interrupted: The 

Eraser of Black Girls’ Childhood (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and 

Inequality, 2012) < http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-

inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf> (15 February 2018). 

2.            Women of Color Consultation Report, Hearing and Singing New Songs to God, 

approved by the 218th General Assembly (2008), 10. <https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-

content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf,>; A Resolution to Recommit to Celebrating 

the Decade of Hearing and Singing New Songs to God, Item 10-20 from the 220th General 

Assembly (2012) <https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933>Recommendation 3. 

3.            Facing Racism: A Vision of the Intercultural Community Churchwide Antiracism Policy: 

https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/.  

4.            Hearing and Singing New Songs to God: https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-

content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf; Decade extended by the 220th General 

Assembly (2012): A Resolution to Recommit to Celebrating the Decade of Hearing and Singing 

New Songs to God, <https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933>. 

5.            Every Black Girl, Inc., < http://everyblackgirlinc.com/>. 

6.            African American Policy Forum, <http://www.aapf.org/sayhername/>. 

http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933
https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933
http://everyblackgirlinc.com/
http://www.aapf.org/sayhername/
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7.            Rebecca Epstein, Jamilia J. Blake, and Thalia González,  Girlhood Interrupted: The 

Eraser of Black Girls’ Childhood <http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-

institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf> (15 February 2018). 

Financial Implication       

SEE ATTACHED 

Attachment 

Item_11-07_Financial_Implication.pdf 

Comment 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice & Counsel on Item 11-07—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 11-07. 

ACREC supports this overture as it brings awareness to the rich diversity of voices combating 

racism and prejudices from the church. This overture supports our commitment to human 

diversity and the inclusion of those who are marginalized and oppressed by racism. 

“Racism is the opposite of what God intends for humanity. It is the rejection of the other, which 

is entirely contrary to the Word of God incarnate in Jesus Christ. Racism is a lie about our fellow 

human beings, for it says that some are less than others. Because of our biblical understanding of 

who God is and what God intends for humanity, the PC(USA) must stand against, speak against, 

and work against racism.”1 

From Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girls’ Childhood: 

Studies consistently demonstrate that starting at a young age, black girls are 

disproportionately suspended and expelled, a crisis that has continued repercussions for black 

girls, women, and whole communities. And, although black girls and women are only 13 

percent of the overall population, they make up 1/3 of the people killed by police. Further, 

research indicates that black girls’ childhoods are erased as they are viewed as needing less 

nurturing, protection, support, and comforting, and as more independent, knowing more 

about adult topics, and knowing more about sex.2 

Endnotes 

1.             Facing Racism: A Vision of the Intercultural Community Churchwide Antiracism 

Policy: https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/. 

http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/ba212df7-48bf-471e-83c6-e0105b6c014e/Item_11-07_Financial_Implication.pdf
https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/
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2.             Rebecca Epstein, Jamilia J. Blake, and Thalia González, Girlhood Interrupted: The 

Erasure of Black Girls’ Childhood <http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-

institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf> (15 February 2018). 

 

  

http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/academics/centers-institutes/poverty-inequality/upload/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
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[11-

10] 

A Gospel from St Louis: Lessons from Congregations Seeking 

Racial and Economic Justice—From the Advisory Committee on 

Social Witness Policy. 

Source: Committee 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: Approve (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: Approve (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 459 

Negative: 10 

Abstaining: 
 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000287?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000287?print
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Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 49 

Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 0 

Recommendation      

In support of the Gospel witness from dedicated congregations and pastors in the St. Louis 

area, the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy encourages the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018) to approve the following affirmations and actions: 

1.    Commends the congregations and pastors of greater St. Louis for the Christian witness 

in their community ministries of justice and service, and commends all those who have 

engaged in conversations and education about the tensions of race and class that contribute 

to the need for those ministries. 

2.    Cautions any Presbyterian Christian reading of the unjust practices and unequal 

structures of the St Louis area that its racial and economic divisions are not unique, so that 

the call to each reader and our church as a part of the body of Christ is to learn from and 

apply the lessons of the tragedy in Ferguson and subsequent protests to our own 

communities and to our larger society. 

3.    Affirms the support of the Reformed Christian tradition for public protest, community 

organizing, and the commitment to social righteousness that has led St Louis area 

Presbyterians, ecumenical partners, and many others to protest on matters of criminal 

justice and needed reforms of police practice and accountability. 

4.    Expresses gratitude to 

a.            the Presbytery of Giddings-Lovejoy for its hosting not only the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018) but the 2017 Big Tent celebration (July 6–8); 

b.            those specific congregations that hosted the Congregational Conversations 

on “Race, Reformation, and Reconciliation,” that contributed to this report; and 

c.            the congregations in Giddings-Lovejoy that are not in the St. Louis 

metropolitan area but which are nonetheless supportive of intentional witness and 

program in that area. 
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5.    In the calling of urban mission, the 223rd General Assembly (2018) urges greater 

experimentation in the use and transformation of church properties in ways that preserve 

Presbyterian and ecumenical ministry and witness in poorer and gentrifying communities, 

noting the creative “ROC SALT Mission Center” (Rochester Serving and Learning 

Together), a multi-program initiative in building of a former congregation, approved by 

the Presbytery of Genessee Valley, in October 2017. 

6.    In specific learnings from the pastors and others who have shared information and 

reflection on their congregations’ ministries in and around St. Louis, the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018) encourages other congregations to consider as examples: 

a.            The public and often prophetic leadership role of pastors inside and outside 

the church and the ways presbytery, synod, and General Assembly assistance can be 

provided in sometimes very stressful situations, as described in testimonies in this 

report; 

b.            The comprehensive summer program developed by Third Presbyterian 

Church, noting its training of counselors and the range of support it has received, 

including from the Dardenne Prairie congregation; 

c.            The use of Family Systems analysis of high-stress situations, such as that in 

Ferguson, Missouri, in church and community; 

d.            Participation in church-based community organizing through Metropolitan 

Congregations United, particularly led by Second and Oak Hill congregations; 

e.            Education programs for high school students from suburban communities 

that give them not only exposure but understanding of urban conflict and tension, 

such as ventured by the Ladue Chapel senior high program; 

f.             Engagement with nearby seminary faculty, staff, and students, as has 

happened with Eden Seminary; and 

g.            Ecumenical participation, particularly with the United Church of Christ, 

and in interfaith partnerships as well. 

7.    Further, to the urban mission of the PC(USA), those presbyteries that have developed 

overall visions for urban ministry and employ policies or principles to determine the use of 

funds from property sales in racial ethnic communities, are commended for those efforts, 

such as the historic recommendation of the Presbytery of Detroit that 80 percent of such 

sales be used for continuing ministry in those areas. Urban congregations and presbyteries 

are encouraged to review the survey of urban presbytery property policies and practices 

that is available from the offices of Self-Development of People (SDOP@pcusa.org ) and 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (acswp@pcusa.org ); request Property 

Policy Survey by Rev. Phil Tom, Urban Ministry Network. 

mailto:SDOP@pcusa.org
mailto:acswp@pcusa.org
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8.    Encourage the Presbytery of Baltimore, in its preparation for the 224th General 

Assembly (2020), to invite city churches and their pastors to reflect on and share with that 

assembly how the Holy Spirit is moving in their growth and change in membership and 

mission, including evangelism, mission, and witness to justice, peace, and healing in that 

city. 

9.    In the area of criminal justice and police procedure reform, affirms the findings of the 

Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, Report of March 4, 2015, on the police 

practices of the Ferguson municipality, which apply more broadly to many other 

municipalities and to the city of St. Louis itself. These findings, as summarized by 

Theodore M. Shaw, Esq.: “Investigation of the Ferguson Police Department illuminates a 

municipality that is dependent on practices and policies that criminalize its majority black 

populations through traffic violations, municipal ordinances, false arrests, charging 

practices, and impositions of penalties for petty violations and charges that lead to debt and 

imprisonment” (The Ferguson Report (N.Y.: New Press, 2015), p. ix). Remedies thus 

supported for all civil jurisdictions include: 

a.            methods to deescalate confrontations with all citizens, regardless of color, 

specifically reducing the use of electroshock weapons (and other electronic control 

weapons, or ECW), chemical mace, tear gas, and attack dogs, as well as guns; 

b.            revising guidelines, training, and accountability with regard to use of force 

and use of deadly force by officers; 

c.            hiring a more representative and diverse police force and municipal court 

staff, and increasing effective civilian oversight of tested community policing 

practices, together to increase the professionalism of police and respect for the 

dignity of citizens; 

d.            eliminating bond, cash bail, and in-person appearance practices that have 

no public safety justification and serve to imprison people punitively for petty sums, 

disrupting family life and employment, and adding to arrest records on technicalities, 

bringing justice into disrepute; 

e.            reducing the incentives for prosecutors to use their discretion in charging 

and disclosure of evidence to seek higher incarceration rates while increasing the 

number and capacity of public defenders to protect poor suspects from coercive plea 

bargains—practices that currently tilt the justice system toward the well-to-do. 

10.  Further, to the reform of police practice in the arrest of suspects, use of deadly force, 

and prosecutorial favoritism in the fair trial of officers involved in killing civilians, the 

223rd General Assembly (2018) supports gun violence reduction (policies detailed by prior 

assemblies), better training, greater transparency and departmental accountability to 

reduce the numbers of persons killed annually by police (1,146 in 2015, of whom 234 were 

unarmed and 1,091 in 2016, of whom 169 were unarmed), and the pattern by which young 

African American men are four times as likely to be killed compared to young white men 
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killed (see https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/08/the-counted-police-killings-

2016-young-black-men). Reporting of civilian and police officer deaths to the FBI should be 

standardized and made more comprehensive, including data on the proportion of persons 

involved with mental illness, with specific protocols for reducing their death and 

incarceration rates. 

11.  Further, to the reform of the U.S. prison system, the largest in the world, the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018) affirms the longtime Presbyterian church goals of reducing 

incarceration rates, particularly of nonviolent individuals; restricting the solitary 

confinement of all prisoners, especially those under 21; developing restorative justice 

programs involving (when possible) the victims of fraud, theft, or violence, and thus ending 

mandatory minimum sentencing rules; the removal of financial incentives for 

incarceration, including the end of for-profit prisons and underpaid convict labor; revision 

of multidecade sentences and punitive restrictions on parole, particularly with older 

inmates; and greatly improved education and rehabilitation programs for inmates, 

including strict enforcement of the provisions of the Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003 in 

all jails, prisons, and immigrant detention facilities. 

Rationale   

Introduction: A Gospel from St. Louis 

This report looks at Christian faithfulness in today’s city of St. Louis, Missouri, described 

through the witness of five congregations, with reflections from a theological educator and the 

general presbyter of the Presbytery of Giddings-Lovejoy. It does not presume to speak for all St. 

Louis Presbyterians or congregations. It does make recommendations that build on previous 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) urban mission policy, and for this reason involves the Urban 

Ministry Network and the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy. Just as protests over 

police accountability in the St. Louis suburb of Ferguson, Missouri, contributed to a national 

wave of protest, so the lessons gained from St Louis Presbyterians matter to the larger 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), particularly to those in city congregations. The title is not ironic, 

but a way to affirm the Good News that comes to us from all the peace-seekers in St. Louis. 

This is not a report from the presbytery, but testimony from several congregations and their 

pastors that is part of a conversation about urban ministry begun by the General Assembly report, 

“The Gospel from Detroit,” 

(https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/acswp/pdf/the_gospel_from_detroit.pdf). That 

report’s call for renewed urban ministry and urban strategy was prompted by the 221st General 

Assembly (2014) meeting in Detroit soon after that city’s painful bankruptcy process. The 

Portland 222nd General Assembly (2016) built on that report with a shorter statement: 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/City-Churches-Conviction-

Conversation-Call-to-Action.pdf. There was a conviction that the assembly could not simply 

meet in a major city and not pay attention to the voices of local Presbyterians involved in justice 

struggles. This report is to help in that listening and learning in St Louis, to complement the 

hospitality of the Committee on Local Arrangements (COLA), and to support the “Hands and 

Feet” initiative led by the Stated Clerk and the Office of the General Assembly (OGA). 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/08/the-counted-police-killings-2016-young-black-men
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/08/the-counted-police-killings-2016-young-black-men
https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/acswp/pdf/the_gospel_from_detroit.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/City-Churches-Conviction-Conversation-Call-to-Action.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/City-Churches-Conviction-Conversation-Call-to-Action.pdf
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Theologically, this is all about incarnation and the search for wholeness in a complex and 

sometimes conflicted time and place. 

The Role of Congregational Conversations at the Big Tent Conference, July 6–8, 2017 

The “Big Tent” is a conference held during the year between General Assemblies, originally a 

gathering of ten networks of particular concerns from across the church. At the 2017 Big Tent in 

St. Louis, the theme of “Race, Reconciliation, and Reformation” was addressed by a panel, most 

of whose pastor members then hosted conversations at their churches for groups of participants 

(who were bused to each site). This report builds on the presentations made by the pastors on the 

panel and the congregational conversations, which were distilled in follow-up conversations. 

Context of Congregational Public Witness in PC(USA) 

For some people, the public witness of the church simply means the condition of its building, 

seen from the outside and with outsiders’ eyes. Another frequent and more justifiable focus is on 

the pastor, key representative of the congregation. The pastor not only helps the congregation 

discern its mission, but often leads in particular areas. If the pastor’s basic worship and caring 

responsibilities are done with sincere commitment, he or she will be trusted, even if not everyone 

in a congregation shares all his or her views. The pastor and other leaders in the congregation can 

then serve as effective bridges to other parts of the community, through ecumenical colleagues, 

community organizations, other civic partners, and projects. The public witness of the church can 

then be part of an evangelism that presents the whole gospel of Jesus Christ in places where the 

community is in need of justice and healing. 

Another part of a congregation’s social ministry reflects its denominational tradition and 

connections to its presbytery. These links can give the members a larger horizon for 

understanding how God is active in the world. Each congregation’s public witness comes out of 

that set of relationships and sense of mission, combined with the challenges of their historical 

moment. In the case of Detroit in 2013, it was a financial crisis and bankruptcy. In St Louis, in 

2014, with the killing of a young black man in Ferguson, it was the exposure of racial divisions. 

This led to some very intentional and Spirit-filled public witness, some of which is described in 

this set of testimonies. 

Context of St Louis City and County 

According to the Census Bureau, the demographic context of St Louis is a city of 311,000 in 

2016, down from 319,000 in 2010, in a standard metropolitan area (SMA) of almost 3 million, 

ranking 19th in size in the United States. That SMA contains East St. Louis, a smaller separate 

city in Illinois. Black (46 percent) and white (44 percent) Americans constitute the majority of 

the city’s population. Though Hispanic (4 percent), Asian Americans (3 percent), Native 

Americans and persons claiming two or more races reside in the city, most attention is given to 

the relations between the two larger populations. The administrative structure restricts the city 

itself to boundaries established in 1877, constricting its tax base and putting most historic growth 

in inner- and outer-ring suburbs. There are eighty-nine municipalities in St Louis county, 
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meaning a large number of smaller governmental entities that are demographically primarily 

white. 

Context of the Presbytery of Giddings-Lovejoy and Ecumenical Context 

The Presbytery of Giddings-Lovejoy consists of 78 congregations with 119,164 members. Ten 

congregations are in St. Louis, four without ordained pastoral leadership, and a number of other 

congregations are considered St. Louis congregations though they are in neighboring suburbs. 

The Presbyterian Historical Society provides an interactive map of Presbyterian presence in the 

city and region: 

https://pcusa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapTour/index.html?appid=8dfe240a91a4405b84f4c3ef82f

03845. As in the case of Detroit and many major cities, policies that led to the creation of largely 

white suburbs dramatically weakened the “Mainline Protestant” congregations in the city, and 

some of those congregations themselves moved to the suburbs. The Presbytery of Giddings-

Lovejoy is developing new strategies to witness to the reverse migration of middle class young 

adults into some sections of St Louis and its inner-ring suburbs today. St. Louis is also the 

historic center of three denominations, the Evangelical & Reformed Church (now part of the 

United Church of Christ), the Missouri Synod Lutherans, and the Church of God. 

From the work of the Urban Ministry Network, which was initiated in response to the Gospel 

from Detroit, the context of urban mission is one of presbyteries seeking to encourage growth 

with diversity, to strengthen congregations that serve areas with people of color, to provide 

creative options for transformation and witness with properties, and to inspire the new wave of 

gentrification with a concern for justice. 

PREFACE: God’s Redemptive Action in St. Louis 

From the Reverend Craig Howard, Transitional Presbytery Leader, Presbytery of Giddings-

Lovejoy. 

The church of the 21st century is a church of action. Whether we call it missional, 

community-focused, or outward-motivated, change is the new reality. Congregations are 

shifting the life of the church from within the confines of pews and walls, into the streets and 

drama or even liturgy of the public square. We are experiencing it in Giddings-Lovejoy, and 

in the city of St. Louis. 

Some of the activity is newsworthy and garnishes national attention. When the streets came 

alive with protest over the killing of Anthony Lamar Smith, pastors and members of 

Giddings-Lovejoy were there. We marched, we chanted, and some were even arrested. It was 

action for justice that maintains a community’s moral framework. It was action fed by our 

worship in Spirit and in truth. 

Other activities are low key and more humble. After spending a decade stripped of its 

accreditation, the St. Louis public school system received full accreditation in 2017. In 

response, several congregations in Giddings-Lovejoy are partnering with individual schools 

in tutoring, field trips, and providing supplies. 

https://pcusa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapTour/index.html?appid=8dfe240a91a4405b84f4c3ef82f03845
https://pcusa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapTour/index.html?appid=8dfe240a91a4405b84f4c3ef82f03845
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Public protest has created different conversations in our congregations. We are talking about 

unfair housing, inadequate healthcare, and economic and ecological injustice. These 

conversations are happening in our pews and in the coffee houses where we meet. As a 

presbytery, we are committed to dismantling racism and white privilege. This means reading 

in book groups, attending trainings in presbytery gatherings, and coming together as 

congregations sharing pulpits, choirs, and fellowship. We are determined to break the habit 

of Sunday morning being the most segregated public hour of the week. 

The experiences of the congregations that follow embody God’s redemptive action. They are 

in the city, and in suburbs. Some are wealthy in dollars, all are wealthy in justice. These five 

congregations saw what was happening to the city of St. Louis and decided to turn their faith 

into action. They are far from the only churches stepping up, but all were involved in Big 

Tent “congregational conversations” about Race, Reconciliation, and Reformation. 

In a letter this past fall inviting the PC(USA) to St. Louis, the presbytery leadership wrote, 

“St. Louis is by no means alone in struggling with what it means to be an inclusive and just 

community in the 21st century. Urban, suburban, and rural; North, West, or South; gay, 

straight, and other; black, brown, yellow, mixed, and white—all of us are learning how to 

become the beloved community, a reality that Jesus lived and died and rose again to create.” 

This is still our struggle. As a presbytery we have not yet attained the goal of being the 

beloved community. But we press on to make this goal our own, because through his death 

and resurrection, Christ Jesus has made us his own. 

Yours in the faith and action that we share, 

(The Reverend) Craig Howard, D.Min. 

The Witness and Mission of Third Presbyterian Church, St. Louis 

By the Reverend Cedric Portis, Senior Pastor of Third Presbyterian Church. 

[This is the first of five congregation-based voices heard by participants in the Big Tent 

Gathering of Presbyterians, July 6–8, 2017, in St. Louis, Missouri. Rev. Portis presented the 

meditation below at the “congregational conversation” hosted by Third Presbyterian on July 7th. 

After the meditation are two brief statements on Third’s approach to mission. Rev. Portis is a 

member of the Urban Ministry Network, PC(USA), and co-chair of the Committee on Local 

Arrangements for the 223rd General Assembly (2018).] 

Excerpts edited from: “The Reality of Race, Meditation” by the Reverend Cedric Portis 

When the Pharisees challenged Jesus, he often replied, “have you not read what it says in 

scripture?” When longtime white Presbyterians, trapped in the ruts of racism, ask this Black 

disciple for insight on how to change this country, I ask, have you not read Acts 17 and 26, 

where it says that “God has made of one blood all the nations of this earth”? Is this not a 

denomination of Word and Sacrament? God has said we are equal. Why don’t we start there, 
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long before the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution and the contradictions of 

our history. 

Change has to start in the pulpit. We cannot build upon the pre-existing condition of racism 

developed over almost 500 years. Not your fault? Correct. Contemporary white people didn’t 

do those horrible things. But you still reap the benefits of slavery. And you are shaped by an 

inherited belief system as it relates to the African-American. This belief system conditions 

how you see what appears on TV, and what happens when you are in the company of a 

person of color. 

Pastors, we must preach the truth about the pre-existing condition of racism and not pretend 

it doesn’t exist or ignore it. Do most PCUSA pastors preach scared because they fear for their 

jobs? God has not given us the spirit of fear. Do you fear that if you preach the truth about 

this pre-existing condition, you will be denied a pulpit? But if you don’t preach the truth 

about this condition, you are denying the people the treatment necessary to eradicate this 

racism. We cannot excuse a condition that we see when there is more compassion and 

outrage when a gorilla in a zoo is shot than when a young black man is left dying and dead in 

the street for hours. 

It is not just a church issue. But the spark for change must come from the church. We have 

been silent, indifferent, or ambivalent about addressing this condition in the context of our 

local churches for far too long. It is killing people, and it is killing our culture. If we continue 

to let this condition become terminal, we are to blame. 

Due to cell-phone camera technology we have now become more exposed to the epidemic of 

the killing of unarmed black men by police officers. We are outraged and we should be. But, 

beloved, this is not a new phenomenon. I believe that God has made it so that humanity as a 

whole may witness it. So that we might be moved by compassion to do something about it. I 

feel that God is calling the church to stop crossing to the other side of the street while the 

person is lying, dying a short distance away. The Lord we serve is still calling us to be the 

Good Samaritan. But why does the killing racism persist in our United States, despite some 

advances? 

In my view, this has to do with the depth and distinctiveness of American slavery. Slavery 

has existed as long as there have been human beings, well before the pharaohs of Egypt. But 

most of the time slavery was not linked to racism, and it did not label the enslaved group, 

‘nonhuman.’ But American slavery did. And when Africans were labelled non-human or sub-

human, the sixth commandment doesn’t apply anymore. Matter of fact, most of the Bible 

doesn’t apply any more. I can kill the African slave because it is not murder, because they are 

subhuman. They are animals. I can tear their families apart. I can run chemical experiments 

on them, because no one cares. Society comes to view them as nonhuman. 

And this became the attitude of the church, with our balcony seating arrangement for the 

animals and countless other separations and alienations. And the practice was continued 

because it provided for a good conscience. The atrocities of Monday through Saturday were 
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nothing more than owners dealing with their animals. The African slave was no different. … 

Greed allowed for the systematic de-valuing of human life. 

So how did people not hear what is written in Exodus 22, Leviticus 18 and 24, and most 

ironically and cruelly, Deuteronomy 27? That text says that anyone who has sex with an 

animal must be put to death. Slaveholders must have ignored that as they continued to rape 

African women and men from the mid-1600’s through the mid-1800’s. Furthermore, legal 

decisions came up with the perverse formula that African-Americans were to be counted 

3/5ths human for the purposes of apportioning state representation. Does that not reflect the 

less-than-human label? Think of that when you hear today that an African American has to 

be twice as good to be considered or noticed for achievements. In a way, they are still 

multiplying that 3/5 by 2 to get at least a whole number. 

The condition of domination was part of how our young nation was formed and how it has 

been informed with through an inherited framework of inequality. This is why there is not 

outrage of a whole nation when the killing of unarmed black men by police goes on and on. 

This is why the disappearance of young black girls in Atlanta goes on without alarms going 

off. This is why the Tuskegee syphilis experiment could go on. This is why Ferguson was 

burned down but the National Guard protected Clayton … why Watts was burned to the 

ground but Beverly Hills was untouched. We as a country have grown up viewing the 

African American as less than human and until that is addressed, the killings will continue, 

the disappearances will continue, and we as a country will continue to implode. 

Brothers and sisters, this history is our pre-existing condition But it does not have to be our 

reality … or our future. Don’t get me wrong. This is not just a “white people have to change 

and everything is going to be alright” scenario. There is work to be done in both cultures so 

that cross-cultural synergy can be possible in a spiritual, emotional, and physical co-

existence. 

Black lives have to start mattering to Black people inside as well as on signs and slogans, T-

shirts and tattoos. We, too, suffer from this pre-existing condition in how we view ourselves, 

even in little things. I thought all white people could play golf…until I wore out a bunch of 

colleagues on a course. But children of God, we are called to be trailblazers … Salt and 

Light. Those elements Jesus calls us don’t accept a reality, those elements change the reality. 

So we must stop living like we don’t face a pre-existing condition. How do we change? 

Maybe you are called to partner with another ministry. [Third partners with the Dardenne 

Prairie church, which helps support Third’s extensive summer program for children, and their 

pastor spoke that night at the Big Tent conversation.] Be in prayer about where God is 

leading your ministry individually and collectively. 

When we think of the amount of work to be done, we can be paralyzed. But that is partly 

because we want the change to occur over night, without us being involved. That is a fantasy. 

The systemic change that is required to change history may indeed look like a snow 

mountain when we have only a shovel. Then remember that we believe God can move 

mountains, but our charge is to start digging! One scoop at a time with our families. One 
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scoop with ourselves, then one scoop with our schools, our elections, our places of work, our 

social clubs, and above all, in our places of worship. 

We keep shoveling with the expectation that one day we won’t live in fear of one another, 

one day we won’t live in a city where in one place they have an abundance of food and 

resources and just a couple miles away there are food deserts and limited resources. One day 

we can worship together not out of a mandate or out of guilt but because we love God and 

love one another. One day when the Glory comes it will be ours. One day when the war is 

won, one day when all is said and done, we will overcome the preexisting condition caused 

by the existence of dehumanizing slavery in this country. Then we will all stand and cry, 

Glory! 

Community Transformation Strategy and Christian Witness 

[The brief statement below was made on April 27, 2017, in affirmation of the presence of the 

Reverend Cedric and Mrs. Varonaki Portis, and the contribution of Third Presbyterian Church to 

the Police Officer Memorial Prayer Breakfast of the St. Louis Area Police Chiefs Association.] 

Community Transformation has various essential components. Resource provision through 

partnering with other organizations who serve the community is one of them. 

Third Presbyterian Church was proud be a Silver Level Sponsor of the St. Louis Area Police 

Chiefs Association at their Police Officer Memorial Prayer Breakfast yesterday. 

Third Presbyterian Church understands that financial support to other partners and 

foundations in community is part of the church being a resource-providing transformational 

entity. 

So yes, we were the only church sponsor and many were shocked and surprised that Third 

Presbyterian Church was sponsoring at the same level as some multimillion dollar 

companies. Our church understands that we can’t be everything to everybody. Thus, we are 

charged—as we are able—to support financially others in community who do what we can’t 

do to transform our larger community. 

Jesus said be salt and light. Don’t blend in ... change things ... and we are doing just that: 

changing the traditional way the church is thought of in the St. Louis community. 

We will be a resource provider—not a resource extractor—in our community. We will 

continue to be a bright light of transformation. 

The church owes a tithe to the community in which it serves. It is blessing when we can also 

witness as the salt and light of Christ. Be blessed. Pastor Cedric Portis. 

The Summer Program, Flourish Ministry: From the Third Presbyterian Church website 
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[In early 2017, Rev. Portis, Rev. Crumpton (see two sections further on), and the Reverend Paula 

Cooper, then of Curby Memorial Presbyterian Church, all spoke to the Urban Ministry Network. 

Rev. Portis described several distinctive community engagement programs; this summer 

program has become sufficiently large—300 children—to require a separate administrative 

structure.] 

Flourish mission is a 501c(3) designed to support Christ-centered educational ministry that 

strengthens its participants by providing information and services that build character, create 

competency, and encourage comradeship. We create programs to offset the negative impacts 

that technology, lack of financial resources, and lack of parenting are having on our 

community. We will continue to create programs where creative and social activities 

combine to strengthen young people with high self-esteem and the capacity to make moral 

decisions. Our camp is staffed with professional teachers that teach throughout the year at 

various schools but come to share their love for children and God with us during the summer. 

[Edited excerpt.] 

Cry, the Beloved City: Acute and Chronic Anxiety in Ferguson, Missouri. 

By the Reverend Mike Trautman, Pastor, First Presbyterian Church, Ferguson, Missouri. 

On August 9, 2014, an 18 year old African-American by the name of Michael Brown was 

shot multiple times and killed by a white police officer during what seemed to be a routine 

police stop for allegedly violating a local Ferguson regulation. This event triggered a series 

of events that caught the attention of the nation and the world. 

A group in our congregation was already involved in a considerably lower intensity dialogue 

on race with neighbors, and we were totally caught off guard on the aftermath of August 9th. 

Tension and anxiety shot throughout the church and the metro St. Louis area. I needed to 

regain my bearings in the midst of the maelstrom that ensued and so I turned to my mentor 

the Rev. Dr. Paul Smith, who cut his teeth in the Civil Rights Movement and the fight for 

African Americans that has been ongoing over the last fifty years. Under Paul’s guidance I 

turned to Howard Thurman’s “Jesus and the Disinherited” for theological insight and then to 

the Family Systems theorist, Murray Bowen ,in order to understand the psycho-social 

dynamics that were spiraling out of control. I have also drawn on Mahzarin Banaji and 

Anthony Greenwald’s book, Blind Spot, and Daniel Kahnemann’s, Thinking, Fast and Slow. 

These works were essential in preparing my pastoral and mission responses to the crises at 

hand. 

My title is an adaptation of Alan Paton’s, Cry, The Beloved Country (1948), a novel about 

tragedy, love, and heroism in apartheid South Africa. The poet, Archibald McLeish, speaking 

when Paton received the Medal of Freedom in New York (1960), echoes the Family Systems 

approach to living in places of tension with integrity: 

“To live at the center of the contemporary maelstrom; to see it for what it is and to 

challenge the passion of those who struggle in it beside him with the voice of reason-

with, if he will forgive me, the enduring reasons of love; to offer the quiet sanity of the 
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heart in a city yammering with the crazy slogans of fear; to do all this at the cost of 

tranquility and the risk of harm, as a service to a government that does not know it needs 

it ...” 

Family System’s theorists define anxiety as the response of the organism to real and 

imagined threats in its environment; suggesting that people’s behavior can be greatly affected 

by such real and imagined threats. They also see anxiety as being manifested in two ways, 

acute anxiety and chronic anxiety. “Acute anxiety generally occurs in response to real threats 

and is experienced as time limited.” (Bowen and Kerr, p.113) , while chronic anxiety is not 

time based and usually resides hidden and deep seated in the lives of people affecting their 

ability to navigate their way through life. 

Although Bowen and Kerr tend to think of chronic anxiety as more of an imagined threat, I 

see chronic anxiety as a culmination of life events that leave its mark on an individual’s sense 

of self and one’s sense of safety in one’s environment. Certainly in Ferguson we have seen 

the devastating effects of when an acute anxiety producing event (the shooting of Michael 

Brown) awakens the chronic anxiety (economic disparity, police enforcement issues and a 

sense no one really cares what happens in certain neighborhoods) that lies just beneath the 

surface producing a tsunami of intense emotional reactivity. 

The early burst of looting and property violence coupled with growing crowds of protesters 

were seen by many to be a real threat to the civic life of the community of Ferguson. While at 

the same time there was a growing imaginary “real?” fear that all the protesters were 

potentially dangerous which led police to an overwhelming display of force that resembled 

more a military intent on combat, than a civic police force called to protect the crowd as well 

as local businesses. An anxious police confronted an anxious crowd and Ferguson seemed on 

the verge of intense violence. Fortunately people of courage and insight on both sides of the 

divide were able to use their presence and their power to make important decisions that 

prevented more extreme forms of violence. Bowen believed that people who showed such 

differentiation (maturity) could make a difference even in the midst of such intense 

reactivity. 

“Either or thinking” became commonplace among many, as people increasingly were 

polarized by the events unfolding around them. I was struck how the anxious environment 

sped up everything that was happening so much that there was little time for thoughtfulness 

as everything seemed to be reaction to something else. Context, nuance and complexity were 

quickly cast aside by the growing anxiety which was manifested in automatic emotional 

reactions. It was as if all of us were strapped into a giant roller coaster speeding down the 

tracks with no brakes or hill to stop us from descending into madness. Blame and 

scapegoating become rampant as people wanted to fix the problem by coming to judgment 

without having all the information needed to make such important decisions as to the facts of 

the shooting and who deserves to be punished (if anyone) for the death of Michael Brown. 

BFST (Bowen Family Systems Theory) was invaluable in helping me begin the process of 

thinking and feeling my way through the early weeks. I am convinced feelings are essential 

in helping the higher functioning cognitive parts of the brain navigate human relationships. 
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Being open to my feelings during this time enhanced my ability to be compassionate and 

respectful of others, whose journeys are quite different than my own. BFST has spurred me 

to become curious and to put aside, as much as one can, preconceived notions of who is right 

or wrong, and come face to face with one’s own reactivity, biases, and internal 

contradictions. While I certainly was not the ideal “non anxious presence,” I do believe that 

my work in studying BFST and my work in my own family of origin, provided a small levee 

that helped hold back the onrushing waters of reactivity and anxiety that surrounded me and 

that exist within me. 

Viewing this event through the BFST lens has made me aware of the roles that all of us play 

in this ongoing tragedy, and that awareness invites us to a renewed sense of personal 

responsibility. I relearned how hard it is to step out of linear cause-and-effect thinking and to 

think through the simultaneous issues using “systems thinking”. Linear cause-and-effect 

thinking may offer the possibility of immediate relief from the issues at hand, and perhaps 

indicates a number of quick fixes that can put a damper on the growing anxiety; however, it 

also leads to a stunted view of the various interactions that fuel much of the anxiety and 

reactivity at work. Such symptom relief does not provide the depth to get to the deep roots of 

the presenting problem. Systems thinking helps one reflect on such hot button issues as 

“white privilege”, “racism”, and racial biases in police enforcement. There is much more that 

BFST is inviting me to learn from what is happening in Ferguson. 

In addition to trying to be “differentiated,” or self-aware and able to step back from group 

anxiety, the family systems theory does support showing up and being a “non-anxious 

presence,” and from that independent position determining whether to adopt a more 

prophetic or pastoral approach. As a pastor and as a church committed to the people of 

Ferguson for the long haul, our public witness, outreach, and hospitality seek to treat 

everyone as equals in God’s eyes. The two other resources, Blind Spot, and Thinking, Fast 

and Slow, add two elements, to my self-understanding at least. 

Perhaps the best illustration of “blind spots” or perhaps, “mind bugs,” is the Implicit 

Association Test (IAT), which measures your responses to split second images of people of 

different races. Despite my conscious commitment to anti-racism, I had a similar experience 

to that of Malcolm Gladwell: “I took it the first time and it told me I had a moderate 

preference for White people... I was biased- slightly biased-against Black people, toward 

White people, which horrified me because my mom’s Jamaican. ... So I did what anyone else 

would do: I took the test again!... Same result. Again, same result, and it was this creepy, 

dispiriting, devastating moment.” Malcolm Gladwell, author, The Power of Thinking Without 

Thinking, talking to Oprah Winfrey 

Thus, beyond the particulars of Ferguson—which it is our responsibility to address—there is 

our awareness: “Part of what IAT tells about us when it reveals hidden biases, whether about 

the elderly, dark skinned people, or gay people, is that the membrane that divides the culture 

“out there” from our mind “in here” is permeable. Whether we want them to or not, the 

attitudes of the culture at large infiltrate us.” pp67-68 



31 
 

What Daniel Kahneman’s book gives us is an understanding of Thinking Fast, or System 1 

thinking, which operates automatically and quickly, shaped by evolution to provide a 

continuous assessment of the main problems that an organism must solve to survive: How are 

things going? Is there a threat or major opportunity? … approach or avoid? Thinking Slow, 

or System 2 thinking allocates attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, 

including complex computations, and involve subjective experiences of agency, choice, and 

concentration. P21 The problem is that System 2 can be lazy and over-rely on System 1’s 

quick responses—which we know are influenced by systemic bias—and we can regress, and 

not see the bigger picture. 

The long-term mission of a church in a place like Ferguson is to live out reconciliation in 

ways that disrupt the black/white dichotomies of thinking and unthinking—often difficult 

with our white majority as a traditional Presbyterian Church. It is also challenging as any 

social body to attempt to transcend (or at least resist) our tribal evolutionary history of 

distrusting “others.” So we try to tell a different story of respected and valued compassion 

and capacity for conversion and transformation. In Bowen’s phrasing, “the confidence 

individuals have in their beliefs depends mostly on the quality of the story they can tell about 

what they see, even if they see a little.” P. 87 Jesus put this way, “Now is the time! Here 

comes God’s kingdom, Change your hearts and lives, and trust the good news. Mark 1:15 

(CEB translation) 

Ferguson in 2018 is a community whose future is yet to be determined. At this point it 

straddles a fine line between renewal and decay. The press has left, and the name Ferguson 

has morphed into a meme of racism unchecked and the hidden face of American life. Yet 

alive within the meme are religious communities, people of courage and conviction, and a 

variety of community groups dedicated to renewal, trust and restorative justice so that all 

people have the ability to live their lives free from the constraints of racism, poor education, 

and limited economic opportunities. Now is the time for the church, locally and nationally, to 

give itself to God’s reign of good news. Rev. Mike Trautman 

The Vision and Journey of Second Presbyterian Church, St. Louis. 

By the Reverend Susan Andrews, Interim Pastor, and congregation members. 

A Vision Is Born 

Second Presbyterian Church is a historic urban congregation, established in 1838. Now in its 

third location, in the eclectic neighborhood of the Central West End, Second Church has 

mirrored the racial journey of the city. The original founders and members of the 

congregation were the financial and social elite of the city, with a heart for reaching out to 

the poor and the needy. But as demographic and racial changes came to St. Louis, these 

Presbyterians had decisions to make. In the 1880’s when the Civil War was tearing apart the 

state and the nation, Second Church took a strong pro-Union and abolitionist stance. The 

church split, and eventually moved to a new location. Then, in the 1960’s, when the Central 

West End was in decline and civil rights issues were convulsing the nation, Second Church—

by a vote of 513 to 500—decided to stay in the city. As a strong anchor institution—along 
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with Barnes-Jewish Hospital, St. Louis University, and the Washington University School of 

Medicine—Second Presbyterian Church has offered leadership and witness as the Central 

West End has come back to vibrant life. 

The culture and witness of Second Church is strong in many areas. The historic building, 

designed by Theodore Link, is an architectural landmark in the city, with a basilica dome, red 

tile roof, and elegant Tiffany windows. The newly refurbished Schantz organ is known city 

wide, and the church hosts a free music series each year that draws hundreds of community 

participants. Curious and progressive in its outlook, Second Church adults engage in serious 

conversations around issues of race, theology, and social ethics, and the congregation expects 

strong, progressive preaching. Blessed by significant endowments and generous members, 

the ministry and witness of this 225 member congregation remains strong. 

But the most outstanding strength of this congregation is its extensive community outreach – 

over 150 of its members are involved in one or more hands on ministries in the community. 

The Good Ground Food Pantry has been feeding hungry people every Saturday for over 40 

years. A dozen members tutor in two inner city schools. Meals are prepared and personally 

shared with homeless shelters every winter. Second Church hosts the largest urban Girl Scout 

troop in St. Louis, and regularly provides support and counsel to formerly incarcerated 

individuals. Each month, a group of volunteers provides a birthday party for residents of a 

nearby home for indigent women. Partner organizations which share the Second Church 

building include a Care and Counseling Center, an active neighborhood organization 

providing support and advocacy for the elderly, and a large ecumenical, interfaith social 

justice advocacy consortium. Second Presbyterian Church sings, talks, and walks the Good 

News of the Gospel. 

A Multi-Cultural Journey Continues 

Since the late 1800’s, Second Church has welcomed black members – though they were few 

in number until recently. In 2006, when a local black congregation split, 20 members of that 

community joined Second Church – bringing the balance within the congregation to 20% 

people of color and 80% white members. Including the growing LGBT membership, Second 

Church has, all of a sudden, become a truly multi-cultural congregation – with all the gifts 

and all the challenges that such a reality brings. 

Recently the Session has become 50 % white and 50% black – a crucial step in becoming a 

changed community. Three different sets of conversations related to racism and white 

privilege have opened up new levels of understanding, resulting in deepened friendships and 

increased authenticity. Some of these conversations have not been easy, but honest listening 

to the experiences and feelings of those who are different has enriched the fabric of the 

congregation’s life. Perhaps most difficult has been acknowledging differences in worship 

and music styles. Second Church is steeped in classical European liturgical and musical 

traditions – and opening up to new genres of music continues to be the most challenging part 

of this multi-cultural journey. 
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What Second Presbyterian Church is learning is that the church of the future will not be like 

the church of the past. Given the dynamic demographics in the neighborhood, the secular 

forces drawing people away from the church, and the changing spiritual needs of younger 

generations – as well as the varying life experiences of different racial groups – Second 

Church has the unique opportunity to become a new kind of spiritual community for curious, 

contemporary people. May it be so! Susan Andrews 

THE JOURNEY OF RACE, RECONCILIATION, AND REFORM 

(1838–2017) 

SECOND PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH—ST. LOUIS 

October 10, 1838—Second Presbyterian Church organized—first building at Fifth and 

Walnut. 

Session resolved to open one night weekly to preach the Gospel to the people of color in the 

city. 

1840—Greeley Sunday School and Mission started as outreach to the poor—1800 students 

1841—Marie Bailey becomes the first African American member of the congregation. She 

attended the “Colored Sunday School.” 

1861—Elder Hamilton Gamble, charter member of 2PC, only dissenting vote on the State 

Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision—which reinforced the institution of slavery 

1864—church split, with Second taking a strong pro-Unionist and anti-slavery stance 

Christmas Day, 1870—new building dedicated at Lucas and thirteenth 

1872—Dr. Samuel Niccolls (Pastor, 1865–1915) elected Moderator of the General Assembly 

Late 1890’s—a group of Chinese men were welcomed into the church 

1896—Second Church moves to Westminster Place and Taylor—a new wealthy 

neighborhood with mansions and an exclusionary housing covenant—seeds of Delmar 

Divide are sown—congregation becomes a “blue stocking” church 

July 19, 1915—Dr. Niccolls advocated for the leadership of women on national entities 

1940’s—neighborhood begins to “decline;” tract of land purchased for eventual relocation in 

Ladue; plans went awry and Ladue property sold 
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1950’s—neighborhood continues to change and deteriorate; mansions become boarding 

houses; whites move out; middle class blacks moved in; hardening of the Delmar Divide; 

black worshippers were welcomed awkwardly. 

June, 1955—Dr. Skinner (a member of GA Committee to write the Confession of 1967) 

arrives 

April 15, 1958—Second Church members commit to pray about their future—leave or stay? 

January 25, 1961—by a vote of 511–500, 2PC decides to stay in the city—immediately 

transforming from a fashionable congregation to an urban, missional congregation 

Spring, 1961—Earline Clay becomes the first black member joining through the 

Confirmation Class process 

May 25, 1969—members of the Black Liberation Front marched into the church, demanding 

to speak and urge reparations; they were welcomed to the pulpit 

1970s—ecumenical partnerships focused on strengthening education and housing for the 

poor; the first black pastor, Paul Smith, becomes a Parish Associate; the church welcomes 

several black families 

1970s—Good Ground General Store (Food Pantry) begins weekly ministry—continuing 

today 

1990’s—tutoring programs and urban Girl Scout troop begin and continue today 

2013—Second Church welcomes 20 new black members, supported and welcomed by the 

Rev. Mary Gene Boteler—bringing the percentage of non-Caucasian members to 20%- -the 

official definition of an inter-cultural congregation. A growing number of LGBTQ believers 

also join the congregation. 

2015—Rev. Boteler is visible and vocal after the police brutality episodes in the Ferguson 

area; the congregation becomes supportive of the Black Lives Matter movement. 

2015-2017—Recommitment to the vision 

1)                Over an 18 month period, three series of Holy Conversations are held for 

black and white members to learn about each other’s histories and to talk candidly about 

Racism and White Privilege. 

2)                The strong music tradition of 2PC is expanded to include more jazz, gospel, 

and global music. 

3)                Black History Month is recognized and celebrated in worship. 
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4)                Session leadership is half black and half white. 

And the Journey Continues … 

The Ever-Contemporary Context of Church Ministry 

by the Reverend Clyde R. Crumpton, Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church, St. Louis 

The history of the Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church provides an iconic example of racial 

change in a major US city. The church is thought to have evolved from an 

interdenominational mission school and chapel which were located on the Cote Brilliante 

Tract. As the neighborhood increased, more and more persons requested a formal church 

organization, and voted in favor of a Presbyterian church. The St. Louis Presbytery organized 

the new church on September 29, 1885, with approximately forty-five charter members. 

At the time of construction (1894-5), the church’s new building was considered one of the 

most handsome structures in the area. The new church ministered to a Caucasian 

membership. It grew and prospered for many years. But in the late 1940s and early 1950s 

change began to occur. The number of White families began to decline due to a breach in a 

“restrictive covenant,” which restricted non-White families from purchasing properties in this 

neighborhood of Cote Brilliante. The case of Shelley vs Kraemer decided by the Supreme 

Court [344 U.S. 1 (1948)] had a significant impact on Cote Brilliante, as it voided the 

widespread practice of keeping African-Americans (and other racial-ethnic persons) from 

buying property through restrictive covenants. 

In 1945, Mr. J. D. Shelley, an African-American, bought a house at 4600 Labadie Avenue 

(close to the church, at 4673 Labadie). He was unaware that a restrictive covenant existed on 

that property since 1911. The owner agreed to not enforce the covenant, but another resident, 

Louis Kraemer, who lived nearby sued in St. Louis Circuit Court to enforce the restrictive 

covenant to prevent the Shelley family from taking possession of the property. The trial court 

ruled in Shelley’s favor, but the Missouri Supreme Court reversed the decision in favor of 

Kraemer. The Shelley’s appealed to the United States Supreme Court. On May 3, 1948, the 

United States Supreme Court rendered its landmark decision holding that “racially restrictive 

covenants” cannot be enforced since this would constitute state action denying due process of 

law, in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. The national impact of this victory for racial 

justice led to the Shelley home being listed as an American Historical Landmark. (It remains 

a private residence, not open to the public.) 

Not surprisingly, African-Americans began to move into the neighborhood at a dramatic rate. 

The Cote Brilliante School was designated as a school for African-Americans and other 

changes were made in the community to accommodate the changing population. Despite a 

continuing decline in the church membership, no effort was made to minister to the new 

neighbors. The congregation, which had supported Kraemer, sought to sell the building and 

move the congregation. They also considered combining with other White congregations. 

Eventually the members began to sell their homes and move to the suburbs, abandoning the 

church. The final communion service was held on Sunday, May 27, 1956. In just eight years, 
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from the time of the Supreme Court decision in 1948, until the final communion service at 

Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church in 1956, so many White families had moved out of the 

neighborhood that the All-White church CLOSED! In just eight years! The epitome of 

“White Flight!” 

The Presbytery retained jurisdiction over the church and its properties. It stipulated that the 

church be re-opened as a mission for the Black neighbors and that the name “Cote Brilliante” 

be retained. After extensive search, a call was extended to an alumnus of Johnson C. Smith 

Seminary, Rev. William G. Gillespie, who was then pastoring in Raleigh, NC, to come as 

“Stated Supply.” (Our early history is excerpted and edited from the church’s website: 

http://cbpcstl.org/church/history/) 

A Reorganized Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church 

Reverend Gillespie arrived in St. Louis on August 1, 1956. There was no fanfare upon his 

arrival; he had no friends or relatives to greet him, no place to live, and no one from the 

Presbytery to assist him, as promised. He only had a key to the front door of the church. His 

family was forced to return to their home in Knoxville, TN, to await a vacancy in the church 

manse that had been rented to others. His furniture was stored in the church sanctuary and the 

Pastor’s study. He registered for a room at the Northside YMCA. 

The church had been closed during a long, hot summer. It was surrounded with tall grass and 

weeds. The interior was shabby and in disrepair and water covered the basement floor. 

Reverend Gillespie realized he had assumed a tremendous task. Thoughts of leaving the city 

went through his mind. With encouragement from his wife, he decided to face the challenge 

before him. He tackled the maintenance problems alone. He was the janitor, the 

groundskeeper, the secretary, the mechanic, as well as the preacher. 

Reverend Gillespie prepared brochures and placed a sign on the lawn and an article in the 

local newspaper announcing the reopening of the church and introducing himself. He walked 

the streets knocking on doors inviting neighbors to his first worship service scheduled for 

September 16, 1956. Eighty-nine neighbors responded, of which three joined the church, at 

that first service. This was the beginning of the reorganized Cote Brilliante Presbyterian 

Church. 

By December 22, 1957 Reverend Gillespie was officially called as Pastor. He became known 

and respected throughout the country. He was elected as the first black Moderator of both the 

Synod of Missouri and the Presbytery of St. Louis. Locally, educational and senior housing 

facilities and programs he pioneered were named after him. He served as Pastor for 53 years 

until retiring in 2009. He was a pillar in the community. At his funeral in 2011 an apology 

was presented by the Executive Presbyter, on behalf of the Presbytery, for not being there as 

promised in 1956 to support Rev. Gillespie in reopening the church and re-establishing its 

ministry. The apology came 55 years too late, 2 years after he retired and 1 week after he had 

passed. 

Today’s Challenges 

http://cbpcstl.org/church/history/
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Today, Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church continues to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

for the salvation of humanity, our neighbors; continues to maintain divine worship, promote 

social, economic and political righteousness; to participate in God’s mission to care for the 

needs of the sick, the poor, and the lonely; and to free people from sin, suffering and 

oppression. This holistic understanding of the Gospel reflects the Great Ends of the Church 

and the legacy of Rev. Dr. William G. Gillespie who, as an activist, re-established Cote 

Brilliante under the guiding dictum of a loving, caring, sharing, serving congregation. Cote 

Brilliante today includes in its ministry to the community a food pantry, clothes closet, 

benevolent fund, youth and senior activities, and encourages community awareness, 

engagement and activism, i.e. voter registration and voter education, tutoring and mentoring 

in neighborhood elementary schools, and collaborations with other community organizations 

for jobs, housing and a prison re-entry program. 

At the same time, since the death of Michael Brown in 2014 at the hands of Law 

Enforcement in neighboring Ferguson, MO, events have called us to be clearer about the 

social implications of the Gospel. The current Pastor of Cote Brilliante, Rev. Clyde R. 

Crumpton has actively engaged and challenged the Cote Brilliante family and neighbors to 

take a stand for justice and righteousness for the greater good of the entire community, to 

oppose racism, oppression and privilege. Our call to action was reinforced after another “Not 

Guilty” verdict of a White police officer in September 2017, in the shooting death of an 

unarmed Black man, Anthony Lamar Smith, which was actually caught on video. This 

pattern of impunity directly contradicts the love and justice of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 

which is at the core of the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). This is why we 

actively engage in protest, to seek justice where harmful injustice abides. Our young people 

want to see clergy on the street, and we need to be there—often in clergy wear—for the 

awareness and consciousness of everyone. 

At the Big Tent panel discussion in July 2017 at Washington University, it was stated that the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has been “dismantling racism” for decades, yet it still seems 

pretty intact. In fact, Jim Crow (the name and face of racial discrimination) is now James 

Crowe, Esquire. An example of James Crowe, Esq. was seen in the campaign rhetoric of now 

President Donald Trump in his seemingly coded language of fixing the problem with urban 

America. It seemed to speak particularly to rural White America about Black America, 

suggesting Black America is the problem with America. Later Mr. Trump appealed to Black 

America asking, “What do you have to lose?” Our response, “Everything!” Affordable 

healthcare, livable wages, affordable housing, public education, the right to vote; everything 

that is currently being challenged, compromised or taken away. James Crowe, Esq. 

represents the language and culture that makes race in America an issue. This keeps America 

divided with the age-old tactic of divide and conquer. As it appears, racism has not gone 

anywhere; he just made a wardrobe change! This is where the church also must be engaged. 

But God is not about race and sometimes economics are not either. Keeping people divided 

appears to allow the rich to oppress everyone and in the process get richer! This appears 

underway in the weakening and redirection of funding for the Affordable Healthcare Act, 

although its passage under President Obama may appear as racially motivated by some. 

Minimum wages continue to be eroded, which puts more money in the pockets of big 
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business. Affordable housing funds are being cut or moved around to benefit developers, 

with the Secretary of HUD (Housing and Urban Development), a Black man, the one 

appointed to bring the bad news to urban America. The Secretary of Education has indicated 

that charter schools will have favor over public schools. Who will control those charter 

schools? Add now the tilt upward of the tax law. The rich are getting richer, the poor 

poorer—poorer healthcare, poorer income, poorer housing, poorer education—poorer future. 

This is where the church must have a voice for the voiceless. 

Now, because we say “Black Lives Matter” does not diminish the fact that all lives matter. 

All lives do matter and whether Black or White, poor, low-income or middle-class, rural, 

suburban or urban. And, yes, poor, low-income, and middle class White America is also 

under attack! They, too, have everything to lose! But as long as James Crowe, Esq. and the 

coded language from leadership make Black America the problem, too much of White 

America cannot see their pockets being picked and their rights and privileges eroding. Yet, 

God is still in control and quite aware of how people in America, all people, are being 

treated, mistreated, abused or neglected. America is behaving like the goats in Matthew 

25:31-46 and not the sheep. Look at the massive influx of guns into urban America. This is 

why the church must take a stand. 

Since August 9, 2014, upon the death of Michael Brown, we have been forced to observe the 

true social, economic, and political dynamics of our community and country. Since that day, 

more of that top layer of American fabric has been pulled back, uncovering the infectious 

spread of racism through generations of systemic political, judicial, and educational control 

and manipulation. The entire nation was afforded this examination, at the expense of the 

Ferguson community, and communities like Charlottesville, Virginia, where the neo-Nazi 

edge of White Supremacy came into view. However, just as the St. Louis community was 

moving into a place of healing, we re-lived the experience of unaccountable police power in 

the dismissal of charges against the white officer who had been videotaped shooting Anthony 

Lamar Smith. James Crowe, Esq. showed up in the courtroom masked as the judge. The St. 

Louis community is again under examination. 

Since 2015, across the United States there have been over 600 instances in which a Black 

civilian has been killed by a police officer or died while in police custody, circumstances that 

closely parallel the killings of Michael Brown and Anthony Lamar Smith. To name a few, 

lest we forget: Eric Garner, Tamir Rice (age 12), Walter Scott, Freddie Gray, Sandra Bland, 

Alton Sterling, Philando Castile. Over 600! This is why the church must seek justice. 

Education for Justice 

In her book, The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander identifies the New Jim Crow in various 

contexts, i.e. social, economic, judicial, and political, among others, each demonstrated 

through the effects of mass incarceration. (See 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/ctp/The_New_Jim_Crow.pdf ) Alexander comments that she 

“came to see that mass incarceration in the United States had … emerged as a stunningly 

comprehensive and well-disguised system of racialized social control that functions in a 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/ctp/The_New_Jim_Crow.pdf
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manner strikingly similar to Jim Crow” (p. 4). “Strikingly similar to Jim Crow” is what we 

identify as James Crowe, Esq. Alexander states, 

“Arguably the most important parallel between mass incarceration and Jim Crow is that both 

have served to define the meaning and significance of race in America.” She adds, “Slavery 

defined what it meant to be Black (a slave), then Jim Crow defined what it meant to be Black 

(a second-class citizen). Today mass incarceration defines the meaning of blackness in 

America: Black people, especially Black men, are criminals. That is what it means to be 

Black” (p. 197). 

In other words, Blacks in the United States are looked upon as slaves, second-class citizens 

and criminals! This, of course, is by design and viewed this way by the neo-Nazi, white 

supremacist, other so called hate groups and some poorly educated and/or poorly informed 

White Americans. This is why the church must educate. 

Given this history of slavery, racial discrimination, and mass incarceration, we may wonder 

how much the protests of Blacks and Whites matter? Our history – America’s history – will 

not change. Can we seriously think that protest alone will dismantle racism?! Should we not 

dismantle the Dismantling Racism and Privilege (DRAP) program itself and strengthen 

Advocacy Committees for justice and equality? Under God, should we not organize as 

faithfully as we can – economically, socially, politically, and judicially, for the 

disenfranchised (Black and White) to become stakeholders with the rights and privileges of 

all other U.S. citizens? 

In our contemporary context the church is called to be a voice for those unheard and the 

oppressed, to advocate for truth, justice and the Christian way, to love thy neighbor and 

promote peace. We seek to fulfill what the Lord requires, that we act justly, love mercy and 

walk humbly with our God. This is the legacy on which we must continue to build. Herein 

lies salvation for both the oppressed and the oppressor. Perhaps not much has changed since 

Rev. William Gillespie arrived in 1956. But the ministry and mission of Cote Brilliante 

Presbyterian Church endures, striving to further develop a sustainable community of healthy 

families, schools, and businesses. The legacy of this loving, caring, sharing, serving 

congregation continues in the love of God, in the light of the Gospel, and in the power of the 

Holy Spirit. 

God’s Peace and Blessings from Cote Brilliante Presbyterian Church, Rev. Clyde R. 

Crumpton, Pastor 

A Dream-Vision-Hope from Oak Hill, St Louis 

By the Reverend Erin Counihan, Pastor, Oak Hill Presbyterian Church, St. Louis 

I originally wrote the letter below to share with the presbytery and the congregation I serve 

during the Stockley Protests in St. Louis in October 2017. Our community was rising up, 

again, after another police officer was acquitted on murder charges, this time in the 2011 

killing of Anthony Lamar Smith. (This case had lingered for a long time, and the judge’s 
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ruling was released only after he had retired and moved out of state). Since 2014 when 

Michael Brown was killed, and shortly afterward VonDerrit Myers was killed in our Oak Hill 

neighborhood, our community has been called to both conversation and action. 

Starting in those initial protests, the community stood up and said we can’t take this 

anymore. We people of faith then started trying to listen and follow the young leaders who 

have refused to be silent, who have refused to accept these injustices, and who have 

continually called us out and urged us on. We read and discussed books, we worked with 

community organizers, we listened to speakers and theologians, we had hard conversations 

over lunch after worship. Some of us marched. Some of us offered our buildings as safe 

sanctuary for protesters. Some of us went to committee meetings and civilian oversight board 

meetings, and meetings with elected officials. 

But as you can see from this letter I wrote in 2017, more than three years into this work, we 

still debate how to go about this work and if pastors and churches should be doing this work. 

I’ve heard good, wise, faithful people speak of their disappointment in specific protest 

tactics, their frustration about a lack of clearly identified leadership and/or goals of the 

movement, or that this kind of repeated, public protest is just creating more division. But I’ve 

also seen new leaders rise up, new relationships developed, new passions and ministries 

ignited, new learnings explored, and new understandings take hold. So we continue having 

hard conversations about race, about justice, about politics, and about how our churches and 

we as people of faith “should” engage in these conversations. And still, we do the work. 

There’s been more and more Presbyterians who show up to the meetings, who follow young 

people of color into the streets and up to city hall, who are reading new news sources and 

research, who are being changed by a movement that God has called us to hear, notice, and 

engage. 

Because this “Gospel from St Louis” is a way of sharing what our struggle means with 

readers from across the country, the letter below is only slightly edited. It was written not 

only for my congregation, but for the presbytery that elected me moderator. These positions 

of trust require the sharing of truth. Thus my letter reflects conversations in both church 

communities, and seeks to explain why I—and a growing number of others—cannot let this 

struggle go. 

FROM THE OAK HILL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH NEWSLETTER, October, 2017 

This is hard. 

And I get that. This conversation that we are having in our community here in STL and in 

neighborhoods, schools, churches, and communities all around our country, about racism and 

policing and protest. It’s hard. All the emotions. All our different cultural backgrounds and 

personal relationships, histories and experiences, political leanings and theological positions. 

It makes it hard and complicated and difficult to talk about. But I have this little flicker of a 

vision or a dream or a hope that church could be the very place we can go and gather and 

discuss and debate the things that matter most to us, the passions of our hearts and the great 

questions of our spirits, and disagree and explore and learn and try, and still stay in 
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relationship with one another. In my dream-vision-hope it is still hard, but it is good and 

gives us life and reeks of faithfulness and makes God proud. So here it is. 

I am a rule-following girl. Looking at my Facebook posts, my photos, well, even listening to 

my sermons, over these last months and years, you may not think so, but deep in my heart, I 

am a rule-following girl. I like to make lists and check things off. As a kid I loved getting 

gold stars on the chart for assignments completed. I love a super detailed worship bulletin 

and I still read all the instructions before I even take the pieces out to play a board game. My 

friends tease me because even jaywalking makes me anxious. 

I am a rule-following girl. The rules provide structure and order and help me to understand 

my proper place here, and how things are supposed to run over there. Maps and rules and 

agendas and plans are how I make sense of the world and my work my church and often, 

even, my identity. 

And much of that is because the rules are designed to work for me. The rules are designed for 

my comfort. The rules are designed to keep me safe, to help me advance, to keep me 

wealthy, to keep me protected. I am a straight, white, cis, Christian, middle-class woman. 

With a very few exceptions, the rules were designed to help me. But the thing I keep learning 

is this: the rules don’t work that way for people who don’t look like me. Friends and 

neighbors and strangers and scholars and journalists and authors tell me about how the rules 

in our society hurt, silence, oppress and kill black and brown people, Muslim and atheist 

people, LGBTQ people, and so many others. 

I often hear folks who look like me say, “Well, if he just followed the rules...” But then I see 

another video of someone of color following the rules and getting pulled over and arrested 

anyway. Of someone going to the bathroom where the rules say they are supposed to and 

getting assaulted anyway. Of someone trying to follow the rules or obey a command and 

ending up dead anyway. And so what do I do when the rules that protect and uplift me, are 

keeping others down? What does God call me to do? 

And I hear it in my head: Do justice, seek kindness, walk humbly with God. 

For me, doing justice has meant working to change the rules, to make them more equitable. 

That means doing my research, organizing with others, signing petitions, engaging with 

elected officials, pursuing legal action, and participating in direct action, too. Yup, that 

means taking to the streets, and standing there, to demand justice. So, me, the rule-following 

girl, ends up in the street breaking the very rules that make me so comfortable. Breaking the 

rules in order to help change them. In order to stop squashing my neighbors. In order to stop 

the killing of my neighbors. In order to dismantle the white supremacy that serves me so 

well. In order to be a part of bringing God’s justice to all. In order to bear witness to God’s 

rule-breaking love and grace and power, even in this time and in this place. 

And it’s super uncomfortable. And it is divisive. And it messes with our commutes and our 

comforts, our theologies and our understandings, our structures and our community. And that 

is hard. And that is also the point. 
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I know we don’t all agree. I hope we can all talk about it. I hope that if you are excited or 

angry, if you are confused or motivated, if you are frustrated or disappointed or inspired or 

curious, that we can talk about it. I am just a phone call, text, email, or coffee date away. 

Please reach out. Ask questions. Pray. Join our Touchy Topics Book Club to read and learn, 

attend a meeting of the STL Anti-Racism Collective and get training, get involved with 

MCU’s Break the Pipeline campaign and take action. 

May God be with us as we discuss. May God be with us as we debate. May God be with us 

as we work and do the justice that is required of us. May God be with us as we love. As we 

love. 

In order that Love may finally set the rules, Pastor Erin 

Marks of a Faithful Human Freedom Movement in St Louis 

By the Reverend Deborah Krause, PhD, Dean of the Faculty, Eden Theological Seminary, 

Webster Groves, Missouri. 

As a religious leader I saw the police killing of Mike Brown and the uprising in Ferguson in 

2014 as a revelation. In the true meaning of “apocalypse,” it was an “unveiling” of the deeply 

entrenched structural racism and white supremacy on which the region of St. Louis is built. 

It’s not that these structures have not always been present, destroying and demeaning Black 

lives while benefitting lives like my own, but Ferguson shone a light on this system that 

demands a reckoning. As a lifelong resident of this region and a lifelong member of the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) within it, I would say that the revelation of the “marks of a 

faithful church” through Ferguson would be to be working actively to dismantle these 

structures, and to interrogate and root out the idolatrous hold of white supremacy that has 

blocked the church thus far from being a meaningful agent for anti-racism and social 

transformation. 

In this reflection on the freedom struggles in St Louis since August, 2014, I have looked to 

the scriptures—my field is New Testament—and to relationships in my congregation and 

presbytery. Here, however, I point to four marks of a wider faithful movement in which 

many Christians and churches have taken part in various ways, including the five 

congregations featured in this “Gospel,” and more suburban congregations, like the one 

served by my spouse. 

The four marks are (I) the conviction that Black Lives Matter (BLM), a confession of sin and 

of faith; (II) the call of God to go out into the streets, with ecumenical and interfaith partners; 

(III) the critical appreciation of our institutional histories, in my case, that of Eden Seminary; 

and (IV) the energy to work for a different future for the whole community. 

I. Racism is a social disease. It is not about personal preference—whether or not we have a 

black co-worker, or best friend. Racism is about social power—factors beyond our own 

personal will, and it is knit historically into the social, economic, political, legal, educational, 

and religious institutions of our country. In fact, it is so deeply and historically knit that it 
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poses innocently and naturally as “the way things are.” But the way things are is not 

natural—it is constructed. 

•                  Disparities of Police stops between white and Black people in which in St Louis, 

city and county in 2015 roughly 50% of the people stopped were Black even though Black 

people make up less than 28% of the population—are not natural. 

•                  Disparities in children moved by the public school system from in-school 

discipline to the juvenile justice system – in 2014 over 1000 Black children were so moved, 

and just 60 white children—are not natural. 

•                  Disparities in national wealth in which white households hold $142,000 on 

average, while Black households hold less than $19,000—are not natural. 

In this context as a Christian I hear the declaration “Black Lives Matter” to be a confession 

of sin for white people of faith in America. BLM has for me cut to the truth of where we are 

and where we are being called to be as a nation. Currently to say “Black Lives Matter” is to 

confess that our country does not function to value Black lives equally. If it feels like a 

challenge, or even a prejudicial thing to say, if you want to retort: “All Lives Matter,” please 

listen. Saying BLM (a phrase begun in Florida) is a way to illumine these disparities of 

structural racism in our society. It is a way to say that until we can value Black lives in this 

country, then all lives do not matter. One of the frontline leaders of the Ferguson Freedom 

movement, Cathy (‘MamaCat’) Daniels puts it this way, “Of course ‘all lives matter,’ but 

until mine matters as much as yours, I’m going to be specific: Black lives matter.” For those 

of us in the majority, BLM is to confess that we have much work to do in dismantling the 

structures and practices of racism in this country that have rendered Black children more 

vulnerable to illness, poor education, and a racialized prison system, while most of our kids 

benefit. To me, a mark of the faithful church in America following Ferguson is a church that 

is confessing the sin of racism and white supremacy. 

But that is not the only way I hear this refrain. For me, BLM is also an Affirmation of Faith. 

In short, while protecting Black and Brown citizens from the wages of structural racism is 

our duty as white people of faith, eradicating white supremacist ideology from our own 

psyches, habits, and institutions—even churches—is our collective calling. 

BLM is not just a summons to honor and protect the value of Black Lives. It is a call for 

those of us who are white to relinquish our idolatrous commitment to our whiteness, and to 

get free to our own humanity. As we work on our racism, therefore, we do not do it simply to 

be well-intentioned white people trying to help the less fortunate. We do it as Christians who 

are dependent on the grace and love of our creator God. We do it with the passion to be 

liberated from the disfiguring and damaging power that racism and white supremacy have 

over our lives. We do it because we yearn to be free and whole – in God’s image. A mark of 

the faithful church in America after Ferguson is a church that is affirming its faith in the 

sovereign God of creation by interrogating our idolatrous worship of whiteness and working 

to live into our baptismal calling of living in the Spirit of Christ -- neither Jew or Greek, 

slave or free, male and female. 
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Black Lives Matter—Let us say it knowing that our very lives, our full humanity, our 

freedom in Christ cannot be realized until it is true. 

II. A Moral Summons to Be Seen and Heard in STL was a sheet of paper handed out by 

religious leaders in the street marches of 2014. It called on people of faith to “consecrate the 

streets of St. Louis as safe places for all our citizens” in the midst of nonviolent protests to 

“hold accountable a system of policing and criminal justice that stigmatizes Black and Brown 

people.” It promised, 

“You will see and hear us as we are summoned by the prophetic witness our young people 

have been making for over two months in STL. We believe that nothing short of a movement 

for human freedom is being rebirthed in our community, calling us as individuals, 

worshipping congregations, and as a region to see one another as beloved children of God 

and to live our lives that way.” 

The statement was drafted by the Clergy Caucus of Metropolitan Congregations United, an 

inter-faith and ecumenical community organizing effort of about forty congregations and 

hundreds of individuals in the STL region. We drafted it as a rationale for people of different 

religious commitments to see and claim the moral and faith-based dimension of the Ferguson 

freedom movement. The statement was clear that we had been called out of our churches, 

synagogues, mosques, community centers, and other organizations by the young people who 

first stood in the streets of Ferguson in the face of militarized police response to protest the 

police killing of an unarmed teenager, Mike Brown, and to demand an end of racist practices 

of predatory policing in our region. As religious leaders we wanted to name what we saw as 

the movement of the Holy One in their protest, and our intention to follow this movement 

and its leaders into the streets to demand justice for Mike Brown and the transformation of 

policing in our region. 

A former faculty colleague, Leah Gunning Francis, has written a book that profiles many of 

the religious leaders who were inspired by the Ferguson Freedom movement: Ferguson and 

Faith: Sparking Leadership, Awakening Community (Chalice Press, St. Louis, 2015). 

Through interviews and reflections she chronicles how leaders in different parts of the region 

heard the summons to come into the streets to stand up for Mike Brown and to call out and 

work for change. You can feel that call in the testimony of Rev. Erin Counihan, a newly 

arrived pastor soon elected Moderator of Presbytery, who became a true leader of our 

churches when another tragic police killing occurred in her part of St. Louis. 

For me, this summoning is evidence of how a concept like “Next Church” that we hear hoped 

for in this historic time of transformation is really happening. Whatever form the church is 

going to take it must be able to move into spaces with others (of different faiths and no faith 

at all) to witness to and join the redemptive work of God in the world. The Ferguson 

protesters called us out of our churches, schools, and homes and into the streets. Following 

them, and listening for God’s purpose in this work for justice in our region has re-organized 

us into relationships and activities that hold hope for our ongoing reformation into whatever 

the Spirit holds in store for the church that is next. We need to honor the organizing work of 

Metropolitan Congregations United that helped that re-organization take place, and recognize 
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leaders—like Mary Jean Boteler, then at Second Presbyterian, and Rabbi Susan Talve, of 

Central Reform Congregation, who helped muster support. 

As I look back over these past several years, I have found myself in interfaith work like I’ve 

never been before. I found myself in intercultural dialogue and work on antiracism like I’ve 

never been before. These are all things I said I cared about, but now I’m doing way more of 

them. It’s like I am being re-humanized. This is part of what Leah Gunning Francis wrote 

about—God is really working on us now! I turn now to look at my institution, as I think our 

seminary has been vitalized. I know I am vitalized. And I believe the church is vitalized. So I 

think this is our window of time, as I will describe for my seminary in the next section, for 

the church to live into its vocation, its life, its purpose. 

III. Critical Appreciation of our Institutional History: 

As Dean, I’ve been thinking a lot about the history and the vocation of Eden Seminary in 

light of BLM and the need to end structural violence in our society. Think about it – Eden 

was founded in 1850 by German-Prussian immigrants who were running away from war. 

They built the school to meet the needs of their growing immigrant population on the 

frontier, and the place they choose to locate is eastern Missouri in 1850. Turns out, they walk 

right into a war, and build right on top of where racial tensions are getting ready to blow up. 

And so from the beginning, quite unwittingly, the school has been involved in this country’s 

struggle for human freedom. Now it’s had lots of days, decades in fact, where it pretended 

like that argument wasn’t going on, but the school was founded on the threshold of the Civil 

War, and in the middle of an on-going struggle. 

Maybe this has something to do with why we’re still here. Maybe what happened in 

Ferguson is not incidental to our history, but integral to it. I can’t help but wonder if the 

traditions, resources, and mission of our school are called by God to be in service of this 

particular struggle in North American for human freedom. 

In the early years of the school you have events like the Camp Jackson Affair in 1861 where 

German immigrants helped to hold the armory against a secessionist attack (led by the 

governor) outside of St. Louis. The role of the German immigrant population (who were 

largely anti-slavery and pro-Union) in fighting off that attack is well established. Eden 

students (then on the Marthasville campus), and members of area Evangelical churches were 

among the civilians who helped to hold the armory. When I think about those students and 

church members, I cannot help but think of colleagues and students who took to the streets of 

Ferguson after the shooting of Mike Brown to stand against state sponsored racism and 

violence. Imagine, back in 1861, the Governor of Missouri was trying to raid the armory for 

the South. The seminarians and church folk who stood against the governor no doubt 

withstood a lot of public challenge that they were destructive, disobedient, and out of line. 

Doesn’t that sound familiar? Then and now, the call to stand in the street and stand up against 

the forces of dehumanization is consistent. Maybe that’s why we are still here! 

But you know it is also a lot more complicated than that. Early on the Germans, who were 

pacifists, and who hated slavery, were on the right side of history in many ways. They’re in 
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Marthasville where there are plantations, and they’re in the slave state, but they don’t have 

slaves. All this is true, yet they were no doubt segregationists and probably racist, despite 

being right on the slave question. This ambivalence is a huge part of the history and current 

reality of this school. 

And the ambivalence lives in the churches. The German heritage churches in towns all 

around St. Louis include some very conservative communities. Racism has certainly abided 

in these towns, and the churches haven’t transformed that – just as the Seminary has not 

transformed the broader St. Louis area. We are caught in this web of sin, and even while we 

have some resources for naming and fighting it, we are also often unable to extricate 

ourselves from it. 

One story in our history gets at this ambivalence on race in a powerful way. When I first 

joined the faculty at Eden in 1992 I remember learning that the Seminary was the first Euro-

American institution of higher learning in Missouri to admit a person of color. That was in 

1932. That fact was shared with me as a part of the heroic history of the school as an agent of 

social transformation, and I was proud of it. I have over the years pointed out to friends and 

colleagues at St Louis University and Washington University that their schools (in 1945 and 

1958 respectively) began to integrate decades after Eden. In 1932 Eden admitted an AME 

pastor named Joseph Gomez to its STM program, the first Black student admitted to a White 

graduate school in the state of Missouri. 

Since Ferguson, however, I have done some reading that has somewhat clouded this heroic 

history. Turns out that Rev. Gomez was admitted at Eden, but only after he had first been 

denied. According to Gomez’s biography written by his wife, Joseph and the local chapter of 

the NAACP identified the seminary as a good candidate for testing desegregation on the 

basis of its mission statement. At the time, Eden had a mission that read something like: 

“Eden Seminary…is a school open to students of all Christian denominations.” So Gomez, 

on the basis of that mission statement, applies, and he’s rejected. And I think he probably 

knew he would be because it’s a White segregated institution. So anyway, he was denied. 

That little detail was left out when I first heard the story, but it is such an amazing part of it, 

because Gomez and the NAACP went on a letter writing campaign in the St. Louis Argus 

and church publications pressuring the school to admit him because the mission statement 

says “open to students of all 

Christian denominations” – and this is a student of Christian denomination. So what is 

preventing you? At that point, the faculty reconsiders and admits him. He graduates in 1934 

with an STM. 

Now this kind of strategic social pressure seems like a foreshadowing of the kinds of 

challenges to segregation that lead 20 years later up to Brown vs. Board of Education. It’s 

like a precursor to the landmark desegregation act in our nation’s history – and Eden is a part 

of that history. As it turns out we were a reluctant part in that history. It was our vocation, 

embodied in that mission statement that bore the seeds of our redemption – that paved the 

way for Gomez and others to call the seminary out of its sinfulness to join the human 
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freedom movement. This has helped me see the ambivalence of the seminary towards its role 

in the human freedom movement. We are at once culturally reluctant and vocationally 

summoned beyond our acculturated horizon. That is who we are. It’s far from heroic, and it 

should always alert us to the need of God’s grace in the witness of our sisters and brothers 

who suffer and who are in the struggle. 

Recently in a Board of Trustees strategic planning meeting I told the Gomez story. We were 

talking about our vision and mission. I proposed we state very openly that we are an anti-

White supremacist, antiracist institution, because who knows what horizon of our 

acculturation we’re not seeing today. 

If we claim that we are an anti-racist and anti-White supremacist school we will need to 

move from that old comfortable idea of “how can we be more welcoming and hospitable” to 

Black students and people of color. If we are called to be engaged in the human freedom 

movement, then what we’re doing is not just trying to be welcoming to African Americans. 

We’re working to engage all our students, faculty, and staff (White, Black, and Brown) as 

agents of transformation, as agents of anti-racism, as agents of human freedom in their 

leadership in church and society. 

White supremacy is idolatry. Every part of the tradition of this school, from the Evangelical 

German and Reformed heritage to the faculty’s current liberation and postcolonial 

theological perspectives hates idolatry. So if we hate idolatry and if we want to create 

transformational leaders, what kinds of transformation are we talking about? Of this society? 

Of us, of the people? What needs to be transformed is our sinfulness and brokenness which is 

expressed socially, systemically, most pointedly, I think, in our context as White supremacy 

and structural racism. This is the summons of our vocation in our place and time—both as a 

school and as part of the church. Rather than a center that welcomes people in, the metaphor 

of a movement is helping me to see the seminary as an agent through which God’s purposes 

are flowing – if we can just have the faith to open up and join in. 

[This section draws extensively from my contribution to Leah Gunning Francis’ Ferguson 

and Faith: Sparking Leadership, Awakening Community (Chalice Press, St. Louis, 2015).] 

IV. Next Steps: I recognize the recommendations section at the beginning of the overall 

report has action plans, for St Louis and other cities, with regard to urban ministry and 

presbytery strategies with buildings and other resources, and that other recommendations 

address criminal justice issues. But the big goal is to get the church with the people doing 

God’s work, with those who have ears to hear and hands and feet to respond. In STL we need 

Metropolitan Congregations United, which has focused on racial justice in their campaigns to 

“Break the School to Prison Pipeline.” Beyond this important work, protesters keep the 

pressure on the Mayor of STL and the County government to implement policing reforms. 

This was seen in the re-organization of Ferguson protesters under the new hashtag 

#ExpectUs after the disturbing exoneration of police officer Jason Stockley in August, 2017, 

for the videotaped killing of an unresisting motorist two years earlier. 
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The Ferguson Freedom movement has taken to the streets to decry economic disparity in our 

region, particularly around the vulnerability of unhoused people in STL. Cathy Daniels has 

organized many in the protest movement to offer direct service in preparing and sharing food 

with unhoused people (which is actually a violation of a city ordinance). They advocate for 

housing solutions in the face of gentrification and efforts to displace unhoused people from 

the city’s central corridor. Sound familiar? 

Many local activists joined in the Women’s Marches of both 2017 and 2018, which lifted up 

the many Christian and human values under assault: environment, education, racial equity, 

immigration, health care, reproductive rights, even nuclear treaties. The media called us 

unfocused– as millions across the country and world marched with different signs. But under 

it all there was an important truth – these issues matter so much because ultimately we belong 

to one another. 

More often than not we do not live this truth. We live in vast socio-economic disparity and 

racial segregation, reinforced by recent national tax policies and deficits. So what do we do – 

when leaders at national, state, and local levels do not lead out of the truth that we belong to 

one another? We march, vote, and act to the contrary. We resist. 

The St Louis budget commits over half our operating revenue—$250,000,000—on “Public 

Safety” (meaning police), but had no plan or resources to house 300+ people in winter weeks 

of dangerously cold weather. A man died in a dumpster. A man named Grover Perry died in 

a Porta-Potty. 

Those same demonstrators who have protested racism for days on end came out to find those 

without housing and again to offer food and shelter. They know who lives on the street, and 

what abandonment looks like. So volunteers returned to the streets to keep our unhoused 

family safe and alive. This is what resistance looks like. This is what it means to live the truth 

that we all belong to one another. [END] 

Several Additional Resources on forms of Christian presence in the social 

struggle in St. Louis: 

Metropolitan Congregations United organizing against the “Great Divorce” of the city from 

the county…https://www.piconetwork.org/ferguson/Hands-Up-Sabbath-Toolkit.pdf. 

deray McKesson@deray… Why protest? Because we can imagine an America that is better 

than this. Because blackness is not a weapon or a crime. #Ferguson, 

http://news.stlpublicradio.org/post/congregations-make-conversations-about-race-

priority#stream/0. 

Sojourners Commentary . https://sojo.net/articles/unrest-st-louis-it-was-built-be-way. 

By Karen Anderson, Deborah Krause 9-27-2017. 

https://www.piconetwork.org/ferguson/Hands-Up-Sabbath-Toolkit.pdf
http://news.stlpublicradio.org/post/congregations-make-conversations-about-race-priority
http://news.stlpublicradio.org/post/congregations-make-conversations-about-race-priority
https://sojo.net/articles/commentary
https://sojo.net/articles/unrest-st-louis-it-was-built-be-way
https://sojo.net/biography/karen-anderson
https://sojo.net/biography/deborah-krause
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A Racial Justice Resource List, edited by Elizabeth McDonald-Zwoyer, member, Second 

Presbyterian Church, St. Louis, MO. 

Comment 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice & Counsel on Item 11-10—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 11-10. 

ACREC supports this overture as it brings awareness to a misappropriate application of laws 

unjustly and unfairly applied to people of color who have been marginalized and oppressed by 

racism. Thus, people of color are suffering punitively, but not receiving healing support from the 

church. 

“Racism is the opposite of what God intends for humanity. It is the rejection of the other, 

which is entirely contrary to the Word of God incarnate in Jesus Christ. Racism is a lie about 

our fellow human beings, for it says that some are less than others. Because of our biblical 

understanding of who God is and what God intends for humanity, the PC(USA) must stand 

against, speak against, and work against racism.” (Facing Racism: A Vision of the 

Intercultural Community Churchwide Antiracism Policy: https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/.) 

The recommendations support the core values of ACREC as it seeks racial and economic justice 

and equity, thus enabling the realization of God’s beloved community. 

Advocacy Committee for Women's Concerns Comment       

Advice & Counsel on Item 11-10—From the Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 11-10. 

We commend ACSWP on the detailed call to action. Since the formation of the Presbyterian 

Church (U.S.A.) in 1983, there is no historical moment where there has been a more acute threat 

to women’s rights, racial and ethnic rights, and LGBTQ+. St. Louis feels these threats in a 

unique way. As we name the structural sin that is manifested in racism, poverty, violence, police 

brutality—to name a few—it is also important that we lift up and recognize the ongoing sin of 

patriarchy and misogyny. In particular, black women and children in St. Louis suffer more 

significant health disparities (including infant mortality and breast cancer) and are 

disproportionately affected by the overall economic conditions 

[http://www.flourishstlouis.org/flourish-commits-to-zero-racial-disparities-in-infant-mortality/]. 

ACWC advises approval and requests that issues of gender are lifted up and recognized as an 

ongoing social justice issue. 

https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/
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Presbyterian Mission Agency Comment 

Comment on Item 11-10—From the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA). 

The Presbyterian Mission Agency’s Office of Public Witness respectfully suggests that the 

policy recommendations be expanded to include a ban on the distribution of surplus military 

weapons and equipment to local police departments, enhanced data collection on use of force, 

and violence intervention programs in local municipalities. 
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Item 11-11 

[The 223rd General Assembly (2018) approved Item 11-11 as 

amendment.] 

Declare an Imperative for the Reformation of the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) in being a Transformative Church in This Intercultural Era.— 

From the Presbyterian Mission Agency. 

The Presbyterian Mission Agency Board, upon recommendation from the Presbyterian 

Intercultural Network (PIN), recommends that the 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

1. “Declare an Imperative for the Reformation of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in being 

a Transformative Church in This Intercultural Era.” 

2. Declare the period from 2020 to 2030 as the “Decade of Intercultural Transformation” by 

focusing on transformative priorities and initiatives across the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 

3. Immediately denounce the persistent and demonic presence of racism and the misuse of 

power and privilege in our individual and institutional lives. Invest in training and identifying 

trained antiracism facilitators, who will provide a geographically accessible and affordable 

network for congregations and mid councils, and develop a process for connecting facilitators 

and congregations and mid councils who seek assistance. 

4. Immediately after the 223rd General Assembly (2018), direct the Moderator to appoint a 

cross-sectional task force to develop and publish priorities and guidelines for congregations, mid 

councils, and General Assembly entities for the “Decade of Intercultural Transformation” and 

recommend appropriate resources to deepen understanding and skills for resisting discrimination 

based on race, class, gender, sex, or sexuality. Promote awareness of resources currently 

available that deepen understanding of intersectionality and skills for resistance including those 

less frequently discussed, such as interfaith competencies so essential in these times. 

5. Direct the Office of the General Assembly (OGA), the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

(PMA), the Presbyterian Foundation (FDN), the Board of Pensions (BOP), the Presbyterian 

Publishing Corporation (PPC), and the Presbyterian Investment and Loan Program, Inc. (PILP) 

to develop relevant intercultural programs, resources, events, and antiracism training to assist 

persons in recognizing intersectionality or how differences treated oppressively are experienced 

simultaneously in ways that amplify and complicate the consequences of each aspect of 

oppression. 
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6. Strongly encourage mid councils and congregations to hold white privilege recognition, 

cultural humility, and antiracism trainings throughout the church and commit themselves to 

disrupting racism and intersectional inequality, including intercultural and intracultural realities. 

7. Strongly encourage the Office of the General Assembly, the Presbyterian Mission 

Agency, and the mid councils to promote integration of the Confession of Belhar into their study 

life and worship to celebrate its implementation. 

8. Direct the Presbyterian Mission Agency and the Office of the General Assembly to equip 

congregations and mid councils to form intercultural coalitions, networks, new worshiping 

communities, and congregations across the church that worship, work, share meals, study, share 

communion, and advocate for racial and intercultural justice, with a respectful awareness and 

appreciation of each other’s ethnicities, cultures, socioeconomic status, able-bodied-ness, gender 

and sexual identity and expression, and languages. 

9. Urge the session of each congregation, as well as each mid council, seminary, 

Presbyterian Women’s groups, and other entities, to take action to be intercultural in their life, 

work, and worship. 

10. Direct the Office of the General Assembly to encourage, assist, and support presbyteries’ 

committees on ministry and committees on preparation for ministry to 

      a.  Urge candidates for ministry to engage in internship and/or field education 

experiences in intercultural settings; especially for “white” students to work in a racial and 

cultural context different from their own. 

       b. Provide opportunities for candidates for ministry to gain experience preaching and 

teaching about racial justice. 

       c. Include members of diverse intercultural backgrounds on committees on 

preparation for ministry, guiding candidates for ministry. 

       d. Encourage synods and presbyteries to institute dismantling racism programs and 

encourage all staff and clergy to take the training every three years in like manner of PC(USA) 

mandated sexual abuse policy. 

       e. Provide regular white privilege recognition, cultural humility, and antiracism 

trainings at presbytery gatherings. 

       f. Support seminarians in their study and learning from diverse readings and topics 

in seminary curriculum about the lived realities of people of color in the U.S. and the life 

experiences of immigrants to the United States. 

   11. a. Direct General Assembly to focus on planting new congregations, and raising 

indigenous leadership for all levels of the church from within communities of color, with special 

emphasis on the Latin, African American, Native American, and immigrant communities. 
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   b. Remove barriers and create pathways to full inclusion in the PC(USA) for 

congregations and pastors coming from historically non-white traditions. 

If these directives require changes to the Book of Order, these changes should be presented to 

the 224th General Assembly (2020). 

     12. Encourage all members, particularly “white” members, in the PC(USA) to work to end 

racism in our individual and institutional lives by working on the following eight steps: 

●     Recognition 

●     Repentance 

●     Resistance 

●     Resilience 

●     Reparations 

●     Reconciliation 

●     Recovery  

●     Resonance 

[See Appendix A for a brief explanation of the steps.] 

Rationale 

The Presbyterian Intercultural Network (PIN) affirms that we are living in an increasingly 

intercultural society that brings numerous challenges and opportunities for effective and relevant 

ministries. 

Becoming a “Church of Intercultural Transformation” is embracing the fullness of God’s 

image in every person and community, and intentionally and decisively making room for all of 

God’s people by disrupting the status quo, working to end racism, and working to eliminate 

oppressive systems of power and privilege (see Appendix B for a Glossary of Terms). 

A “Church of Intercultural Transformation” fairly represents the whole people of God, where 

confession, repentance, forgiveness, restitution, reconciliation, and redemption are made possible 

by following Christ’s path of self-emptying and sacrificial love for people of all races, cultures, 

and ethnic backgrounds, all of whom are created in God’s image. (cf. Phil 2:6–8 and Gen. 1:27). 

A “Church of Intercultural Transformation” gathers in prayer, worship, and mission, and 

commits itself to practices of mutual recognition and understanding of difference through 

intentional self-examination, relationship building, and equitable access to power. 

Becoming a “Church of Intercultural Transformation” is gathering with people of different 

racial, ethnic, and cultural identities, interacting with one another, learning and growing together, 

building relationships and becoming transformed and shaped from each other’s experiences. 
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In the “Church of Intercultural Transformation,” no one is left unchanged. Some examine 

their own cultures more deeply, some are changed through their interaction with others, many 

learn more about what it means to be in intercultural community together. 

A “Church of Intercultural Transformation” addresses racial and cultural power imbalances, 

and people are able to learn from each other through the power of the Holy Spirit, leading toward 

the transformation of all people. 

The commitment to become a “Church of Intercultural Transformation” is expressed when 

the church begins to live its faith by: 

●     Celebrating and using God’s gifts of theological and liturgical richness that arise from 

all of God’s people’s racial, cultural and linguistic diversity. 

●     Intentionally seeking ways to engage the genuine racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity 

of all members of the church in all church structures, councils, agencies, and organizations. 

●     Supporting the development and distribution of multilingual resources in the languages 

of members of the church. 

●     Engaging in effective prophetic advocacy and public policy development on the issues 

of race, class, gender, and sexual identity and expression, economic and environmental justice. 

●     Expanding curriculum to educate about different racial and cultural heritages, histories, 

and traditions in the church and society, as well as educating about racism, sexism, classism, 

power and privilege, cultural humility, and different ways of learning and practicing the 

Reformed faith. 

●     Assuring that writers of church publications are of different racial, cultural, and 

linguistic backgrounds and that images used in denominational publications and promotions 

show Presbyterians of color as ministers, elders, and leaders in the denomination, rather than 

relying on portrayals of people of color as objects or recipients of mission. 

●     Encouraging ministers and leaders in the church to engage in white privilege 

recognition, cultural humility, and antiracism training, and to participate in immersion 

experiences in other cultures and languages. 

●     Including people of different races and cultures on boards of trustees, finance and 

property committees, and in the planning and implementation of financial management and 

stewardship in the church; promoting faithful, equitable, and just stewardship; and sharing of 

financial and property resources by those in God’s intercultural community. 

●     Incorporating an ethic of mutual accountability in relationships with one another at all 

levels of church governance by reporting to one another regularly on progress and areas of 

difficulty and obstacles to equity. 

(Source: See “One Body, Many Members: Living faith and life cross culturally,” Uniting 

Church in Australia, https://assembly.uca.org.au/obmm). 

 

https://assembly.uca.org.au/obmm
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Appendix A: Eight Steps to End Racism (See Recommendation 10) 

1.     RECOGNITION—As it happened in John 20:11–18, like Mary Magdalene, we hear our 

names called and recognize that we are captive to the power of race. We cease denying that race 

has power in our individual and communal lives. 

2.     REPENTANCE—We acknowledge to ourselves and to others that race has power in our 

lives and contributes to our white privilege. 

3.     RESISTANCE—We commit ourselves to combating the power of racism in ourselves, 

in others, in churches, and in institutional life. Because of its long reach in American history, at 

times we will feel like those who are battling principalities and powers in Ephesians 6:10–20. 

4.     RESILIENCE—We are called to affirm the traditional ways of combating racism while 

seeking new ways to engage a powerful force that continues to be present in American life and 

that continues to evolve. 

5.     REPARATIONS—We commit ourselves to doing our part to repair the breaches that 

have been made through racism, including psychological, spiritual, and economic damage. 

6.     RECONCILIATION—We recognize that we have long benefitted from racism and that 

in order for reconciliation to take place, we will need to work the first five steps listed above. 

7.     RECOVERY—We receive and commit ourselves to live by a new vision of a humanity 

created by God to live in love, equity, and justice rather than in the hierarchy and domination of 

the system of race. 

8.     RESONANCE—We understand and resonate with our own cultural background. 

(Source: Steps 1–7 are from “Seven Steps for Those Classified as White to Use in Engaging 

Our Racism” by Nibs Stroupe, https://www.revnibsstroupe.com/). 

Appendix B: Glossary of Terms 

Antiracism: An active and consistent process of change to eliminate individual, institutional, 

and systemic racism, as well as the oppression and injustice racism causes. (Source: Canadian 

Race Relations Foundation’s Glossary of Terms) 

Class: A category usually used to divide members of society into groups in terms of their 

economic status. The American Heritage Dictionary defines it as “a social stratum whose 

members share certain economic, social, or cultural characteristics.” 

Classism: The cultural, institutional, and individual set of practices and beliefs that assign 

value to people according to their socioeconomic status, thereby resulting in differential 

treatment. (Source: Canadian Race Relations Foundation’s Glossary of Terms) 

Culture: The mix of ideas, beliefs, values, behavioral and social norms, knowledge and 

traditions of a group of individuals who have historical, geographic, religious, racial, linguistic, 

ethnic, or social context, and who transmit, reinforce, and modify those ideas, values, and 

beliefs, passing them on from one generation to another. It results in a set of expectations for 

https://www.revnibsstroupe.com/
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appropriate behavior in seemingly similar contexts. (Source: Canadian Race Relations 

Foundation’s Glossary of Terms) 

Cultural Group: A group of people that share certain characteristics such as mannerisms, 

beliefs (religious and other), language, values, and usually a common history, real or fictitious. 

See Ethnic Group. 

Cultural Humility: The ability to understand, appreciate, communicate, and interact with 

persons from other cultures, races, genders, and belief systems different from one’s own in order 

to effectively engage with people in God’s intercultural community. 

Culturally Humble Organization: The policies and practices of an organization, its values 

and mores, which enable that organization and individuals in the organization to interact 

effectively in an intercultural environment: assessing culture, valuing and managing the 

dynamics of difference, adapting to difference, and institutionalizing cultural knowledge. 

Cultural humility is a “way of being” that is reflected in the way an organization treats its 

members, its employees, its clients, and its community. 

Cultural Identity: Seeing oneself in relation to one’s own ethnic or cultural group. There are 

many different affiliations that we hold that come together to create a unique cultural identity for 

each of us. Our cultural identity is very complex with each group membership intersecting with 

the others. Because of this complexity, we cannot be judged, labeled, or categorized based on 

one aspect of our identity. (Source: D. Merrill-Sands, Holvino, and Cumming. Working with 

Diversity: Working Paper NO. 11, Center for Gender in Organizations, Simmons Graduate 

School of Management, MA, USA, 2000.) 

Discrimination: Treating members of a targeted group less favorably than those of the 

dominant group. This often occurs when the dominant group determines the accessibility of 

goods or services for, and/or the rights and privileges of, the targeted group. (Source: 

Association for Women’s Rights in Development.) 

Ethnic Group: A group socially defined on the basis of cultural characteristics of diverse 

types such as language, religion, kinship organization, dress, and mannerism, or any other set of 

criteria deemed relevant to the actors concerned. (Source: Merrill-Sands, D., Holvino, and 

Cumming. Working with Diversity, Working Paper, No. 11, Center for Gender in Organizations, 

Simmons Graduate School of Management, MA, USA: 2000) 

Ethnicity: A social construct that divides people into smaller social groups based on 

characteristics such as shared sense of group membership, values, behavioral patterns, language, 

political and economic interests, history and ancestral geographical base. (Source: Maurianne 

Adams, Lee Anne Bell, and Pat Griffin, editors. Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice: A 

sourcebook. New York: Routledge, 2000) 

Gender Equality: Women and men have equal conditions for realizing their full human rights 

and potential to contribute to national, political, economic, social, and cultural development and 

to benefit equally from the results, not by becoming the same, but by correcting the systemic 

nature of inequality. (Source: Association of Women’s Rights in Development) 

Institutional Racism: When the values, norms, beliefs, standards, and expectations of a 

dominant group become the basis for organizational policies, practices, arrangements, and 
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appropriate behaviors, and result in unequal distribution of benefits and opportunities. The power 

to control resources, determine access, reward and punish behaviors, distribute benefits, and 

privilege is lodged in norms of the dominant group and access is denied to people of different 

identity groups. (Source: Merrill-Sands, D., Holvino and Cumming. Working with Diversity) 

Intercultural: Respecting and embracing different cultures or cultural identities within a 

society or nation, holding each as equally valuable to and influential upon the members of 

society. An intercultural church treasures the different cultural contexts that God gives to 

different individuals and communities and values diverse expressions of practicing the faith. It 

offers a positive vision of the whole community, together in its difference. It encourages a 

healthy critique of each other’s points of view, and it values the give and take of respectful 

relationships. It also takes steps to become a multilingual community. 

Intercultural Church Movement: Igniting the intercultural vision in the church is a radical 

transformation calling all of us to change. The movement inspires Presbyterians to: I- Interact 

and build deep relationships with people of different races and cultures, E- Educate in the areas 

of cultural humility and intercultural ministry, and I- Involve ourselves in intercultural coalitions 

to ignite the vision for intercultural ministries in the church in this new era. 

Intercultural Coalitions: Individuals of different races and cultures who join together in 

groups as allies, advocates, and partners, learning from one another, strategizing and taking 

action to disrupt racism, actively resisting white privilege, challenging social and historical 

inequalities that permeate institutions, and joining together in the vision of becoming God’s 

intercultural community. 

Internalized Oppression: External oppression becomes internalized oppression when the 

oppressed come to believe and act as if the oppressor’s belief system, values, and way of life are 

reality. 

Intersectionality: The experience of the interconnected nature of race, gender, class, 

ethnicity, etc. (cultural and social), and the way they are imbedded within existing systems, such 

that they define how one is valued. The reality for people who suffer not only from one form of 

bias, but also experience a range of other forms of oppression. For instance, most women of 

color experience discrimination not only because of their race but also because of their gender; in 

other words, women of color live the intersection of gender and race discrimination. 

Prejudice: A pre-judgment drawn in the absence of evidence and held in the face of evidence 

that contradicts it. (Source: Working Definitions prepared for antiracism training in the 

PC(USA)) 

Privilege: In organizational systems, large or small, privilege refers to the unearned benefits 

that come from having access to the tangible resources and social rewards of that system. 

Privilege also extends to the power to name and influence the functions of the system itself. 

Privilege in any organizational system includes the ability to have one’s voice heard and/or 

exercise power, to shape the norms and values of the system (group, organization, society). 

Race: A socially constructed category—rather than an objective, scientifically, or 

biologically consistent characteristic of a person or group of persons—developed during the 
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period of European colonial expansion that uses characteristics such as skin color, facial features, 

and body structure as a basis for classifying people. 

Racism: (Power + Racial Prejudice = Racism) Racism in the United States is a social system 

in which some are advantaged and others are disadvantaged because of skin color. Racism is not 

primarily about individual prejudice or an individual’s beliefs and attitudes. It results from a 

merger of social power and racial prejudice to create systems that treat people differently 

whether intentionally or unintentionally. It shapes institutions and structures, so that they provide 

privileges for some while oppressing others. It involves inequality and unfair access to the 

distribution of such resources as money, education, information, and decision-making power 

between dominant and dominated groups. 

Sexism: Refers to gender stereotyping of women and men as hierarchically ordered (men 

over women) and also as confined to limited cultural identities and roles as “masculine” and 

“feminine.” It is expressed in the exclusion of women from certain types of employment or 

leadership roles that are assumed to be the prerogatives of males. Sexism is expressed in 

personal, interpersonal, cultural, economic, legal, and political terms, and is part of a total social 

and cultural system. (Source: Rosemary Radford Ruether, Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, 

Westminster/John Knox. Letty M. Russell and J. Shannon Clarkson, 1996.) 

Stereotype: A fixed notion or conception of a person, group, idea, etc., allowing for no 

individuality and no critical judgment of individual cases. Stereotypes are usually based on false 

generalizations about a particular category of people, and are often used to justify the actions 

taken against members of that group. (Source: Maurianne Adams, et. al.) 

White Privilege: “White privilege” names the unearned advantages that come to whites in the 

system of racial preference. Whites tend to assume that they are “normal” and that others are 

“other.” This puts them in the powerful position of defining the world. The concrete benefits of 

access to resources and social rewards and the power to shape the norms and values of society 

that whites receive, either consciously or unconsciously, by virtue of their skin color in a racist 

society where those who are considered to be white are the dominant group. Generally white 

people who enjoy such privilege do so without being conscious of it. The sense of whites as non-

raced and others as being racialized perpetuates the assumed authority of whites to define, and 

with this assumed authority whites define everyone (themselves and others) in terms of 

themselves. Whites assume the right to make meaning, to describe, analyze, and define reality. 

This definition nearly always places whites and their/our definitions and understandings at the 

center; all others are hyphenated or labeled as other. (Source: “Working Definitions” prepared 

for antiracism training in the PC(USA)) 
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[11-25] Racism, Truth, and Reconciliation Special Committee 

Source: Committee 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

  

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: No Assignment 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: Approve (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: Approve (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 448 

Negative: 13 

Abstaining: 
 

Committee Recommendation 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000497?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000497?print
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On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 50 

Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 0 

 

Recommendation 

       

Reconstituting the Racism Truth and Reconciliation Commission—From T. Denise Anderson 

and Jan Edmiston, Co-Moderators of the 222nd General Assembly (2016) and Byron Wade, 

Vice-Moderator of the 218th General Assembly (2008). 

That the 223rd General Assembly (2018) approve reconstituting the Racism Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission as the Special Committee on Racism Truth and Reconciliation 

and 

●     that the Special Committee on Racism Truth and Reconciliation be composed of 

fourteen members; 

●     that no less than four members of the special committee be persons of color; and 

●     that the special committee hold its first meeting no later than September 30, 2018, 

bring a progress report to the 224th General Assembly (2020), and a final report and 

recommendations to the 225th General Assembly (2022). 

 

Rationale 

       

These recommendations are in response to the following referral: 2016 Referral: Item 11-12. On 

the PC(USA) Continuing Its Efforts to Dismantle Racism within Our Denomination and the 

Larger Society—From the Presbytery of Baltimore (Minutes, 2016, Part I, pp. 46, 56, 719). 
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The Co-Moderators, working in consultation with the General Assembly Nominating 

Committee, appointed former General Assembly Vice Moderator Byron Wade as the chair and 

sought to fill out the membership of the commission as directed by the 222nd General Assembly 

(2016). After months of work, the Co-Moderators, along with the General Assembly Nominating 

Committee (GANC) and Commission Chair Byron Wade, came to the conclusion that the 

assembly might be better served if the composition of the commission was changed. 

Since the commission’s sole responsibilities were to conduct a listening campaign and submit 

recommendations to the assembly, we feel it does not need to be a commission as it has no 

charge to make any structural changes. We feel that having this be a committee with fewer 

people would not only be a more appropriate form for this group, but would also be easier to 

appoint since it does not have the same ruling elder/teaching elder ratio requirements. 

The original requirement that 75 percent of the commission be comprised of people of color, 

while commendable, is inordinately cumbersome to people of color and places the burden of this 

important work on them. The 222nd General Assembly (2016) Co-Moderators and the Vice 

Moderator of the 218th General Assembly (2014) ran into numerous issues appointing this 

commission. Gifted and willing candidates of color were already serving elsewhere, the pool is 

relatively small in a nearly 90 percent white denomination, and others were simply unwilling 

because they are tired of being expected to do the antiracism work of the church. Out of respect 

for the energies of those who may be called to serve in this capacity, we ask that the burden be 

shifted. 
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[14-

01] 

On Developing a Letter to Accompany the Confession of Belhar—

From the Presbytery of New Castle. 

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [14] Theological and Church Growth Issues and Institutions 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: New Castle Presbytery 

Type: 
General Assembly Full 

Consideration 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (AA) 

On this Item, the Theological and Church Growth Issues and Institutions Committee 

acted as follows: 
Approve (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 439 

Negative: 73 

Abstaining: 
 

Final text: 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000222?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000222?print
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The Presbytery of New Castle overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to approve the 

creation of a task force to: 

1.    Develop a U.S. letter to accompany the Confession of Belhar that addresses the 

participation of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and other Reformed bodies in racism in 

our historical context, building on prior statements of repentance and apology. As with the 

original accompanying letter from the church in South Africa, while not of constitutional 

character, whenever the Confession of Belhar is printed in the Book of Confessions, it 

should be accompanied by this “U.S. accompanying letter” once the task force prepares it 

and it is approved by the General Assembly. 

2.    Include within the development of this U.S. accompanying letter such topics as 

unfair [unjust] land acquisition; near genocide of native peoples; the enslavement of 

African men, women, and children; and a system of white privilege that unfairly 

discriminates against people of color. 

3.    Share this work with other U.S. Reformed churches and full communion partners, 

building on past ecumenical efforts to address the sin of racism in view of enduring 

tensions, and on a common concern to honor our identity as churches “reformed, always to 

be reformed according to the Word of God” (Book of Order, F-2.02). 

4.    Request the Moderators of the 222nd and 223rd General Assemblies (2016 and 2018), 

in consultation with the Presbyterian Mission Agency and the Office of the General 

Assembly and their advisory and advocacy committees, jointly to name a team of seven 

PC(USA) members from the fields of theology, social ethics, ethnic and racial history, law 

and/or philosophy, capable of contributing to a concise but comprehensive statement to be 

presented for approval to the 224th General Assembly (2020). 

5.    Request the Stated Clerk to invite as many as four other Reformed and/or Full 

Communion churches to nominate (single) representatives to serve on the task force, 

sharing in their costs, both to contribute to the drafting work and to help develop shared 

strategic conversations about our witness in a diverse culture. 

Motion before the Assembly 

Amend 14-01       

2.    Include within the development of this U.S. accompanying letter such topics as 

unfair [unjust] land acquisition; near genocide of native peoples; the enslavement of African 

men, women, and children; and a system of white privilege that unfairly discriminates against 

people of color. 

Amend14-01       
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2.    Include within the development of this U.S. accompanying letter such topics 

as unfair [unjust] land acquisition; near genocide of native peoples; the enslavement of African 

men, women, and children; and a system of white privilege that unfairly discriminates against 

people of color. 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Theological and Church Growth Issues and Institutions Committee acted as follows:       

Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 40 

Negative: 13 

Abstaining: 
 

Recommendation 

The Presbytery of New Castle overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to approve the 

creation of a task force to: 

1.    Develop a U.S. letter to accompany the Confession of Belhar that addresses the 

participation of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and other Reformed bodies in racism in 

our historical context, building on prior statements of repentance and apology. As with the 

original accompanying letter from the church in South Africa, while not of constitutional 

character, whenever the Confession of Belhar is printed in the Book of Confessions, it 

should be accompanied by this “U.S. accompanying letter” once the task force prepares it 

and it is approved by the General Assembly. 

2.    Include within the development of this U.S. accompanying letter such topics as unfair 

land acquisition; near genocide of native peoples; the enslavement of African men, women, 

and children; and a system of white privilege that unfairly discriminates against people of 

color. 

3.    Share this work with other U.S. Reformed churches and full communion partners, 

building on past ecumenical efforts to address the sin of racism in view of enduring 

tensions, and on a common concern to honor our identity as churches “reformed, always to 

be reformed according to the Word of God” (Book of Order, F-2.02). 

4.    Request the Moderators of the 222nd and 223rd General Assemblies (2016 and 2018), 

in consultation with the Presbyterian Mission Agency and the Office of the General 

Assembly and their advisory and advocacy committees, jointly to name a team of seven 



65 
 

PC(USA) members from the fields of theology, social ethics, ethnic and racial history, law 

and/or philosophy, capable of contributing to a concise but comprehensive statement to be 

presented for approval to the 224th General Assembly (2020). 

5.    Request the Stated Clerk to invite as many as four other Reformed and/or Full 

Communion churches to nominate (single) representatives to serve on the task force, 

sharing in their costs, both to contribute to the drafting work and to help develop shared 

strategic conversations about our witness in a diverse culture. 

Rationale 

Presbyterians are one of the oldest religious bodies in the United States. A number of U.S. 

government structures are modeled on our church. We celebrate how Presbyterians helped shape 

the institutions, founding documents, and religious life of this nation. 

Yet, we know the history is much more complex and problematic. Our story is fraught with 

failure to live according to God’s call and riddled with contradictions and sinful actions that have 

never been enumerated and confessed in our constitutional documents. 

European founders arrived on these shores filled with dreams and seeking religious freedom, but 

the land was already full of people living their own dreams within thriving and diverse cultures. 

America had already been “discovered” and was a cherished home to native peoples! 

Nevertheless, many Christians, including those from our church, participated in removing native 

peoples and taking their land, actions that resulted in the near genocide of the original American 

residents. Soon after came the brutality of 246 years of chattel slavery. Many European settlers, 

including many Presbyterian church leaders, owned enslaved Africans. Our church split over 

slavery. Many Presbyterians believed that the tragic civil war solved much of the racial injustice, 

yet even after slavery was officially abolished and repudiated, various forms of legal and 

customary racial discrimination reigned in this land for more than a century. And though many 

laws have now changed, institutional patterns of discrimination linger. Racism is indeed 

America’s original sin. 

The PC(USA) took a big step towards addressing racism by adding the Confession of Belhar, the 

first confession from the global South, to our Book of Confessions at the last General Assembly. 

Written by an oppressed church suffering racial discrimination, Belhar is an important statement 

of solidarity and repudiation of racism. The addition of a U.S. accompanying letter will help us 

take the next step that is sorely needed: to name and confess the sin of racism built into the fabric 

of our own corporate society and individual lives. 

Why an accompanying letter? 

As a reminder, our collection of confessions in the Book of Confessions originated with the 

adoption of the Confession of 1967. The Book of Confessions includes creeds stating what we 

believe (Nicene, Apostles, Scots, Second Helvetic, Confession of 1967, and Brief Statement of 
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Faith), catechisms (Heidelberg, Shorter and Larger catechisms), and declarations of purpose 

against threatening evil (Theological Declaration of Barmen and the Confession of Belhar). 

Various attempts have been made over the decades to convince the PC(USA) to write its own 

confession regarding racism. Most often, these requests have arisen from people of color in the 

church calling an overwhelmingly white denomination to account for its actions. 

The Confession of 1967 did address the intent of God to break “down every form of 

discrimination based on racial or ethnic difference, real or imaginary” (Book of Confessions, 

9.44). A concise letter responding to the Confession of Belhar from the U.S. context might 

strengthen the new confession and also serve to address our historic complicity in sinful actions. 

Why now? 

The U.S. is once again facing a kairos moment with regards to its racist history. Fear of “the 

other” continues to permeate society and church. People of color live in fear in their own 

country. While some hope for a return to an imagined better past, many Presbyterians are taking 

action on issues of racial justice. A denominational letter modeled on and complementing the 

South African example would help us better understand and apply Belhar in our 21st century 

U.S. context. 

The PC(USA) is an overwhelmingly white denomination wishing to diversify its membership to 

include people of other ethnicities. We also hope to appeal to younger people. The Millennial 

generation cares deeply about social justice. How can our church expect to earn the trust of new 

groups if we do not boldly confess our racist past? We can no longer ignore a sin that has 

shackled us for generations. This is the time to courageously seek forgiveness as a denomination. 

If not now, when? 

Imagine this generation taking the courageous step to name the sin, articulate the dangerous 

theology and ideology that allowed the sin to be practiced for so long, and collectively apologize. 

Let us acknowledge what needs to be forgiven, and ask God to set us free from our sin, and lead 

us to a world where all people will be free to live with justice, dignity, and peace. What a gift to 

future generations of the church and what a message to new, diverse communities, that we 

pledge to strive for the eradication of racism. 

Financial Implication       

SEE ATTACHED 

Attachment Item_14-01_Financial_Implication.pdf 

Comment 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Comment 

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/e759a96b-52dc-4f87-a856-8d4ea2c2eec0/Item_14-01_Financial_Implication.pdf
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Advice & Counsel on Item 14-01—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

Item 14-01 calls for a concise “Accompanying Letter” to go with the newly adopted Confession 

of Belhar that would suggest ways that South African statement applies to the U.S. context. 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises approval in light of the 

following considerations. 

The existing Accompanying Letter for the Belhar Confession partly reflects the initial efforts to 

gain support among South African English and Afrikaner background whites as well as black, 

“Colored,” and Indian South Africans. To date, the confession has not been adopted by the main 

white Reformed Church in South Africa. While “the Belhar” is used by the Christian Reformed 

Church and the Reformed Church in America as well as by the PC(USA), it is generally not as 

well known in global Reformed churches as the Accra Confession or Declaration, adopted in 

Ghana in 2004 by the World Alliance (now Communion) of Reformed Churches. Thus, there is 

not only an educational motivation to the request for a U.S. accompanying letter, there is a 

question: why does the Confession of Belhar seem to fit the U.S. context, more than thirty years 

since its first writing, under the conditions of apartheid? 

In January of 2010, in preparation for the Uniting General Council of the World Communion of 

Reformed Churches (WCRC), the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy held a 

consultation on the Belhar and Accra confessions attended by at least one person from all the 

Reformed churches in North America and the Caribbean. The joint statement from that 

consultation looked at the particular style of both Belhar and Accra for their “family 

resemblance” to the Theological Declaration of Barmen of 1934. Though Belhar was addressing 

race and the church itself, and Accra was addressing globalization, particularly in its economic 

aspect, both of the children of Barmen were doing a theological critique of culture, and then also 

providing a promise or annunciation. God was “still speaking,” as the United Church of Christ 

would say; there was a covenant being renewed with a transcendent God who was calling the 

church to a next step in reformation. 

Coming particularly from the angle of theological ethics, ACSWP sees a great value in the 

creation of an accompanying letter. We note that the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board 

endorsed a similar idea in February of 2017, seeking to listen to Belhar in its reflection and 

planning of mission. Yet, as our colleagues in Theology and Worship were aware when a very 

long and awkwardly written letter was presented with Belhar to the General Assembly that 

approved sending it to the presbyteries, that letter missed the mark. Too affirming of too many 

pages of boilerplate prose, it was three times as long as Belhar itself. 

We hear a different tone in this overture and would be honored to be consulted or included in 

some fashion, hoping for serious theological and ethical work to be done. Clearly, one part of the 

preparation work at least would be looking at the legacies of The Confession of 1967 and The 

Brief Statement of Faith and helping Presbyterians make deep connections without blocking the 

potential appreciation of Full Communion partners. 
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As we read the overture, it would include seven PC(USA) persons and three from our Full 

Communion partners, if those bodies so chose, even if their own adoption of Belhar as a 

confession were unlikely. Gene TeSelle once distinguished six kinds of confessions, however: 

church uniting, polemical, educational, reforming, etc. Thus, each study participant would be 

recognizing that the same document would be performing different functions than those 

envisioned by its original authors and adopters. 

 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice & Counsel on Item 14-01—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 14-01. 

ACREC supports this overture as it demonstrates faith in action recognizing that the PC(USA), a 

predominately white Christian denomination, write its own confession regarding racism. The 

letter would allow us to own our particular context and complicity in systems of racism and 

expose with honesty the places where repentance is still necessary. 

The U.S. is once again facing a kairos moment with regards to its racist history. Fear of “the 

other” continues to permeate society and church. People of color live in fear in their own 

country. While some hope for a return to an imagined better past, many Presbyterians are taking 

action on issues of racial justice. A denominational letter modeled on and complementing the 

South African example would help us better understand and apply the Confession of Belhar in 

our 21st century U.S. context. 

This overture supports ACREC’s core values of advocating for peace and unity among God’s 

creation. ACREC believes this overture enables the confession and forgiveness of members of 

the PC(USA) of the sin of racism. Once forgiven, members are now free to live together in unity 

and peace. 

Presbyterian Mission Agency Comment 

Comment on Item 14-01—From the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA). 

This overture calls for the development of a “U.S. Letter to accompany the Confession of 

Belhar,” addressing the participation of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and other U.S. 

Reformed bodies in racism in the specific context of the United States of America. This 

accompanying letter would stand alongside and have the same (non-constitutional) status as the 

original accompanying letter that addressed the confession’s implications for the South African 

context in which the confession was first affirmed. 

The Presbyterian Mission Agency notes that an accompanying letter specific to the United States 

and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) was developed and submitted to 221st General Assembly 
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(2014) by the Special Committee on the Confession of Belhar. It was submitted as part of the 

action that brought the Confession of Belhar itself before the assembly for possible inclusion in 

the Book of Confessions. Though the 221st General Assembly (2014) voted not to send the newly 

drafted accompanying letter to the presbyteries, that letter and its content are relevant to the 

concerns articulated in Item 14-01. 

This is the text of the new accompanying letter composed by the Special Committee on the 

Confession of Belhar and submitted to the 221st General Assembly (2014): 

THE ACCOMPANYING LETTER TO THE CONFESSION OF BELHAR 

from the 221st General Assembly (2014) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

on the occasion of the adoption of the Confession of Belhar 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is again facing a critical time in its history. We are rent 

apart by division and schism, we have yet to confront directly and confess the racism that has 

been a significant force in our own history, and we have shown a failure of resolve to make 

courageous stands for justice. We believe that the Confession of Belhar, a profound 

statement on unity, reconciliation, and justice in the church, comes to us as a word from God 

for this particular time and place for the PC(USA). 

We understand confession as both the church’s response to human sin and as witness to our 

faith. Confession by the church is necessary because sin is present in social injustice and in 

our conscious or unconscious participation in human suffering. Confession is not a way to 

cast aspersions or in any way denigrate, castigate, or delimit any person or group of persons. 

We the church are called to confess sin because the Word of God as revealed in and through 

the life of Jesus Christ and the Holy Scriptures calls us to bear witness to a just, loving, and 

compassionate Creator. 

The Confession of Belhar calls us to renew our understanding and confessional affirmation 

of the “one triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” The confession centers us in the reality 

of the Holy God of creation, the covenant, and the prophets, who was incarnate in Jesus 

Christ. The Spirit fills all who have come to know God through the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the love of God the Father, and the communion of the Holy Spirit. As the Confession 

of Belhar affirms, the God whom we worship and serve has gathered us, protected us, and 

cared for us through the Word and Spirit. “This, God has done since the beginning of the 

world and will do to the end.”i 

The Confession of Belhar is particularly helpful to our common life as Presbyterians for two 

reasons. First, it comes to us in a time of Kairos in South Africa, when the church dared to 

speak with unusual clarity. It can help the PC(USA) speak and act with equal clarity. Second, 

it focuses the church’s confession on its own life. It is far too easy for the church to look 

outside of its walls and find fault, all the while ignoring the sin in its own life. Belhar focuses 

the church’s attention on the way its own life and witness have fallen short of the gospel. 

Unity. 
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We believe that the gospel of God calls the entire universal church into the unity of the one 

triune God. At the heart of the Creator God revealed in Scripture is the invitation to enjoy the 

fellowship of the personal God who is one, yet three. The Lord whom we confess has a 

purpose and plan for the cosmos into which we have all been born by God’s providence. We 

learn from Scripture of “… the mystery of [God’s] will … set forth in Christ, as a plan for the 

fullness of time, to gather up [unite] all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” 

(Eph. 1:9–10). 

To this end, Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, fully human and fully God, offered us new life 

when he gave his life for us through his incarnation, his crucifixion, and his resurrection. 

This new life broke down dividing walls of hostility within humanity; transforming hatred 

into love and making unity a mandate from God. Unity is God’s will for humanity, beyond 

the differences of Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, male and female, educated and 

uneducated, rich and poor, and beyond social categories of races. All who heard the good 

news and believed in God through Christ the Savior were incorporated into the new 

humanity. Through the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, those who trusted in Jesus Christ 

became members of the household of God and experienced themselves as being built 

together spiritually into a dwelling place for God. This spiritual temple called “the church” 

was given a mission of proclaiming, living, making visible, and extending the good news of 

the New Creation in Christ (Eph. 2:11–22). 

Presbyterians have confessed this gospel from the early years of our history in America. Yet 

we have had great difficulty of living into the gift of God’s unity and mission revealed and 

made possible through the cross of Jesus Christ. Like our brothers and sisters in South 

Africa, we have been afflicted by the division of the church along racial, political, cultural, 

theological, and class divisions. 

In South Africa the system of “apartheid,” or separation of the races, divided both nation and 

church into separate spheres. The Reformed Churches of South Africa justified this division 

and developed theological rationales for this division so that blacks and whites were not 

allowed to come to the same Lord’s Table. The white settlers who came from Europe to the 

tip of the African continent came with a vision of a Promised Land that required either the 

removal of the native Africans or the separation of the races for the sake of racial purity, 

spiritual well-being, and economic development. The spiritualized gospel adopted by the 

white church focused upon the saving of souls but had lost its prophetic word and mission for 

the healing of the divisions caused by human sinfulness. 

Reformed/Presbyterian Christians who came to the New World of the North American 

continent carried with them a sense of their own election and privilege. They too came to a 

“Promised Land” of new beginnings, seeking freedom and opportunity for themselves. They 

brought with them an understanding of the gospel that was not whole, that did not understand 

the completed work of Jesus Christ upon the cross, and that did not call for the church to be 

visibly one. To complicate matters, in order to develop the New World’s economic base, 

lands and workers were needed. Native Americans were removed from their lands and 

African slaves imported to be a source of cheap labor. Human persons were oppressed, 

defined as property, and denied basic human rights. The church embraced a spiritualized 
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gospel that justified the enslavement of people forcefully and violently captured and held in 

dehumanizing slavery for the good of white masters and landowners. Every aspect of 

American culture became divided. Slaves were only counted as 3/5ths persons under the new 

Constitution of the United States. God’s election, interpreted as social privilege, became a 

theological justification for chattel slavery and racial segregation. 

Privileges based on race, wealth, gender, class, and power became institutionalized and 

legalized. As a result, we have witnessed to the eleven o’clock hour of Sunday morning as 

the most segregated hour of life in the United States of America. We Presbyterian Reformed 

churches found ourselves in betrayal of the gospel of Jesus Christ, in our own internal 

worship, fellowship, and witness. We continue to live under the specters of racism, classism, 

sexism, and division, which remain as enduring conflicts and challenges for both church and 

culture. 

Beyond the issues of race and class, Presbyterians in the United States of America have, from 

the beginning, been troubled by differing theological world views and practices. We have 

been willing to divide over and over again. Political ideologies, hermeneutical theories, racial 

prejudices, economic ideologies, and powerful personalities have driven wedges between 

believers, causing congregations to divide and to seek new affiliations of like-minded 

believers. Old School/New School believers separated and debated theology. Racial 

theologies divided the church and nation into north and south and led to the American Civil 

War. Brothers and sisters went to war reading the same Bible and praying to the same God 

with the confidence that God was on their sides. Fundamentalists and Modernists did battle 

over issues of biblical and scientific interpretations. The divisions over the ordination of 

women remained present into the last century. For the last quarter of the 20th century, the 

Presbyterian church has argued and divided over human sexuality and how to read its 

Scriptures in these matters. Once again, the reality of diversity has threatened to divide us so 

that the visible unity of the church now hangs by a slender thread. 

We believe that the PC(USA) needs to be called to the unity taught and proclaimed in the 

Confession of Belhar. Belhar’s witness to the unity of God, the unity created by the good 

news of Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, calls us to the hard work of spiritual 

transformation and surrender to the way of Jesus Christ who came to unite all believers in the 

visible communion of the body of Christ, the church. 

Belhar asks us to look first at ourselves when faced with church division, rather than moving 

quickly to blaming those with whom we are separated. It is far too easy to look at others and 

blame them for division. Belhar directs us to look at our own behavior that has led to 

disunity. What is the log in our own eye? 

Reconciliation. 

The Confession of Belhar reaffirms the vision of mission articulated in the Confession of 

1967: that God in Christ has done what we could not do for ourselves. The Apostle Paul 

wrote to the Corinthian church, “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 

Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling 
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the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message 

of reconciliation to us. So, we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 

through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:18–20). 

In the 1960s, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) confessed its faith in the reconciling power of 

God in the context of a society being driven apart by racial divisions, issues of war and 

peace, poverty and abundance, and by anarchy in sexual relationships. 

The Confession of Belhar reaffirms this witness, but more specifically calls the members of 

this church and the corporate structures of the church to be claimed by the gospel of God, 

who alone can bring us together as one family of Christ, healing the deep divides that still 

haunt us all. 

We believe that all who have trusted in Jesus as Savior and Lord, and been baptized into the 

fellowship of Christ’s church, have been welcomed to the Lord’s Table. At the Lord’s Table, 

we receive by faith the presence of the resurrected Lord. His spiritual presence feeds us with 

bread and wine. At his Table we are reconciled to God, united as races, tribes of peoples 

speaking different languages, and representatives of many nations. We are Jew and Gentile, 

male and female, rich and poor, black and white and every color. We are blue and red, 

Democrat and Republican, Independent, Conservative and Progressive, Protestant and 

Catholic and Orthodox. We share in the Lord’s Table as a foretaste of the Reign of God. 

In Christ, the hope of glory, we are members of the one family of God. We are brothers and 

sisters in Christ. And like all human families, we have our differences; we engage in 

conflicts. We often agree to disagree. We at times are arrogant; other times we are humble 

toward one another and serve one another. At each moment in time we live by the 

forgiveness of sins. Over time we come to realize that our life together is only in and through 

the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. This side of the perfection of the New Creation we will all 

remain sinners and in need of spiritual transformation. 

Nevertheless, Christians are called to be seekers of justice, peacemakers, reconcilers, 

mediators, who extend hospitality and love toward those with whom we differ. Down deep 

we are longing to embrace our calling, “with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 

bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 

bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of 

your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all 

and through all and in all” (Eph. 4:2–6). 

Therefore, as God’s reconciled people we have promised not to break the covenant in which 

we are bound through the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. At reunion we attempted 

to create the PC(USA) as a reunited church in the absence of confessing the sin that had 

created our original division. In the last several decades, we in the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.) have become increasingly separated into different political, economic, and 

theological camps. More than ever, we need to be claimed by the gospel of God’s reconciling 

love. This gospel allows believers to come together, knowing that we have more in common 

that unites us, than what divides us. 
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We American Presbyterians have not been able to fully confront our own past in regard to 

race. The fact is that both streams that came together to form the PC(USA), southern and 

northern, used theology to justify permanent inequality in church and society. A theology 

that grew out of giving all glory to God became justification for divinely sanctioned 

inequality, particularly directed at African Americans. To fully embody God’s ministry of 

reconciliation, we Presbyterians must confess that we have used God against others in our 

own church and commit ourselves to new patterns of relationship. 

Reconciliation implies repair of that which has been broken. Our verbal and written 

confessions, while important, are far less than adequate means of repairing the harms done, 

restoring the losses, and reconciling the relationships that have been historically distorted. 

Concrete steps are required to produce the healing that we so desperately want and need. 

The Confession of Belhar calls us to renew the covenant, to embrace one another as members 

of one family of God. Jesus Christ calls us to a costly discipleship of dying to ourselves so 

that we might allow his light to shine through us as a witness into the darkness of our world. 

Justice 

Jesus began his public ministry in his hometown synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4). He read 

from the Scripture of the day, Isaiah 61. “‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year 

of the Lord’s favor’” (Lk. 4:18–19). 

Then he announced that in the reading of this Scripture, on that day, it had been fulfilled. He 

was God’s Spirit anointed Messiah who had been sent to inaugurate the Year of Jubilee, the 

year in which wrongs would be righted, wounds be healed, sins forgiven, slaves set free, 

sight restored, lands returned to their rightful heirs. It was a day of new beginnings. The 

kingdom of God was at hand in the person and words of Jesus. With his coming in the power 

of the Holy Spirit, God’s vision of justice and social righteousness were breaking into a 

troubled and unjust world. 

Isaiah 61 was Jesus’ mission statement and it became the mission statement of the church. 

His mission was God’s project of healing the cosmos, making right ancient wrongs, reversing 

the injustices of human society, of lifting up the poor and humble and bringing down the high 

and mighty, (“to be repairers of the devastations of many generations”). His mission was not 

only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, but also to believing Gentiles who would 

welcome his good news. Not all received Jesus, but to as many as turned around and 

believed, he gave the power to become the children of God (John 1). 

As Jesus launched his mission, the poor, the sinners, the wounded, the oppressed, the blind, 

and the tax collectors gladly welcomed him. It was those whose privilege was threatened by 

transformation who rejected Jesus. They realized that he was turning the world upside down 

in a new day of justice and righteousness. 



74 
 

As the ambassadors of Christ’s reconciling love, the apostles, the sent ones, often met 

resistance and persecution. Many gave their lives to advance the reign of God in their 

announcement of the good news of God’s gracious presence and new life for those who 

repented and believed. 

We are being called to launch this mission again in our place and time. While the Confession 

of Belhar arose from the struggle of South African Christians to give witness to the Gospel 

amidst the injustice of apartheid, we are also being called to give witness in the face of 

injustice here among us in the U.S.A. We see that injustice in the faces of thousands of First 

Nation peoples who still live in dire poverty on reservations; in young African American men 

who are incarcerated disproportionate to their percentage of the population; in the “legal 

limbo” status of immigrants, and in both native born Latinos who are subject to question in 

virtually every quarter of the nation; in public policies such as “stop and frisk” and “stand 

your ground” that put poor, black and brown young men at risk in the public square. 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) confesses its commitment to God and to the biblical 

principles of unity, justice, and reconciliation because in times like these in which we live, 

we need to remind ourselves and others of our discipleship to Christ and follow God’s 

mission in the world. 

Some will no doubt say that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) already has confessions for the 

reasons identified herein and more. But we say that these are unique times in the United 

States of America. The winds of polarization blow strong and threaten the body politic as 

never before. There is a not-so-subtle dangerous intermingling of God and nation that makes 

discerning the difference between the two difficult. Historic Reformed theological values are 

under constant attack. The forces of evil tempt followers of Christ to walk in the spirit of 

disunity, conflict, and injustice. As we claim the church’s earliest confession, JESUS IS 

LORD, we put on notice, every principality and power, that the only Sovereign in heaven and 

earth is on the move. 

We, therefore, close with the ringing affirmation found in the final words from the 

Confession of Belhar: 

“Jesus is Lord. 

“To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honor and the glory for 

ever and ever.” 

Endnote for Attachment 3 

1.  Confession of Belhar, first article. 

Concurrence 

Mid-Kentucky 
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2018_002_Belhar_Letter-NewCastle.pdf 
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Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On Recommendation (On Adopting the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Written 

by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., as a Contemporary Statement of Faith 

(But Not with Constitutional Standing)—from the Presbytery of the Twin Cities 

Area.), the General Assembly acted as follows: 

Approve Alternate 

Resolution (AA) 

On Recommendation (On Adopting the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Written 

by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., as a Contemporary Statement of Faith 

(But Not with Constitutional Standing)—from the Presbytery of the Twin Cities 

Area.), the Theological and Church Growth Issues and Institutions Committee acted 

as follows: 

Approve Alternate 

Resolution (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On Recommendation (On Adopting the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Written by the Reverend Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr., as a Contemporary Statement of Faith (But Not with Constitutional Standing)—

from the Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area.), the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve Alternate Resolution 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 352 

Negative: 160 

Abstaining: 
 

 

Committee Recommendation 

On Recommendation (On Adopting the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Written by the Reverend Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr., as a Contemporary Statement of Faith (But Not with Constitutional Standing)—

from the Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area.), the Theological and Church Growth Issues and Institutions 

Committee acted as follows:       

Approve Alternate Resolution 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/committee/3000016/business
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/committee/3000016/business
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Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 42 

Negative: 9 

Abstaining: 
 

Final text: 

Committee 14 recommends that the 223rd General Assembly commends the “Letter From 

Birmingham City Jail,” written by Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., to the church for study, 

as a resource that provides prophetic witness that inspires, challenges, and educates both church 

and world, and furthermore, to begin the process outlined in G-6.03 to include it in the Book of 

Confessions. 

Recommendation 

On Adopting the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Written by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King 

Jr., as a Contemporary Statement of Faith (But Not with Constitutional Standing)—from the 

Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area. 

       

The Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to 

approve “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King 

Jr.,1 as a contemporary statement of faith, a reliable aid for Christian study, liturgy, and 

inspiration (with the understanding that only the current Book of Confessions has 

constitutional standing).2 

 

Rationale 

       

We Presbyterians are obligated to work for the Great Ends of the Church, which are: 

the proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of humankind; 

the shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship of the children of God; 

the maintenance of divine worship; 

the preservation of the truth; 
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the promotion of social righteousness; and 

the exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the world. (Book of Order, F-1.0304).3 

In accordance with the Book of Confessions, we are called specifically to work to abolish all 

racial discrimination, to work for peace and practice the forgiveness of enemies, and to advance 

the common welfare to end poverty (Book of Confessions, The Confession of 1967, 9.44–.46), 

recognizing that the church must obey Jesus Christ as the one Word of God, and not merely 

become “an organ of the State” (Ibid., The Theological Declaration of Barmen, 8.11, 8.24), 

“even though the authorities and human laws might forbid [the church from obeying Jesus 

Christ] and punishment and suffering be the consequence” (Ibid, Confession of Belhar, 10.9). 

Fifty years ago, a man gave his life in the service of others, consistent with these teachings from 

our Book of Confessions: The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., President of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). On December 4, 1967, Dr. King announced his 

intention to organize a “Poor People’s Campaign,” so that the poor from many different races 

(e.g., “Indians, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Appalachians, and others”) would lobby the 

federal government to change inadequate public policies, including “low minimum wages,” “a 

degrading system of inadequate welfare,” “subsidies of the rich and unemployment and 

underemployment of the poor,” “a war mentality,” “slums and starvation, and racism.”4 In April 

4, 1968, Dr. King was assassinated at the Lorraine Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee.5 

Many find inspiration from the life and teachings of Dr. King, of which his “Letter from 

Birmingham City Jail” “has probably been reprinted more than anything else Dr. King wrote.”6, 

7 

In Dr. King’s letter, he describes how Christ led him to organize nonviolent resistance to 

systemic injustice within the context of a specific event in Birmingham, Alabama, which is 

described below. 

In November 1962, citizens of Birmingham voted to change their city’s form of government 

from a system of being governed by three elected commissioners (each with oversight of specific 

areas) to a mayor/city council system. Eugene “Bull” Connor, Commissioner of Public Safety 

who had oversight over Birmingham’s fire and police departments, ran for mayor, but lost the 

election on April 2, 1963.8 

On April 3, 1963, the day after the election, the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights 

(ACMHR) and the SCLC began coordinated nonviolent confrontations in Birmingham, 

Alabama, to demonstrate opposition to the city’s practices of racial discrimination, “including 

sit-ins at libraries and lunch counters, kneel-ins by black visitors at white churches, and a march 

to the county building to mark the beginning of a voter-registration drive.” Dr. King was 

arrested, along with fifty Birmingham residents, on Good Friday, April 12, 1963. He was denied 

consultation with an attorney from the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

Peoples (NAACP) without guards present.9 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sit-in
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Eight white Alabama clergymen, seven Christian (including the moderator of a Presbyterian 

synod), and one Jewish, published “A Call for Unity” in a newspaper on April 12.10 The “Call 

for Unity” said, in part: 

[W]e are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro citizens, 

directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel 

that their hopes are slow in being realized. But we are convinced that these demonstrations 

are unwise and untimely. 

We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership which has called for honest and open 

negotiation of racial issues in our area. … 

We commend the community as a whole, and the local news media and law enforcement 

officials in particular, on the calm manner in which these demonstrations have been handled. 

We urge the public to continue to show restraint should the demonstrations continue, and the 

law enforcement officials to remain calm and protect our city from violence. 

We further strongly urge our own Negro community to withdraw support from these 

demonstrations, and to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham. When 

rights are consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts and in negotiations 

among local leaders, and not in the streets. We appeal to both our white and Negro citizenry 

to observe the principles of law and order and common sense.11 

A copy of this newspaper was smuggled into jail, and Dr. King wrote the “Letter from 

Birmingham City Jail” in response. Dr. King described his writing of the letter as follows: 

“Begun on the margins of the newspaper in which the statement appeared while I was in jail, the 

letter was continued on scraps of writing paper supplied by a friendly black trusty, and concluded 

on a pad my attorneys were eventually permitted to leave me.”12 

Among the many teachings of Dr. King’s letter are the following: 

1.     All Americans are impacted by injustice. 

I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by 

the view which argues against “outsiders coming in.” I have the honor of serving as president 

of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every 

southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. … I, along with several members of 

my staff, am here because I was invited here. I am here because I have organizational ties 

here. 

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the 

eighth century B.C. left their villages and carried their “thus saith the Lord” far beyond the 

boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and 

carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco Roman world, so am I 

compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town. … 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trusty_system_(prison)
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Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit 

idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice 

anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of 

mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all 

indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial “outside agitator” 

idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider 

anywhere within its bounds.13 

2.     Insisting that those who labor under crushing poverty should wait and be 

patient for the convenience of those who are not in such poverty will not resolve 

poverty. “Wait” too often means “Never,” and justice delayed is justice denied. 

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry 

to say, fails to express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about the 

demonstrations. I am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial 

kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying 

causes. It is unfortunate that demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham, but it is even 

more unfortunate that the city’s white power structure left the Negro community with no 

alternative. 

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the 

oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct 

action campaign that was “well timed” in the view of those who have not suffered unduly 

from the disease of segregation. For years now I have heard the word “Wait!” It rings in the 

ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.” 

We must come to see, with one of our distinguished jurists, that “justice too long delayed is 

justice denied.” 

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights. The 

nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jet-like speed toward gaining political 

independence, but we still creep at horse and buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a 

lunch counter. Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of 

segregation to say, “Wait.” But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and 

fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled 

policemen curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and sisters; when you see the vast 

majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in 

the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your 

speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six year old daughter why she can’t go to 

the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling 

up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see ominous 

clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to 

distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white people; when 

you have to concoct an answer for a five year old son who is asking: “Daddy, why do white 

people treat colored people so mean?”; when you take a cross county drive and find it 

necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because 

no motel will accept you; … when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact 
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that you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect 

next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a 

degenerating sense of “nobodiness”—then you will understand why we find it difficult to 

wait. There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer 

willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our 

legitimate and unavoidable impatience.14 

3.     Christians are obligated to distinguish between just laws and unjust laws. 

You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. This is certainly a 

legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court’s decision 

of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public schools, at first glance it may seem rather 

paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One may well ask: “How can you advocate 

breaking some laws and obeying others?” The answer lies in the fact that there are two types 

of laws: just and unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not only a 

legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility 

to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that “an unjust law is no law at all.” 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether a law is just 

or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. 

An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the terms of 

St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal law and 

natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human 

personality is unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the soul 

and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the 

segregated a false sense of inferiority…. Hence segregation is not only politically, 

economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has 

said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential expression of man’s tragic 

separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can urge men to 

obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally right; and I can urge them to 

disobey segregation ordinances, for they are morally wrong. 

Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that 

a numerical or power majority group compels a minority group to obey but does not make 

binding on itself. This is difference made legal. By the same token, a just law is a code that a 

majority compels a minority to follow and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness 

made legal. Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority 

that, as a result of being denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law. 

Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up that state’s segregation laws was 

democratically elected? Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious methods are used to 

prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there are some counties in which, 

even though Negroes constitute a majority of the population, not a single Negro is registered. 

Can any law enacted under such circumstances be considered democratically structured? 

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have been 

arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in having an 
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ordinance which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance becomes unjust when 

it is used to maintain segregation and to deny citizens the First-Amendment privilege of 

peaceful assembly and protest. 

I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do I advocate 

evading or defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. That would lead to anarchy. 

One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept 

the penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, 

and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of 

the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law. 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was evidenced 

sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of 

Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a higher moral law was at stake. It was practiced 

superbly by the early Christians, who were willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating 

pain of chopping blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. To a 

degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil disobedience. In 

our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience. 

We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was “legal” and 

everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was “illegal.”15 

4.     There is a better way than either accommodating injustice or advocating 

violence: Nonviolent resistance. 

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather disappointed that 

fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of an extremist. I began thinking 

about the fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One 

is a force of complacency, made up in part of Negroes who, as a result of long years of 

oppression, are so drained of self respect and a sense of “somebodiness” that they have 

adjusted to segregation; and in part of a few middle-class Negroes who, because of a degree 

of academic and economic security and because in some ways they profit by segregation, 

have become insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness 

and hatred, and it comes perilously close to advocating violence. It is expressed in the 

various black nationalist groups that are springing up across the nation…. Nourished by the 

Negro’s frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination, this movement is 

made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have absolutely repudiated 

Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an incorrigible “devil.” 

I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that we need emulate neither the “do 

nothingism” of the complacent nor the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. For there is 

the more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. I am grateful to God that, through the 

influence of the Negro church, the way of nonviolence became an integral part of our 

struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of the South would, I am 

convinced, be flowing with blood…. 
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In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to determine 

whether injustices exist; negotiation; self purification; and direct action. We have gone 

through all these steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying the fact that racial 

injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated 

city in the United States. Its ugly record of brutality is widely known. Negroes have 

experienced grossly unjust treatment in the courts. There have been more unsolved bombings 

of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are 

the hard, brutal facts of the case. On the basis of these conditions, Negro leaders sought to 

negotiate with the city fathers. But the latter consistently refused to engage in good faith 

negotiation. 

Then, last September, came the opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham’s economic 

community. In the course of the negotiations, certain promises were made by the 

merchants—for example, to remove the stores’ humiliating racial signs. On the basis of these 

promises, the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama Christian 

Movement for Human Rights agreed to a moratorium on all demonstrations. As the weeks 

and months went by, we realized that we were the victims of a broken promise. A few signs, 

briefly removed, returned; the others remained. As in so many past experiences, our hopes 

had been blasted, and the shadow of deep disappointment settled upon us. We had no 

alternative except to prepare for direct action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a 

means of laying our case before the conscience of the local and the national community. 

Mindful of the difficulties involved, we decided to undertake a process of self purification. 

We began a series of workshops on nonviolence, and we repeatedly asked ourselves: “Are 

you able to accept blows without retaliating?” “Are you able to endure the ordeal of jail?” 

We decided to schedule our direct action program for the Easter season, realizing that except 

for Christmas, this is the main shopping period of the year. Knowing that a strong economic-

withdrawal program would be the by product of direct action, we felt that this would be the 

best time to bring pressure to bear on the merchants for the needed change.16 

5.     The worst stumbling blocks to establishing social justice may not be 

extremists, like members of the Klu Klux Klan, but moderates in white churches 

who seem content to do little. 

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must 

confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white 

moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling 

block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux 

Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers 

a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of 

justice; who constantly says: “I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with 

your methods of direct action”; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for 

another man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises 

the Negro to wait for a “more convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people of 

good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. 

Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection. 
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I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the 

purpose of establishing justice and that when they fail in this purpose they become the 

dangerously structured dams that block the flow of social progress. I had hoped that the white 

moderate would understand that the present tension in the South is a necessary phase of the 

transition from an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted his 

unjust plight, to a substantive and positive peace, in which all men will respect the dignity 

and worth of human personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not 

the creators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already 

alive. We bring it out in the open, where it can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can 

never be cured so long as it is covered up but must be opened with all its ugliness to the 

natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with all the tension its exposure 

creates, to the light of human conscience and the air of national opinion before it can be 

cured. 

… I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth concerning time in 

relation to the struggle for freedom. I have just received a letter from a white brother in 

Texas. He writes: “All Christians know that the colored people will receive equal rights 

eventually, but it is possible that you are in too great a religious hurry. It has taken 

Christianity almost two thousand years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ 

take time to come to earth.” Such an attitude stems from a tragic misconception of time, from 

the strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that will 

inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time itself is neutral; it can be used either destructively or 

constructively. More and more I feel that the people of ill will have used time much more 

effectively than have the people of good will. We will have to repent in this generation not 

merely for the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence of the 

good people. Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the 

tireless efforts of men willing to be co workers with God, and without this hard work, time 

itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the 

knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right. 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually 

manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has 

reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it 

can be gained…. 

I had hoped that the white moderate would see this need…. 

But, … I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed with the church. 

When I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery, 

Alabama, a few years ago, I felt we would be supported by the white church. I felt that the 

white ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be among our strongest allies. Instead, 

some have been outright opponents, refusing to understand the freedom movement and 

misrepresenting its leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous 

and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained glass windows. 
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In spite of my shattered dreams, I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious 

leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral 

concern, would serve as the channel through which our just grievances could reach the power 

structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been 

disappointed. 

I have heard numerous southern religious leaders admonish their worshipers to comply with 

a desegregation decision because it is the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers 

declare: “Follow this decree because integration is morally right and because the Negro is 

your brother.” In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched 

white churchmen stand on the sideline and mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious 

trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic 

injustice, I have heard many ministers say: “Those are social issues, with which the gospel 

has no real concern.” And I have watched many churches commit themselves to a completely 

other worldly religion which makes a strange, un-Biblical distinction between body and soul, 

between the sacred and the secular. 

… In deep disappointment I have wept over the laxity of the church. But be assured that my 

tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep disappointment where there is not deep 

love. Yes, I love the church. How could I do otherwise? I am in the rather unique position of 

being the son, the grandson and the great grandson of preachers. Yes, I see the church as the 

body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that body through social 

neglect and through fear of being nonconformists. 

There was a time when the church was very powerful—in the time when the early Christians 

rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the church 

was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it 

was a thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Whenever the early Christians 

entered a town, the people in power became disturbed and immediately sought to convict the 

Christians for being “disturbers of the peace” and “outside agitators.” But the Christians 

pressed on, in the conviction that they were “a colony of heaven,” called to obey God rather 

than man. Small in number, they were big in commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to 

be “astronomically intimidated.” By their effort and example they brought an end to such 

ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contests. Things are different now. So often the 

contemporary church is a weak, ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an 

archdefender of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the 

power structure of the average community is consoled by the church’s silent—and often even 

vocal—sanction of things as they are. 

But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If today’s church does not 

recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the 

loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the 

twentieth century. Every day I meet young people whose disappointment with the church has 

turned into outright disgust. 
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Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inextricably bound to 

the status quo to save our nation and the world? Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner 

spiritual church, the church within the church, as the true ekklesia and the hope of the world. 

But again I am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion 

have broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners 

in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure congregations and walked the streets 

of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone down the highways of the South on tortuous 

rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their 

churches, have lost the support of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in 

the faith that right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. Their witness has been the 

spiritual salt that has preserved the true meaning of the gospel in these troubled times.17 

6.     Love your enemies, and respect your opponents—as demonstrated in Dr. 

King’s tone of his letter. 

My Dear Fellow Clergymen: … 

I am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social 

analysis that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. … 

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit ins, marches and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a 

better path?” You are quite right in calling for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of 

direct action. … 

I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point out. … 

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. … 

I am not unmindful of the fact that each of you has taken some significant stands on this 

issue. I commend you, Reverend Stallings, for your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in 

welcoming Negroes to your worship service on a nonsegregated basis. I commend the 

Catholic leaders of this state for integrating Spring Hill College several years ago. … 

But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed 

with the church. I do not say this as one of those negative critics who can always find 

something wrong with the church. I say this as a minister of the gospel, who loves the 

church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and 

who will remain true to it as long as the cord of life shall lengthen. 

… Before closing I feel impelled to mention one other point in your statement that has 

troubled me profoundly. You warmly commended the Birmingham police force for keeping 

“order” and “preventing violence.” I doubt that you would have so warmly commended the 

police force if you had seen its dogs sinking their teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I 

doubt that you would so quickly commend the policemen if you were to observe their ugly 

and inhumane treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if you were to watch them push and 

curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you were to see them slap and kick old 
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Negro men and young boys; if you were to observe them, as they did on two occasions, 

refuse to give us food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I cannot join you in 

your praise of the Birmingham police department. 

It is true that the police have exercised a degree of discipline in handling the demonstrators. 

In this sense they have conducted themselves rather “nonviolently” in public. But for what 

purpose? To preserve the evil system of segregation. Over the past few years I have 

consistently preached that nonviolence demands that the means we use must be as pure as the 

ends we seek. I have tried to make clear that it is wrong to use immoral means to attain moral 

ends. But now I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or perhaps even more so, to use moral 

means to preserve immoral ends. Perhaps Mr. Connor and his policemen have been rather 

nonviolent in public, as was Chief Pritchett in Albany, Georgia, but they have used the moral 

means of nonviolence to maintain the immoral end of racial injustice. … 

I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners and demonstrators of Birmingham for their 

sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of great 

provocation…. 

Never before have I written so long a letter. I’m afraid it is much too long to take your 

precious time. … 

If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an unreasonable 

impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If I have said anything that understates the truth and 

indicates my having a patience that allows me to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I 

beg God to forgive me. 

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will soon make 

it possible for me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil-rights leader but as a 

fellow clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial 

prejudice will soon pass away and the deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our 

fear drenched communities, and in some not too distant tomorrow the radiant stars of love 

and brotherhood will shine over our great nation with all their scintillating beauty. 

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, Martin Luther King, Jr.18 

About Dr. King 

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., was a remarkable human being, and one of the 

greatest theologians of the 20th century. Born in 1929 in a lineage of pastors, he graduated high 

school at fifteen and graduated college at nineteen. At Crozier Theological Seminary, he was 

elected president of his predominantly white senior class, graduated seminary at age twenty-two, 

and won a fellowship that supported his doctoral studies at Boston University, where he 

completed his PhD in systematic theology at age twenty-six.19 

When he met and married Coretta Scott in Boston, they could have stayed in the north where 

racial discrimination was not as extreme. However, they chose to move to Montgomery, 
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Alabama, returning to the south where they had both been born, and Dr. King was installed as 

pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church.20, 21 On December 1, 1955, in the same year Dr. 

King completed his doctorate, Ms. Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery city 

bus to a white man.22 Although Dr. King (to his surprise) was elected to be the leader of a 

boycott of Montgomery buses, he struggled with whether such a boycott was Christian. He then 

remembered reading David Thoreau’s essay “Civil Disobedience” in his earlier years, where 

Thoreau said: “We can no longer lend our cooperation to an evil system.” The evening of the 

first day of the boycott (December 5), Dr. King gave what he later called the most decisive 

speech he ever made, spelling out his principles: 

[O]ur method will be that of persuasion and not coercion. We will only say to the people, 

“Let your conscience be your guide.”23 Our actions must be guided by the deepest principles 

of our Christian faith. … Once again we must hear the words of Jesus echoing across the 

centuries: “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, and pray for them that despitefully 

use you.”24 

The Montgomery bus boycott lasted for 381 days. During that time, at least ninety people were 

arrested and sentenced to jail or fined. The homes and churches of boycotters were firebombed, 

and boycotters were often assaulted themselves. Dr. King’s own home was firebombed. Even 

after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Alabama’s laws requiring segregated seating on buses 

was unconstitutional, and the city of Montgomery thereafter passed an ordinance to remove 

restrictions on where black passengers could sit on buses, violence continued. Someone fired a 

shotgun through the front door of Dr. King’s family’s house. Snipers fired upon buses, and shot a 

pregnant woman in both of her legs. Five black churches and the home of a white pastor who had 

supported desegregation were destroyed by bombs. Klansmen lynched a black man, claiming 

that he was dating a white woman. Nevertheless, laws that mandated segregated seating on buses 

were changed, and Dr. King’s work began to become nationally known.25 

Dr. King’s biography after the Montgomery bus boycott reads as follows: 

In 1957 he was elected president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an 

organization formed to provide new leadership for the now burgeoning civil rights 

movement. The ideals for this organization he took from Christianity; its operational 

techniques from Gandhi.26 In the eleven-year period between 1957 and 1968, King traveled 

over six million miles and spoke over twenty-five hundred times, appearing wherever there 

was injustice, protest, and action; and meanwhile he wrote five books as well as numerous 

articles. In these years, he led a massive protest in Birmingham, Alabama, that caught the 

attention of the entire world, providing what he called a coalition of conscience, and inspiring 

his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, a manifesto of the Negro revolution; he planned the 

drives in Alabama for the registration of Negroes as voters; he directed the peaceful march 

on Washington, D.C., of 250,000 people to whom he delivered his address, “I Have a 

Dream,” he conferred with President John F. Kennedy and campaigned for President Lyndon 

B. Johnson; he was arrested upwards of twenty times and assaulted at least four times; he 

was awarded five honorary degrees; was named Man of the Year by Time magazine in 1963; 

and became not only the symbolic leader of American blacks but also a world figure. 
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At the age of thirty-five, Martin Luther King, Jr., was the youngest man to have received the 

Nobel Peace Prize. When notified of his selection, he announced that he would turn over the 

prize money of $54,123 to the furtherance of the civil rights movement. 

On the evening of April 4, 1968, while standing on the balcony of his motel room in 

Memphis, Tennessee, where he was to lead a protest march in sympathy with striking 

garbage workers of that city, he was assassinated.27 

In conclusion, adopting Dr. King’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” would be a way that the 

General Assembly could make a meaningful tribute to Dr. King, fifty years after he began a 

“Poor People’s Campaign” and also fifty years after his assassination at age 39. Lifting up Dr. 

King’s letter would help inspire and encourage all of us to carry on Christ’s demanding work to 

establish social justice. 
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Declaration of Faith’ be adopted as a contemporary statement of faith, a reliable aid for Christian 

study, liturgy, and inspiration ...” (Minutes, 1977, PCUS, Part I, p. 168), with the understanding 
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“the neglecting or withdrawing the lawful or necessary means of preservation of life” (7.246, cf. 

Matt, 25:42–43; James 2:15–16). See also: WLC 7.251; C67 0.17 (“Man is free to seek his life 
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4.             http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-public-statement-poor-peoples-

campaign. 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/about-king-center
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0
https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/resource/declaration-faith/
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-public-statement-poor-peoples-campaign
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-public-statement-poor-peoples-campaign


91 
 

5.             http://www.thekingcenter.org/about-dr-king. 

6.             King, Martin Luther. A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Edited by James Melvin Washington, HarperOne, an Imprint of 

HarperCollins Publishers, 1986, p. 302. 

7.              Several versions of the “Letter,” with different breaks between paragraphs, have been 

published. Dr. King once wrote: “Although the text remains in substance unaltered, I have 

indulged in the author’s prerogative of polishing it.” (c.f., 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail). Quotations below, and paragraph 

references, are from the version: 

https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html. 

8.             https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bull_Connor. 

9.             https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birmingham_campaign. 

10.           https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail. A copy of this letter, 

along with the names and titles of the bishops (Catholic, Methodist, and Episcopalian), a rabii, 

the moderator of the Alabama Synod of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, and a 

Baptist pastor who signed it, may be found at: 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0. 

11.           Ibid. 

12.           https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail. 

13.           “Letter,” paragraphs 2, 3, and 4. 

14.           “Letter,” paragraphs 5, 11, and 12. 

15.           “Letter,” paragraphs 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, and 18. 

16.           “Letter,” paragraphs 23, 24, 6, and 7. 

17.           “Letter,” paragraphs 19, 20, 21, 25–31, and 33–36. 

18.           “Letter,” salutation, paragraphs 5, 9, 16, 19, 27–28, 36–41, and closing. 

19.           https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1964/king-bio.html. 

20.           Ibid. 

21.           https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1964/press.html. 

22.           https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montgomery_bus_boycott. 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/about-dr-king
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail
https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bull_Connor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birmingham_campaign
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letter_from_Birmingham_Jail
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1964/king-bio.html
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1964/press.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montgomery_bus_boycott


92 
 

23.           The first of our Historic Principles of Church Order is that “God alone is Lord of the 

conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men which are in 

anything contrary to his Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship” (F-3.0101a; c.f. Book 

of Confessions, Westminster Confession of Faith, 6.109). 
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have home rule. Dr. King said, “Gandhi was probably the first person in history to lift the love 
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force. … I found in the nonviolent resistance philosophy of Gandhi … the only morally and 
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Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

Advice & Counsel on Item 14-05—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

Item 14-05 proposes Martin Luther King’s Letter from a Birmingham Jail be a non-confessional 

faith statement. 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises disapproval. 

The proponent presbytery is right to appreciate the spiritual depth of Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

famous letter. It was not intended, nor has it been used, as a statement of faith by a church body. 

But it has been used in a manner similar to that proposed in this overture. A Study of The Belhar 

Confession and Its Accompanying Letter by Eunice T. McGarrahan (2008) contains the text of 

King’s letter in its entirety with some commentary: http://www.synatlantic.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/09/Belhar-study_guide.pdf. 

Thus, while we advise disapproval, their objective may already have been partly realized. 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice & Counsel on Item 14-05—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 14-05. 

ACREC supports this overture as it demonstrates faith in action advocating for the realization of 

living in God’s beloved community. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is recognized 

worldwide as a prophetic voice committed to racial and economic justice. 

The recommendation supports the core values of ACREC as it advocates for combating racism, 

prejudices, world peace, and unity across differing religious and theological beliefs. 

Valued members of PC(USA) congregations believe in equality and genuine Christian love. The 

Letter from the Birmingham Jail commends us to demonstrate God’s love to others creating the 

beloved community. 

Presbyterian Mission Agency Comment       

Comment on Item 14-05—From the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA). 

This overture calls on the General Assembly to “approve” Martin Luther King Jr.’s Letter from 

Birmingham City Jail, “as a Contemporary Statement of Faith (but not with constitutional 

standing.” 

http://www.synatlantic.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Belhar-study_guide.pdf
http://www.synatlantic.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Belhar-study_guide.pdf
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The rationale of the overture makes clear the importance of this document for Christians in the 

United States, as it articulates and explores God’s call to grapple with the sin of racism today. 

The rationale helpfully shows the connections between Dr. King’s Letter and the PC(USA)’s 

statement of faith in the Book of Confessions. Letter from Birmingham City Jail is clearly (in the 

words of the overture) “a reliable aid for Christian study, liturgy, and inspiration.” The PMA 

stands ready to join in commending it to members, congregations, and councils of this 

denomination, and to support those who do so. 

There is an element of the overture that calls for careful reflection. The overture asks that the 

Letter be “approved” and given the status of “contemporary statement of faith (but not with 

constitutional standing).” It is unclear what this status is in the polity of the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.). 

To date only one document has carried this designation—A Declaration of Faith. A Declaration 

of Faith was written within one of the predecessor denominations to the PC(USA): the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS). It was put before that denomination to be 

voted on for adoption as a confession of faith with constitutional standing. A majority of PCUS 

presbyteries voted in favor of such adoption, but the vote failed to reach the required super-

majority. As noted in the rationale to the overture, the 117th General Assembly of the PCUS 

(1977) then voted: “That ‘A Declaration of Faith’ be adopted as a contemporary statement of 

faith, a reliable aid for Christian study, liturgy, and inspiration, with the clear understanding that 

only the Westminster Standards are constitutional” [Minutes, 1977, PCUS, Part I, p. 168]. The 

action of that General Assembly does not appear to have intended by this action to create a new 

category of documents in its polity. 

The General Assembly has regularly approved documents and commended them to the 

denomination for study, reflection, and liturgical use. This has proven to be a good and useful 

way for the General Assembly to bring attention to the documents in question and to their 

content. Should commissioners wish to call on this denomination to engage the Letter from 

Birmingham City Jail as a decisive statement of the demands and opportunities of Christian life 

and witness today, the overture itself provides alternate language that does not also implicitly 

establish a new category of document. The assembly could commend the Letter from 

Birmingham City Jail to members, congregations, and councils as “a reliable aid for Christian 

study, liturgy, and inspiration.” 

Advice from the ACC 

Advice on Item 14-05—From the Advisory Committee on the Constitution 

The Advisory Committee on the Constitution advises the 223rd General Assembly (2018) that 

Item 14-05 presents issues that the assembly should consider. 

Item 14-05 asks the General Assembly to approve the “Letter from the Birmingham City Jail” by 

the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King as a contemporary statement of faith, but not with 

constitutional standing. This recommendation poses issues both in constitutional terminology 

and process. 
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The phrase “contemporary statement of faith without constitutional standing” is not defined in 

the Book of Order. A statement of faith is defined in F-2.0101: 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) states its faith and bears witness to God’s grace in Jesus 

Christ in the creeds and confessions in the Book of Confessions. In these statements the 

church declares to its members and to the world who and what it is, what it believes, and 

what it resolves to do. These statements identify the church as a community of people known 

by its convictions as well as by its actions. They guide the church in its study and 

interpretation of the Scriptures; they summarize the essence of Reformed Christian tradition; 

they direct the church in maintaining sound doctrines; they equip the church for its work of 

proclamation. They serve to strengthen personal commitment and the life and witness of the 

community of believers. (Book of Order, F-2.0101) 

The Book of Confessions makes no distinction between a creed, confession, statement of faith, or 

catechism in terms of being ‘contemporary” or not. The items in the Book of Confessions are 

from three distinct eras in church history: the early church, the Reformation, and the twentieth 

century. In the latter group, the Confession of Belhar and A Brief Statement of Faith are over a 

quarter century more “contemporary” than Dr. King’s Letter from the Birmingham City Jail. 

All of the statements of faith in the Book of Confessions went through an approval process 

defined in G-6.03. Item 14-05 seeks to give Dr. King’s letter certain standing (as a statement of 

faith) without going through the process to give it that standing. It creates confusion as to what 

has “constitutional standing” and what does not, that is, what are “authentic and reliable 

expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do” (W-4.0404c) and what are short of that 

standard. 

The Advisory Committee on the Constitution advises the General Assembly to consider one of 

the following two options regarding Item 14-05. 

If the General Assembly believes that Dr. King’s letter should be recognized as a statement of 

faith, then the assembly can begin the process outlined in G-6.03 to include it in the Book of 

Confessions. 

Amendments to the confessional documents of this church may be made only if all the 

following steps are completed: 

a.     The proposal to amend the Book of Confessions is approved by the General Assembly 

for study in the church. 

      b. The General Assembly appoints a committee of ruling elders and ministers of the Word 

and Sacrament, numbering not fewer than fifteen, of whom not more than two shall be from any 

one synod, to consider the proposal. This committee shall consult with the committee or council 

from which the proposal originated. It shall report its findings to the next General Assembly. 

c.     The next ensuing General Assembly considers the report of the study committee and 

approves the proposed amendment and recommends it to the presbyteries for vote. 
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d.     The proposed amendment receives the approval in writing of two thirds of the 

presbyteries. 

e.     The proposed amendment is approved and enacted by the next ensuing General 

Assembly following the amendment’s receipt of the necessary two-thirds approval of the 

presbyteries. (Book of Order, G-6.03) 

The second option is for the General Assembly to commend Dr. King’s letter to the church for 

study, as a resource that provides prophetic witness that inspires, challenges, and educates both 

church and world. Section G-3.0501c gives the General Assembly the power and responsibility 

of: 

... communicating with the whole church on matters of common concern; warning and 

bearing witness against errors in doctrine or immorality in the church and in the world; 

providing such services of education and nurture as its presbyteries may require; 

providing encouragement, guidance, and resources to presbyteries in the areas of mission, 

prophetic witness, leadership development, worship, evangelism, and responsible 

administration; discerning and presenting with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, matters of 

truth and vision that may inspire, challenge, and educate both church and world; ... (Book 

of Order, G-3.0501c). 

Dr. King’s letter touches much of what is in this paragraph, and on this basis, can be commended 

to the councils of the church for their study and use. 

Concurrence 

Lakes and Prairies (S) 

Muskingum     

de Cristo 

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

058_Overture_re_MLK_JR_letter_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_058_Overture_re_MLK_JR_letter.pdf 

  

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/655bacab-4bcd-47df-aef4-9ea425cf1aab/058_Overture_re_MLK_JR_letter_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/72bba8a6-b916-4c70-bec0-d113512d149d/2018_058_Overture_re_MLK_JR_letter.pdf
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[08-

04] 

On Renewing Our Call to Promote Environmental 

Justice—From the Presbytery of Newton. 

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [08] Environmental Issues 

  

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Newton Presbytery 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as 

follows: 

Answer with 

Action on 

another 

Resolution (CA) 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 

Answer with 

Action on 

another 

Resolution (AA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Answer with Action on another Resolution 

Answered by action on 08-05 

On 

Responding 

to 

Environment

al Racism—

From the 

Presbytery of 

Monmouth. 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000290?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000290?print
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Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 478 

Negative: 10 

Abstaining: 
 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Answer with Action on another Resolution 

Answered by Item 08-05. 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 55 

Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 
 

 

Recommendation    

The Presbytery of Newton overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to 

1.    Renew our denomination’s call to promote environmental justice and 

oppose environmental injustice in all its forms. 

2.    Listen to the perspectives and voices of people most impacted by 

environmental injustice, including environmental racism. 

3.    In accordance with the Gospel, position the church’s approach to 

environmental problems primarily as responses to the voices most 

directly impacted by environmental injustice and the cry of God’s 

creation for environmental justice. 
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Rationale 

Jesus stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. 

Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free” (Lk, 4:16–18). 

History of PC(USA) Actions 

The Presbyterian church has long been a proponent of action to promote 

social and environmental justice. Presbyterian General Assemblies have been 

speaking on issues of environmental protection and justice since the late 

1960s. Their witness has ranged broadly from drinking water safety and acid 

rain, to protecting endangered species, to cleaning up dirty power plants, to 

climate change and U.S. energy policy. The major policy statements on 

environmental issues were in 1971, 1990, and 2008, and on energy in 1981. 

The 202nd General Assembly (1990) approved a policy statement on 

“Restoring Creation for Ecology and Justice.” The policy affirmed that “... 

restored creation is not a short-term concern to be handled in a few years, but 

a continuing task to which the nation and the world must give attention and 

commitment ...” (Minutes, 1990, Part I, p. 647). One of the norms identified 

for keeping and healing God’s creation is sustainability. It is to be promoted 

in conjunction with sufficiency, participation by those normally excluded, 

connecting economic justice with environmental concerns, and solidarity so 

that community can be achieved by diminishing the gap between the rich and 

poor. “Restoring Creation” also addressed global warming. 

The 207th General Assembly (1995) approved a resolution on “Hazardous 

Waste, Race, and the Environment” that amended the 1990 “Restoring 

Creation” policy, calling for advocacy on environmental justice concerns on 

behalf of and with the poor and people of color, and “the development of 

public policies that result in reducing the generation of hazardous wastes and 

reduction in the use of hazardous substances” (Minutes, 1995, Part I, pp. 492–

93). The underlying basis for this resolution was the unfortunate fact that 

some individuals, groups, and communities are at special risk from 

environmental threats. This is especially the case for low-income persons, the 

working poor, people of color, and indigenous peoples whose livelihoods and 

health may be imperiled by resource extraction, waste disposal, and pollution 

in their neighborhoods and hazards in their workplace. A special culprit in 

causing many of these problems were and are the fossil fuel and power 

companies whose activities have included mountain top removal to access 

coal, pollution of water and earth from fracking for oil and natural gas, and 

releases of air and water pollution by oil refineries and chemical plants, as 



100 
 

well as the location of toxic waste facilities. 

The commissioners at the 218th General Assembly (2008) approved “The 

Power to Change: U.S. Policy and Global Warming” which pronounced 

policy recommendations on climate change with a commitment to “stand with 

‘the least of these’ (Matt. 25:40) and advocate for the poor and oppressed in 

present and future generations who are often the victims of environmental 

injustice and who are least able to mitigate the impact of global warming that 

will fall disproportionately upon them” (Minutes, 2008, Part I, p. 935, 

electronic file; see also https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/1537). 

Environmental Justice, Injustice and Racism 

Environmental justice is a concept first articulated by Dr. Robert Bullard to 

denote the movement to resolve the problems created by the confluence of 

environmental destruction, racism, and poverty. The U.S. EPA defines 

environmental justice as: 

... the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless 

of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to the development, 

implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 

policies. ... It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree of 

protection from environmental and health hazards and equal access to the 

decision-making process to have a healthy environment in which to live, 

learn, and work. (https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice) 

Thus, environmental justice calls for (1) equal treatment with respect to 

exposure to environmental hazards and (2) equal opportunity to be heard with 

respect to environmental matters. 

Subsumed in the rubric of environmental injustice is environmental racism, a 

term, first coined by the Reverend Benjamin Chavis in 1981, and used to 

describe the disproportionate burden of environmental problems that people of 

color experience. In his landmark national study, Toxic Waste and Race in the 

United States, he showed statistically that in the United States people of color 

are more likely to live in areas more exposed to pollutants in the air, ground, 

and water. Also, it has been found that environmental catastrophes, such as 

floods, hurricanes, and earthquakes, disproportionately impact people of color 

because these communities are more likely to live in substandard housing and 

within floodplains; and people of color generally have fewer resources to 

escape environmental disasters. Moreover, undocumented immigrants in the 

United States are less likely to seek government assistance in recovery efforts, 

because they fear detention and deportation. 

Current Challenges 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/1537
https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice
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We live in a time when the environmental regulations that protect our air and 

water and that are designed to lessen the rate of climate change are being 

subjected to an all-out assault at the federal level. Although they do so 

imperfectly, such regulations do tend to lessen the impacts of environmentally 

hazardous conditions on minorities and the poor and create the opportunity for 

their voices to be heard. 

More significantly, the impacts of environmental injustice are being 

magnified by and focused upon the poor and minorities by the increasingly 

evident impacts of global warming/climate change that have exacerbated 

devastating heat waves, flooding, hurricanes, and wildfires. These impacts are 

only expected to increase as global temperatures continue to climb. 

Dr. Robert Bullard, a Distinguished Professor of Urban Planning and 

Environmental Policy and Administration of Justice at Texas Southern 

University, explains how Hurricane Harvey exposed the environmental racism 

embedded in Houston, Texas: 

... [W]hen we look at the color of vulnerability and we look at which 

communities are actually at greatest risk from disasters and floods like 

this, historically, it’s been low-income communities and communities of 

color, communities that live in low-lying areas that are areas that are very 

prone to flooding. And it’s very difficult to get insurance, not just flood 

insurance, but regular insurance, because of redlining. So, what Harvey 

has done is to expose those inequalities that existed before the storm. 

(https://www.democracynow.org/2017/9/5/will_houston_s_post_harvey_r

ecovery) 

Also in 2017, similar effects have been visited upon the poor and minorities in 

Florida and the Virgin Islands by Hurricane Irma and by virtually everyone in 

Puerto Rico by Hurricane Maria. 

On a larger scale, it is the impoverished and minority people from the Global 

South who bear the brunt of climate change. A recent report by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, for example, predicts that rising 

temperatures will significantly reduce the growing seasons and available 

arable land in Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East, thus exacerbating 

hunger, poverty, and competition for scarce resources. A recent study by 

Columbia University’s Lamont-Doherty Observatory projects that by 2080 

combined heat and humidity will render much of these areas uninhabitable, an 

area where one half of the world’s population lives. 

To make matters worse, those who bear the brunt of environmental problems 

often find their voices silenced by those who see the problem of 

environmental damage only through privileged eyes. We live in a time when 

https://www.democracynow.org/2017/9/5/will_houston_s_post_harvey_recovery
https://www.democracynow.org/2017/9/5/will_houston_s_post_harvey_recovery
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money talks and the voices of those without it are not heard. 

The church must combat these problems on both fronts—work to minimize 

environmental problems and do so by listening to the voices of those most 

disproportionately impacted. Unfortunately, the call for a long-term 

commitment to address these matters has seen the passage of decades when 

the world’s time to address these matters has dwindled away. The increasing 

intensity of the effects of climate change and highly credible predictions that 

these effects are accelerating tell us that the time to prevent catastrophic 

changes in God’s wonderful creation is rapidly passing. God’s creation is 

calling out to us to deal with these issues with a sense of urgency that was 

absent in the past. Our church and our monies need to speak out to give voice 

in aid of the victims of environmental injustice with a renewed strength and 

enthusiasm. 

“Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and 

sisters of mine, you did for me” (Mt. 25:40). 

Comment 

Advisory Committee for Social Witness Policy Comment     

Advice & Counsel on Item 08-04—From the Advisory Committee on Social 

Witness Policy (ACSWP). 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises that the 

223rd General Assembly (2018) approve Item 08-04. 

ACSWP endorses and agrees with the premise of this overture, namely, that 

climate change and release of toxic materials in the environment has a 

disproportionately bad effect on poor and non-white persons, in the U.S. and 

abroad, especially in the Global South. Item 08-04 and Item 08-05 could be 

combined, as they are very similar, even to the point that both start their 

Rationales with the same quote from the Gospel of Luke. 

Item 08-04 names the evil of environmental racism and recognizes that it 

happens as structural racism, even when we, the perpetrators, harbor no 

obvious racial animosity. 

A combination of the items could say that environmental justice can 

contribute to a solution to the problem of environmental racism. 

 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 
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Advice & Counsel on Item 08-04—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial 

Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd 

General Assembly (2018) approve Item 08-04. 

As full voting members of MRTI, ACREC approves this recommendation. 

ACREC laments the harm caused by climate change and the 

disproportionately damaging effects on people of color and seeks to actively 

work toward a solution. However, ACREC also recognizes that no dialogue 

will lead to more harm and no ability to advocate for the people of color who 

are employed by these companies as is mentioned in Recommendation 2. 

ACREC also agrees with the educational component of this overture as 

consumer behavior is a significant factor of climate change. 

Concurrence 

Sun (S)   

de Cristo 

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

040_Environmental_Justice-Newton_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_040_Environmental_Justice-Newton.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/26cf1c12-c9c6-4e61-a3d3-acdc78cc7141/040_Environmental_Justice-Newton_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/96e56eef-eb1e-4a77-b74d-283981f8835a/2018_040_Environmental_Justice-Newton.pdf
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 [08-

05] 

On Responding to Environmental Racism—From 

the Presbytery of Monmouth. 
 

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [08] Environmental Issues 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Monmouth Presbytery 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (CA) 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (AA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 452 

Negative: 34 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000297?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000297?print
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Abstaining: 
 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Change title to: On Responding to Environmental Racism[ and to Promote Environmental Justice] 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 53 

Negative: 2 

Abstaining: 
 

Final text: 

TITLE CHANGE:  On Responding to Environmental Racism[ and to Promote 

Environmental Justice] 

“The Presbytery of Monmouth overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) of the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to 

     “[1. Renew our denomination’s call to promote environmental justice and oppose 

environmental injustice in all its forms.] 

     “[1.] [2.]   Take action to respond to environmental racism [and environmental injustice] 

in all its forms. 

          “[a.  To provide educational resources to churches and mid councils about 

environmental racism and injustice. 

          “[b.  To provide information and resources to enable the buildings and operations of 

our churches to be more environmentally sound.] 

     “[2.] [3.]  Listen to the perspectives and voices of people most impacted by 

environmental racism [with awareness to cultural diversity domestically and 

internationally]. 

     “[3.] [4.]  In accordance with the Gospel, position the church’s approach to 

environmental problems to include responses to the voices most directly impacted by 

environmental racism.” 
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Recommendation 

The Presbytery of Monmouth overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) of the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to 

1.    Take action to respond to environmental racism in all its forms. 

2.    Listen to the perspectives and voices of people most impacted by environmental racism. 

3.    In accordance with the Gospel, position the church’s approach to environmental 

problems to include responses to the voices most directly impacted by environmental 

racism. 

Rationale 

“[Jesus] stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the 

scroll and found the place where it was written: ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he 

has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free’” (Lk, 4:16–18). 

Environmental racism is a term, first coined by the Reverend Benjamin Chavis in 1981, used to 

describe the disproportionate burden of environmental problems that people of color take on. 

People of color are more likely to live in areas more exposed to pollutants in the air, ground, and 

water. Environmental catastrophes, such as floods, hurricanes, and earthquakes, 

disproportionately impact people of color, as these communities are more likely to live in 

substandard housing and within floodplains. And people of color generally have fewer resources 

to escape environmental disasters. Moreover, undocumented migrants in the United States are 

less likely seek government assistance in recovery efforts, as they fear detention and 

deportation.1 

“Environmental racism” is closely related to “environmental justice,” a concept first articulated 

by Dr. Robert Bullard, to connote the movement to resolve the problems created by the 

confluence of environmental destruction, racism, and poverty. 

Bullard, a Distinguished Professor of Urban Planning and Environmental Policy and 

Administration of Justice at Texas Southern University, explains how Hurricane Harvey exposed 

and exacerbated the environmental racism embedded in Houston, Texas: “when we look at the 

color of vulnerability and we look at which communities are actually at greatest risk from 

disasters and floods like this, historically, it’s been low-income communities and communities of 

color, communities that live in low-lying areas that are areas that are very prone to flooding. And 

it’s very difficult to get insurance, not just flood insurance, but regular insurance, because of 

redlining. So, what Harvey has done is to expose those inequalities that existed before the 

storm.”2 

After Harvey, Hurricanes Irma and Maria exposed environmental racism issues in Puerto Rico 

(PR). Immediately after the storm there were suggestions that the money spent on recovery was 
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harming the U.S. budget, and the death count was minimalized, as if Puerto Ricans dying as a 

result of Maria were insignificant to people dying as a result of Katrina. Five months after the 

storm, full power has yet to be restored to the island. The challenges in Puerto Rico are so many 

at this time as a result of Maria, especially in the area of public health. Puerto Ricans with 

chronic health conditions, using medical machinery, are dying every day due to the instability of 

the power grid. A report from Commit to PR, an organization of medical doctors form the U.S. 

helping the island, reported that 62 percent of the applications submitted to FEMA have been 

denied.3 A recent report from the Department of Health, shows that suicides in PR increased 55 

percent in the last four months of 2017, when compared to same period in 2016.4 The EPA and 

local environmental agencies, have issued several warnings of the dangers in several water 

bodies. Raw sewage is pouring into rivers, and reservoirs. Unfortunately, many islanders living 

in the central part of the island are drinking water from contaminated sources. 

New Jersey faces environmental racism issues with the economic engine that is the Port 

Authority of New York and New Jersey. We all benefit from the activity at the ports, buying the 

products that are shipped into this country. Yet, port-adjacent cities like Newark and Elizabeth 

bear the burdens of pollution, poor working conditions, and low wages resulting from the ports, 

but reap few of the benefits. Port pollution is an environmental and health injustice—increasing 

asthma, heart disease, and cancer rates in port-adjacent communities where a majority of 

residents are low income and of color. A majority of the goods leaving the port (85 percent) are 

moved on average by 14,000 diesel drayage truck trips per day along major highways and local 

roads within the region to nearby warehouses, assembly facilities, and retailers. Unfortunately, 

port trucks are some of oldest and dirtiest trucks on the road, spewing harmful diesel pollution 

and greenhouse gases.5 

At a larger scale, it is people from the Global South who bear the brunt of climate change. A 

recent report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, for example, predicts that 

rising temperatures will significantly reduce the growing season in Africa, thus exacerbating 

hunger and poverty.6 

To make matters worse, those who bear the brunt of environmental problems often find their 

voices silenced by many white environmentalists and polluters alike, who see the problem of 

environmental damage only through privileged eyes. 

The church must combat these problems on both fronts—work to minimize environmental 

problems and do so by listening to the voices of those most disproportionately impacted. 

Endnotes 

1.            We commend the following study guide for more information about Environmental 

Racism: 

https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/racialjustice/enviromentalracismecumenicalstu

dyguide.pdf. 

2.            https://www.democracynow.org/2017/9/7/invisible_houston_full_interview_with_dr. 

https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/racialjustice/enviromentalracismecumenicalstudyguide.pdf
https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/racialjustice/enviromentalracismecumenicalstudyguide.pdf
https://www.democracynow.org/2017/9/7/invisible_houston_full_interview_with_dr
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3.            https://notiuno.com/reportan-que-miles-se-quedan-sin-ayuda…/. 

4.            http://www.latinorebels.com/2018/02/11/suicides-in-puerto-rico-increased-55-last-four-

months-of-2017-when-compared-to-same-time-period-in-2016/. 

5.            http://www.cleanwateraction.org/files/gubernatorial-ports-briefing-coalition-healthy-

ports-nynj-june2017pdf-0. 

6.            http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/. 

Comment 

Advisory Committee for Social Witness Policy Comment      

Advice & Counsel on Item 08-05—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises that the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018) approve Item 08-05. 

ACSWP endorses and agrees with the premise of this overture, namely, that climate change and 

release of toxic materials in the environment has a disproportionately bad effect on poor and 

non-white persons, in the U.S. and abroad, especially in the Global South. Item 08-04 and Item 

08-05 could be combined, as they are very similar, even to the point that both start their 

Rationales with the same quote from the Gospel of Luke. 

Item 08-04 names the evil of environmental racism and recognizes that it happens as structural 

racism, even when we, the perpetrators, harbor no obvious racial animosity. 

A combination of the items could say that environmental justice can contribute to a solution to 

the problem of environmental racism. 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

       

Advice & Counsel on Item 08-05—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 08-05. 

As full voting members of MRTI, ACREC approves this recommendation. ACREC laments the 

harm caused by climate change and the disproportionately damaging effects on people of color 

and seeks to actively work toward a solution. However, ACREC also recognizes that no dialogue 

will lead to more harm and no ability to advocate for the people of color who are employed by 

https://notiuno.com/reportan-que-miles-se-quedan-sin-ayudas-de-fema-en-puerto-rico/
http://www.latinorebels.com/2018/02/11/suicides-in-puerto-rico-increased-55-last-four-months-of-2017-when-compared-to-same-time-period-in-2016/
http://www.latinorebels.com/2018/02/11/suicides-in-puerto-rico-increased-55-last-four-months-of-2017-when-compared-to-same-time-period-in-2016/
http://www.cleanwateraction.org/files/gubernatorial-ports-briefing-coalition-healthy-ports-nynj-june2017pdf-0
http://www.cleanwateraction.org/files/gubernatorial-ports-briefing-coalition-healthy-ports-nynj-june2017pdf-0
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/
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these companies as is mentioned in Recommendation 2. ACREC also agrees with the educational 

component of this overture, as consumer behavior is a significant factor of climate change. 

Presbyterian Mission Agency Comment 

Comment on Item 08-05—From the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA). 

The Presbyterian Mission Agency’s Office of Public Witness suggests that our definition of 

environmental racism deal specifically with the theft of indigenous land and connect to the 

overture passed at the 222nd General Assembly (2016) “On Making Apology to Native 

Americans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians.” (Business Item 11-08, https://www.pc-

biz.org/#/search/6350). Understanding racism as connected to colonization would aid the 

denomination as we assess the struggle for indigenous sovereignty from Standing Rock to Puerto 

Rico. 

Concurrence 

Boston 

       

Hudson River 

Lake Huron 

Northern New York 

       

de Cristo 

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

047_Environmental_Racism-Monmouth_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_047_Environmental_Racism-Monmouth.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/6350
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/6350
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/22c058cf-8f27-4d95-bde0-d28780e0fc28/047_Environmental_Racism-Monmouth_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/aef912cc-ae40-4a6f-a6ab-71e5f100a003/2018_047_Environmental_Racism-Monmouth.pdf
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      [08-

06] 

The Earth Is the Lord’s—Not Ours to Ruin: Priorities for a New 

Moral Era—From the Presbytery of Monmouth. 

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [08] Environmental Issues 

IOB Link: https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000298 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Monmouth Presbytery 

Type: 
General Assembly Full 

Consideration 

[08-06]    

1. Assembly Action  
2. Committee Recommendation  
3. Recommendation  

1. Rationale  
4. Comment  

1. Advisory Committee for Social Witness Policy Comment  
2. Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment  

5. Concurrence  
1. Boston  
2. de Cristo  
3. Northern New York  

6. Additional Resources (2)  

 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000298
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Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as follows: Approve (CA) 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: Approve (AA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve 

[action via Agenda: Wednesday Consent Agenda] 

Consensus  

 

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Environmental Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 54 

Negative: 1 

Abstaining: 
 

 

Recommendation 

       

The Presbytery of Monmouth overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) to: 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/committee/3000010/business
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/committee/3000010/business
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1.    Call upon the whole church to raise a prophetic voice regarding the urgency of healing 

the climate of the earth, our home and God’s gift for the future of all life, human and 

nonhuman. 

2.    Call upon the whole church to engage prayerfully with the following priorities as we 

seek to initiate a new moral era: 

a.            Let our clergy accept the mantle of moral leadership. Now is the time for 

clergy to speak from their pulpits about the moral obligation of our generation to 

protect God’s creation. Let the world know that we who follow Jesus will not back 

away from God’s call to protect our common home. When the powers that be deny or 

obscure the truth, we followers of Jesus will proclaim the truth to protect our 

common home. 

b.            Let all of us incarnate the changes for which we long. Now is the time for 

congregations and for every person of faith to set a moral example through our own 

words and actions. As individuals and as communities, let us commit to making 

decisions of integrity in our energy choices, even as we commit to hold all our 

religious, political, corporate, and global leaders accountable to do the same. 

c.            Let us proclaim truth in the public square. We are now living in a John 

18:37 moment, in which we must hold to the truth we understand from the Bible and 

from the sacred book of nature, recognizing that when truth is compromised, only 

power prevails. 

•      Let our communities of faith be bold and courageous as we address one of 

the greatest moral challenges that the world has ever faced.  

•      Let us do all we can to change America's understanding of the story that 

our generation is writing. Let us begin a new story—a story that is not 

dependent on increased greenhouse gas emissions or on wealth for the few and 

misery for the many. 

This overture was inspired and based on the resolution, “The Earth Is the Lord’s—Not 

Ours to Wreck, Imperatives for a New Moral Era” passed by the United Church of Christ 

National Synod on July 3, 2017. Now is the time to encourage deeper ecumenical 

cooperation to lift up our collective moral voice. 

Accepting that it is up to us, whether in the streets, at our State Houses, in the halls of 

power, with our phones, emails, technology, and social media by committing our time, 

financial resources, and prayers—let us pour ourselves out to bend the moral arc of justice, 

with joy in our hearts, beauty in our sights, and hope for the children. 

 

Rationale 
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God’s great gift of Creation—the context in which all life seeks fulfillment—is in crisis. Driven 

by material aspiration, humanity’s use of fossil fuels since the Industrial Revolution has broken 

Creation’s balance. The scale of Creation’s demise is dramatically expanding beyond our 

comprehension. Never has the earth and the climate changed so quickly. While the leaders of 

every country in the world recognize this reality, our current Administration ignores science, 

defunds the Environmental Protection Agency, and withdraws from the Paris Climate Accord. 

As people of faith, recognizing that the earth is the Lord’s, it falls upon our generation to 

embrace the priorities set forth in this resolution—priorities that constitute a new moral era. The 

current climate crisis is an opportunity for which the church was born. 

The leaders of more than 190 countries have signed the Paris Climate Accord, acknowledging 

the critical role every country must play if the life-sustaining climate of the earth is to continue to 

sustain life as we have always known it. The accord brings all countries together to work on 

combating climate change and adapting to its effects, with a particular effort on helping the least 

of these, who are affected most severely. As Christians we are meant to be in relationship, and 

withdrawing from the Accord breaks our relationship with all countries in this effort. Our cities, 

states, businesses, and colleges and universities are stepping up to provide American leadership. 

As of October 1, 2017, 15 states, 455 cities, 1,747 businesses, and 325 institutions of higher 

learning belong to networks that support the Paris Accord. Additionally, 20 states, 110 cities, and 

1,300+ businesses have set greenhouse gases reduction targets 

(https://www.americaspledgeonclimate.com/). For more than fifty years the Presbyterian church, 

along with religious leaders from other faiths and denominations, has issued statements on the 

goodness of Creation and our call to act as responsible stewards, all of which has been an 

insufficient witness. This historic moment provides Christian communities with a powerful 

opportunity to bear witness to the sacredness of God’s Creation and the urgent call to preserve it. 

The 202nd General Assembly (1990) approved “Restoring Creation for Ecology and Justice.” It 

stated: 

Therefore, God calls the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to 

•      respond to the cry of creation, human and nonhuman; 

•      engage in the effort to make the 1990s the "turnaround decade,” not only for reasons 

of prudence or survival, but because the endangered planet is God's creation; and 

•      draw upon all the resources of biblical faith and the Reformed tradition for 

empowerment and guidance in this adventure. 

This was the response to: 

Creation cries out in this time of ecological crisis. 

•      Abuse of nature and injustice to people place the future in grave jeopardy. 

https://www.americaspledgeonclimate.com/
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•      Population triples in this century. 

•      Biological systems suffer diminished capacity to renew themselves. 

•      Finite minerals are mined and pumped as if inexhaustible. 

•      Peasants are forced onto marginal lands, and soil erodes. 

•      The rich - poor gap grows wider. 

•      Wastes and poisons exceed nature's capacity to absorb them. 

•      Greenhouse gases pose threat of global warming. 

Finally, 

The 202nd General Assembly (1990) 

•              recognizes and accepts restoring creation as a central concern of the church, to be 

incorporated into its life and mission at every level; 

•              understands this to be a new focus for initiative in mission program and a concern 

with major implications for infusion into theological work, evangelism, education, justice, 

and peacemaking, worship and liturgy, public witness, global mission, and congregational 

service and action at the local community level; 

•              recognizes that restoring creation is not a short-term concern to be handled in a few 

years, but a continuing task to which the nation and the world must give attention and 

commitment, and which has profound implications for the life, work, and witness of 

Christian people and church agencies. 

While the 1990s were designated the “turnaround decade,” creation continues to cry for many of 

the same reasons identified in 1990. It is time for the church to renew its focus on creation cares 

as a mission initiative that infuses all of our work, particularly our preaching of the Word, and 

our speaking truth to power. 

The 218th General Assembly (2008) approved “The Power to Change,” which urged the whole 

church to “become models of energy-efficient institutions and proponents of renewable energy” 

and to advocate “before local, state, and federal governments for public policies that encourage 

energy efficiency and renewable energy generation.” It is time to study the recommendations in 

this resolution again in light of our current environmental situation. In the accompanying letter, 

Gradye Parsons, Stated Clerk of the General Assembly at the time, wrote: “Can we hear the 

grave warnings in reports like this one from Christians who have carefully studied these matters? 

And then can we act as stewards of God’s earth, witnessing to Christ in the re-direction of our 

lives toward a more sustainable future? I pray that we can, and that our church’s good work can 

help in this great change.” 
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Scripture informs this work as well, from creation in pain, to understanding our vocation, to 

understanding that advocacy is a requirement. 

Romans 8:19–22 (NRSV): 

For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for the 

creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected 

it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the 

freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been 

groaning in labor pains until now. 

Psalm 8:3–8 (NRSV): 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 

established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for 

them? 

Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor. 

You have given them dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under 

their feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish 

of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 

John 18:37–38 (NRSV): 

Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I 

was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to 

the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” After he had said this, he 

went out to the Jews again and told them, “I find no case against him.” 

For a deeper understanding of the biblical and theological foundations for earth care, see “And 

the Leaves of the Tree Are for the Healing of the Nations” by Carol Johnston. 

(https://www.presbyterianmission.org/resource/and-leaves-tree-are-healing-nations/). 

 

Comment 

Advisory Committee for Social Witness Policy Comment 

       

Advice & Counsel on Item 08-06—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises that the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018) approve Item 08-06. 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/resource/and-leaves-tree-are-healing-nations/
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ACSWP endorses this overture for its pro-environment content, speaking truth to power, and for 

its explicit ecumenical link in supporting a similar resolution in 2017 by the 18th Synod of the 

United Church of Christ (http://synod.uccpages.org/res21.html). 

  

 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

       

Advice & Counsel on Item 08-06—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 08-06. 

ACREC deeply laments the harmful effects of climate change on God’s creation and the 

disproportionate effects it has had on people of color. We strongly support the work to educate 

the church as consumers and caretakers of God’s good earth. 

 

Concurrence 

Boston 

       

Northern New York 

       

de Cristo 

       

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

048_Earth-Monmouth_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_048_Earth-Monmouth.pdf 

  

http://synod.uccpages.org/res21.html
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/6e0dcb7e-7dcd-42d6-959a-cb9d58e6dbf8/048_Earth-Monmouth_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/d3ee4a7f-1edf-4f9b-9383-4cb6754b820d/2018_048_Earth-Monmouth.pdf
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[05-

09] 

Commissioners' Resolution: On the Challenge of Being Black in 

the PC (USA) 

Source: Commissioners 

Committee: [05] Mid Councils 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Johnson, Jane Dean, Helen 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (AA) 

On this Item, the Mid Councils Committee acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Voice Vote  

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Mid Councils Committee acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Counted Vote - Committee  

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000486?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000486?print
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Affirmative: 49 

Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 0 

Final text: 

     That the recommendation section be amended as follows: [Text to be deleted is shown 

with brackets and with a strike-through; text to be added or inserted is shown with 

brackets and with an underline.] 

     “1.  [Direct mid councils to recommit to] [Reaffirm the] Committee on Representation 

requirements for inclusiveness as stated in the constitution (G-3.0103), paying careful 

attention to issues of inclusiveness and fair practices by the pastor nominating committees 

and committees on preparation for ministry. 

     “2.  [Direct] [Advise] mid councils to [raise] [follow the lead of the National Black 

Presbyterian Caucus in raising] awareness of the declining nature of black congregations 

throughout the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the lack of pastoral leadership, both 

current and future, for those congregations. 

     “[3. Direct the Office of the Stated Clerk to respond to the presbyteries that the National 

Black Presbyterian Caucus has identified as not abiding by Committee on Representation 

Guidelines. 

     “[4. The Office of the General Assembly is to report within one year to presbyteries and 

synods concerning the progress on this resolution and a full report to the 224th General 

Assembly (2020). 

     “[5. Advise the Board of Pensions to analyze and report on the viability of African 

American Presbyterian Churches and the challenges of supporting installed pastoral 

leadership.]” 

Recommendation       

That the 223rd General Assembly (2018) do the following: 

1.    Direct mid councils to recommit to Committee on Representation requirements for 

inclusiveness as stated in the constitution (G-3.0103), paying careful attention to issues of 

inclusiveness and fair practices by the pastor nominating committees and committees on 

preparation for ministry. 

2.    Direct mid councils to raise awareness of the declining nature of black congregations 

throughout the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the lack of pastoral leadership, both 

current and future, for those congregations. 
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Rationale 

This is a call to action for the PC(USA) regarding issues and concerns of the black constituency 

of this denomination. As the church, we have stated the obvious, repeatedly, in reference to our 

perspective on racism and injustice. However, the time has come for the denomination to take 

some action beyond developing resources, writing reports, and passing rules and regulations that 

are disregarded, or in some cases, outright ignored by a seemingly biased system that tends to 

favor those in power and control. While many of the same issues are relevant to most ethnic 

congregations, this paper will address “black” congregations specifically. 

As black Presbyterians, we have been on a continuing pilgrimage with this denomination long 

before the beginning of the First African Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia in May of 1807. 

Over the years, black Presbyterians have organized and reorganized in order to meet the 

challenges that emerge out of the awkward movement of history for black Presbyterians. African 

American Presbyterians helped shape the direction of a reunited church in 1983, with a 

commitment to racial justice and inclusiveness, as part of our confession of faith and rules of 

government. Yet, even today, we feel the church continues to struggle to effectively comply with 

this commitment, embrace the history and rich contributions of black people, and move swiftly 

toward change. 

The time for stating the obvious and setting new goals is no longer an acceptable strategy 

without a plan of action that can be implemented immediately. 

The National Black Presbyterian Caucus (NBPC) has noted the following concerns that could 

lead to some action and resolution of the majority of the issues raised: 

1.    Research completed in twelve presbyteries indicate that presbyteries are not abiding by the 

Committee on Representation guidelines, as stated in the Constitution (Book of Order, G-

3.0103). 

2.    Currently of the 400+ black congregations, approximately 80 percent are without a pastor, 

mainly because they are unable to support one. Many of these congregations are less than fifty 

members. 

3.    Many pastors currently providing pastoral leadership are not Presbyterian and, therefore, 

lack a sufficient knowledge of the Presbyterian and Reformed tradition. Therefore, the status of 

the diminishment of the “black” church appears obvious. Without intervention, they will 

certainly continue to be closed or merged, one by one. The appearance is that presbyteries do not 

pay much attention to the decline or the issues causing the decline, until it is too late. A goal 

would be that the number of vacant congregations become a priority and that we address this 

issue so that we increase the number of vacant pulpits by 40 percent before the 224th General 

Assembly (2020). Further, presbyteries are encouraged to consider ways to address issues in 

black congregations before a church reaches the point of no return and an administrative 

commission is formed as an afterthought. Attention to mentoring and training for elders, similar 
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to the pilot program in the Synod of Lakes and Prairies, may be one feasible alternative to 

providing pastoral leadership to small churches under fifty members. 

4.    A study of the impact of the ordination exams and the grueling process have caused many to 

drop out of the process. 

5.    The failure of seasoned elders on sessions, in some cases, has discouraged youth and young 

adults from participating. Providing opportunities and mentoring for youth and young adults may 

help with the desired results. 

6.    Encourage black persons who choose to serve on committees to speak out and speak up on 

issues that need to be addressed rather than feeling like their voices will not be heard. 

7.    Monitor the progress of African American women serving in leadership positions, 

particularly, senior pastor positions. Notable are the number of PNC’s who are still reluctant to 

consider and call women despite the representation guidelines and the latest Status of Women 

Report. 

8.    Begin conversations around our own prejudices within the black church, particularly, as we 

look at the whole issue of inclusiveness in our particular context. 

Helen B. Dean, Presbytery of the Peaks 

Jane B. Johnson, Presbytery of the Peaks 

Comment 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Comment 

       

Advice and Council on Item 05-09—From the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

(ACSWP). 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) advises that the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018) approve Item 05-09 with the following amendment: [Text to be deleted is 

shown with brackets and with a strike-through; text to be added or inserted is shown with 

brackets and with an underline.] 

“1.  Direct mid councils to recommit to [Reaffirm the] Committee on Representation 

requirements for inclusiveness as stated in the constitution (G-3.0103), paying careful attention 

to issues of inclusiveness and fair practices by the pastor nominating committees and committees 

on preparation for ministry. 

“2.  [Direct] [Advise] mid councils to [follow the lead of the National Black Presbyterian Caucus 

in raising] [raise] awareness of the declining nature of black congregations throughout the 
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Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the lack of pastoral leadership, both current and future, for 

those congregations. 

“[3. Direct the Office of the Stated Clerk to respond to the presbyteries that the National Black 

Presbyterian Caucus has identified as not abiding by Committee of Representation Guidelines.]” 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) appreciates the resolution’s call 

for the PC(USA) to follow through with its stated commitments to representation and creating 

just church structure. In doing so, it is critical to listen to the voices of those impacted by unjust 

structures and marginalization, and to use that learning in the creation of effective mission 

strategy. 

  

 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice and Council on Item 05-09—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns 

(ACREC). 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 05-09. 

This resolution supports the work of ACREC as it advocates and addresses issues of racial 

justice and equity of people of color in the church and society. 

ACREC supports this resolution as it brings awareness again of the need to take action to address 

the continuing problem of the lack of representation of people of color, specifically black 

members of the PC(USA) in decisions affecting pastoral leadership and representation in the 

emerging life of the PC(USA). 

ACREC believes a lack of action by the PC(USA) will directly and negatively impact the 

participation and membership of its black members and thereby the entire church. 

Advocacy Committee on Women's Concerns Comment 

Advice and Council on Item 05-09—From the Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns 

(ACWC). 

The Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 05-09. 

The Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns identities the need for more intentionality in 

unmasking the idolatries of racism and gender bias. The intersectionality of each is intrinsically 

embedded in church and in culture. “Racism is the opposite of what God intends for humanity. It 
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is the rejection of the other, which is entirely contrary to the Word of God incarnate in Jesus 

Christ. Racism is a lie about our fellow human beings, for it says that some are less than others. 

Because of our biblical understanding of who God is and what God intends for humanity, the 

PC(USA) must stand against, speak against, and work against racism.”1 

At this critical moment in history, when racism, sexism, and misogyny explicitly abound 

throughout the current culture, causing significant spiritual and emotional violence against 

women, it imperative for the church to hear the voices of those long silenced. The commitment 

of the PC(USA)’s decade of “Hearing and Singing New Songs to God”2 supports the attempts to 

address gender concerns for women clergy. 

There is currently no integrated plan to address declining black congregations, with enough 

bandwidth to adapt to the changing needs of black congregations in the 21st century. And while 

the General Assembly cannot direct mid councils, we feel a sense of urgency to study the listed 

implications via a task force to direct all agencies to engage in the sacred practice of 

strengthening our black congregations. 

Endnotes 

1. : https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/. 
2. Hearing and Singing New Songs to God, approved by the 218th General Assembly (2008), 10. 

<https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-
081.pdf,>; A Resolution to Recommit to Celebrating the Decade of Hearing and Singing New 
Songs to God, Item 10-20 from the 220th General Assembly (2012) <https://www.pc-
biz.org/#/search/3933>. 

 General Assembly Committee on Representation 

Comment on Item 05-09—From the General Assembly Committee on Representation (GACOR). 

The General Assembly Committee on Representation commends the authors of this 

commissioners’ resolution. We are in full support of the premise and substance of the document. 

GACOR stands ready to assist and advise the committees on representation of mid councils in 

their work regarding African American pastors and the 400+ African American PC(USA) 

congregations. 

Committees on representation (CORs) of the mid councils of the church have the potential to be 

impactful agents of change in the PC(USA). Empowered and resourced CORs can lift up the 

voices and challenges of those that have been long silenced or ignored. GACOR works to 

increase diversity and equity at all levels of the church. We will assist and support efforts to 

make the PC(USA) more just, diverse, and equitable. 

 

 

 

https://facing-racism.pcusa.org/
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/wocctaskforcereport02-22-081.pdf
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3933
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[11-18] Responding to Racist Nationalism 

Source: Presbytery 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

  

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Hudson River Presbytery 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: 
Approve as 

Amended (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Electronic Vote - Plenary  

Affirmative: 454 

Negative: 48 

Abstaining: 
 

 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000385?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000385?print
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Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve as Amended 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 31 

Negative: 6 

Abstaining: 1 

Final text: 

Amend Recommendation 1. as follows: [Text to be deleted is shown with brackets and with 

a strike-through.] 

“1.  Approve the following resolution: 

“The 223rd General Assembly (2018) of the PC(USA) strongly condemns the unjust, 

racist disparagement of people and entire nations [lately], promoted by politicians and 

government officials at all levels in the mistaken effort to place “America First.” As 

Christians, our call is to bring to “all nations” (Mt. 28:19) the good news that God loves 

all people equally. [Historically, America has been “first” in espousing human equality 

as the principle on which nations are founded.] We call upon our national leaders to 

lead by that principle. We pray that God may open the minds and hearts of the 

American people to understand that the real problems they face result from real causes 

and not from the presence of demonized “others.” We commit to working with people 

of good will, regardless of political or religious affiliation, in a collective effort to solve 

the real problems facing our nation and the world. We ask forgiveness from those who 

have been hurt by hateful rhetoric and harmed by unjust government policies. We 

acknowledge our responsibility and urge our elected officials to speak out against hate 

and “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly” with God (Mic. 6:8).” 

Recommendation 

The Presbytery of Hudson River overtures the 223rd General Assembly (2018) of the 

PC(USA) to respond to expressions of racist nationalism in the statements and actions of 

politicians and government officials by taking the following actions: 

1.     Approve the following resolution: 

The 223rd General Assembly (2018) of the PC(USA) strongly condemns the unjust, 

racist disparagement of people and entire nations lately, promoted by politicians and 
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government officials at all levels in the mistaken effort to place “America First.” As 

Christians, our call is to bring to “all nations” (Mt. 28:19) the good news that God loves 

all people equally. Historically, America has been “first” in espousing human equality 

as the principle on which nations are founded. We call upon our national leaders to lead 

by that principle. We pray that God may open the minds and hearts of the American 

people to understand that the real problems they face result from real causes and not 

from the presence of demonized “others.” We commit to working with people of good 

will, regardless of political or religious affiliation, in a collective effort to solve the real 

problems facing our nation and the world. We ask forgiveness from those who have 

been hurt by hateful rhetoric and harmed by unjust government policies. We 

acknowledge our responsibility and urge our elected officials to speak out against hate 

and “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly” with God (Mic. 6:8). 

2.     Direct the Stated Clerk of the PC(USA) to send this resolution to the president of the 

United States and to each United States senator and representative. 

3.     Direct the Presbyterian Mission Agency, through Presbyterian World Mission, to send 

this resolution to world mission partners. 

4.     Encourage PC(USA) pastors and congregations to publicize this resolution in their 

communities and with officials of local and state government. 

Rationale 

Valued members of PC(USA) congregations and mission partners abroad are from countries that 

have been disparaged in the recent debate over immigration. Our friends deserve to hear from us 

a renewed commitment to stand with them in a relationship of equality and genuine Christian 

love. Seeking cooperation among “people of good will, regardless of political or religious 

affiliation,” this statement is nonpartisan and does not focus on remarks by any one individual. 

The problem is bigger than one comment by one man. It is a problem in which, under a 

democratic form of government, all citizens share some measure of responsibility. 

Acknowledging our share and asking forgiveness may serve as an example for others. 

Comment 

Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns Comment 

Advice & Counsel on Item 11-18—From the Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns. 

The Advocacy Committee for Racial Ethnic Concerns advises that the 223rd General Assembly 

(2018) approve Item 11-18. 

ACREC supports this overture as it brings awareness to unnecessary suffering of people of color 

who have been marginalized and oppressed by racism perpetuated by nationalism based on white 

racial superiority. The current reality is that people of color communities suffer from this false 
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spirit sustained by nationalism fueled by racism. There is no room or tolerance in the body of 

Christ or in the PC(USA) for evil powers that exclude and divides the church. 

The recommendations support the core values of ACREC as it seeks racial and economic justice 

and equity thus enabling the realization of God’s beloved community. 

When we realize the exclusion and suffering of God’s people, Jesus calls us to pray for the 

movement of the Spirit to provide the courage to support action to prevent gun violence. 

Valued members of PC(USA) congregations and mission partners abroad are from countries that 

have been disparaged in the recent debate over immigration. Our friends deserve to hear from us 

a renewed commitment to stand with them in a relationship of equality and genuine Christian 

love. Seeking cooperation among “people of good will, regardless of political or religious 

affiliation,” this statement is nonpartisan and does not focus on remarks by any one individual. 

The problem is bigger than one comment by one man. It is a problem in which, under a 

democratic form of government, all citizens share some measure of responsibility. 

Acknowledging our share and asking forgiveness may serve as an example for others. 

Concurrence 

Albany    

de Cristo  

Additional Resources 

Language_Korean       

070_Hundson_River_Racist_Nationalism_overture_Korean.pdf 

Language_Spanish       

2018_070_Hundson_River_Racist_Nationalism_overture.pdf 

  

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/5a9a8772-d300-40ed-a465-41f3ee57e8f6/070_Hundson_River_Racist_Nationalism_overture_Korean.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/c9c3af45-fbe7-4f7e-8a8e-9c5c689b4613/2018_070_Hundson_River_Racist_Nationalism_overture.pdf
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[11-19] Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy Self-Study 

Source: Committee 

Committee: [11] Social Justice Issues 

Event: 223rd General Assembly (2018) 

Sponsor: Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 

Type: General Assembly Full Consideration 

 

Action Summary 

 

Recommendation Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows: Approve (AA) 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows: Approve (CA) 

Assembly Action 

On this Item, the General Assembly acted as follows:       

Approve 

[action via Agenda: Wednesday Consent Agenda] 

Consensus  

Committee Recommendation 

On this Item, the Social Justice Issues Committee acted as follows:       

Approve 

Counted Vote - Committee  

Affirmative: 50 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000427?print
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000427?print
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Negative: 0 

Abstaining: 0 

Recommendation       

In fulfillment of its mission to serve the prophetic calling of individual Presbyterians, 

congregations, and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), and in accountability to the review 

process mandated by the General Assembly, the Advisory Committee on Social Witness 

Policy requests that the 223rd General Assembly (2018) approve the following directions 

from ACSWP’s self-study, and receive the background report and appendices, so that 

insofar as possible: 

1.     ACSWP shall continue to find ways to communicate with young adults on emerging 

challenges to Christian conscience and new social movements, bringing to bear policies and 

resources of the General Assembly and inviting committed and passionate activists to 

participate in the theological and ethical development of social witness for the church. 

2.     ACSWP shall increase the numbers of writers, readers, and subscribers of Unbound: 

An Interactive Journal of Christian Social Justice. 

3.     ACSWP shall strengthen its relationships with the PMA’s Theology, Evangelism, and 

Formation ministries, with the Westminster/John Knox Press, and with Christian 

educators to assist in the dissemination of General Assembly policies and development of 

curricula and educational strategies related to the policies. 

4.     ACSWP shall work collaboratively with mid councils both to obtain feedback 

regarding work in progress and to disseminate General Assembly policies, working (as 

with pastors and presbytery leaders in Detroit and St Louis) also to help the voices and 

learnings from their local and regional prophetic engagement be shared with the larger 

church and society. 

5.     ACSWP shall offer assistance to General Assembly Moderators and Presbyterian 

Mission Agency Board leaders in the framing, resourcing, and convening of churchwide 

conversations on theological-ethical challenges and justice movements, thereby helping also 

with the ongoing reformation of the church’s own institutional life. 

6.     ACSWP shall work with the General Assembly Nominating Committee to ensure the 

representation of racial ethnic and age diversity of ACSWP membership. 

7.     ACSWP shall deepen its ecumenical connections and cooperation within conciliar and 

Reformed bodies in the development of social teaching and witness, drawing upon the 

Social Ethics Network of Presbyterian professors of religion and ethics in the creation of 

new vehicles for Christian discipleship and solidarity. 



129 
 

Rationale   

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) serves the prophetic calling of the 

whole Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) by providing the General Assembly with careful studies of 

pressing moral challenges, media for discussion and discernment of Christian responsibilities, 

and policy recommendations for faithful action. 

I. Introduction 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) presents the following report as a 

measurement of performance for the multiyear review period of January 1, 2010, through 

December 31, 2017. Previous examinations of the church’s social witness structures have 

occurred in 1936, 1949, 1977, 1993, and 2010. 

The ACSWP welcomes the task of self-assessment as such data collection and reflection provide 

time and energy to consider how best to achieve our mission. Congruent with the review 

standards, this self-study seeks to demonstrate that over the 2010–2017 review period, ACSWP 

has demonstrated “fidelity to mission and partnership” and “effectiveness of services.”1 

In submitting this report, ACSWP invites General Assembly commissioners to think about how 

important it is that the church not be silent in the face of tragedy, injustice, and the denial of 

responsibility. The church is asked to address these situations with wisdom, hope, and courage, 

even when its membership is not entirely of one mind. 

The information in this report is compiled from documents that describe the normative work of 

ACSWP and data sources that provide evidence for most recent actions of and opinions about the 

ACSWP’s work during the review period. Resources and data for this self-study are: 

●     Texts of the church’s confessions; 

●     Presbyterian Mission Agency Board Manual of Operations; 

●     ACSWP meeting minutes and written agency summaries submitted to General Assemblies; 

●     Minutes of the 2010 (219th), 2012 (220th), 2014 (221st), and 2016 (222nd) General 

Assemblies; 

●     Quantitative 2010 and 2017 survey findings of church leaders and the May 2017 

Presbyterian Panel Survey, Volume 2; and, 

●     Qualitative findings from two focus group discussions and survey respondent comments 

related to the value of social witness policy and to the readership of Unbound, ACSWP’s online 

journal focused on Christian social justice and policy. 

In the spring of 2017 Presbyterian Research Services surveyed church leader constituencies 

(PMA staff and board members, synod and presbytery staff, and General Assembly 
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commissioners) and summarized responses regarding general levels of awareness of and 

agreement with ACSWP’s work. Survey respondent comments also were made available to the 

self-study writing team and selected information from the comments has been incorporated into 

this assessment. In a special effort to include perceptions of leaders in presbyteries that have 

been critical of ACSWP’s work, Presbyterian Research Services also conducted two focus 

groups at the Big Tent 2017. Big Tent participants from presbyteries that have voiced some 

criticism of ACSWP were invited to be focus group participants. 

Using both qualitative text and quantitative data, this report is organized into seven sections: 

1.     Introduction; 

2.     ACSWP Organizational Location, Functions and Policy Development Process; 

3.     2010 General Assembly Review Committee Recommendations and ACSWP Response; 

4.     Accomplishments and Contributions in the Review Period 2010–2017; 

5.     Leadership in Social Witness; 

6.     ACSWP Challenges and Limitations; and 

7.     ACSWP Future Objectives. 

The fundamental denominational structure as defined in the Design for Mission was organized 

around the concept of mission embodied in The Confession of 1967. That confession’s most 

explicit ethical section lifts up four concerns: peace, economic justice, racial justice, and “chaos 

in family life.” The adoption of the Book of Confessions in 1967 also brought forward much 

explicit moral teaching in The Second Helvetic Confession, The Heidelberg Catechism, and The 

Scots Confession. The most recent confession to be included in the Book of Confessions, the 

Confession of Belhar, specifically affirms seeking truth in the face of cultural ideology or 

doctrines that would legitimate forms of injustice. Overall, these confessions strengthen the 

connection between theology and ethics in the church and affirmed a place for the church’s 

moral voice in society. 

Congruent with the confessional affirmation of the importance of social witness in the Reformed 

Tradition, Presbyterian Research Services surveys report large majorities of Presbyterians today 

affirm the value of social witness in our denomination (Table 1). While this affirmation varies by 

constituency, significant majorities report social witness as “very important” or “important” for 

the PC(USA).2 

Table 1 

2017 Presbyterian Attitudes Towards the Value of Social Witness 

 

Constituency 

% Reporting Social Witness Is 
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“Very Important” or “Important” 

Presbyterian Mission Agency Staff 

and Board Members 

 

92% 

Synod and Presbytery 

Staff Leaders 

 

88% 

2016/2016 GA Commissioners 86% 

Congregants 70% 

Our denomination’s structure promotes this social witness mandate in the church confessions and 

the affirmation of its importance among surveyed Presbyterians in multiple ways. The Advisory 

Committee on Social Witness Policy is the organizational mechanism to develop, interpret, and 

monitor policies that encourage and challenge the church and society to reflect and act in faithful 

response to God’s call to do justice. It is ACSWP’s mission to help the church’s representative 

bodies speak with wisdom and forethought on challenges to Christian conscience as is formally 

expressed in the ACSWP Mission Statement: 

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) serves the prophetic calling of the 

whole Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) by providing the General Assembly with careful studies of 

pressing moral challenges, media for discussion and discernment of Christian responsibilities, 

and policy recommendations for faithful action. 

The charter for the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy is the document Vision for 

Social Policy and Social Witness: Why and How the Church Makes a Social Policy Witness, 

approved by the General Assembly in 1993. That report updates previous approaches to social 

policymaking in the church in light of A Brief Statement of Faith (1991). The approach described 

in this document has been designed to provide the best possible discernment, reflection, and 

analysis to the General Assembly and its agencies and hence to the whole church. The intent of 

ACSWP staff and committee members is to do this work on a reasonably timely, cost-effective 

and participatory basis. 

II. ACSWP Organizational Location, Functions, and Policy Development Process 

An accurate assessment of ACSWP’s fidelity to its mission during this review period requires an 

understanding of ACSWP’s organizational location, mandated functions, and normal processes 

of performing these functions. 

A.            Organizational Location 

Fidelity to its mission requires the ACSWP to support the prophetic voice of the church. Guided 

by the Holy Spirit, ACSWP offers its recommendations to the shared conscience of the church as 

it seeks the mind of Christ. The Hebrew prophets and much of Jesus’ teaching are the basis for 

Christian concern for justice. Fundamental, too, to the Jewish and Christian faiths is the pattern 

of having prophets play a role separate from that of kings. To apply this fundamental pattern 

today within the church, a prophetic function requires autonomy in relation to the central power 

of the organization. Within the church, ACSWP’s separate General Assembly-elected committee 
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structure allows ACSWP self-direction, while the administrative structure places its staff under 

the authority of the Presbyterian Mission Agency. 

Framed by the prophetic PC(USA) role, ACSWP functions as a General Assembly standing 

committee with direct access to the General Assembly and to the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

Board (PMAB). The ACSWP is constituted to have twelve members who are elected by the 

General Assembly for four-year terms, renewable once. Its members are chosen for their 

experience in and commitment to social witness, professional expertise in social ethics and fields 

frequently involved in social questions, and for their diversity of background and viewpoint, 

including theological diversity. Currently all committee members hold masters, doctoral, or legal 

degrees. Usually several members have served or are serving in the pastorate. 

The ACSWP strives to cooperate and collaborate with the Advocacy Committee on Racial 

Ethnic Concerns (ACREC) and with the Advocacy Committee on Women’s Concerns (ACWC). 

While the mandates of ACREC and ACWC include assisting ACSWP in policy development, 

the functions of ACSWP and these two “advocacy” committees are primarily complementary. 

ACREC and ACWC focus on advocacy and monitoring social policy for their respective 

constituencies. Liaison members from the ACREC and ACWC committees attend ACSWP 

meetings and ACSWP members attend, as liaisons, the meetings of the advocacy committees. 

Members of the three committees also often consult with each other as they write advice and 

counsel memoranda regarding General Assembly overtures. 

According to the PMA Manual of Operations, three members of the PMAB are also elected to 

the ACSWP. The intention is to have a membership overlap for strong coordination and 

communication with the church’s central direction-setting body. For most of 2017, there 

remained only one ACSWP member who had also been a member of the PMAB. The PMAB has 

not nominated current members to replace those whose terms were expiring while it deliberated 

ways to reduce its size and restructure internally. Thus, ACSWP has functioned with ten of its 

mandated twelve members. In September 2017, the PMAB approved a new governance structure 

that halves its own number to twenty and includes only one shared ACSWP/PMAB member. 

The relationships of ACSWP, the PMA Board, and General Assembly have been maintained, as 

required, by regular ACSWP reports submitted to the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board and a 

narrative report, plus meeting minutes, submitted to every General Assembly. Also, as stated in 

the Presbyterian Mission Agency Manual of Operations, ACSWP representatives meet annually 

with the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board Executive Committee for strategic reflection and 

anticipation of social witness policy concerns. 

The current ACSWP coordinator is the Reverend Chris Iosso, PhD. At the time of the 2010 

review, the ACSWP coordinator position was located in the PMA Executive Director’s office. 

Currently the position is located in the area of Compassion, Peace, and Justice Ministries where 

much policy interpretation occurs. 

B.            ACSWP Mandated Functions 
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To assist the church in its role of promoting social witness, the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

Manual of Operations assigns the following specific functions to ACSWP: 

(1)           “Prepare policy statements, resolutions study papers, social involvement reports, or 

Advice and Counsel Memoranda on the church’s social witness for study and recommendation to 

the General Assembly at the request of the General Assembly, the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

Board, or on its own initiative; seek concurrence of the Board relative to financial implications 

on plans for studies. 

(2)           Advise the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board on matters of social witness policy or 

strategy, including interim statements concerning pressing social issues, the Board may wish to 

consider between meetings of the General Assembly. Facilitate two-way communication with all 

parties throughout policy development and advisory processes. 

(3)           Prepare special studies at the request of the General Assembly, the Presbyterian 

Mission Agency Board, or its Ministries on matters of social witness. 

(4)           Work cooperatively with the Ministries and all councils in coordinating the 

interdependent process of social policy formation, implementation, and monitoring. 

(5)           Provide advice and counsel to the General Assembly and its representative committees 

on overtures, commissioner resolutions, reports, and actions before the General Assembly that 

recommend policy direction or action on social witness. 

(6)           Maintain an up-to-date and accurate Social Policy Compilation of General Assembly 

social witness policy and provide information to the church as requested. 

(7)           Provide the Stated Clerk, the Moderator of the General Assembly, and the Executive 

Director of the Presbyterian Mission Agency with information as they fulfill their responsibilities 

to communicate and interpret the social witness policies of the General Assembly. 

1. Identify facets of the church’s social witness that enable or obstruct effective action. Analyze, in 
cooperation with the General Assembly Ministries, the effectiveness of social witness in 
councils, institutions, and the Presbyterian Mission Agency. After consulting entities that have 
primary ministry responsibility and the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board, report to the 
General Assembly on the advisory committee’s findings, together with recommendations for 
improving social witness. 

(9)           Report directly to the General Assembly because of the need to maintain and advance a 

prophetic witness of the church.”3 

In these ways ACSWP counsels the General Assembly and the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

Board on the use of the church’s corporate voice as an advocate for justice, peace, and 

environmental sustainability. The Organization for Mission of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) 

complements The Vision for Social Policy and Social Witness: Why and How the Church Makes 

a Social Policy Witness. In its description of the church’s organization, this document reaffirms 



134 
 

ACSWP’s location in the policymaking rather than program implementation areas of the 

Presbyterian Mission Agency.4 

C.            ACSWP Social Witness Policy Development Process 

The essential process of policymaking is the development of documents that are submitted to the 

General Assembly for approval/revision/disapproval, interpretation and dissemination. “Forming 

Social Policy” in the General Assembly Manual lists the following five types of documents to be 

developed by ACSWP: 

•               Policy Statements. Developed in response to General Assembly action, position 

statements can take the form of longer proposed “policies” that develop principles based on 

biblical and confessional resources, review history and data, and provide a theological and 

ethical framework for church strategies on major questions. 

•               Resolutions. These policy documents, usually shorter than full policy statements, apply 

previously approved policies to particular matters, such as applying church human rights policy 

to a particular national or regional crisis. 

•               Study Papers. The General Assembly can request that an issue be studied or ACSWP 

can determine that an emerging issue is important enough to stimulate church-wide study of a 

social concern. Sometimes studies are conducted as part of a multi-year process leading to 

recommendations in light of church-wide or more focused feedback. Each policy statement and 

most resolutions also include a rationale section as a reasoned and grounded basis for GA 

positions. Study papers provide such foundation for policy statements and resolutions. 

•               Social Involvement and Monitoring Reports. These documents address issues of 

urgency and importance, and may analyze ACSWP’s own role in addressing a given subject. 

Monitoring reports examine how the church is applying its social policies in its program work. 

Monitoring of program work is often not put into formal reports, however, but is shared in on-

going consultation and cooperation with program areas. 

•               Advice and Counsel Memoranda. These statements provide informed comment that 

applies existing policies of the General Assembly to new decisions. Of practical help to the 

commissioners, the memoranda often suggest ways to combine overtures so that the assembly 

does not need to vote repeatedly on similar matters. The memoranda assemble relevant data, 

descriptions of past and present church practice, and theologically informed comment on 

possible consequences and public policy implications. Such memoranda usually recommend 

concurrence or non-concurrence, based on the relevant policy, analysis, or consequences. Advice 

and Counsel memoranda may also be addressed to PMA members as it deliberates and prepares 

policy recommendations for the General Assembly. 

Study teams of church member experts volunteer their time to develop these position statements 

that provide the basis for recommendations that the General Assembly may approve with or 

without amendment, receive for study, or disapprove. Subject specialist consultants are also 

employed to draft documents, in consultation with the study groups. The ACSWP, as a whole, 
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reviews the study teams’ reports and determines their readiness for submission to the General 

Assembly or the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board. 

While review of proposed policy statements by church and congregational leaders is not always 

possible prior to General Assembly deliberation, there has been particular effort during this 

review period to encourage church-wide deliberation and dialogue regarding critical social 

witness matters, specifically regarding the issue of the church’s policy on war and peace and 

most recently regarding the critical problem of drug use, criminalization, and prison 

incarceration as a result of the “war on drugs.” Both social witness issues required discernment 

by as many Presbyterians as possible and were written as study papers to be considered, 

discussed, and critiqued prior to being finalized as submissions to General Assembly. These 

dialogue and feedback processes still had limitations with regard to getting the attention and time 

of leaders to provide feedback, but they provided some significant input into development of the 

policy statements. 

Prior to assessing the accomplishments that resulted from this policy development from 2010 to 

2017, however, an initial review task is to describe if, and how, ACSWP responded to the 

recommendations made to ACSWP by the 2010 General Assembly review committee. If regular 

review is to have utility for both the church and the standing committee, it is necessary to learn 

the potential outcomes of the previous review committee recommendations. How and to what 

extent did ACSWP respond to the 219th General Assembly (2010) review committee’s report? 

III. 2010 General Assembly Review Committee Recommendations and ACSWP Response 

In addition to commending ACSWP for its work, the 219th General Assembly (2010) Committee 

on Review of General Assembly Permanent Committees reported the following three 

recommendations for ACSWP: 

1.             Recommends training for ACSWP’s committee members and staff as they work with 

the public and the media to ensure appropriate and accurate communications. 

2.             Recommends that ACSWP work with the Office of Communication of the General 

Assembly Mission Council to improve communication with the whole church, especially 

younger people, utilizing emerging technological tools. 

3.             Although we recognize that it is not the mandate of ACSWP to disseminate 

information, we recommend that ACSWP work with Research Services to better understand why 

certain members of the church have a better understanding of ACSWP’s work and use that 

(knowledge) as a basis for better communication with congregational leaders. 

ACSWP had suggested communication improvements in its 2010 self-study and all three 

recommendations were related to this problematic aspect of ACSWP’s work. ACSWP responded 

to the first recommendation regarding public and media relations by arranging a public relations 

firm conduct a training at the October 2011 meeting in Denver. 
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In response to the Review Committee’s Recommendations 2 and 3, ACSWP began developing 

an online communication tool—an online journal. In September 2011, the General Assembly 

Mission Council (now the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board) designated the developing 

journal to be the successor to hard copy journal Church & Society. In October 2011, ACSWP 

launched, with the support of the Compassion, Peace, and Justice ministries area, Unbound: An 

Interactive Journal of Christian Social Justice (www.justiceunbound). Not only designed to 

strengthen the social witness of the whole church through dissemination of approved General 

Assembly social policies, this tool is also intended to be an open forum on areas where new 

witness is needed. It allows for and encourages dialogue about the social policies that either are 

under consideration or have been approved by the General Assembly. Furthermore, Unbound can 

include recent updates or examples of how the policy may be applied. The name, “Unbound,” 

refers not only to the lack of binding, but to Jesus’ words at the resurrection of Lazarus, “unbind 

him,” and to images of prisoners freed. Currently, the Reverend Chris Iosso is the general editor 

of this online journal and Henry Koenig Stone is the managing editor. 

Thirty-three issues of Unbound have been published since its 2011 launch. The journal has won 

awards from the Associated Church Press for articles in 2012 (4 awards), 2013 (3 awards), 2014 

(7 awards), 2015 (5 awards), and 2016 (8 awards), across several categories, including two 

articles chosen from 2016 for the anthology, Best Religious Journalism. Most recent examples of 

the types of awards won by Unbound and its contributors are listed below. These examples are 

the eight awards for work produced in 2016 and presented to Unbound in April 2017. 

 Award of Excellence, Laura Cheifetz—Personal Experience/1st Person Account 
 Award of Excellence, Chris Iosso—Editorial or Opinion Piece 
 Award of Excellence, Alonzo Johnson—Personal Experience/1st Person Account 
 Award of Merit, Meg Peery McLaughlin—Devotional/Inspirational 
 Award of Merit, Keri Allen—James Solheim Award for Editorial Courage 
 Award of Merit, Ginna Bairby and Chris Iosso—Convention/Meeting Coverage 
 Award of Merit, Ginna Bairby and Chris Iosso—Theme Issue, Section, or Series 
 Award of Merit, Unbound—Best in Class/Online: Independent Website 

Publication was interrupted in the first half of 2017 due to scheduling of staff turnover, although 

General Assembly action and generous donations kept the journal authorized. Two issues were 

published in the latter half of 2017, along with seven topical stories on matters such as the 

“#MeToo” movement. 

In an effort to learn the extent of readership, a recent Presbyterian Panel survey found that 20 

percent of ministers and only 6 percent of congregants have read an Unbound article. While 

readership in the general population of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is very low, there is 

substantially more readership among leaders in the denomination (Table 2). 

Table 2: Percent Among PC(USA) Leaders 

Who Have Read an Article in Unbound (2017) 

PMA Staff and Board Members 60% 

Synod and Presbytery Staff 32% 
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2014/2016 GA Commissioners 25% 

Unbound links to the ACSWP Facebook page and Twitter accounts and there is effort to increase 

readership especially among young adults through these social media links. Occasionally an 

Unbound article will go “viral” on social media. For example, one article by Rev. Iosso, entitled 

“Resisting the Creed of Greed: Are Economic Traitors Betraying Our Country?,” had a wide 

“reach” at the time Congress was debating changes in the U.S. tax code. Because the article was 

shared through Facebook accounts, more than 10,000 people received notification of the article 

and 851 individuals indicated through “clicks” on the link that they took a look at it. Such 

“reach” of our denominational social justice witness likely goes beyond PC(USA) ministers and 

congregants who initially “share” a link of an Unbound article. Most important, 286 people 

recorded a comment or shared the article with friends on Facebook. 

PC(USA) leaders, including current and former ACSWP members and subscribers to the 

ACSWP newsletter “Salt and Light,” were asked to select adjectives that describe the journal. A 

very small percentage of survey respondents judged the journal to be “too narrow in focus” (6 

percent), “superfluous” (5 percent), and/or “too secular” (5 percent). On average and most 

important, the majority of survey respondents describe the journal in positive terms (Table 3). 

Table 3: Most Common Descriptors of Unbound 

By 2017 Survey Respondents 

Unbound Attribute 
% of Respondents 

Selecting Attribute 

Thought-provoking 61% 

Faithful to PC(USA) 

principles 
59% 

Well-written 45% 

Inspiring 42% 

Relevant to the specific 2010 review recommendation that ACSWP improve communication 

with “especially younger people,” some survey respondents (16 percent) chose to describe 

Unbound as “young adult oriented.” In these early years, while this online journal has begun to 

gather some momentum in readership and has had much positive response in this review period, 

Unbound should be perceived as a successful start-up in response to the 2010 committee review. 

Overall, while challenges persist and will be addressed in Section V of this self-study report, 

ACSWP’s responsiveness to the 2010 committee review recommendations reflects very good 

effort to exhibit “a constant faithfulness to and in fulfillment of its servant role in the life of the 

PC(USA).”5 

IV. Accomplishments and Contributions in the Review Period 2010–2017 

The ACSWP has developed and submitted to General Assembly all five types of documents 

described above during the 2010 to 2017 review period. Policy statements, resolutions, study 

papers, and social involvement/monitoring reports are listed in Tables 4–6. In addition to listing 
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the submitted documents, the data include the General Assembly action regarding each 

document. Most all the submitted papers in Tables 4–6 were “approved” or “approved with 

amendments” by the General Assembly with the result that most of the documents have become 

statements approved by the PC(USA). Because the numbers of advice and counsel (A&C) items 

are large in each General Assembly year, the lists of A&Cs submitted by ACSWP to each 

General Assembly are included as Appendices A to D. The purpose of these statements and 

A&Cs is to strengthen the social witness of the PC(USA) and, thus, demonstrate ACSWP’s 

fidelity to its mission. 

A.            Policy Statements 

Five policy statements developed by ACSWP were approved by the General Assembly during 

the review period (Table 4). Four policies focused on the systemic political and economic issues 

that impact individuals and families and recommend how our church should respond to the needs 

of these groups. A fifth policy statement, “Risking Peace in a Violent World” was the final 

statement from the multiyear peace discernment process and adopts five new peace-making 

affirmations. A sixth proposed policy statement, “Putting Healing Before Punishment,” which 

addresses drug use and addiction and the war on drugs, has been submitted to the 223rd General 

Assembly (2018). 

Table 4. Policy Statements (2010–2017) 

GA Year Referral Year GA Action Policy Statements 

2010 GA 2008 
Approved as 

Amended 

Neither Poverty Nor Riches: Compensation, Equity, 

and the Unity of the Church. 

2012 GA 2010 Approved 

World of Hurt, Word of Life: “Renewing God’s 

Communion in the Work of Economic 

Reconstruction” 

2014 GA 2012 Approved 
Tax Justice: Christian Response to a New Gilded 

Age 

2016 GA 2014 Approved 
Human Trafficking and Human Rights: Children of 

God, Not for Sale 

  
GA 2012, GA 

2014 

Approved as 

amended 

Risking Peace in a Violent World: Five New 

Peacemaking Affirmations 

  

B.            Resolutions 

Much of ACSWP’s work in the past eight years has been the development of resolutions—

statements that apply previously approved social policy to specific situations. All but one of the 

fifteen submitted resolutions were either General Assembly “approved” or “approved with 

amendments.” See Table 5 for the list of resolutions developed and submitted to the General 

Assemblies. 

C.            Social Involvement Reports and Study Papers 
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Five study/social involvement reports were submitted to the General Assemblies (Table 6). 

When there are issues of urgency, ACSWP has the mandate to provide the General Assembly 

with direction regarding a current issue or “crisis.” An example is the 2010 report “Living 

Through Economic Crisis,” which responded to the 2008 recession and the resulting credit 

crunch and massive foreclosures. Also, study papers, such as “Putting Healing Before 

Punishment” submitted in 2016, are a mechanism to seek discernment by congregations and 

denominational leaders regarding the content of a developing policy statement. The discernment 

regarding new peacemaking affirmations also used this study paper process over a period of six 

years. 

D.            Advice and Counsel Memoranda 

To inform the General Assembly decision-making process, ACSWP provides policy 

interpretation for considering overtures from presbyteries, commissioners’ resolutions, proposals 

by agencies and corresponding bodies through Advice and Counsel (A&C) memoranda. In 

applying the church’s accumulated social witness policy decisions, many A&C memoranda 

suggest both wording changes to reflect previous policy and program recommendations. A&C 

content is often written in consultation with presbytery representatives, agency staff, and 

ACREC and ACWC members. 

Table 5. Resolutions (2010–2017) 

GA Year Referral Year GA Action Resolutions 

2010 

GA 2008 
Approved as 

amended 

Gun Violence: Gospel Values – Mobilizing in 

Response to God’s Call 

GA 2008 

Approved as 

amended with 

comments 

Loving Our Neighbors: For Equity and Quality 

in Public Education 

GA 2008 

Approved 

  

Becoming an HIV and AIDS Competent 

Church: Prophetic Witness and Compassionate 

Action 

2012 

Initiated by 

ACSWP 
Adopted 

For Human Rights and Civic Freedom: 

Movements for Democratic Change in the Arab 

World  

Initiated by 

ACSWP 
Approved Human Rights Update: 2012 

2014 

  

Initiated by 

ACSWP and Adv. 

Comm. on 

Women’s 

Concerns 

Approved as 

Amended 

A Resolution on Sexual Violence within the U.S. 

Military Services: A 2014 Human Rights 

Update 

Initiated by 

ACSWP 

Approved as 

Amended 
Resolution on Drones, War and Surveillance 

2012 Approved 
Western Sahara: Occupied, Non-Self-

Governing Territory, and Test Case for 
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International Law 

2012 
Approved as 

Amended 

 Fairness in Ministerial Compensation: 

Incentives and Solidarity, a Response to Two 

Referrals. 

Initiated by 

ACSWP 

Approved as 

Amended 

Resolution on Equal Rights for All Inhabitants 

of Israel and Palestine and on Conversations 

with Prophetic Voices 

2014 
Initiated by 

ACSWP 

Referral with 

Comments 

The Gospel from Detroit: Renewing the 

Church’s Urban Vision 

2016 GA 2014 Approved 
Election Protection and Integrity in Campaign 

Finance 

  GA 2014 
Approved as 

Amended 

Resolution on Abiding Presence: Living 

Faithfully in End of Life Decisions 

  

  

GA 2014 

  

Approved 

Recommendations Regarding “Gospel from 

Detroit: Renewing the Church’s Urban Vision” 

-City Churches: Convictions, Conversations 

and Call to Action 

  GA 2014 Approved 
New Hopes and Realities in Cuban-American 

Relations: A “Nuevo Momento” 

Table 6. Social Involvement Reports and Study Papers (2010–2017) 

GA 

Year 
Referral Year GA Action 

 Study Papers/Reports Produced During Review 

Period 

2010 GA 2000 
Disapproved 

with comment 

On Living a Human Life Before God. Updating the 

study “The Nature and Value of Human Life” 

  
Initiated by 

ACSWP 
Approved 

Human Rights Update 2010: Combines 3 reports on 

Immigration Detention, Human Trafficking and 

Torture (areas of GA concern) 

  
Initiated by 

ACSWP 
Approved 

Living Through Economic Crisis. A Social 

Involvement Report designed to help ministers 

preach and assist congregations to the 2008 

economic crisis 

2012 

GAMC/ACSWP 

and 

Peacemaking 

Program 

Approved 

Encountering the Gospel of Peace Anew: An 

Invitation to Discernment and Witness, an Interim 

Report to the 220th General Assembly—From the 

Peace Discernment Steering Team 

2016 GA 2014 
Approved 

with comment 

Putting Healing Before Punishment: Why 

Presbyterians Seek to End the War on Drugs 

  
Initiated by 

ACSWP 

Approved 

with comment 

Israel-Palestine: For Human Values in the Absence 

of a Just Peace 

The goal of the A&C documents is to show how a recommendation may or may not work, to 

show policy precedents, to raise and address objections, or to outline implications. This ACSWP 

function is intended to help the commissioners make informed decisions. When the A&C 
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opposes a given course of action, it often proposes an alternative that might represent something 

of a “win-win” compromise. 

In assessing the fidelity to its mission and the effectiveness of its service, ACSWP looks to how 

the General Assembly responds to these memoranda offerings. Table 7 reports the number of 

A&C memoranda submitted to business in each General Assembly year as well as reporting the 

proportion of overtures on which the General Assembly action was congruent with the A&C 

recommendation. The data to support this table are included as Appendix E which lists the A&C 

memoranda submitted in each General Assembly (GA) year of the review period and notes the 

GA decision in relation to the advice given in each A&C. 

Table 7: Advice and Counsel Memoranda Submitted to General Assembly Business 

GA Year 

Number of 

Overtures with 

ACSWP A&Cs 

Number of Committees 

that received ACSWP 

A&Cs 

Percentage of GA Action 

Congruent with ACSWP A&Cs 

GA 2010 65 10 of 19 committees 86% 

GA2012 79 16 of 21 committees 91% 

GA2014 48 9 of 15 committees 91% 

GA2016 41 6 of 14 committees 90% 

In each of the General Assemblies, ACSWP submitted between forty and eighty A&Cs in 

response to overtures, agency, and special committee reports. Equally important to this large 

amount of work is the scope of the A&C work, as evidenced by the number of different GA 

committees to which A&Cs were submitted. In this role, ACSWP has responded to social justice 

issues across the business of the GA rather than limiting this task to committees that focus only 

on identified social justice-oriented overtures. 

Most important is the finding that indicates the General Assembly has concurred with the 

majority of the advice and council memoranda provided to GA commissioners at these most 

recent General Assemblies. The majority of ACSWP advice is congruent with GA action (Table 

7). In some cases, the GA may not have taken all the advice and counsel of a particular A&C. 

Congruency is defined broadly as GA approving or disapproving an overture in accordance with 

a ACSWP recommendation to approve or disapprove. Actions of answering an overture by 

approving an alternate overture have been analyzed on the basis of the ACSWP recommendation 

and the approved alternate action. 

This pattern of congruence between the A&C advice and GA action is, of course, co-relational, 

not causal. Recent survey data, on the other hand, indicate that the A&Cs contributed to the GA 

committee decisions and the final GA plenary votes. The 2017 survey completed by 

commissioners to the 221st and 222nd General Assemblies (2014 and 2016) indicate that the 

A&Cs were judged to be helpful to these decision-makers. The great majority of the GA 

commissioner respondents (79 percent) reported the A&Cs to be very helpful or helpful in their 

work. This positive perception of the ACSWP’s A&C work indicates this work has essential 

utility and is an effective means of strengthening social witness in the PC(USA). 
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These survey findings also allowed ACSWP to learn the recent commissioners’ perceptions of 

ACSWP work compared to perceptions obtained for the 2010 committee review. Fifty-four 

percent of the commissioners who responded to the 2010 survey reported the A&C work was 

“very helpful” or “helpful” to their work as commissioners at GA2006 and GA2008 compared to 

the almost 80 percent who were so positive about the A&C work almost a decade later (GA2014 

and GA2016). 

The causes of the large increase in positive responses from 2010 to 2017 are not found in the 

survey data. Clearly, there are likely a number of reasons for the increased positive findings in 

2017. Such factors may be fewer commissioners from presbyteries that might be negative of 

ACSWP work, different political and economic circumstances of congregants and congregations, 

different socio-demographic characteristics of the commissioners and different types of overture 

issues. Regardless of the contributions of these potential external factors to the increased 

satisfaction with ACSWP, the work of ACSWP seems to be more widely acknowledged as 

helpful during this current review period than in the decade of the last committee review. The 

important ACSWP advice and counsel role to the deliberation of the General Assembly is 

evident at the end of this review period and seemingly, as indicated by survey findings, is more 

salient to commissioners than a decade ago. Such survey results provide robust evidence that 

ACSWP demonstrates effectiveness in its mission. 

These policymaking document data indicate that during the review period there have been 

numerous accomplishments in the form of General Assembly approved social witness policy and 

resolutions generated or advised by ACSWP. Such findings provide evidence that ACSWP is 

effective in contributing to the enhancement of social witness of our denomination. Still there 

remains the important question of ACSWP’s leadership in guiding the church in engagement 

with the work of social witness policy development and application/implementation of approved 

General Assembly policies. ACSWP assumes a leadership role in the promotion of social witness 

and justice 

V. Leadership in Social Witness 

In addition to fulfilling its mandate by developing social policy and providing advice and counsel 

to the General Assembly and Presbyterian Mission Agency Board, ACSWP has exhibited 

important leadership in guiding the church in engagement with the work and resources of social 

witness. This leadership is evidenced in five types of activities presented below: 

1.     Leadership in Applying Policies to Emergent Issues 

The ACSWP exhibits leadership in its efforts to keep the church current with topics addressed in 

the past. For example, ACSWP staff has helped both Stated Clerks and Moderators during the 

review period with public statements addressing human rights issues and other issues of social 

justice. ACSWP and/or its staff drafted or contributed to statements on gun violence, Middle 

East issues, criminal justice, US-Cuban relations, energy, and campaign finance reform. In such 

efforts, ACSWP is proactive and able to bring to the attention of General Assembly and 

Presbyterian Mission Agency Board potential areas where social witness will be required of the 

church. 
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2.     ACSWP Leadership with PMA and OGA Staff and Elected Members 

a.             Using the General Assembly approved policies that have been developed by ACSWP, 

the Washington Office of Public Witness (OPW) is guided in its efforts to support congressional 

legislation or testify against proposed legislation that is contrary to PC(USA) social policy. The 

OPW has recently used tax policy, Israel-Palestine statements, and environmental policies in 

advocacy arguments toward pending congressional legislation. 

b.             The ACSWP coordinator attends Presbyterian Mission Agency Board (PMAB) 

meetings. He provides updates on projects to keep the elected members aware of social witness 

opportunities and challenges. The committee has written Advice & Counsel memoranda to the 

PMAB as a whole and letters to the board’s Governance Task Force, the Way Forward 

Commission, and the Vision 2020 Committee, relating structure to mission and arguing for more 

vision by the leadership. 

c.             The ACSWP coordinator sits at “tables” with program staff, providing policy bases for 

projects and helping develop applications of General Assembly actions. Currently, the ACSWP 

coordinator is co-convener of the Middle East staff team and a member of the “Green Team.” 

The Unbound managing editor, as ACSWP staff, has been a member of the trafficking staff table 

and social media work group. 

d.             The ACSWP works with PC(USA) mission networks to contribute knowledge about 

General Assembly policy and to gain knowledge from them to update policy. For example, a 

recommendation to the 222nd General Assembly (2016) by ACSWP, in cooperation with the 

Cuba Partners Network, called for the PC(USA) to celebrate and strengthen the ecclesial 

relationship and partnership between the PC(USA) and La Iglesia Presbiteriana-Reformada en 

Cuba (IPRC). It asked the assembly to update the partnership agreement “in light of new hopes 

and realities as we assess together new opportunities for mutual mission.” Another example is 

the membership of two current ACSWP members in the Israel-Palestine Mission Network, with 

which the ACSWP coordinator also works. In addition, the ACSWP coordinator has met with the 

Syria Lebanon Partnership Network. 

3.     Leadership in Policy Interpretation Using Presentations and Trainings 

During the review period, the members and staff of ACSWP have made many presentations, 

workshops, and sermons to classes, church groups, and conferences. In 2010, the ACSWP 

coordinator developed a colloquium on the Accra and Belhar Confessions. In 2011, at Big Tent, 

the co-chairs of the Economic Crisis study team presented a workshop and invited response from 

the conference participants. Workshops and discussion groups were also led by ACSWP 

members and staff at the 2015 and 2017 Big Tents. Also, each year ACSWP elected and staff 

members offer workshops at the CPJ Training Day in Washington, D.C., which directly precedes 

the Ecumenical Advocacy Days. 

4.     Leadership Provided to Educators 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/3000076
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The ACSWP staff and elected members meet regularly with theological and ethical educators to 

strengthen the connection of educators with the work of the General Assembly and the social 

witness of the church more broadly. This leadership includes working with the Social Ethics 

Network (SEN, formerly the Theological Educators for Presbyterian Social Witness [TEPSW]). 

This group is composed primarily of Christian ethicists currently or formerly serving in 

seminaries and other educational institutions related to and/or in covenant relationship with the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A). 

The Social Ethics Network meets annually on matters of social witness policy where it reviews 

papers and provides a testing ground for Christian social-ethical analysis of many issues. The 

ACSWP coordinator assists this group informally and its members provide a willing pool of 

academically proven volunteers and consultants on ACSWP study projects. In the fall of 2011, 

the Social Ethics Network (SEN) led a Planning Consultation on Peace Teaching and 

Discernment in Presbyterian Seminaries, Colleges, and Universities at the San Francisco 

Theological Seminary (SFTS), San Anselmo, California. Another example was the discussion of 

the resolution, “Honest Patriotism,” in gatherings before the American Academy of Religion in 

2017 and Society of Christian Ethics in early 2018. These college and seminary professors are 

also encouraged to use PC(USA) social policies in their classes. 

5.     Leadership in Ecumenical and Evangelical Connections 

The ACSWP reaches out to other mainline Protestant, African American, and Orthodox churches 

through its coordinator’s service on the Peace and Justice Committee of the National Council of 

Churches of Christ (NCCC). Also, ACSWP meets at least every third year in Washington, D.C., 

and includes sessions with the NCCC president and leaders of such organizations as Sojourners 

(“Evangelical”), Faith and Public Life, and Creation Justice Ministries. 

a.             The coordinator no longer serves on the staff team of the General Assembly 

Committee on Ecumenical Relations, but continues to advise the group primarily on areas of 

ecumenical social thought. The coordinator served in that capacity for the World Communion of 

Reformed Churches (WCRC), staffing and advising the “Message” committee at its June, 2017, 

General Council in Leipzig. The coordinator has also presented a paper on environmental policy 

convergence with Methodist and Lutheran colleagues in the Society of Christian Ethics. 

b.             The ACSWP has also taken a lead to engage in mission conversations with self-

described Evangelical Christians in the areas of human rights and human trafficking, areas where 

other mainline churches and women’s organizations (notably Presbyterian Women) have 

initiated advocacy efforts. The ACSWP staff and elected members have sought to learn from 

Evangelical Christian efforts of rescue and rehabilitation with sex trafficking victims and have 

engaged in dialogue about the place of justice in evangelism overseas. 

While ACSWP provides leadership in social witness in the national PC(USA) bodies and 

ecumenical groups, Presbyterian congregants are not often aware of how ACSWP provides such 

leadership both in the development of policy and in its interaction with other groups. Comments 

reported in the recent survey indicate there are congregants who expressed a lack of awareness 

of ACSWP’ work or were confused about its role. Some know the policy positions but do not 
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know how they were reached. Some other respondents stated that the work of the committee 

should, but did not reach to the congregations. Such qualitative findings lead to a discussion of 

ACSWP challenges and limitations. 

VI. ACSWP Challenges and Limitations 

The ACSWP has confronted persistent challenges and limitations in this review period very 

similar to the challenges of the previous decade. Three significant challenges and limitations are 

described in this section: (1) dissemination of PC(USA) social witness documents; (2) ACSWP 

as a “Lightening Rod”; and (3) engaging youth and young adults in social witness policy. 

A.            Dissemination of PC(USA) Social Witness 

A continuing challenge is dissemination and interpretation of General Assembly approved social 

witness papers and recommendations to other councils (synod, presbytery, and session), local 

congregational leaders, and congregants. Even with the additional communication tool of 

Unbound, social witness policy is often unknown. A good vehicle is the book, Five Risks 

Presbyterians Must Take for Peace by Christian Iosso, the ACSWP coordinator, based on the 

peace discernment report approved by the General Assembly in 2016. Westminster/JohnKnox 

Press judged this report to be readily convertible into marketable form. 

This dissemination task has not been a mandated primary or sole responsibility of ACSWP. 

Rather the Presbyterian Mission Agency Manual of Operations states that ACSWP should assist 

others in their responsibility to disseminate social policy. The ASCWP is assigned the 

responsibility to “Provide the Stated Clerk, the Moderator of the General Assembly, and the 

Executive Director of the Presbyterian Mission Agency with information as they fulfill their 

responsibilities to communicate and interpret the social witness policies of the General 

Assembly.”6 The ACSWP staff works with the General Assembly (GA), Office of the General 

Assembly (OGA), and Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA) leaders whose responsibility it is to 

communicate and interpret social witness policy. 

Still, ACSWP is mandated, as stated in the PMA Manual of Operations, to “Maintain an up-to-

date and accurate Social Policy Compilation of General Assembly social witness policy and 

provide information to the churches requested.” Church leaders also perceive that it is ACSWP’s 

responsibility to broadly communicate and interpret PC(USA) documents. ACSWP is challenged 

to meet this expectation because of limited staff resources. While the elected ACSWP members 

very much appreciate the excellent work of the 2.5 FTE ACSWP staff, their concern has been 

that the ACSWP mandated functions, especially the compilation and dissemination function, 

require more staff time to accomplish well than is currently available. 

B.            ACSWP as a “Lightning Rod” 

The General Assembly Manual recognizes that ACSWP can be a “lightning rod” at times, and 

that this can be the case precisely when ACSWP is doing its job. This situation is a persistent 

challenge. On issues of social witness with a potential to spark conflict and public criticism, 

ACSWP strives for discretion while maintaining commitment to its mandate. 
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In this review period, as in the previous review period, ACSWP has worked in a milieu where 

many Presbyterians value its work, but some leaders and members are critical of what work is 

done or how it is accomplished. In the most recent survey, the overwhelming majority of written 

comments about ACSWP were positive and supported the mission, the value, and the 

effectiveness of ACSWP. There were negative comments about ACSWP, however, as some 

respondents stated that the work of the committee is biased and/or too political. Several 

respondents commented that “the church had NO business addressing social justice issues.” The 

Research Services summary of survey findings reported: 

Some survey and focus group participants believe the committee (ACSWP) should limit its 

activities to what they see as its core mandate: advising the General Assembly. It should 

discontinue other activities. Others believe the committee itself should be disbanded, because its 

core mandate is to advise the national church leaders considering making pronouncements on 

issues. These Presbyterians believe it would be wise for denominational leaders to stop making 

pronouncements, in which case ACSWP would no longer have a purpose. 

Recent statements by the PC(USA) Stated Clerk, however, indicate that denominational 

leadership continues to make pronouncements based upon approved General Assembly social 

witness policy. For example, in November 2017, the Stated Clerk wrote to Congress urging 

legislators to pass a “clean” DREAM (Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors) 

ACT “that offers hope for young migrants by providing a pathway to citizenship” 

[http://www.pcusa.org/ news/2017/ 11/6/ stated-clerk-urges-fast-action-clean-dream-act/]. Given 

the more prominent positive attitudinal survey findings presented in Table 1 and continued 

public statements regarding social witness made by PC(USA) leadership, it can be argued that 

ACSWP, even at the risk of being a “lightening rod,” should steadfastly continue to work to 

fulfill its mission. 

Some similar criticism has come as well in the form of General Assembly overtures. The most 

organized critique of ACSWP along these lines came at the 222nd General Assembly (2016) in a 

set of nine overtures from the Presbytery of Foothills in South Carolina. An effect of these 

overtures would be to instruct ACSWP to be primarily an educational body. Although the 

General Assembly disapproved all of the overtures from the Presbytery of Foothills, ACSWP 

leadership met with Presbytery of Foothills leaders in an extensive visit with follow-up. Such 

dialogue with individuals who are critical of ACSWP’s work has been one way ACSWP has 

tried to learn how to improve the process of social witness policy development and, thus, to 

achieve its mission more effectively. 

While certain areas may question the role of corporate social witness more than others, the 

committee has continued to build relationships in locations where it meets, consulting with local 

and regional mission leaders, and helping bring engaged voices in General Assembly cities like 

Detroit and St Louis into dialogue with the larger church on issues of race and class. 

C.            Engaging Youth and Young Adults in Social Witness Policy 

A major challenge before ACSWP is shared broadly with the Presbyterian Mission Agency 

social witness programs, including the Presbyterian United Nations and Washington Offices. 

http://www.pcusa.org/
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This challenge is how to serve new generations of the church in faithful yet more innovative 

ways, not only with new technology, but with new ways of engaging young people. As 

examples, the ACSWP coordinator assisted interns in the Office of Public Witness and in 

Collegiate Ministries in adapting policy statements into educational materials for younger adults 

on voting rights (2016) and gun violence (2017). Especially as younger evangelicals have come 

to share many views of justice, particularly racial and environment justice, they welcome the 

Gospel that contains a social conscience. 

The ACSWP recognizes the need of the church to develop new ways to witness to a younger 

generation. Many of these young people may have limited knowledge of the Bible and Christian 

faith, but they thirst for a deeper understanding of justice and love. The challenge is to 

communicate and sustain a church-wide conversation when relationships and programs have 

been weakened and memories and traditions lost. Fortunately, the General Assembly’s social 

witness agenda has been on target in many areas including environmental issues and green 

energy, peace affirmations, racial justice and greater economic equality. In each of these areas, 

the church has done its homework and ACSWP stands ready to help the church strengthen its 

voice and credibility among youth and young adults. 

In addition to establishing the online journal which might be more widely read than a paper 

journal by young adults, a part-time staff position within ACSWP focuses on engaging youth and 

young adults in social witness policy. In addition to being the managing editor of Unbound, 

Henry Stone is the associate for young adult social witness. In this role he strives to strengthen 

the voice of congregants and ministers under forty years. Some of this work includes employing 

social media to link Unbound articles to electronic communications platforms used by younger 

individuals. Specifically, he uses Twitter and Facebook to make such linkages and he is an active 

participant in the Facebook support group, “Young PCUSA Leaders.” 

A related challenge is to engage more fully with youth and young adults in the development of 

policy because of the unpaid time required to attend ACSWP meetings. Employment and family 

duties compete for volunteer time and energy. It has been easier to engage persons whose careers 

and families are at later stages and can allow the travel and meeting time necessary to fully 

participate in ACSWP meetings. While the engagement of a good number of youth and young 

adults in policy development remains an unmet challenge, it is one that will receive explicit 

attention in the new decade. The current youngest member of ACSWP will be one of the two 

ACSWP co-chairs beginning her term after the 223rd General Assembly (2018) and, as a visible 

young adult leader, she and the committee intend to further address this challenge. 

VII. ACSWP Future Objectives 

The ACSWP proposes to address the challenges described in Section VI by putting extra 

attention and energy toward achieving its full mandated mission. In a spirit of collegiality, the 

ACSWP has put its future objectives before the General Assembly as directions open to debate 

and, we hope, affirmation. 

Endnotes 
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1.             Standards as listed in the Manual of the General Assembly, 2018, page 84. 

A.    Fidelity to Mission and Partnership 

1.             Each committee or commission was created by the church and exists to serve and 

support the church’s mission in a particular area. Each committee or commission is expected to 

exhibit a constant faithfulness to and in fulfillment of its servant role in the life of the PC(USA). 

2.             The basic process of the committee or commission should demonstrate fidelity to the 

mission and accountability procedures set forth in its establishing deliverance, charter, or 

mandate from the assembly. The committee or commission should exhibit leadership in guiding 

the church in engagement with the work and resources in which the committee or commission 

acts. 

3.             The committee or commission should exhibit practical cooperation with the other 

agencies or committees of the church in areas of overlapping responsibility and opportunity. 

4.             The committee or commission should provide timely responses to directives and 

requests from the General Assembly. 

B.     Effectiveness of Services 

The services of the committee or commission are consistent with its assembly or constitutional 

mandate. 

1.             The committee or commission has a defined and consistent process for completing its 

work. 

2.             The committee or commission has a regular process of self-evaluation of its services. 

3.             The committee or commission employs a strategy for effective communication with 

the church-at-large. 

4.             The committee or commission utilizes current and emerging technologies to enable it 

to fulfill its mission. 

5.             The committee or commission has developed a vision and plans for its work in light of 

its historic mandate and the emerging issues before and context of the PC(USA). 

2.             Chang, Perry, Report: Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) Self-

Study and Committee Review Research, PC(USA) Research Services, September 2017. This is 

the source for the survey data (both quantitative and qualitative) reported in this self-study 

document. 

3.     Appendix 1F, Presbyterian Mission Agency Manual of Operations. 
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4.             Organization for Mission of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), 2016, p. 21. 

5.             See Footnote 1, Review Standards—A. Fidelity to Mission and Partnership, #1. 

6.             Appendix 1F, Presbyterian Mission Agency Manual of Operations 

Additional Resources 

Appendix A       

ACSWP_Self_study_APPENDIX_A.pdf 

Appendix B       

ACSWP_Self_Study_Appendix_B.pdf 

Appendix C       

ACSWP_Self-study_APPENDIX_C_002.pdf 

Appendix D       

ACSWP_self-study_APPENDIX_D_Revised_002.pdf 

 

https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/20c07173-ada6-4ba0-b645-996501c7cb15/ACSWP_Self_study_APPENDIX_A.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/8109695d-2027-41ab-b9a2-f5f9d399f1e8/ACSWP_Self_Study_Appendix_B.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/636bc023-2e2c-4178-aaa2-4033c5dc3236/ACSWP_Self-study_APPENDIX_C_002.pdf
https://pcbiz.s3.amazonaws.com/Uploads/794397e0-1d4f-45a3-83ef-cef6c8ae7c2b/ACSWP_self-study_APPENDIX_D_Revised_002.pdf

