
What can we say after GA? 
 
 
 
What follows here is a brief reflection on the recent meeting in Pittsburgh of the 220th General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA).  I will conclude with comments on implications for 
the larger systemic issues faced by the PC(USA). 
 
The commissioners from Shenango were Karen Hudson (Unity), Dale Deist (First/Greenville), 
Amy Na (Shenango), David Dobi (First/Greenville), Judy Riethmiller (theological student – 
Unity), Caitlin Moss (young adult – New Wilmington). 
 
Many volunteers and visitors from Shenango churches were present in Pittsburgh.  It is good that 
so many had the opportunity to observe a General Assembly first hand.  It really is quite 
extraordinary that this event has happened 220 times, beginning in 1789.  Recent assemblies 
have been biennial.  This is my 25th time to attend an assembly. 
 
Worship is held each day and Thursday was probably the most significant for Shenango 
Presbytery.  James Kim was the preacher and his message probably resonated best with the 
hearts of most folks here.  His text was Mark 2:1-12, the story of the paralyzed man brought to 
Jesus for healing by lowering him through the roof.  Sue Garton, solo hand bell ringer from East 
Main Church, whom many of us have heard, was featured.  Paper doves on which prayers were 
written were made by folks in Shenango. 
 
 
Issues of special interest to Shenango 
 
Many were concerned that the General Assembly might propose an overture to presbyteries 
redefining marriage as between “two people.”  That did not pass (308 – 338…48% to 52%) but 
for those who have followed GA votes for years, that final action came as a surprise.  It appeared 
through the 5+ hours of debate that the opposite outcome was developing.  Included in that vote 
was a continued band on ministers officiating at same-gender marriages in states where that is 
now legal.  Most folks in Shenango were relieved by that result, but it does suggest a likely 
change in the years ahead. 
 
Dale Deist and David Dobi worked on two commissioner resolutions that were approved: 
 

• A resolution was added to the Church Growth Committee report on starting 1001 new 
places of worship.  It focused on the Great Commission (Matthew 28) and requested the 
Evangelism office to report the stories of this initiative which is already emerging across 
the church, including here in Shenango Presbytery (Right Here! Right Now!  with Angel 
DeLaCruz).  

• A request that the Stated Clerk and Board of Pensions approach the EPC and ECO about 
sharing in the PC(USA)  medical/pension plan.  This was somewhat surprising and after a 
strong majority of the committee recommended it, the action barely passed the Assembly. 

 



 
Deeper issues that lie ahead 
 
The Assembly’s inaction on the proposals to change the definition of marriage were a relief and 
this does give us more time to think carefully about our situation in the PC(USA).  However, we 
must recognize that there are those who have defied the Constitution on ordination and marriage.  
The person elected as vice moderator saw no problem with this (eventually resigning).  That 
behavior will continue as explicitly announced by several commissioners on the floor of GA.  It 
is very difficult to embrace a unity that clearly does not exist.   
 
Nevertheless, the status quo on marriage does give many in Shenango Presbytery some time to 
reflect.  We have dismissed three churches to the EPC and 8 – 10 more are moving through a 
process in which it is likely that virtually all of them will request dismissal to ECO.  We have 
important work to do in determining how Shenango Presbytery might continue to relate to those 
churches going to ECO. 
 
At the present time our best information suggests that three-fourths of our churches will 
continue, at least for the near future, in Shenango Presbytery as a part of the PC(USA).  The 
ordination and marriage issues continue as huge concerns in the months ahead, but I would 
suggest that another issue is equally important, albeit in a very different way. 
 
The PC(USA) began in 1706 with the formation of the first presbytery.  The General Assembly 
was created by the presbyteries in 1789.  That is a long time for an institution to exist.  I believe 
that we (like the other mainline denominations) are in our final phase in this present form. 
 
Part of this was seen at the 220th General Assembly in the number of very close votes…even one 
with a margin of 323 -322.  This is a deeply divided church on a variety of issues.  The lack of 
consensus on almost nothing has stretched this denomination beyond any realistic meaning of the 
word “unity.” 
 
I do not actually mean by these comments that the PC(USA) is going away.  Something with that 
name will likely exist for a long time, but the future form will be unrecognizable to those of us 
who were in Pittsburgh last week. 
 
In addition to our disagreement on issues like ordination and marriage, we have struggled for 
decades to make any serious institutional changes that are required to perpetuate a vital presence.  
Two examples from this past week illustrate this: 
 

• A Mid-Council Commission was formed two years ago to consider the future of 
presbyteries and synods.  It produced some very significant research and recommended 
the elimination of synods and experimentation with non-geographical presbyteries.  
Virtually none of the 688 commissioners or 200+ advisory delegates has any direct 
involvement with synods, but a few who did made emotional pleas to “save our synod.”  
GA refused the recommendation to eliminate synods in 2016 and suggested merging 
them into larger synods.  Non-geographical presbyteries were proposed as a way to take 
the stress off our serious divisions by allowing like-minded congregations more 



opportunity for affiliation.  But the Advisory Committee on the Constitution (which had 
been consulted throughout the process) turned against these changes and the work of the 
past two years was rejected.  An opportunity for structural changes was lost. 

• A Committee on the four special offerings has met for four years and, likewise, did 
exhaustive research and interviews.  Contributions to the special offerings have declined 
by 25% during the past decade and the committee brought some solid fund raising 
insights and recommendations.  However, the GA voted to continue with business as 
usual for the four special offerings.  A letter in opposition to the changes proposed was 
written by 38 mostly “former” (retired) leaders of the church.  I began in the late 1980s 
doing major research on funding and it was obvious to me that the “unified” funding 
system (which has never really worked in the Presbyterian Church), was once again seen 
as the sacred cow by these former leaders.  The recommendations of the committee were 
rejected. 

 
These are two significant illustrations of our inability as an institution to change how we do 
things.  The denominational structures persist and institutional change is thwarted.  This is a 
different matter than our theological and ethical tradition (which we seem willing to change after 
2000 years), but our failure to make adjustments to governance structures which emerged just in 
recent decades continues to seal the fate of any likelihood of a vibrant PC(USA) in the future.   
 
This situation was described by my friend and EP colleague Clark Cowden in a blog that was 
included in eLink last week.  Clark referred to Brian McLaren, a keen observer of 
denominations, who noted in a presentation to presbytery executives that we Presbyterians prefer 
to define ourselves by our polity (the way that we govern ourselves) rather than define ourselves 
by our mission. 
 
The Moderator ruled that the proposed constitutional amendment to change the definition of 
marriage did not contradict the Book of Confessions because “the confessions themselves do not 
agree with each other, but are rather a progressive representation of what the church has believed 
through history.”  In many ways this is the most serious disappointment of the General 
Assembly.  It profoundly challenges our identity as a “confessional” church.  Historically we 
have affirmed that the confessions define what we believe scripture to teach.  Apparently this is 
not true today in the PC(USA). 
 
Is there any good news? 
 
Yes, there is.  First, and most important, God is still God and will not abandon the church nor be 
thwarted in the work of salvation.  That is not a free pass for any denomination or Shenango 
Presbytery or even any particular congregation.  But God is very much in control. 
 
Furthermore, as I have been convinced for some time now, denominations are largely 
insignificant anymore.  Localized networks of churches in support and accountability of each 
other is the important structural form of the future.  In our tradition those structures are called 
“presbyteries.”  So the big question for our churches in terms of our future affiliation is, “What 
kind of presbytery does your congregation need in the years ahead?” 
 



The famous mission leader, Lesslie Newbigin, was once asked, “Are you optimistic or 
pessimistic about the gospel?”  He answered, “One can be neither optimistic nor pessimistic 
about a fact.”  Newbigin’s response should animate us in the days ahead.  God is in charge.  
Most of what happens in the PC(USA) is beyond our control (although we should actively 
participate in expressing our convictions regarding the decisions being made), but God is at work 
and we should be immersed in prayer and the Word as we strive to follow our Lord in a faithful 
form of being the church as he has called us. 
 
 
David Dawson 
July 9, 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GA 2012 report 


