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Making Decisions in Your Congregation 
 

You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind.  
Matthew 22:37 

 
We would all prefer not to have to deal with the present situation in the PC(USA), but (as has been 
said in the missional church conversations), “We are here now!”  So what do we do with it?  How 
do we respond by following Jesus’ instructions in Matthew 22?  He has said that the first great 
commandment is to love God with all our: 
 

• heart – the center of our being which determines moral conduct 
• soul – strength of will 
• mind – understanding, deep spiritual perception 

 
What follows in this paper is my further efforts to reflect deeply on the matters before the 
congregations of Shenango Presbytery.  We are learning as we go.  This is not brief, but we need 
to get beyond a superficial level if we are to be faithful.  I will approach this in six parts: 
 

1. How does your congregation move ahead with decisions that have been forced upon you? 
2. How can your congregation move ahead if your decision is to stay in the PC(USA)? 
3. How can your congregation move ahead if your decision is to leave the PC(USA)? 
4. Why your presbytery of the future is important to your congregation. 
5. What Shenango Presbytery offers to your congregation that you cannot get elsewhere. 
6. Why I have recommended ECO for those who have determined that they must leave the 

PC(USA). 
 
1.  How does your congregation move ahead with decisions that have been forced upon you? 
 
First of all, we must recognize that this is a very dangerous time and a critical decision for your 
congregation.  Some congregations seem to have virtual unanimity on next steps.  Don’t be fooled!  
There are still some in your church who not only disagree but are deeply hurt that the 
overwhelming majority see things differently than they do.  You probably won’t hear from them.   
They are keeping their heads down because they know that they are a tiny minority and they do not 
want to be humiliated or marginalized.  They want to continue their relationships with close 
friends in your church, but they may begin to slip away. 
 
I can give you several examples of individuals and couples who have come to me about this.  (I am 
sure that most people will not come to me.). Please assume that it is so and ask, “How would I feel 
if I were in their shoes?”  What can you do to help them? 
 
Churches may leave without a virtually unanimous vote.  It takes 80% to be dismissed, but 20% or 
15% or 10% is a lot of hurt people.  There is not one congregation in Shenango Presbytery that can 
afford to lose that many people.  Even 10% disgruntled or leaving would mean a very different 
congregation going forward. 
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For this reason the session has an extremely difficult task.  They have to discern the situation in the 
congregation long before there is a vote.  Moving to a vote prematurely could backfire and 
irrevocably split a church.  In recent decades only two of our churches have experienced a 
congregational split:  Neshannock (New Wilmington) in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s;  Second 
Church (New Castle) in the 1990’s.  Ask those who lived through those splits.  They don’t want to 
do it again. 
 
But this situation also has the risk of the session leading by “holding its finger to the wind to see 
which way it is blowing.”  That approach (counting noses, to use another metaphor) is contrary to 
the understanding of how elders are to lead.  A session must be proactive and give strong 
leadership.  But again (on the other hand) if you boldly step out (without honest discussion of 
differences) and people don’t follow, you are again in danger of splitting your congregation.  
Leaders are those who have followers.  This is a very tricky situation for session leadership. 
 
It would seem that moving slowly would be wise, and it is.  This is likely the most important 
decision that your church will make in a hundred years.  Getting it right is much more important 
than getting it fast.  But, what do you do with those who want a decision yesterday!  “Do 
something (meaning, leave now) or I am leaving this church!”  If your congregation is polarized, 
even with just a few on each end of the spectrum, you are into a very difficult balancing act.  What 
does integrity and fidelity to the Gospel require? 
 
Secondly, we are not well prepared to make these decisions.  We have never had to deal with 
anything like this before.  Neither teaching nor ruling elders are prepared for this.  An example 
from each: 
 

1. Teaching elders are expected to attend the two pastor retreats each year.  Only about half of 
them actually make one per year.  Our sense of commitment to each other and 
accountability to each other, while significantly higher than in most presbyteries, is not 
adequate for this kind of stress.  Many pastors are not involved in some kind of 
support/accountability group. 

2. Ruling elders receive precious little training for their work on a session.  Leaderfest is 
better attended here than in almost any other presbytery, but still averages less than 3 
persons per church.  A large majority of elders have never attended even one presbytery 
meeting.  Even attending several meetings will provide very limited understanding of the 
importance of this relationship with other churches or the important role of “presbytery.” 

 
It is very hard to understand why you would “need” a presbytery (connections with other churches) 
if you have lived your life almost exclusively in a “congregational” context.  People who serve on 
the  Committee on Ministry (12 teaching elders and 12 ruling elders) could give you plenty of 
examples of why churches need each other.  Members of other committees would also understand. 
 
I have looked at the list of our churches and almost none of them have been without some need of 
support (just during my tenure) from the neighboring churches (Presbytery) in a time of crisis.  All 
but two have a different pastor than they did 20 years ago.  Pastor transition is always a time of 
risk for a congregation.  I will comment further about this in #5.   
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What is the answer?  Prayer…a lot of prayer with (as one famous mission leader described it) 
“bold humility.”  There is no surefire way to make this come out OK.  It will surely depend on the 
grace of God.  But God’s grace will be evidenced in a session that is exhibiting the gifts (I 
Corinthians 12:8-10) and fruits (Galatians 5:22) of the Spirit.  And again…pray! 
 
Summary:  don’t have a congregational vote unless you are convinced that at least 80% (and 
hopefully many more) will agree with your recommendation.  As I said above, you will need well 
over 90% to avoid serious damage to your church. 
 
2.  How can your congregation move ahead if your decision is to stay in the PC(USA)? 
 
You will continue with the PC(USA) if your session decides not to take a vote.  This will likely be 
the case for the large majority of the 66 churches in Shenango Presbytery.  There are a variety of 
reasons for this.  75% of the session members must recommend a congregational vote to leave 
before a congregational meeting can be called.  (A congregational petition can force a vote, but if it 
takes that to have a congregational meeting, an 80% vote is highly improbable.) 
 
Not having a congregational vote does not mean that the session will have peace and unity!  There 
may be a minority of members, even a majority, that are unhappy to continue with the PC(USA) 
and want to have a congregational vote.  Some of them have left every congregation in the 
Presbytery already…some left years ago…some never joined.  Presbyterian churches are, after all, 
among the most “liberal” churches in our area.  This is an interesting definition of “liberal” in an 
area that is generally identified as “conservative.”  But there are plenty of neighboring churches 
where you do not have to deal so directly with PC(USA) problems. 
 
Your session may decide that there should be no vote to leave, but you might still be a 
“conservative” church and largely in disagreement with the PC(USA) on the changing position 
with respect to human sexuality.  Is there a way to claim your identity without leaving?   
 
First of all, you are in Shenango Presbytery, which has the reputation as one of the most 
conservative of the 173 PC(USA) presbyteries.  This presbytery has voted by more than 95% not 
to change the denomination’s position on “fidelity and chastity.”  The Presbytery took action in 
June, 2011, to continue affirming that position. 
 
But if just being in a conservative presbytery is not enough, the Fellowship of Presbyterians (FOP) 
http://www.fellowship-pres.org/ may be an option for your session.  FOP is an “affinity group.”  
That is, it is a group of Presbyterians with more limited and focused commitments than the much 
broader positions held in the entire PC(USA).  Your session could join the FOP and publically 
declare that you are a “Fellowship” church.  You hold to the FOP values, theology and vision for 
the church.  This may help those in your congregation who are most offended by the PC(USA).  
(See #6 below for more information on FOP.) 
 
Shenango Presbytery is entering into a discernment process to decide if we will, as a presbytery, 
identify with the values, theology and vision of FOP.  Thanks to Bill Hoffman and Glenn Hink we 
have been helped us to understand the relationship between FOP and the Covenant Order of 
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Evangelical Presbyterians (ECO).  This was done at the February 28 Presbytery meeting and at 
subsequent meetings on March 11 and 22.   
 
The conversation about the Presbytery identifying with FOP will take several months because it is 
a major step which needs to be understood by everyone.  It could be said that such a step is also 
“dangerous” in that it is much more than aligning with the former “fidelity and chastity” provision 
in the Book of Order.  It calls churches (and the Presbytery, if we choose to so identify ourselves) 
with a sharply defined vision of the church to which we will be expected to hold ourselves. 
 
I have said before that I personally believe that the FOP has a biblical vision that is appropriate and 
needed for the 21st century.  However, I have much to learn about this emerging movement.  That 
is why we all need to work carefully together on this question.  Our pastors’ retreat with Ron 
Scates will begin the conversation.  Further opportunities to engage this exchange will be 
announced.  Please join in those.  Teaching and ruling elders have an opportunity to do serious 
theological work together in the coming months. 
 
Summary:  if your session decides that no vote will be held on leaving the PC(USA), you still have 
big challenges ahead.  These also present a very important opportunity.  You can lead your 
congregation into a fresh commitment to biblical faith and action as a church.  This work can set 
you on an important journey to be a stronger church in the years ahead. 
 
3.  How can your congregation move ahead if your decision is to leave the PC(USA)? 
 
There are two churches that have completed the process and the Presbytery took action to dismiss 
them to another denomination.  There are more than a dozen sessions that are discussing what to 
do.  They are at a very important moment. 
 
First, if the your session decides to call a congregational meeting to vote on requesting dismissal to 
another denomination, then the congregation will vote.  If 80% or more vote yes, then the session 
may call a second congregational meeting (allowing at least two months) where it will recommend 
to the congregation a denomination to which the session proposes being dismissed. 
 
This is another very critical decision.  It is a decision which no one on your session or in your 
congregation has ever before been asked to make.  I do not know any of our pastors who have ever 
led a church through such a decision.  Decisions about denominations and presbyteries have never 
been on anyone’s agenda.  Most of our elders know very little about the Presbytery of Shenango, 
and they know much less about any other presbytery.  I have stated that less than 25% of our elders 
have even as much as attended one Presbytery meeting, let alone become acquainted with 
significance of a “presbytery.” 
 
Several sessions began researching these matters last summer, but even the most conscientious 
would be hard pressed to be able to describe accurately what they gain or lose by staying in or 
leaving the PC(USA).  They have no more understanding of what the difference would be to stay 
in Shenango Presbytery compared to going to another presbytery.  This in not because these are 
stupid or are less than conscientious pastors and elders.  It is because we have never had to do this 
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before.  We don’t even know what questions to ask!  We have no way of measuring what our 
situation would look like ten years from now if we stay compared to if we go. 
 
So if you have a vote and your congregation decides (hopefully by a very large margin) to request 
dismissal from the PC(USA), you have another huge task ahead.  No matter how well you do it, 
there are no guarantees that you will get it right.  What do you do?  Let’s start with the options 
which are reasonable to recommend to your congregation: 
 

• Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC) http://www.epc.org/  
• Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians (ECO) http://www.fellowship-pres.org/  

 
I have stated before Shenango Presbytery, “I recommend that Shenango churches that are 
convinced that integrity requires them to leave the PC(USA) go to ECO.”  I will say more below 
on why I prefer ECO to the EPC, but first some general information. 
 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church - EPC 
 
The Presbyter of the Alleghenies of the EPC covers an area from Harrisburg to Buffalo to 
Cleveland to Columbus to West Virginia.  http://www.epc.org/about-the-epc/presbyteries/   It 
currently lists 17 congregations http://www.epc.org/presbytery/alleghenies-presbytery/ but will 
soon number at least 30 churches.  The EPC was founded in 1981 (centered in Detroit) and the 
Presbytery of the Alleghenies sends representatives to churches that would like to transfer.   
 
Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians - ECO 
 
ECO http://www.fellowship-pres.org/eco/  (which grew out of the Fellowship of Presbyterians) 
was launched in January at the FOP’s second meeting (Orlando) attended by approximately 2,000 
persons.  Nineteen were in attendance from Shenango Presbytery.  (How this came about is 
important, but there is not space here to tell that part of the story.)  Most importantly, ECO is a 
denomination that looks like “denominations” will look like in the future.  Its “book of order” is 
only 27 pages and it is very much “congregation-focused.”   
 
ECO is a new, separate denomination and it does provide a way for a church to be dismissed from 
the PC(USA) and still remain in fellowship with Shenango Presbytery.  This is quite unusual and 
not like anything that we have seen before.  This will require some thinking outside the box, but 
we have been in conversation with the ECO leadership on this and they completely support this 
approach.   
 

A brief factor which is important here:  the Fellowship of Presbyterians (FOP) was the 
initial organization formed at a meeting in August, 2011.  FOP’s second meeting in 
January, 2012 (Orlando) was the launch of ECO.  They are two separate organizations that 
share common theology and values.  FOP is an affinity group of Presbyterians with 
common commitments.  ECO is a new denomination also committed to the same theology 
and values.  This can be confusing.  Bill Hoffman and Glenn Hink provided excellent 
explanations of this in meetings at Northminster and First, Sharon during the month of 
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March.  But we have never been in this kind of situation before, so it will take time to 
absorb what is happening. 

 
Summary:  Realistically speaking, the EPC and ECO are the two most realistic options available to 
churches that feel compelled to leave the PC(USA).  I recommend ECO because it will allow your 
congregation to continue in fellowship with your neighboring churches in Shenango Presbytery. 
 
4.  Why your presbytery of the future is important to your congregation. 
 
If your session calls a second congregational meeting where it recommends a denomination to 
which to request dismissal, there are important matters to consider.  This is the point where I have 
said many times publically that your presbytery of the future is more important than your 
denomination of the future.  Both the EPC and ECO qualify in meeting the common theological 
objections to the PC(USA).  These two denominations are very different, but they are both not the 
PC(USA). 
 
Some in your congregation may suggest that you become an independent church.  Many of the 
churches in your community are independent.  Why can your congregation not become an 
independent church?   Because those of us in the Reformed and Presbyterian tradition (including 
elders and deacons who have taken vows on this matter) do not believe that the Bible allows for 
“independent” churches.   
 
This conversation could include a course on “ecclesiology,” the theological word for “what we 
believe the bible says about the church.”  But just mentioning some brief highlights here, we can 
observe that Jesus expected his early followers to live in unity (John 17).  The early church 
honored this as we can see from the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) and many New Testament letters.   
 
From our own experience many of us have seen independent churches that have internal fights and 
it destroys the church because there is no outside authority that has can referee the fight.  I believe 
that this is actually the most important reason for the “property clause” (G-4.0203 and 4.0207) in 
the Book of Order.  It gives the presbytery authority over the property and allows it to help resolve 
disputes in a congregation.   
 
So, “pick your presbytery carefully.”  Every congregation needs the support and accountability of 
a presbytery.  Denominations still have a purpose and importance, but I have suggested that your 
presbytery is much more important to your congregation than your denomination.  This is because 
denominations as we have known them during the past century are already passing from the scene.  
They simply do not function as they once did.  There will continue to be “denominations,” but they 
will look much different.   
 
That is another story for which we do not have time here, but it is a major factor in our present 
trouble.  Suffice it to say that all the serious research and writing being done today agrees that the 
denominations of the future already are and will continue to become more decentralized.  That 
means that regional (presbytery) configurations of congregations will be most important to your 
church.   
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Summary:  It is true that you want denominational integrity.  Those who believe that the PC(USA) 
does not provide that agree that the EPC and ECO do have the theological “integrity” that they 
desire.  Therefore, consider your presbytery of the future as the most important decision. 
 
 
5.  What Shenango Presbytery offers to your congregation that you cannot get elsewhere. 
 
I said at the February Presbytery meeting that the position that I am taking here can easily sound 
very self serving.  I am, after all, the presbytery executive in Shenango Presbytery and it is 
understandable that I would want to preserve the Presbytery.  I cannot prove any other motive than 
self-preservation, but I hope that you will believe me when I say that my highest motivation is 
fidelity to Christ and the best for the congregations of this Presbytery.  It is my prayer that your 
decisions in this season of your congregation’s life will prove to be wise and faithful to future 
generations in your church. 
 
What does your church need from a presbytery?  Many elders and almost no members have ever 
really thought deeply about this question.  That is not a criticism.  Most people in your church do 
not need to think about presbytery.  Elders do.  In the past we were not in a crisis that required us 
to answer this question.  Now we are and there is need for a crash course on being an elder. 
 
There are 173 presbyteries in the PC(USA).  All are different and some are dramatically different.  
Shenango’s uniqueness includes the following: 
 

• Very geographically compact, with 66 churches in two counties where the percentage of 
Presbyterians in the population is higher than anywhere in the US. 

• Shenango is not a programmatic presbytery…a smaller percentage of members’ giving is 
spent on staff than in most presbyteries 

• As part of a traditional culture in western PA, we are very relational in our style…not much 
in the way of a corporate culture 

 
What does Shenango Presbytery provide that is not available elsewhere?  I would highlight the 
following: 
 

1. Most of the pastors serving our churches stay for more than 10 years.  It is common to have 
pastors serving churches 20 – 30 years or more.  So, when it comes time to find a new 
pastor, most of the people in your church have never been involved in such a search.  It is 
not something that you want to do without support from those who have done it dozens of 
times (the Committee on Ministry).  The Pastor Nominating Committee is the most 
important committee that a church ever has.  It deserves serious support.  That committee 
makes the decision, but there are plenty of pitfalls along the road and your church can not 
afford to fall into any of them.  Your church can not get this support anywhere else. 

 
a. Furthermore, which presbytery has access to candidates to be the pastor of your 

church?  In the past year I have seen more good conservative pastors interested in 
Shenango churches than ever before.  The kind of pastors that many of our churches 
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want are clamoring to come to a church here.  It is a “buyer’s market” for a church 
in Shenango Presbytery. 

 
b. If your church cannot afford a full-time pastor, your situation is even more 

precarious.  Your options are limited to those who can commute.  No one will move 
to your manse or to live in your community for a part-time position.  They cannot 
afford to do so.  Therefore your choices are limited to pastors living close enough.  
Shenango Presbytery has retired pastors and lay pastors who faithfully serve our 
churches that cannot afford a full-time pastor.  We have a program to continue to 
train lay pastors and support them in ministry. 
 

2. Pastoral work is not easy.  Just ask members of your church if they would like to become a 
pastor.  Most will avoid that calling like the plague.  Pastors need support and 
encouragement.   
 

a. We are blessed in Shenango Presbytery to have several forms of support for all 
pastors and lay pastors. 
• Retreats twice a year…admired acoss the church 
• Pastors groups that meet regularly 

 Fellowship and prayer, study of Greek, Reformed theology, missional 
leadership, etc. 

• Pastoral support from COM and the presbytery executive 
• Financial support for study leave 
• Presbytery Aid Fund 

 
3. Support for elders and deacons.  Even though Shenango Presbytery would not be 

considered highly “programmatic” (much more a relational presbytery), there is a high 
degree of collaboration fostered by presbytery committees.  Just a few examples include: 

a. Leaderfest 
b. Partnership for the Missional Church 
c. Evangelism workshops 
d. Christian education workshops 

 
4. World mission.  Shenango Presbytery is known across the church as one of the most 

involved in world mission.  What this means for the churches of Shenango Presbytery is 
that they have excellent support for “their” mission work.  Churches (not denominations) 
do mission by joining in the mission of God locally and around the world.  Shenango 
Presbytery provides access through 15 years in the Sudan Partnership.  It also supports 
churches and individuals that develop smaller partnerships in the Dominican Republic and 
Vietnam.  It promotes support of several missionaries in the Nile Valley (Egypt, Sudan, 
Ethiopia).    
 
In Shenango Presbytery your church has excellent opportunities for making connections 
with the world Christian community.  With the American church in decline and the 
churches of Asia, Africa and Latin America in the midst of dynamic growth, your 
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congregation needs partnerships and connections for its own renewal and growth.  No other 
presbytery provides this resource. 
 

If it sounds like I am trying to “sell you on Shenango,” you are right!  When Jesus commands you 
and your church to “love God with your mind,” he surely means that clear and careful thought 
must go into what is probably the most important decision to be made in your lifetime for your 
church.  Is the “grass greener on the other side of the fence?”  How is it so?  Will it help your 
congregation be more faithful?  Where will you get the support and accountability that a sound 
theology of church (ecclesiology) requires?  What are your options for maintaining theological 
integrity? 
 
Summary:  It is important to recognize that most members of a congregation have no reason to be 
involved in a church’s relationship with its presbytery.  Many elders only occasionally interface 
with the other churches in the presbytery.  So it is difficult to understand what a church needs in 
terms of support and accountability from a presbytery.  Our situation today puts great 
responsibility on the teaching and ruling elders (session) of your church to make sure that your 
people are in a presbytery that will provide the support and accountability that they need. 

 
6.  Why I have recommended ECO for those who have determined that they must leave the 
PC(USA) 
 
I said that:  

• both the EPC and ECO provide the theological integrity needed by those who feel that 
they must leave the PC(USA).   

• your presbytery is more important than your denomination, assuming that you can 
maintain your integrity in your denominational affiliation.   

• ECO will accept a church in Shenango Presbytery transferring from the PC(USA) and 
assign that church to the oversight of Shenango Presbytery.   

 
Now I need to make the case for ECO as a new denomination.  I refer you to the FOP/ECO web 
site for this information: 
 

• Fellowship Covenant   
o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/Fellowship-Covenant2.pdf  

• ECO Vision and Values 
o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/ECO-Vision.pdf 
o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/Fellowship-Values-

Presentation.pdf  
• The Fellowship Theology Project 

o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/Theology10.pdf  
• ECO Polity and Discipline 

o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/Polity3.pdf  
• John Ortberg’s presentation…a presentation of the FOP/ECO vision 

o transcript  http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/John-Ortberg-
Transcript2.pdf  

o video  http://www.fellowship-pres.org/videos/  
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• Things to Consider Before Leaving the PC(USA)  
o http://www.fellowship-pres.org/wp-content/uploads/Things-to-Consider-Before-

Leaving-the-PCUSA.pdf  
 
In addition to these links, you will find other useful reflections on denominational issues at: 
http://www.shenango.org/Committees/scmdi.htm  
 
FOP and ECO are essentially the same, except FOP is an affinity organization (those of like-
mind) and ECO is a separate, new denomination of Presbyterians.  Both FOP and ECO have the 
same beliefs and values.  If you need a new denomination, I recommend ECO because: 
 

1. it is theologically sound as represented in the documents above 
2. it is focused on the church being sent into the world…the essential missionary task 
3. it is what denominations will look like in the future 
4. it has the advantage to being “young” and “new” – because it is much harder to retool old 

denominations for a new day 
5. it allows affiliation with Shenango Presbytery which can best serve your church in the 

future 
6. it provides a positive vision for your church, not just a future based on what you are 

“against.”  We have good reason to question the approval of Amendment 10-A because it 
changes a 2000 year unchallenged tradition of Christian ethics.  The PC(USA) action can 
be described as “schismatic” because it represents a position taken by tiny minority of the 
world’s churches, with 98% of them continuing with the historic position.  However, it is 
very important to be defined by what you are “for” rather than what you are “against,” 
otherwise we are susceptible to living simply as against the world for which Christ died, 
sealing ourselves off from the world.  ECO is founded on a positive missional vision. 

7. ECO provides a theological framework which is more in tune with our core values.  I 
encourage you to explore this in detail on the links above.  I mention these examples: 

a. ECO does not limit itself to one confession from the 17th century.  The 
Westminster Confession is a very important part of our Book of Confessions, but 
not all of the important theological questions were addressed in the 17th century. 

b. ECO makes strong affirmation of the role of women in leadership.  Women’s 
ordination is considered “essential” in ECO. 

c. The Shenango Presbytery “Millennium Plan” of 2000 and the updated affirmation 
of that vision (2011) have much in common with ECO.  This is particularly true 
of our commitment to missional church work. 

 
Those of us in the churches of Shenango Presbytery have never been in a situation like this.  It 
brings to us a lot of risk, but also brings great opportunity.  It is important to love God with our 
“mind,” not just our passions.  I hope that you will comment on these reflections and I pray that 
we might, by the Holy Spirit, prove to be faithful to our Lord. 
 

 
David Dawson 
April 23, 2012 

 
Council: Special Committee: Fellowship of Presbyterians:  Making Decisions in Your Congregation 


