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Reflections of a Ruling Elder Commissioner to General Assembly 220 
 
 
 
 
 
I learned that I was going to be a commissioner about 1 month prior to GA.  Finding out 
that I was to be on the Church Growth Committee, I was surprised to learn that no business 
was coming before the committee that pertained to growing our older congregations.  With 
our Executive Presbyter Dave Dawson’s help I studied what might be done.  That included 
a visit to Word Centered Fellowship and the electric congregation lead by Rev. Angel De 
La Cruz in Sharon, PA.  It also involved blogging the PC(USA) on ideas. Likewise it 
involved reviewing the PC(USA) “Engage” program for ministry. 
 
I authored a commissioner resolution (CR) the Great Commission about Jesus’s last 
command to grow his church to all people.  The resolution was based on asking the Office 
on Evangelism and Ministry in PC(USA) to share success stories of ministries who are 
growing.  The idea was that “success brings more success” and perhaps if we see growth 
and evangelism stories of styles similar to our congregation styles, we may try it out in our 
own churches.  The CR passed and the 2 minute speech explaining it is attached at the back 
of this report. 
 
Note:   There was a lot of preparation and reading for GA.  A big help was a study manual 
from Presbyterians for Renewal.  The documents for the GA were all on the computer at 
pc-biz.org.  The committees and plenary are conducted in strict Roberts rules of order. 
 
Let me say up front, that in all of these activities and leading up to it, people from our 
congregation prayed for Pastor Dobi, a teaching elder commissioner and myself.  I could 
feel the peace and stability.  I felt that it was my job to represent my faith and 
understanding as best I could and give it to the Holy Spirit to take it from there.  We know 
that God will have His way.  What we don’t know is if our time table is His time table. We 
must keep the faith and see where He leads.  Thanks again for all the prayer support- - -
much appreciated. 
 
We were also advised by Coalition and PFR folks to pace ourselves, eat, sleep and keep a 
balance when we could be tempted to miss meals, overdue sugar or caffeine, or under do 
rest. 
 
The opening worship was at 1:30 pm on Saturday.  It was an honor to carry the Shenango 
Presbytery banner in the processional with other Pittsburgh area Presbyteries. 
 
Early in the General Assembly the Moderator was elected.  After 4 votes, Neal Preza was 
elected by 52%.   Rev. Preza stated that he thought marriage was to be between a man and 
a woman, however, if elected, he was going to choose a Vice Moderator who married two 
same sex folks in Washington, D.C. 
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The following day the Vice Moderator, Tara Spuhler McCabe was brought to the floor for 
nomination and election.  The rules of the General Assembly deny questioning the 
candidate for vice moderator.  A commissioner moved to suspend the standing rules so that 
questions could be asked about the same sex marriage which violated the Book of Order.  
The vote was lost.  Tara McCabe went on to be elected by about a 60% yes, 40% no vote. 
 
Sunday evening, Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday morning were committee business to 
analyze the overtures and commissioner resolutions relating to their subject area.  The 
General Assembly legislative (plenary) sessions for considering committee advanced 
business began after lunch on Wednesday. 
 
At the last committee meeting on Wednesday morning there was a time for 55 committee 
members to discuss 5 or 6 items of particular interest in the coming GA sessions.  It was 
here, on the 6 item to be considered, that I made the comment, “ There seems to be an 
elephant standing in the back of the room, which no one is talking about.”  Silence.   
 
“I wonder if what we are doing here has any relevance at all, or if this is just a waste of 
time?”  “We have elected a Vice Moderator who knowingly disobeyed our PC(USA) 
constitution.  She is our role model.  What does that mean?...that we can do whatever we 
want?...that nothing we do here is of any importance?”  “I some time wonder if this is the 
same Presbyterian denomination I joined 30 years ago?  I sometimes wonder if I still 
belong here?” 
 
We moved to areas of the six items to be discussed in the remaining 45 minutes.  I never 
got there.  I was mobbed by 25 to 30 committee members, shaking my hand, saying they 
agreed, and wanted to discuss the divides and issues we were all feeling in the wild variety 
of overtures and subjects before the General Assembly this week.  The group talked 40 
minutes past the scheduled end time.  There was an open, repesectful discussion from many 
viewpoints, including a lot of scripture. 
 
It is evident that many commissioners and congregations are conflicted over this same 
sex marriage issue based on "feelings" and not scripture.  Apparently the social network 
tweets and blogs ran rampant on this, also one commissioner was rumored to looking into 
Presbyterian Judicial legal action against McCabe. 
 
Long story short, at the beginning of the day’s next plenary session, the Moderator 
accepted the vice moderators resignation.  Many of the commissioners were relieved that 
this was the right thing to do, while many others were upset that this should matter at all. 
 In an attempt to pass a motion which would bring this back up for discussion to further 
vilify the situation.  A vote was taken to allow this.  It was lost by one vote(which was 
good:  322=yes and 323=no more discussion and 17 abstain.  Wow, Wow,  the Holy 
Spirit was at work for the moment, was my evaluation. 
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General Assembly 220  plenary session  day 6   9 pm  Thursday July 5, 2012  
 
The plenary was running late and still in progress at 9 pm.  The agenda was about 3 hours 
behind schedule.    We were debating whether to “divest” of Caterpillar, Hewlett Packard 
and Motorola, because their products are being used in the Israeli and Palestine situation 
in the West Bank.  The total Presbyterian holdings are at most  a 0.00018 fraction of all 
outstanding shares of stock of that company.  We seemed to be discussing whether to, 
financially, kill a gnat on an elephant.  36 people were standing to have a turn to talk for 
2 minutes each.  This eventually passed as a substitute motion with a positive, instead of 
a negative bent.  The motion that passed was to “invest” in the West Bank, instead of 
divesting of three companies stock.  This “divest” effort was an all out politically 
orchestrated monster, banners, flyers, speakers, etc. planned months perhaps years, before 
GA opened. 
 
Several voting decisions Thursday were shocking and made me question what Biblical 
interpretation is being used by the majority decisions.  On one item I was so offended 
from a values and Biblical interpretation, that I asked to file written dissent vote. 
 

• Item 11‐01 (Occupy Wall Street –my name for this)‐which paraphrased says that 
corporate prosperity is greed and a moral sin causing and undermining the condition 
of those who have lost their homes, jobs…  [they could give no definition of when does 
profit become greed] 
(this passed 69% ; to 27% opposed and 4% abstained) 
 

• Item 20‐02 Provide a Medical Plan that will NOT pay for Abortions, unless the life of 
the mother is at risk… 
(this Lost by 70% ; to 28% for) 
 

• 11‐05 Don’t spank children, one swat or at all. 
(this passed 51% for;  47% against and 2% abstain) 

 
After this day I thought, I wonder who these people are?  They look like you and I.  I 
wonder how God is working through this for His good in the world. 
 
I wonder where the Presbyterians live (other than Shenango) who think and believe like 
me?  Well, I found out the next few days:  Santa Barbara, Branson, MO., Stockton, Central 
Washington, San Diego, Beaver Butler, Alaska, the Korean Church and Latino delegation. 
 
Next day was the 5th  of July.  Somehow, the plenary session missed honoring America’s 
birthday.  At a “speak out” session on the 5th, during a one minute speech, I said that I 
was happy that the United States of America had celebrated 236 years of freedom the day 
before, and that I was glad that God had shown his blessing on our country and hoped 
that He would bless us for decades and centuries to come.  And, that we, myself (Dale), 
and two other commissioners(Gayle and Gale) would like to lead in singing “God Bless 
America” asking any commissioner equally thankful to join us.  Gayle could hit the 
starting note.  The Assembly rose for 40 seconds and sang thanks to God, on America’s 
behalf. 
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Day 7 of 8 at General Assembly 220      July 7, 2012 
 
.   
 
The plenary was running late and was still in progress at 1:20 am. early Sat. morning July 
7.  The agenda was about 5 hours behind schedule.    We debated the definition of 
marriage, whether it is as written “between a man and woman” or “between two people”.   
This debate lasted for several hours.  I estimate that 60 people or more spoke to it.   The 
assembly hall in the plenary area was sprinkled liberally with rainbow colored neck 
scarves by delegates trying to send a signal to others.   
 
About three quarter of the way through the debate, I made an observation, then an 
amendment and speech: 
 
The Amendment made was regarding the definition of marriage and essentially said: 

1. That we ask each presbytery and session to provide feedback on their definition of 
marriage. 

2. That we ask each presbytery and session to submit ideas which, with our wide 
differences in the definition of marriage might allow the PC(USA) to stay 
together as one denomination. 

 
Speech essence was: 
 

God’s Gift to us is Free Will.  Our strength is that. 
I favor this Amendment. 

o Individual members of our denomination will decide to follow our polity or not. 
o No matter what we decide here today, a significant portion of our church 

members will not agree. 
o No matter what we decide here, each Presbytery, Congregation and member 

will decide actively or passively to follow their conscience. 
o If you agree that each portion of our denomination will decide ----  Let’s submit 

these questions, receive back the answers and decide in 2014 if, how and who 
can continue to be members of the PC(USA). 

Vote yes for this amendment. 
 
This motion was ruled out of order, however, a subsequent and similar Committee motion 
passed. 
 
Meanwhile, the outcome upheld the present Book of Order definition that:  “marriage is 
between a man and a woman”.  The vote was 52% for and 48% against and for language 
“between two persons.”    I feel like this is a wonderful, but “fragile” victory and most 
likely to be challenged at all future Assemblies until it falls.   
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Later we discussed whether ordained pastors should be asked about their orientation or 
ability to perform same sex marriages.  The debate was divided and did not seem to follow 
the marriage definition decision earlier.    
 

Later in that long debate, I offered this testimony: 
 
“I feel therefore I am”  is not the teaching of our denomination. 
 
“Have you not heard?  Have you not seen? 
The Bible is the Holy Word of God” 
 
I urge you to vote no for this motion.    

This vote was lost and seemed to conflict with the earlier vote confirming marriage was 
between a man and a woman. 
 
 
Throughout the GA, we saw familiar faces from Shenango Presbytery.  They were much 
appreciated and made us feel very supported.  On Friday, three friends from First Pres, 
Greenville visited during the marriage definition debates. 
 
Our Shenango delegation (6 of us) met several fine Presbyterians from across the country 
and the world, many of like mind and scripture based belief.  
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o There were 212 overtures and 16 Commissioner Resolutions (3 from Shenango). 
We had a chance to make some Commissioner Resolutions that passed committees and 
the Assembly. 

• CR 20‐08 by David Dobi was to investigate a Board of Pensions Shared 
Benefits plan with other denominations.  The point was: the more the 
insureds the lower the risk and the lower the premiums for all insureds.  This 
passed. 

 
• CR 11‐23 by Dale Deist asked to educate Presbyterian Union members that 

they could redirect some of their union dues to missions, via Beck Rights.  
This failed to get out of the Social Witness Committee. 

•  
CR 16‐08 by Dale Deist was to ask the PC(USA) Office of Evangelism to share 
success stories (The Great Commission) ie. of spreading Christianity.  This 
passed. 
 

*There were 173 Presbyteries represented.  PC(USA) membership has been 
reduced to 1,877,xxx members, down from over 2 million a couple of years ago.   
*44% of our congregations do not have a full time pastor. 
*We have 10,460 congregations and are losing 10 per month. 
*Actual mission giving in 2011 was 29% less than 1995. 
 

The financial outcome of the week’s actions was to raise per capita in 2013: + $0.07 
and 2014: + $0.04. 
 
This was more political than I envisioned, and less Christian problem solving. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When asked by the denomination about suggestions and comments about GA, I intend to 
make these suggestions: 
Concerns: 

o Abortion and right to life --- we drift from scripture 
o Same Sex unions and ordination ---- we drift from scripture 
o Support occupy Wall St. ideas --- why are we doing this? 
o Few evangelism overtures --- we seem to be missing our calling 
o Drift from scripture --- this seems like a secular political convention 
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Here are some ideas to improve a General Assembly gathering of commissioners with a 
different approach: 

o Break out groups for evangelism needs, regarding: 
o Seniors 
o Special interest groups 
o Different community groups, even gangs 
o Youth, various ages 

o Discuss Congregation challenges/solutions 
o Discuss how to encourage folks living together, to marry 
o Probe how to discover special ministries in our churches/communities, like 

o Sweaty Sheep bicycle ministry 
o Single adult bible studies 
o Family loss ministry 
o Health loss or concern ministry 
o Addiction ministry 
o Family financial ministry 

o Learn how to better manage endowment funds 
o Analyze how to inspire member stewardship 
o Suggest for our society items like: 

o How to reduce the 20% drop out rate in some of our high schools 
 Helping some students find alternative learning for career success 

o How to reduce murders of 16 to 30 year olds in our cities 
o Dealing with 50,000 deaths on the US- Mexico border in past 6 years. 
o Acknowledge the benefit of Early Childhood Education ministry for 1 to 5 

year olds and their future life success. 
o Suggest a policy to ferret out “frivolous overtures” from hitting the GA floor like 

divesting of Caterpillar stock because their equipment is used in the West Bank. 
 
It was an honor representing our Presbytery, getting to know better our other 
commissioners from Shenango and across the country and serving the denomination.   
 
In His Service, 
 
Dale W. Deist 
Ruling Elder, First Presbyterian Church of Greenville, PA 
Shenango Presbytery 
July 11, 2012 
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Attachment follows -------- 
 
Two minute speech on the Great Commission CR Resolution 
 
 
 
Hello,  I am Dale Deist, ruling elder commissioner from Shenango Presbytery.  I 

am stand in favor of the Commissioner Resolution 16-08  on the Great 

Commission. 

 

The Savior’s last command was called the Great Commission:  “Go therefore and 

make disciples of all nations, share my gospel, grow my church—the intent of 

this resolution proposes to share success stories of “the How” by which some 

ministries are successfully growing members.   The hope is that some pastors 

and sessions will emulate certain Bright Spot styles, making new disciples, 

growing their own congregation. 

 

 

 

There are wonderful stories of “the HOW” in our denomination, some are 

traditional and some are creative ways that may be duplicated by our existing 

congregations.  We are asking the denomination’s “Evangelism and Church 

Growth ministry area” to encourage and share these stories with our pastors and 

sessions and report back results of growth at the next General Assembly.  

 

 



9 

Examples of these different styles include: 

o Pastor Angel de la Cruz’ working as an “at home missionary” to 20 

Shenango Presbytery churches teaching them to: 

1. Develop vision and skills to connect with people outside the 

church. 

2. and then, form various types of Christian groups. 

3. His informal office is a coffee shop. 

o Engage, the relatively new resource from the denomination’s 

evangelism group that walks a group through a structured 25 gatherings 

to     ignite,     inspire    and     equip    us for spreading the Word. 

 

o Then there are greatly different outreaches that connect with a group 

with specific interests, like, Sweaty Sheep, a fellowship following a biking 

ministry. 

o All of these are faithful to the calling of 1001 worshiping communities. 

o Judy Johnson, of our own Church Growth Committee, has a 

congregation that added 20 members last month in San Jose, CA. 

 

These demonstrate not a one way to do it, but rather a mix of success stories, with 

which some pastors and sessions may copy a success story and spread the 

gospel, hopefully growing the membership, adding to their own congregations. 

 

I ask for your vote yes on this resolution.  Thank you. 


