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Commissioner Report on the 222
nd

 General Assembly 

 of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 

Rev. Kathy Campbell 

 
I had been looking forward to being a commissioner at General Assembly for 30 years. This year I was 

honored and excited to be elected a commissioner representing the Presbytery of Western North 

Carolina. This opportunity was both a great privilege and a deep responsibility. Our group of 

commissioners took our work seriously and were present from early morning to the late hours of the 

night. During the first half of the week, each of us was assigned to different committees. Thirteen 

committees met and handled the barrage of the assigned overtures through discussion, discernment, and 

recommendations to the main Assembly. The second half of the week we met in the main convention 

hall for worship, elections, reports, videos, and recommendations from each of the thirteen committees. 

Every overture, with the committee’s recommendation was discussed, at times amended, and then voted 

on.  There were hundreds of overtures!   

 

The General Assembly worshipped and worked in a true spirit of collaboration and trust. Only a small 

portion of committee recommendations were overturned in the plenary session. The assembly listened 

to, and in most cases, agreed with the advice from the YAADs and the advisory delegates. I experienced 

a church that is listening to a greater diversity of voices expressing a variety of views on issues and 

concerns. The highlights of decisions made by the 222
nd

 General Assembly are listed below: 

   

“The Hope in Our Calling”  

 Two women elected Co-Moderators, Rev. Denise Anderson and Rev. Jan Edmiston  

 J. Herbert Nelson, the first African American elected to be the G.A. Stated Clerk  

 Belhar Confession added to Book of Confessions  

 A new Directory for Worship approved 

 Commission created to deal with PC(USA) structural issues  

 Move to divest from fossil fuel companies defeated  

 Two-state solution for Israel-Palestine reaffirmed  

 With an apology, assembly vows to keep children safe  

 ‘Regret’ expressed for harm to LGBTQ/Q members  

 “Teaching Elder” out, “Minister of Word and Sacrament” back in the Book of Order 

 Decision to reduce number of synods reversed  

 Commitment to peacemaking reaffirmed  

 Gradye Parsons, the retiring Stated Clerk of General Assembly, honored 

 

I was overjoyed with the diversity of Presbyterians and Ecumenical partners at the assembly— 

young and old from many races, cultures, and places across the country and the world. We are a church 

that is aging and quite white but there is much about our church that is engaging and inviting to people 

of all ages and all backgrounds hungry for the good news of Jesus Christ. 

 

I am proud to be part of a connected church that is represented by a young elder who rode the bus from 

South Carolina to Oregon to witness the national and global Presbyterian church.  Loretta Baker-Yates 

rode a bus for three days to get to GA from Sumter, South Carolina.  “When I found out about the 

General Assembly,” she (said), “I was on fire to get (there).” New Covenant Presbyterian Church in 

Sumter, where she and her husband are members, elected her as a ruling elder. Then, almost 

immediately, it elected her as clerk of session. “The first thing I did was go home, phone up the 

Presbytery of New Harmony office and ask for a handbook, since I didn’t know one thing about it,” she 

said. “The presbytery staff has been incredibly helpful.” Next she enrolled in a Presbyterian Lay 

Ministry Academy, where mentors encouraged her to get more involved by witnessing a General 

Assembly. Loretta said that being in that class and learning about the governing of the church started her 
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quest to get to GA and learn more. The presbytery gave her a scholarship. The congregation said it 

would cover her meals. She got on the bus. “The General Assembly (was) absolutely awesome,” she 

says, her face lighting up with joy, and awe. “Heath Rada, Moderator of the General Assembly, came to 

our presbytery in May. When I got (there), he was the first person I saw. He remembered me…It (was) 

like a big family (there).” 

 

I am proud to be part of a connected church that is represented by an elder who traveled from the 

Congo to share her story of crisis and hope.  She cried as she shared the pain of young girls captured 

and young boys kidnapped and forced into militias fighting against each other. Their church is helping 

to provide a safe sanctuary and education for children and youth even at the risk of their own lives. She 

wept as she thanked us for our support for her congregation through our prayers and our global mission 

resources. She prayed for the day when peace would once again return to her ancient land and people. 

 

I am proud to be part of a connected church that has a message of inclusion and hope for those who are 

spiritually hungry, like the “Nones” and the “Dones.” So many people in Portland, young and old, 

learned about the Presbyterian Church through the countless interactions with GA attendees. Sal, my 

hotel van driver, was curious about our denomination. He wanted to hear about the issues we discussed 

and the decisions we made every day. He is a “None” and delighted to find out that Presbyterians share 

an intelligent faith and a compassionate ministry to people many other churches reject. We need to share 

our stories and listen to other’s stories more often and know that God is in the midst of our words and 

our actions.    

 

As a thirty year veteran of Ministry in Higher Education I am disappointed that campus ministry is no 

longer a priority of our denomination or of our General Assembly. I believe we are diminishing our 

present and future leaders each time we close another campus ministry program across the country.    

 

In conclusion, I want to thank the Presbytery of Western North Carolina for sending me as your 

commissioner. I am excited about the gifts we as Presbyterians bring to the Body of Christ and the 

ministry we share with the world. As retiring Moderator, Heath Rada, repeated many times, ‘God is the 

source of our hope and hope does not disappoint and we must not disappoint hope.”  

 

Rev. Kathy Campbell 
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Report on 222nd General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

Portland, Oregon 

June 18 – 25, 2016 

Esta Jarrett 

 

GA surprised me. I expected it to be overwhelming: Presbyterians everywhere, a constant glut of 

information to be processed. It was that, of course. But it was also surprisingly uplifting and affirming. 

 

I served on Committee 10, Mission Coordination, which was responsible for approving the Presbyterian 

Mission Agency’s budget and vision for the next two years. In an effort to move away from a gospel of 

scarcity to one of gratitude, the PMA is rethinking its approach and structure, asking all parts of the 

PCUSA to work within our means. This conversation led the GA to think seriously about our mission 

and giving priorities and get creative with funding. All presbyteries and congregations are encouraged to 

do the same, responding to Christ by faithfully engaging in programs that speak to his resurrecting love. 

 

Throughout the week, one phrase echoed in my mind over and over: “Representation matters.” Our two 

new Co-Moderators, Jan Edmiston and T. Denise Anderson, are strong, smart, funny women who do not 

shy away from controversy in their leadership. On Thursday, which was designated “Wear Your 

Mission T-shirt Day,” Rev. Anderson wore a Black Lives Matter shirt. The visual of our Co-Moderator 

pointing to our nation’s original sin was powerful beyond words. Rev. Anderson and our new Stated 

Clerk, J. Herbert Nelson, are African-American. It matters that our leadership now includes voices and 

stories long absent from the table. It is a cause for celebration, and a commitment to continue the work 

of racial justice in our congregations. 

  

The Assembly, as overwhelmingly white as we were, tried to stand in solidarity with those who are 

different from us, in the spirit of the Confession of Belhar. Belhar places us in partnership with the 

global south and people of color (I love Mel Bringle’s write-up of the events surrounding its adoption). 

We also approved an overture seeking to make amends for atrocities committed against civilians during 

the Korean war, a decision that brought my Korean colleague to tears. We committed to a detailed plan 

addressing the systemic oppression of African American men in pilot programs along the east coast. The 

rewriting of the “apology” to the LGBTQ community as a “statement of regret” was disappointing to 

some and satisfying to others…but the presence and voices of the LGBTQ community in GA were 

fearless and joyful, for which I give thanks. 

 

These overtures are not perfect and will not fix everything. It was impressed upon us that we, as a 

denomination, need to do a lot more radical listening, instead of plunging ahead with our own agendas. 

But I was moved to see how earnestly we are trying to learn a better way.  

 

My final takeaway from the week, thinking about the importance of representation, was the powerful 

presence of young adults. The YAADs and advisory delegates from seminaries were the superstars of 

GA. (Heyo, Anna Claire Huntley!) They were smart, informed, and passionate about the ministry and 

future of the PCUSA, and more than once their voices affected the outcomes of votes. For those who 

anguish about the future of our denomination, I can only say, “Buckle up.” I would follow these young 

leaders anywhere.  

 

With deep gratitude for this opportunity, love and respect for my colleagues, and renewed commitment 

to our shared ministry, 

 

Esta Jarrett 

Canton Presbyterian Church 
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Report on 222
nd

 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

Portland, Oregon 

June 18 – 25, 2016 

 Don Scofield  

 

I am very grateful for the opportunity I had to serve as a Teaching Elder Commissioner to the 222
nd

 

General Assembly as part of the delegation from the Presbytery of Western North Carolina.  Portland 

was a wonderful setting for the GA and the Committee on Local Arrangements did an outstanding job 

making us feel welcome.  The Oregon Convention Center was an excellent facility and large enough to 

enable us to have all our meetings under one roof.  Most of all, I enjoyed being with the members of our 

delegation and was honored to represent our Presbytery. 

 

I was assigned to serve on Committee 08 Middle East Issues and spent much time in preparation for our 

work reading the various materials provided before our meeting.  I found my time in committee to be 

very informative and challenging.  We heard from a number of speakers (including Jewish and 

Palestinian representatives) advocating for their positions on various issues.  Debate was, at times, 

rigorous, but always respectful.  In the end, the committee voted to recommend the approval of five 

overtures (3 as amended and 1 with comment) and disapprove one.  The GA, after some debate on the 

floor, voted to accept all of our recommendations.  I am convinced the committee carefully examined 

each of these overtures and found middle ground in the midst of polarized positions on Middle East 

policy.  We rejected a boycott of Hewlett-Packard products that we believed would be neither helpful 

nor effective, commended RE/MAX Corporation for its favorable response to discussion with PCUSA 

representatives regarding the sale and rental of property in West Bank settlements, and approved the 

report of the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) with comment.  The committee 

and the General Assembly affirmed our willingness to stand with both the Jewish and the Palestinian 

people, our support for a two-state solution, and the rights of both to self-determination.  We approved 

an overture advocating for the safety and well-being of the children of Palestine and Israel with a “call 

on the Palestinian Authority, Hamas, and the government of Israel to denounce and cease the incitement 

of violence against children or at the hands of children.”  And finally, the committee and the GA 

approved an overture to study the “Palestinian Civil Society Call for Boycott, Divestment, and 

Sanctions” amended with an additional call to study resources, engage in dialogue, facilitate events, and 

distribute documentation from “interfaith partners who oppose the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions 

movement.”  In the final analysis, I believe the committee and the 222
nd

 GA succeeded in finding 

important ways to share our Presbyterian voice in the midst of the continuing struggle for peace and 

justice in the Middle East. 

 

Overall, the GA attempted to find middle ground on many issues, recognizing that we represent a 

denomination filled with treasured members who express a wide range of carefully considered 

theological positions.  Among the highlights of our gathering were the election of our first Co-

Moderators, our first African-American Stated Clerk, and the final vote to add the Belhar Confession to 

our PCUSA Book of Confessions. 

 

Finally, I want to thank the other commissioners from our Presbytery and Bobbi White for their support, 

encouragement, and camaraderie in Portland and the Presbytery for allowing me this wonderful 

opportunity to serve. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Don Scofield 

Rutherfordton Presbyterian Church 
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Commissioner Report on the 222
nd

 General Assembly (2016) 

of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 

John Pea 

 

If, as the theme of this General Assembly suggests, “The Hope Is in Our Calling,” then we are inevitably 

led to the question of which way our hope and calling will take us? What is the way forward for our 

denomination? The demographics of the world and our church have changed. Our numbers are smaller. 

But do our institutions reflect the changes we – along with other mainline denominations – have 

witnessed and experienced? How do we claim our identity instead of it being defined by others? How do 

we continue to faithfully serve God’s Kingdom? 

 

A lot of questions. Few answers yet. But our hope is that the PC (USA) began the journey this year at 

the General Assembly. Taking cues from then-Moderator Heath Rada’s conversations throughout the 

denomination and a survey of members, the planners of the 222
nd

 General Assembly created a new 

committee, The Way Forward. I had the fortune to be assigned to this large committee (nearly 80 

members, including advisory delegates). The expectations for this committee were as numerous and 

varied as its members. Committee members arrived a day early to meet and met well past the scheduled 

end times in an effort to produce viable recommendations. Our success will largely be measured by the 

results of an administrative commission and a task force the GA agreed to form, based on the 

committee’s work (how Presbyterian!). The advisory commission will study and act to resolve issues 

uncovered during agency reviews of the past couple of years and help craft ways of enhancing synergy 

(yes, I hate that word too, but it fits here) between our six agencies. The task force will mold a vision for 

our denomination’s future and present it to the 223
rd

 General Assembly meeting in St. Louis in 2018 for 

its decision. The group is known as Vision 2020 (yes, we went there).  

 

But that is the future and this report necessarily is about what has already occurred, the 222
nd

 General 

Assembly in Portland, Ore. – a city truly as “weird” as its residents claim. But “weird” in a nice way. 

The local organizing committee and all of its volunteers made the work of hosting seem so easy, yet 

putting on such a large event was anything but a breeze. From the time we arrived at the airport to our 

day of departure an army of volunteers from the Presbytery of the Cascades welcomed us onto their 

home turf. Sadly we had next to no time for sight-seeing in the Rose City. Meetings some days went late 

into the night (late even for the Pacific time zone!). Despite that, being a part of this General Assembly 

held special meaning for me and I believe for all the commissioners and delegates (from Western North 

Carolina and across the country). We were simultaneously exhausted and exhilarated. Emptied and filled 

anew. The “way forward” for our denomination may just be experiencing those same feelings in each of 

our churches and congregants. 

 

My thanks to the members of this Presbytery for allowing me to make this trek on their behalf. 

 

John Pea 

Robinson Memorial Presbyterian Church 

Gastonia  
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Report on 222
nd

 General Assembly 

(Portland 2016) 

Mary Louise “Mel” Bringle 

 

It was a privilege and a honor to be part of the delegation from Western North Carolina in attendance at 

the 222
nd

 General Assembly. I have attended three prior GA’s as a representative of the Presbyterian 

Publishing Corporation (PPC), providing updates on the progress of the hymnal Glory to God and 

staffing a booth in the exhibit hall. So it was especially meaningful to get to be voting rather than 

promoting throughout the days of this year’s Assembly. 

 

By great good fortune, the computerized GA system assigned me to Committee 07, Ecumenical and 

Interfaith Relations. Part of our task was to review the self-study of the GA Committee on Ecumenical 

and Interfaith Relations (GACEIR) and make recommendations regarding their future activities.  

Meeting in the immediate aftermath of the Orlando shootings, we were able to stress the critical 

importance of our continuing denominational pursuit of interfaith harmony in a political climate of 

increasing xenophobia. 

 

The major activity of Committee 07 was to receive and act on the recommendation of the presbyteries to 

add the Belhar Confession to the PCUSA’s Book of Confessions.  Out of 172 presbyteries reporting, 144  

(c. 84%) had affirmed adding Belhar,  25 had rejected it (c. 15%), and 2 had taken no action.  In 

comments preceding our committee deliberations, our ecumenical advisory delegate, Rev. Godfrey 

Betha of the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa, spoke to us about the original creation of 

Belhar in his home country, 30 years ago. After his remarks, when ratification of Belhar was placed on 

the floor of the committee, an initial proposal was made to affirm Belhar “for use on matters of race 

only, and not of sexuality.” This proposal was discussed and defeated.  Belhar itself affirms, “We reject 

any ideology that would legitimate forms of injustice,” so to limit the justice issues to which Belhar may 

speak would run counter to the spirit of the original confession.) Further discussion focused more 

broadly on how to live into Belhar in a denomination that remains 94% white, and that needs to be 

awakened to its own often unthinking “white privilege.” 

 

After animated and prayerful conversation around our 6-person small group tables as well as in the 

plenary committee (comprising 61 members), we arrived at a vote of 57 in favor of adopting Belhar into 

the Book of Confessions, 3 opposed, and 1 abstaining. When we reconvened after a break for dinner, we 

celebrated by learning together a song from Glory to God that had been very important in the anti-

apartheid movement in South Africa:  #359, “Freedom  Is Coming”). Alonso Johnson of the 

Presbyterian Mission Agency accompanied us on djembe, and I led the singing. 

 

The following morning, I was asked to open the meeting with song. I elected to teach Glory to God 

#388, “Come All You People [Uyai Mose],” from Zimbabwe. Unknown to me, one of our visitors to the 

morning session was the Moderator of the Uniting Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa, Presbytery 

of Zimbabwe! Our ecumenical delegate from South Africa pointed out this fact, and I invited the 

gentleman from Zimbabwe to come lead the song. He came and stood with me, as we led the song 

together, after which he prayed God’s blessing on the work of our committee and on all those who offer 

welcome by singing the songs of other communities. It was a kairos moment. We sang this song as part 

of closing worship for our committee, along with another song from South Africa: “Hallelujah! We Sing 

Your Praises [Haleluya! Pelo Tsa Rona]” (Glory to God #538).  Godfrey Betha thanked us for making 

him feel at home in a foreign land by singing the music of his home. 

 

When Committee 07 made its report on the floor of General Assembly, the final vote to ratify Belhar 

was 139 to 2 on the part of the Young Adult Advisory Delegates, unanimous on the part of the 

Ecumenical and the Mission Advisory Delegates, and 540 to 33 on the part of the commissioners. After 

JJ-14



the vote, we sang as a full assembly “Freedom Is Coming,” following which we were addressed by Rev. 

Betha and by the Rev. Dr. Alan Boesak. 

 

Rev. Betha began his remarks by saying, “It is 6:00 in the morning in South Africa, and I believe there 

are those who did not sleep, awaiting this decision.” He continued with the following words (roughly 

transcribed as he spoke):   

We thank God for giving you in this General Assembly to us from South Africa as a gift. The use 

of this confession in the church is far wider than its original context. I will never forget this date.  

Your decision affirms that Belhar can enter the DNA of your denomination and shape its life into 

a more faithful response to the gospel. By this action,  you say to others, “When you come 

looking for a demon of racism, do not come to our church.” 

 

The Rev. Alan Boesak then addressed the Assembly, as follows: 

 

Thank you for coming to this point of this journey. Thank you for this action in accepting Belhar 

as a standard of faith for your own denomination. When Belhar was adopted in South Africa, the 

young students present there sang ,“We Shall Overcome.” I cannot tell you what is in my heart 

tonight, but I know that because of Jesus we shall overcome. Whatever we face, whatever the 

challenges, whatever may happen, we shall overcome. There is a long race to run still but I know 

this: We shall overcome.  I thank God for your faithfulness and your gracious affirmation of our 

common humanity. I did not know in 1986 that I would stand here in 2016 and see this church 

and what you have done. Because of Jesus, our togetherness, and our faith in Christ, we know 

that we shall overcome.   

 

The Assembly responded by bursting into an a cappella rendition of “We Shall Overcome,” as hands 

were clasped around the hall, and held high in solidarity and hope. 

 

Much more could be said about the work of the 222
nd

 General Assembly, but these will always stand for 

me as the climactic and most significant moments. 

 

Mary Louise (Mel) Bringle 

 

JJ-15



Commissioner Report on the 

222
nd

 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 

Rodney Lytle 
 

I prayed when I was asked to serve as a delegate to represent the Presbytery of Western North Carolina. 

I knew that this was a great calling and when I decided to join our delegation for the training in 

Morganton NC I realized how much joy and grace was ahead. I want to thank all who were involved in 

our training, supporting our accommodations, arraigning the booklet and materials both by email and 

mail that made it a wonderful and blessed opportunity for me as well as others. Second I would like to 

thank Bobbie White for being with us along the way as a shepherd of goodness and grace filled support. 

And third to thank our delegation from the WNC Presbytery as well as the alternates who were with us 

along the way in support and spirit. 

 

I served on committee #13: BOP, PILP, PPC, and Foundations but prior to arriving in Portland at the 

Assembly many commissioners in our group received a large collection of books related to our work as 

Christian leaders. I was amazed and still looking forward to reading all of them. Our group shared two 

of the best moderators whose leadership and organization kept us focused and allowed for group 

discussion on the topics at hand. Our work was blessed with prayer to begin and end our meetings 

inviting the spirit of God’s hand in our sacred work for the church. Our group bonded with one another, 

we shared small group sharing for all to participate and reported back to the large group before making 

our decision to be shared with the General Assembly Plenary where all of the commissioners and 

delegates could assess and vote on. I was thrilled to see the number of young people (The YAADs) who 

were called along with others to be advisors to commissioners.  It was awesome to think of the 

wonderful work which we had to review, vote on and bring to the Church at large.   

 

I was moved to tears to see Moderator Heath Rada pass the leadership over to two co moderators Rev 

Denise Anderson and Rev Jan Edmiston who will lead us to the 2018 General Assembly in St Louis 

MO. I am looking forward when they can come to Western North Carolina. I also was moved to tears 

when J Herbert Nelson was voted in as Stated Clerk to the General Assembly to replace the legendary 

servant leader Gradye Parsons. I know that both Heath and Gradye’s work in the church has been 

remarkable and will be greatly missed. I also know and pray that our new leaders are well equipped to 

do the job at hand keeping the focus of God’s grace and blessings. Also, how fortunate for our 

delegation to have along with us Mel Bringle whose work with our new hymnal has brought much joy 

and celebrations. I was happy to stand with her and others as we sang songs that she herself had written 

as we shared in our daily worship services, what great joy to have our own copy of “The Glory to God 

Hymnal”! And I was moved to tears as the Belhar Confessions were added to the Book of Confessions 

along with the acts of commitments for forgiveness for crimes to Koreans, for the assaults on the 

LGBTQ&IA community, for the sad path of the First Nations people, the Native American, and very 

excited for the hope to be more involved with global issues for women helping with and identifying 

entrepreneurships. Also for the faith filled connections of support to aid churches with low interest loans 

to rebuild or to move to more environmental opportunities for sustainability. I am currently working 

with my church Warren Wilson Presbyterian to address using solar panels to aid with long range efforts 

to reduce our costs. The General Assembly provided information and articulations on churches both on 

structural needs as well as support for church staff for retirement. There was a large group of vendors 

sharing all types of information which will aid in church relations, small interest accounts for monetary 

savings, global help and programing for servant leadership and many other sources of community 

engagement. We saw a short film that showed a church closing its doors making anew how the church 

can benefit and change venues. The church bought a train depot and had services there sharing with 

anyone focusing on the poor, homelessness and the new church innovations to reach people where they 

are. They had a coffee shop and a community center along with faith filled members rebuilding their 

part of God’s home. Another short film showed the important work of the international church aiding in 

and supporting small businesses for women and to know that this work is ongoing and the beauty of our 
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church at large reaching many places that has had so much destruction and the rights of women and 

children ignored and abused.  

 

I am still signing with much joy from my experiences at General Assembly, the friends I made, my 

roommate Rev Bill Barnam from Long Island NY and being introduced to moderator Barbara Messerie 

of his Presbytery. I can’t begin to name all of the people that I met but I have emailed several who 

shared their information and plan to email many more as time allows. I heard the joy shared from a 

minister from Alaska who knew a member of our delegation, people from all walks in life at this 

Assembly which I hold dear in my hear with hope that we will meet again. In review of all that was 

shared at the 222
nd

 General Assembly would go without saying how the church services were moving 

and inspirational, the Korean choir performed with such wonder and the total time was remarkably 

blessed with much joy for our Presbyterian heritage. The Sunday service at First Presbyterian Church 

Portland had more visitors than members which filled the sanctuary. The morning service was rendered 

by the President of Princeton Seminary C M Barnes along with a host of family and friends. His 

inspiring sermon referenced “Getting Back to Life”, here’s the service: 

<https://vimeo.com/171875127>.  He spoke of “Hope” focused on what the Lord can do and will do, 

and the mission of the church.  

 

So I conclude with the word of an ecumenical focus of the General Assembly Plenary and the church’s 

service on unity and social justice. And note that the experiences of being apart of the body of Christ 

hoping to bring our hope to a greater community in the world, trusting in God and believing that our 

work will be blessed and make a difference.  

 

I give all praise to our Lord Jesus Christ, 

Rodney Lytle, Ruling Elder 
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Report on 222
nd

 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

Portland, Oregon 

June 18 – 25, 2016 

Anna Huntley 

 

 A few months ago, I got a text message from my youth minister, Michael Polous, 

asking if I would be interested in applying to be a Young Adult Advisory Delegate for the 

Western North Carolina Presbytery for the 222
nd

 General Assembly for the PCUSA 

church. I had no idea what this would entail, much less how much of an impact it would 

have on me, and my faith journey. This experience was extremely transformative, and I 

am so thankful to everyone who believed in me, prayed for me, and all who made this 

possible.  

 

 I served on the Social Justice Committee- Committee Number 11. We had very 

difficult, yet intriguing topics of discussion and overtures to amend. We spend hours on 

hours amending them, amending our amendments and so on. Through the chaos and long 

days, I saw the Holy Spirit working more than ever before. Through committee meetings, 

plenary, discussion, prayer, and in our YAAD back home groups, I felt the presence of 

God all around me. It was such a wonderful opportunity to be a part of something much 

bigger than myself and even much bigger than our church. The PCUSA denomination 

made strides this year- we finally accepted the Belhar Confession to our Book of 

Confessions, we issued apology letters to communities that have been ostracized by the 

church, and we finally elected the first ever two female moderators, one being African 

American. To top it all off, we finally elected our first African American Stated Clerk. To 

say in the least, the Spirit of Christ was and still is moving.  

 

 The friendships I made, and the discussions I had will stick with me throughout 

my life. This experience has helped show me what the will of God is, and how we as a 

church are helping fulfill his purpose. I am proud to be part of a loving, inclusive 

denomination-thank you, Presbyterian Church of the United States of America.  
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The Presbyterian 

UTLOOK 
GOD IS TURNING THE WORLD: 

THE 222ND GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE PRESBYTERIAN 

CHURCH (U.S.A.) » Portland, Oregon » June 18-25, 2016 

BY LESLIE SCANLON, Outlook national reporter 

 

Commissioners to the 2016 General Assembly sang “The Canticle of Turning” more than once 

while gathered in Portland to elect new leadership and consider business ranging from climate 

change to church confessions. They sang, “Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, and the 

world is about to turn.” 

 

After the assembly took several historic actions — choosing female co- moderators; adding the 

Confession of Belhar from South Africa to the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Book of Confessions; 

and electing the PC(USA)’s first African- American stated clerk — this felt to many like a time of 

turning for the church. 

 

Themes of reconciliation and justice — particularly racial justice — were woven through the week. 

Plenary sessions began with personal testimonies — for example, Therese Taylor-Stinson, 

moderator of National Capital Presbytery, describing her rise in leadership in her church and then 

hearing someone say: “The little colored girl is in charge today.” Participants recited together 

almost as a litany sections from the Belhar confession, affirming the biblical mandate of unity won 

for us in Jesus Christ. 

 

As the country struggled again in the wake of the violent massacre in Orlando, as floods 

devastated parts of the country, and as the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union, 

Presbyterians sang, “This saving word that our forebears heard is the promise which holds us 

bound, till the spear and rod can be crushed by God, who is turning the world around.” 

Prayerfully, the actions of the 222nd General Assembly are part of that transformation. 

 

Some highlights of the assembly: 

 

BELHAR. It took the PC(USA) two tries and more than six years to adopt Belhar — which was 

written in the heart of South Africa’s struggle against apartheid. It becomes the first PC(USA) 

confession from the global south. Godfrey Betha, vice moderator of the Uniting Reformed Church 

of Southern Africa, told the assembly: “Your decision affirms you say to your children, you say to 

all, ‘When you come to us looking for a glimmer of racism, don’t come to our church.’” 

 

NEW AND DIVERSE LEADERSHIP. This assembly marked an historic change in leadership. 

On June 24, the assembly elected J. Herbert Nelson II, a third-generation Presbyterian pastor and 

the director of the denomination’s Office of Public Witness, to a four-year term as stated clerk, 

replacing Gradye Parsons, who is retiring. 

 

Nelson becomes the PC(USA)’s first African-American stated clerk. The assembly also made 

history in choosing T. Denise Anderson and Jan Edmiston, both teaching elders, as its co-

moderators. It’s the first time an assembly has elected co-moderators (rather than a moderator and 

vice moderator) and the first all-female moderatorial team; Anderson — who is African-American 

— is, at 37, the youngest moderator ever elected. 

 

2020 VISION TEAM. Responding to an idea from its The Way Forward committee, the 

O 
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assembly voted to create a 15-person “2020 Vision Team” to set a new vision for the 

denomination by 2020. The vision team will draft a guiding statement to “help us to name and 

claim our denominational identity as we seek to follow the Spirit into the future.” 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE COMMISSION. Responding in part to concerns raised by review 

committees for the Presbyterian Mission Agency and the Office of the General Assembly, the 

assembly voted to create a 12-member administrative commission with the power to determine 

the structure and function of General Assembly agencies.  

 

MIDDLE EAST. The assembly adopted an amended version of a report called “For Human 

Values in the Absence of a Just Peace” — which addresses Israel’s violations of Palestinians’ 

human rights. The assembly also reaffirmed the PC(USA)’s long-standing call for a two-state 

solution in Israel-Palestine. 

 

FOSSIL FUELS. Choosing an approach some described as a “middle way,” the assembly voted 

391-161 to pursue a process of trying to influence energy companies through stockholder 

engagement rather than divesting comprehensively from fossil fuel companies. Some 

commissioners contended Presbyterians have a moral obligation to act swiftly and boldly to reduce 

their carbon footprint.  

 

APOLOGY. By a vote of 463-51, the assembly stopped short of issuing an outright apology to 

people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, queer or questioning — but voiced 

the church’s deep “regret that, due to human failings, any person might find cause to doubt being 

loved by God” and the denomination’s “deep sorrow” over members and congregations who have 

left over disagreements regarding sexual orientation. 

 

HOPE. The new leaders both challenged the PC(USA) to become more diverse and engaged 

with a hurting world, and sounded a theological vision of hope. Edmiston called on 

Presbyterians to “look at what breaks God’s heart in your neighborhood,” and then to act. 

 

“We are not dead. We are alive,” Nelson said of the PC(USA). Led by God, “we are 

transforming the world, one person at a time.”  

 

Visit pres-outlook.org for more. 
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