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Report and Reflections on the 224th General Assembly
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
Dwight Christenbury (Teaching Elder, Trinity)
30 June 2020
The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) takes place every two years, as nearly a
thousand minister and elder commissioners, advisory delegates, church staff, and guests gather for a
week of meetings to make decisions concerning the direction and life of the denomination. It was my
privilege to be elected, with three others, as a commissioner from the Presbytery of Western North
Carolina to this year’s Assembly, the 224th (GA-224), which was to be held in Baltimore. As you’re
surely aware, however, the COVID-19 pandemic forced the church to quickly craft a much-abbreviated
online Assembly, which has just concluded.
It’s with gratitude and enthusiasm that I begin this report with the news of the election of Co-Moderators
of GA-224, Ruling Elder Elona Street-Stewart and the Rev. Gregory Bentley. Ms. Street-Stewart,
executive of the Synod of Lakes and Prairies and a member of the Delaware Nanticoke tribe, is the first
indigenous person elected to serve as a PCUSA General Assembly Moderator. Mr. Bentley is pastor of
the Fellowship Presbyterian Church of Huntsville, Alabama. The pair were elected overwhelmingly on
just one ballot, and I believe the Assembly made the right choice. I give thanks to God for this new
leadership of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), as well as for the reelection of the Rev. Dr. J. Herbert
Nelson II to a second four-year term as Stated Clerk.
GA-224 took a number of non-controversial actions, including two measures that address Native
American concerns and support Native American congregations. (While these measures passed easily,
it’s worth noting that they were originally intended to be referred to GA-225; it required specific action
by commissioners to have these items moved to the GA-224 docket.) The assembly made various
appointments and board nominations and approved a revised child, youth, and vulnerable-adult
protection policy. GA-224 also affirmed the need for the church to assist those impacted by the COVID19 pandemic. The pandemic has financial implications for the church as well, as reflected in GA-224’s
passage of a unified budget of $80.2 million for 2021 and $83.4 million for 2022—down about $10.4
million for 2021 and $9.1 million for 2022 from projections made this spring.
Beneath all of the actions of GA-224 was an undercurrent of angst—and some disagreement—about
what exactly this Assembly should take up and what should be postponed until GA-225, two years from
now. As you probably know, most of the work of a “normal” General Assembly take place in the dozen
or so committees that meet for long hours in the middle of the General Assembly week. In contrast, GA224 had only one committee, the Assembly Committee on Business Referral, which had the thankless
task of deciding what constituted “essential” business for this sharply truncated Assembly. Leadership
elections and budgets are clearly essential, but are issues of peace, justice, and the church’s witness in
the troubled world of 2020 any less essential?
This tension was real—and for many commissioners, myself included, our inability to do more,
particularly in the realm of addressing racism and matters of social justice, left us with a sense of
unfinished business. That said, GA-224 did overwhelmingly pass a resolution (by a vote of 407–72)
called “Responding to the Sin of Racism and a Call to Action,” which
•
•

affirms explicitly that Black Lives Matter;
calls on congregations and mid-council bodies to begin to take action toward dismantling
structural racism;
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•
•

recommends that all PCUSA congregations, mid-councils, and entities adopt anti-racism policies;
and
directs the Special Committee on Racism, Truth and Reconciliation to write a report for GA-225
“deconstructing white privilege within our own denomination’s (and predecessor denominations’)
history of involvement in the colonization, enslavement, oppression and genocide” of black,
indigenous, and other people of color.

(The above list is adapted from a summary from The Presbyterian Outlook.)
The theme of GA-224 was “From Lament to Hope.” Certainly there is much to lament in the world and
in the church today, though I cannot help but believe there is also room for hope. If there’s a lasting
legacy of this strange and truncated General Assembly, it’s the realization that much unfinished business
and hard work lie between lament and hope. May the Spirit lead and empower our efforts to turn a
justice-seeking vision of hope into a justice-infused reality for all of God’s beloved children.
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224th General Assembly Commissioner’s Report
June 19-20 & 26-27, 2020
Rev. Kimberleigh Wells

Learning Solidarity through Loss
Attending an all-online General Assembly was not what I expected to be doing. At first, there was the
disappointment—no experience of Baltimore, no opportunity to practice communal discernment on a
committee, no in-person fellowship with the gathered, national body. But these were important losses
for me. As someone whose lived experience of the pandemic has, at least so far, been embarrassingly
comfortable, losing a significant experience that may not come my way again allowed me to place the
edge of my toes just over the line (or perhaps simply on the line) that divides the privileged from those
who have no choice but to suffer loss. “Oh, so this is a fraction of what it was like for my best friend’s
daughter to miss her only senior prom and her high school graduation.” Paradigm shifts do this—they
turn losses into opportunities to learn solidarity, and then, to cultivate deeper compassion.
Opening a (Virtual) Door
For four days my meals had to work around the occupation of my dining room table by of all my
screens. One for Zoom, one to follow Assembly business and vote, and a third to allow the outside
world to be in communication with me. The technology was fantastic. While the in-person element was
missing, it was also kind of like getting to watch a baseball game on television rather than from the
nosebleed section in the actual stadium—you got to see the faces of everyone who spoke up close (as
well as their kitchen in, say, Alabama behind them).
Gains in Equity, and a Shocking Failure
“I move that we strike ‘brown’ from ‘black and brown bodies matter,’” one brown-bodied
commissioner said, “so that it maintains a focus on black bodies and doesn’t smack of ‘all lives matter.’
While I am a brown-bodied person, I believe that this moment calls for justice specifically for the black
community.” This moving statement reflected the Assembly’s deep concern for using language
appropriate to the work of dismantling white supremacy and racial injustice. This commitment to equity
was also shown in the election of our two new Co-Moderators and in the re-election of our Stated Clerk.
Concerns for our Native American churches, for female representation at all levels of our
denominational structure, and for the use of non-ableist language also rose to the forefront of our
deliberations. Attention to equity was also integral to worship, which was done in Spanish, Korean, and
English, and which brought in leaders from all around the world.
But the last plenary ended with a shock. A commissioner moved to suspend the standing rules of the
online Assembly in order to introduce new business, which was simply to adopt the following statement:
“In this moment when Black women … and especially Black trans women … are facing brutalization
and death because of the intersections of race and gender, it is imperative that we lift up and honor the
ways that Black women and girls are disproportionately affected by the systems of white supremacy and
misogynoir in communities, the church, and society at large. As the 224th General Assembly, we cannot
adjourn without making a statement on Black women and girls; we cannot sit by and allow Black
women and girls to remain invisible. We must confess that we have participated in structural sin that has
exploited, abused, and dehumanized Black women and girls. We affirm the imago dei of Black women
and girls as we recognize their cries. We commit to listening, and, in the work of racial justice, to
attending to the particularity of the plight of Black women and girls.” Did we approve suspending the
rules so that we could consider an item of new business, which was simply to adopt this statement? No.
The motion, which required a two-thirds majority, failed by 20 votes. I was left breathless. What???
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If Only We Had More Time
The real constraint of the online General Assembly seemed, to me, to be not so much about meeting
virtually but about our reduced time together, the elimination of committee work, and the deferral of
most business to the 225th General Assembly. The desire to address the pressing needs of this historical
moment felt painfully and palpably restrained.
If One Suffers, All Suffer Together
I call you to be in prayer for the peaceful resolution of the conflict that is painfully playing itself out
between San Francisco Theological Seminary (SFTS) and our denomination (specifically, the
Committee on Theological Education), which no longer recognizes SFTS as theological institution of
the PC(USA) due to its merger with the University of Redlands. As a former D.Min. student at SFTS,
and as someone who experienced significant enrichment and healing in residence at SFTS in 2016, I had
a difficult time watching this conflict surface in some raw ways during the Assembly. While this conflict
will receive some mediation assistance from our new Co-Moderators, it will ultimately be resolved,
agreeably or disagreeably, by the GA’s Permanent Judicial Commission. Regardless of our personal
position on this conflict, let us pray for the healing and wholeness of our institutional body and all its
members, and for SFTS, for “if one member suffers, all suffer together with it.” (1 Cor 12:26)

Commissioner’s Report
224 General Assembly, Baltimore, Maryland
Collin R. Caldwell, Ruling Elder
June 19th-27th, 2020
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These are strange times we’re living in, and the 224th General Assembly was no different. While we
originally planned to have met in person Baltimore, the Committee on the Office of General Assembly
(COGA) was forced to rethink those plans because of the Covid-19 pandemic. The end result was a very
trimmed down GA docket and a massive zoom meeting with nearly 800 participants – which included
commissioners like myself, advisors from various perspectives such as youth and theological seminary
students, and corresponding members from various bodies within and affiliated with the PC(USA).
This forced re-planning of GA stretched COGA and the production team to their limit, forcing them to
completely rethink how we use technology in conducting the business of the Church. During the 4 days
of plenary sessions, the office in Louisville was crammed with laptops, drop cords, monitors and
cameras to make sure that the production team and leadership – all while social distancing to the best of
their abilities – was able to pull off this amazing feat. Having seen what can be done, even on such short
notice, Nathan Young, the producer, says that technology will now play a larger role in GA than it
already had. “Now that we know we can do it,” he says, “we have to keep doing something like this.”
The business of the abbreviated Assembly was such that we only did what had to be done – filling
necessary seats, making sure the PC(USA) stays financially afloat, and other items of business that
could not wait until the next GA in 2022 due to possible negative impacts. Even so, social issues, mostly
related to racial justice and a response to the pandemic, was never far from anyone’s mind and several
related items that were deferred to 2022 were pulled back into this GA.
Key business included:









We elected two BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) persons to serve as co-moderators
of the 224th Assembly: Elona Street-Stewart, a Native American woman (which filled me with a
moment of pride, being a member of the EBCI myself), Executive Director of the Synod of
Lakes and Prairies, and Rev. Gregory Bentley, pastor of Fellowship Presbyterian Church in
Huntsville, Alabama.
Rev. Dr. J. Herbert Nelson, II, was reelected to a second four-year term as Stated Clerk of the
General Assembly
Approval of a resolution to assist in support of Native American congregations that are severely
under-funded
Approval of a response to the pandemic seeking compassion and justice for the most vulnerable
for the disease including BIPOC individuals as well as LGBTQ+ and persons with HIV.
COGA made a motion urging Presbyterians to:
o “Personal and corporate repentance, spiritual renewal, and devotion to the Great Ends of
the Church.
o Participate in programs such as Hands & Feet, engaging in communities and supporting
the work of the Poor People’s Campaign.
o Get involved in the Matthew 25 invitation through building congregational vitality,
dismantling structural racism and eradicating systemic poverty.”
Adoption of a Resolution entitled “Responding to the Sin of Racism and Call to Action,” under
which:
o “PC(USA) churches and presbyteries would approve anti-racism policies
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o PC(USA) agencies are to review business items to be referred to the 225 General
Assembly to ensure coverage under social witness policy
o An eight minute and 46 second silent vigil would be held before the end of the assembly,
to acknowledge the time George Floyd was pinned at the neck by a Minneapolis police
officer.”
COGA projecting per capita revenue to be lessened by 25% in 2020 and ’21, and 20% in ’22, we
approved a unified budget (covering the work of the Office of the General Assembly, the
Administrative Services Group, and the Presbyterian Mission Agency) of about $80.1 million for
2021 and about $83.4 million for 2022.

I am grateful to the PWNC for allowing me this experience and I look forward to serving the Presbytery
again in the future.
Collin R. Caldwell
Ruling Elder, Bryson City Presbyterian Church

224
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General Assembly Commissioner’s Report
June 19 – 27, 2020
Sally McGinnis, Ruling Elder
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Theme: From Lament to Hope
Lamentations 5:20-21 “Why have you forgotten us completely? Why have you forsaken us these
many days? Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that we may be restored; renew our days as of old -.”
When I was asked by the Nominating Committee to consider being a Commissioner to the 224th General
Assembly in Baltimore, my first reaction was “Sure!” My second reaction was, “I must pray about
this.” My answer from God was “You have to go to know…” I was unsure what God’s response meant,
but my third reaction, after discernment, was that I would go, if elected, so that I “would know.”
The COVID-19 virus brought about changes and challenges to General Assembly that no one could
have ever imagined. It was decided, due to the virus, that the assembly would be virtual. Suddenly,
Commissioners and Advisory Delegates were thrust into the world of technology – like it or not!
Training meetings, Bible Studies, and eventually, the GA meeting itself, were all conducted via the
internet – with no less than two devices running on our desks at every meeting through ZOOM and “PCBIZ.” The ZOOM portion was to enable us to see and hear the meeting along with approximately 800
others. The PC-BIZ site was on our second device which allowed us to follow all of the motions,
discussion, amendments, etc. – and eventually vote on all items. The Assembly was also live-streamed
across the internet.
Commissioners were not assigned to any committees – imagine a Presbyterian meeting where no one
served on committees!! Due to limited time and the inability to have committees to sort through
complicated issues, most business was referred to the 225th General Assembly to be held in Columbus,
Ohio July 2-9, 2022. Our Assembly was left to deal with the “critical” business of the day, and matters
necessary to continue the work and mission of the PCUSA.
After opening worship, delegates were commissioned to” do all in the name of Jesus Christ, giving
thanks to Him.” We were challenged to answer the following: “Do the words of love we speak, govern
our lives?” The Assembly began the business of establishing standing rules for a virtual assembly, as
well as approving the docket establishing what business we would address this year. The test for what
business was considered “critical” was focused on not interrupting governance and mission of the
PCUSA, while addressing justice and ministry. Three questions assisted the decision-making: 1. Is it
time sensitive? 2. Will there be a negative financial impact? 3. Will it leave important leadership vacant?
It was also established that there would be no Book of Order changes.
Elona Street-Stewart and Rev. Gregory Bentley were elected as our new Co-Moderators.
Rev. Dr. J. Herbert Nelson was reelected as Stated Clerk for a new 4-year term.
The major items of business revolved around racial injustice, support for struggling Native American
churches and the COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly 5 hours were spent debating our response during these
crises. Much time was devoted to disputes related to theological education, specifically, wrestling with
the discord related to the relationship that the University of Redlands Graduate School of Theology/San
Francisco Theological Seminary has with the PCUSA. Our Co-Moderators will work to mediate the
dispute in the near future.
The final business session was highlighted by the adoption of unified budgets of about $80.1 million for
2021 and $83.4 Million for 2022 (a decrease of $10 million and $9 million respectively), to cover the
work of the Office of the General Assembly, the Administrative Services Group, and the Presbyterian

JJ-8

Mission Agency. Also approved was authority for the same agencies to make mid-stream adjustments
due to rising financial challenges created by COVID-19, which has negatively impacted the income of
all levels of the church. The apportionment rate was kept flat for the next two years at $8.95 per
member.
I left my General Assembly service with the following thoughts/challenges, swimming in my head:
 How do we translate our confessions and policies into practice in the world?
 Relationships create perspective.
 We, as Presbyterians, have more that unites us than divides us.
 Our churches are wrestling with how to connect with our communities.
 Stir up our gifts, fan the flames doing justice and living out mercy.
 The past is a guidepost to help us move forward.
 Be the church God has called us to be.
 Seek the movement of the Spirit in new, bold, and pioneering ways.
 Share our stories!!!! The stories of Jesus Christ in our lives.
I did “go”, albeit virtually! So, what do I now “know”? Isaiah 43:19 assures us, “See, I am doing a new
thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in the
wasteland.” I know that through the Lord, the 224th General Assembly happened- and it truly was “a
new thing”! The technology crews were incredible in preparing the delegates for this virtual assembly,
as well as carrying us through the entire event! I have much gratitude for all those involved in this “new
thing”! I am also very grateful to the Presbytery of Western North Carolina for granting me the
opportunity to serve “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14)! I look forward to the leading of the Holy
Spirit through our denomination. Through the years we have become divided in many ways, ways that
have made me uncomfortable, but I know that the Lord is in charge! I know that we must continue to
pray to help bring about His will, acknowledging that He must work through us. I know that God chose
us as Christians, by Grace, to lead the way! May we continue to lead with energy, enthusiasm,
intelligence and imagination! As we lament, I praise God for the gift of Jesus Christ – our HOPE!
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Report and Reflections on the 224th General Assembly
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
Vance Stiles (Youth Adult Advisory Delegate)
June 30, 2020
This GA was completely different than the one I was expecting to attend originally but
different in a good way. When the decision was made to go “full virtual” for GA, I was quite
worried. Our denomination, known for its scholarship and “book knowledge,” isn’t known for
always being the most technically “with it”. However, from Plenary 1 forward, everything went
near perfect. The online voting was seamless, and somehow having over 700 people in a zoom
call worked! This gave me great hope for our denomination as we keep moving forward into
what the future of the church looks like.
This being an online GA, the connectional aspect seemed a little lacking as well. I was
looking forward to meeting other YAADS, and I assumed with no “in-person” meetings, this
would not exist at all. However, the YAAD advisors made great efforts to virtually connect us
all, with Zoom hangouts, a group chat of all the YAADs, and other virtual efforts to enable us to
meet and communicate with each other.
This group of YAADs had done their research, were highly engaged, and highly vocal.
Many of them knew each suggested action back to front, with amendments ready to go (and had
already lined them up to be motioned by commissioners). This collection of YAADs want to be
the future of the church and want to create a future that is actively anti-racist, welcoming to all,
and embraces the complexity and history of the PCUSA. Our group chat from GA is still active,
with ideas for how to improve the church at both the micro and macro levels.
The one thing most of the YAADs (including me) were frustrated over, was the lack of
time allotted to consider the efforts the Church, and our denomination, need to continue to do in
correcting racial injustice in the US. This GA was built to be efficient as possible, most of the
plenaries ended on time, and were well run, and I felt as if we had time to begin a discussion
under new business. And it was frustrating to see GA end the way it did. But like I said above,
this GA gave me hope that we are truly a church of the future, a church that is ready to do the
hard work of living the Gospel.

