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Article for the Outlook re: Foothills General Assembly Reform 

The General Assembly constitutes the bond of union, community, and mission among all 
its congregations and councils, to the end that the whole church becomes a community of 
faith, hope, love, and witness. (G-3.0501) 

Our Book of Order gives the General Assembly an inspiring and 
challenging task.  To be a part of a denomination in which the vast majority 
of congregations affirmed G-3.0501 as their own experience would be truly 
empowering.  For many reasons, in recent years the General Assembly has 
been the center of our conflict. 

A team from Foothills Presbytery has put together a package of overtures 
to make a beginning at reforming what it means to be church together at 
the national level so that all may affirm our highest hope.  Unfortunately 
for a long time, all that any average pew sitter has known about General 
Assembly is the controversial votes taken. 

The revolving door of votes has driven the system to believe that 
legislation is an end in itself and, as a result, we have replaced deep 
community with one another and the world with a process whose very 
design divides the community. “Yes” and “No” votes by definition are 
polar opposites. 

The purpose behind these proposed overtures is to: 

• Engage more people in the work of the national church  
• When possible empower the local church rather than dictate 

solutions on social issues 
• Stabilize the national church by restoring the Book of Order to its 

constitutional foundation, enabling it to provide unity in the midst of 
diversity  

• Increase focus on creative transformation while decreasing focus on 
divisive legislation 
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Hoped For Outcomes of the Overtures 

1. Engage more people in the work of the national church  

Several overtures focus on requiring more groundwork before they can be 
considered by General Assembly. Many congregations and presbyteries 
feel excluded from the national conversation because, by the time it gets to 
them, the process is already half way complete. At that point there is no 
possibility of shaping the debate, only responding with an often-
unsatisfactory dualistic “yes” or “no”. By requiring more concurrences, 
overtures will become the work of the whole church. It also helps us to 
reconsider the nature of our national church. Is it found primarily in what 
happens at General Assembly or is it the broad engagement of 
Presbyterians and presbyteries across the country? General Assembly 
would then become more the culmination of important debates rather than 
the primary locus.  (G-3.0101) 

 

2. Empower the local church 

Most of the votes at General Assembly require nothing nor ask anything of 
the local congregation, particularly in justice matters. Most votes are 
pronouncements of particular positions. If the local church agrees, they nod 
their head and move on. If congregations dislike a particular solution to a 
thorny societal issue that General Assembly has passed, they throw their 
hands up in exasperation. In both cases the local church has no way to 
engage the issue in their context. 

We believe our approach to matters of justice should reflect our approach 
to theology. In Presbyterian theology, rather than create a list of 
subscriptionist standards, we discuss major themes as they work out in the 
local context. We engage our sessions and presbyteries to think 
theologically, for example, when examining officers. Though we do have 
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national ordination exams, unlike some denominations our national church 
does not conduct the final assessment. Nor are examination committees 
dictated a specific list of questions and answers. 

The overtures from Foothills are trying to focus General Assembly on the 
major themes of social issues in our time so that local sessions and 
presbyteries will engage them dynamically in their own context. We 
respect local interpretation of scripture and theology. Why not do the same 
in matters of justice.  

 

3. Stabilize the national church by restoring the Book of Order to its 
constitutional foundation 

The constitutional changes that occur every two years are simply too much 
for the system to absorb. The patent truth of this is found in the thousands 
upon thousands of members who have left the church. These are faithfully-
engaged Presbyterians who have become frustrated with the endless drive 
for change without engagement. The overtures seek to extend the time 
constitutional changes can take place. We all know change is difficult. We 
all see it in our local congregation no matter the size or theology. Making 
good on fewer changes will create a healthier, more faithful church than 
simply making every change for which we can garner the requisite number 
of votes.  

The constitution is meant to undergird our foundational unity in the midst 
of diversity – the Lordship of Jesus Christ. These overtures seek to restore 
our awareness of this reality.  

4. Increase focus on transformation while decreasing focus on legislation 

The ultimate hope we have for these overtures is to lead us into the 
example of Christ, whose primary strategy for change is to transform 
people’s hearts and minds.  
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When change occurs so rapidly that people feel compelled to leave our 
congregations for reasons of conscience, we decrease the engagement 
across difference on precisely the issues where we want change to occur. 
While there is a time to legislate to create change, we believe the gospel 
teaches that change occurs from within. As Presbyterian Christians, we 
believe Christ often works this transformation as we engage others in 
community. Legislation often becomes an easy road to avoid the hard work 
of being community with one another across our real differences. 

Legislation will be more effective as the culmination of change rather than 
its instigator. At times, important change in our country and in our church 
has come through legislative force. But precisely those victories have led us 
to focus on what, in truth, is a secondary strategy. In Romans, Paul writes, 

“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is 
the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

As a community of believers let us engage one another in love, that we 
might hear Christ’s truth in the depth of our hearts and be transformed by 
mutual love of another and the world. 

 


