
 

Background/Aim/Plan of the Foothills Overtures Working Group: 
 
Background: 
 
After many conversations by the Stated Clerk of Foothills Presbytery with other presbytery executives regarding 
potential reforms in the operations of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA), and after yet 
another traumatic post-GA experience by many of our pastors and congregations, a group of teaching and 
ruling elders from Foothills Presbytery convened to discuss a strategy for the healing and strengthening of our 
denomination. 

 
Representing a diversity of views on a variety of issues facing the church - we are by no means all of the same 
perspective on the many social, political, and theological issues that challenge our denomination - we found 
ourselves remarkably agreed on one thing: the way we are conducting our common life, particularly around 
the matters of constitutional change and social witness, is deeply flawed.  From the progressives to the 
conservatives among us, we agree that the PC(USA) must find a new way of ordering our denominational life if 
we are to salvage the integrity and vitality of our witness to Jesus Christ in the 21st century. What the world sees 
now, if it pays any attention at all to the internal life of our Presbyterian community, is a denomination muddled 
in confusion and conflict.  Currently, across the spectrum of our views, we are ashamed of the way we 
Presbyterians are behaving ourselves - and we believe we ought to be.  It is time to repent from shrill 
divisiveness and learn once again to speak and listen to one another in love. 

 
However, grieved as we are about the common life of our denomination, we “do not grieve as those who have no 
hope!”  Rather, we envision a day in our future when Presbyterians across the spectrum of theological, social, 
and political perspectives will point to the workings of our connectional system and say, with confidence, this is 
what it means to be a faithful Presbyterian church. 

 
Inspired by this vision, a working group from Foothills Presbytery has written a series of overtures addressing a 
number of areas of our polity: (1) The purpose of GA and a proposed cycle for GA meetings; (2) The process by 
which the PC(USA) discerns its social witness and bears this witness to the world; (3) The scope and function 
of the constitution of the PC(USA). 

 
Aim: 

 
In an effort to live by our convictions about process and consensus building, we are now circulating our ideas, 
expressed in these overtures, among the presbyteries of the PC(USA). 

 
We intend to 

• Invite conversation about our ideas for reform 
• Solicit feedback from our brothers and sisters across the denomination 
• Determine which presbyteries, if any, might offer concurrence on any of these overtures, should 

they be approved by Foothills Presbytery for submission to the 222nd GA 
• Be open to modification of our perspectives and plans based on this broader conversation 
• Adopt and submit overtures for the reform of General Assembly that will lead to greater health in 

our common life and efficacy in our public witness 
 

Plan: 
 

1. Draft potential overtures for broad publication and consideration within the denomination. 
2.   Circulate our overtures, with attendant rationales, within the denomination by offering them for 

the consideration of the bills & overtures committees of every presbytery. 
3.  Receive feedback from other presbyteries.  We expect some concurrence, some objection, and some 

suggestions for modification of the overtures. 
4.  After considering feedback from our conversation partners, prepare a final set of overtures to be submitted 

to the bills & overtures committee of Foothills Presbytery. 
5. Seek adoption by Foothills Presbytery of a set of overtures for the reform of GA, and invite 

concurrence by other presbyteries. 



Foothills Overtures for Reforming the General Assembly  
of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
 
The Church’s Social Witness in the 21st Century 
 
The 2014 Montreat Leadership Conference was entitled “More Than None,” referring to the 
growing number of younger Americans who respond to surveys about religious preference by 
checking the option “None of the Above.”  One of the keynoters was Gabe Lyons, co-author of 
UnChristian and The Next Christians, and cofounder of Catalyst, the nation’s largest gathering 
of young Christian leaders. Lyons writes,  
 

…the next Christians realize that short-term political maneuvering cannot shape the 
long-term morals, beliefs, and attitudes of the greater culture… Solving the 
challenges of our day requires a different approach than we’ve seen modeled in 
recent years. Alongside the other characteristics I’ve described, civility grounds our 
approach and complements the way we live. It shapes our tone and seasons our 
rhetoric. This mentality moves conversations and engagement beyond the 
immediacy of winning the momentary battle to laying the groundwork for a better 
future.” (p. 179) 

 
On a similar note, James Calvin Davis, Presbyterian teaching elder and Professor of Religion at 
Middlebury College in Vermont, speaks of the “habits of civil discourse that religious 
communities encourage” as “the real gifts they give to American public life.” 
 

In many ways, those habits of civil conversation are more important than any 
consensus we might hope to achieve on heretofore divisive issues. [James] 
Gustafson was sure that promoting conversation, not necessarily agreement, was 
religious communities’ most important moral achievement. He argued that 
“participation in a serious moral dialogue moving toward consensus is more 
important than the consensus itself,” because “participation in moral discourse 
deepens, broadens, and extends [people’s] capacity to make responsible moral 
judgments” themselves. Striving for healthier, more respectful conversation will yield 
fruit, not just because it will move us toward mutual understanding and possibly 
substantial agreement, but because it will teach us how to think ethically, as 
individuals and as a society.  

James Calvin Davis, In Defense of Civility, p. 168-69 
 
Again, in concert with these other voices, The Theological Task Force on the Peace, Unity, and 
Purity of the Church, commissioned by the PC(USA) General Assembly, concluded its report to 
the 217th General Assembly (2006), saying, 
 

The task force is convinced that the world is watching the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) and other denominations as we engage in highly publicized debates. To be 
one is not to say that we will be the same, that we will all agree, that there will be no 
conflict, but as the church listens to Jesus pray, all its members are reminded that 
the quality of our life together—our ability to make visible the unique relationship that 
is ours in Jesus Christ—is compelling testimony to the truth and power of the gospel 
we proclaim. 
 

The Peace, Unity, and Purity Task Force recommended, among other things, that the 217th 
General Assembly 
  

urge governing bodies, congregations, and other groups of Presbyterians to follow 
the example of the task force and other groups that, in the face of difficult issues, 



have engaged in processes of intensive discernment through worship, community 
building, study, and collaborative work; 

 
and  
 

direct the Committee on the Office of the General Assembly, and urge those who 
plan and moderate meetings of other governing bodies, to explore the use of 
alternative forms of discernment preliminary to decision-making, especially in dealing 
with potentially divisive issues. 
 

It Is Not the 1960’s Anymore! 
 
In conversations with members and officers of the Presbyterian Church (USA), when I suggest 
that our social witness should begin at the local level and be carried up to the General 
Assembly, I sometimes meet resistance from those who harken back to the civil rights 
movement of the 1960s.  What if the national church had not spoken a decisive word, or failed 
to bear witness in a bold way, on issues such as race relations and women’s ordination? 
Acknowledging the great importance of the church’s witness in that era, my question to these 
friends is this: Do we really think we are operating in the same cultural context as our forbearers 
in the church? Even given the “question authority” mentality for which the 1960s is famous, a 
culture of allegiance persisted among members of mainline denominations in those days that 
does not exist today.  Members, on the whole, identified with their denominations, still had a 
significant level of trust in institutions (at least, those who were still active in mainline 
denominations), and respected the authority of those institutions—at least, to a greater degree 
than is the case today. Current American culture is one of deep and pervasive distrust of 
institutions and their authority, of polarizing rhetoric that tends to dismiss or even demonize 
opponents (a tone that, sadly, is adopted by some elements in the church), and a highly 
consumerist approach to religious affiliation that undermines the old allegiances. We simply 
cannot continue to expect the institutional methods of the 1960s to be effective in building up 
the body of Christ today. 
 
The Substance of GA Statements 
 
We all want the statements of the Presbyterian General Assembly to mean something 
significant, but many of us are not convinced that our current process truly reflects the 
discernment of the broader church. We are particularly concerned with the process by which the 
Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) brings action items to the GA agenda.  
While the process calls for the ACSWP to communicate “to the whole church…the manner in 
which the whole church can participate (advise, offer input, etc.) in its deliberations,” there is no 
mechanism in place to guarantee that due diligence is being exercised in ensuring broad 
deliberation. We believe a significant measure of deliberation and consensus-building should be 
required among the presbyteries before a social witness issue is dealt with at the GA level.  
 
Bearing Witness and Doing Business 
 
As members of Foothills Presbytery, we are fully aware that we are addressing the 
denomination from the state of South Carolina. We trust that historical caricatures of our region 
will not lead our brothers and sisters in Christ to jump to premature conclusions about our call 
for reform. Our vision should not be mistaken as a warmed-over “doctrine of the spirituality of 
the church” such as that presented by James Henley Thornwell and others, a doctrine which we 
reject!  We believe strongly that social, political, and economic issues are intrinsic to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ.  We are, therefore, calling for a more faithful process of bearing witness and 
doing business in the Presbyterian Church (USA). 
 



We believe that a large part of our witness as a Christian body depends upon the manner in 
which we relate to one another. If we try to speak a prophetic word when we do not have our 
own house in order, our witness will be ineffective, at best, and may even undermine the Gospel 
we proclaim. In our culture of national politics and pervasive media coverage, we have become 
enamored with speaking loud words at the national level. We believe we are better able to 
discern our witness in conversations that grow organically at the local level. Would we not be 
better served by an ACSWP that utilizes our energies and resources generating intentional acts 
of discernment among the presbyteries of our denomination?  Rather than appointing task 
forces that meet several times, removed from their communities, to discuss papers and write 
statements, we believe God is calling us to do the hard work of dialogue in real communities.  
 
It is this dialogue at the local level that appears to be largely missing from our discernment 
process. We need leadership that is committed to getting Presbyterians of diverse perspectives 
to sit down together in real communities to discern God’s work of social justice in those 
particular places. It is our conviction that these conversations have to potential to generate a 
whole host of social policy statements that, while less publicized in national media, might make 
a more substantive impact in the long run on both the church and society? 
 
The call of one of the Foothills Overtures is to eliminate the taking of “yes-no” votes on social 
justice issues at the General Assembly level. By this call for a moratorium, we do not mean to 
suggest that the church should keep silent at all levels about matters of social justice, 
economics, and politics. Rather, we need to reform a process that is currently failing to engage 
our congregations and presbyteries in the hard work of faithful conversations that seek to 
discern the mind and will of Christ in and for our particular contexts. 
 
About the Constitution 
 
Historically, constitutions have been stable, foundational documents.  However, in current 
practice, despite the recent revision of our Form of Government, the constitution of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) still functions more as a manual of operations.  As a result, our 
debates over constitutional amendments every other year leads to a loss of unity and stability as 
a denomination.  We believe the constitution could be a clear, concise document that 
establishes our central identity as the Body of Christ, in biblical and confessional terms, while 
allowing each presbytery the freedom to discern and interpret the constitution for that 
presbytery’s context. In the same spirit as our convictions about discerning our public witness, 
we believe our constitutional process should be a more deliberative, consensus building 
process, that involves local conversations across the church, that come together periodically in 
a national convention. We would like to see this work of discernment and consensus so valued 
by our denomination that a 2/3 majority would be required to amend both parts of the 
constitution (as is now required to amend Part I: The Book of Confessions).  To the end of unity 
and stability in the essentials, we envision a decennial constitutional convention. 
 
 
In this spirit, and based on these convictions, we offer the attached Overtures to Foothills 
Presbytery, to be approved and sent on to the 218th General Assembly. 
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