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Tell me this isn’t 
about the money 
Commentary by Mary Holder Naegeli
Bringing the Word to Life blog

Most of the “gracious dismissal policies” I have read 
from around the country go to great lengths to describe 
the chief concern of the church, that of the integrity and 
continuity of the mission of Jesus Christ. Putting aside 
the false notion that there is no “church presence” in a 
community if there is no PCUSA congregation there, it 
is laudable and achievable in some parts of the country that a departing congre-
gation and its dismissing presbytery can see the larger work of the Kingdom of 
God and share it in the end. This is the way it should be. However, I believe that 
in some cases, the concern for mission and ministry is darkly overshadowed by a 
far greater concern for money. A case in point:

The quest for a workable “gracious dismissal policy” in San Francisco Presby-
tery began in 2009 and its first document on the subject was adopted unanimous-
ly in September of that year. It was, by today’s standards, primitive and generous, 
and one church (Community Presbyterian Church of Danville, Calif.) was dis-
missed under its terms.

A remedial case was filed against the presbytery for letting the church go too 
easily, and the original policy was rescinded. The General Assembly Permanent 

See PAYING, page 15

Paying respect 
for sacrifices made
By Nathan Key
The Layman

There was plenty of red, white and blue flying outside West-
minster Presbyterian Church in Middletown, N.J., and it was not 
part of the Presbyterian Church (USA) banner. Instead, it was 
flags – 6,744 of them to be exact – that adorned the lawn in front 
of the church.

The patriotic display was 
part of the church’s Field of 
Flags campaign that pays 
tribute to all those members 
of the military who lost their 
lives in service during Oper-
ation Iraqi Freedom and 
Operation Enduring Free-
dom in Afghanistan.

The Field of Flags is a 
silent, patriotic and poignant 
reminder of the cost of war. 
Each flag represents a casu-
alty, as well as the family 
members and friends who 
have been touched by that 
life sacrificed.

“Each flag represents one 
(U.S.) casualty lost in Iraq 
and  Afghanis tan  s ince 
2001,” said Joseph Hein, 
pastor at Westminster since 
2007. “They also represent 
our respect for those who 
have served and are serving 
in the military.”

One hundred twenty-four of those flags represented the service 
men and women from New Jersey who lost their lives in service 
to country.

How the flags came to be
This was the second year the flags have flown on the lawn at 

Westminster. The idea of placing the 2-foot flags in front of the 
church along busy Tindall Road came about when Julie Bair, a 
member of the congregation, wanted to pay tribute to a cousin 
who lost his life in service. U.S. Army Lt. Dennis Zilinski was 

Mark R. Sullivan / Asbury Park Press

Flags are placed on the lawn.

See TELL, page 12

http://www.layman.org/paying-respect-sacrifices-made/
http://wordtolife.wordpress.com/2013/10/22/tell-me-this-isnt-about-the-money/
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Analysis by Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

The Presbyterian landscape is changing, but 
much of it is just sheep shifting. The 200-year 
trend of loss of U.S. market share continues for 
all Presbyterian denominations combined.

In 1967, there were already several branches in 
the Presbyterian family tree, but the two largest 
branches were the United Presbyterian Church 
(UPCUSA) and the Presbyterian Church US 
(PCUS). Referred to as the northern and south-
ern branches, the UPCUSA and the PCUS had a 
combined national membership of 4,254,297. 
These two denominations entered into discus-
sions that eventually led 
to “Reunion” in 1983 or 
the Presbyterian Church 
(USA), but not before two 
new branches, the Presby-
terian Church in America 
(PCA) and the Evangeli-
cal Presbyterian Church 
(EPC) sprouted. And just 
last  year  (2012),  the 
PCUSA birthed an addi-
tional denomination, ECO: A Covenant Order of 
Evangelical Presbyterians.

Here’s how the sheep shift breaks down:

UPCUSA and PCUS  1967: 4,254,297

formation of the PCA 
 1972: 41,428;  2012: 364,000

formation of the EPC 
 1981: 12 churches; today: 490 churches

formation of the PCUSA  
 1983: >4,000,000;  2012: 1,849,490

formation of the ECO  
 2012: 20 churches;  today: 91 churches

If you add up the Presbyterians in these four 
denominations the total number is just under 2.4 
million. That is a serious decline in terms of mar-
ket penetration as the U.S. population has grown 
from 200 to over 300 million. In 1967, the Pres-
byterian market share was 2 percent. Today it is 
less than 0.8 percent.

Focusing on the PCUSA
Recent yearly declines:

 2012, 102,791 members (5.26 percent)
 2011, 63,804 members (3.2 percent)
 2010, 61,047; 2009, 63,027; 2008, 69,381
Looking at Table 1 of the 2012 Comparative 

Statistical report, the PCUSA was steadily 
declining by about 60,000 members per year 

through 2011. At that loss rate, the PCUSA 
would cease to exist in 32.5 years. But in 2012 
that loss rate accelerated, and if the 2012 loss-
es of more than 100,000 were not an anomaly, 
the viability time line shortens. 

Now, we all know Presbyterians who will 
most certainly still be “in” the PCUSA in 32 
years, so it’s not quite that simple.

In 2011, the PCUSA’s membership fell for 
the first time below 2 million (1,972,287). In 
2012 it fell to 1,849,496 and will likely be 1.5 
million by the 2016 General Assembly. That 
estimate is reached by taking into account three 
factors: church closures, church dismissals and 

disaffiliations, and the fail-
ure of most Presbyterian 
churches to reflect and keep 
pace with the changing 
demographics of American 
society.

Some presbyteries are 
g rac ious ly  d ismiss ing 
churches to both the EPC 
and ECO. Other presbyter-
ies are choosing instead to 

tenaciously defend the denomination’s implied 
trust over all local church assets. Since 2007, the 
Presbyterian Lay Committee has documented 
information about the realignment of nearly 400 
churches. This does not include those Presbyteri-
ans who have “walked away” to form or join 
other congregations. (See chart at www.layman.
org/discern/faqs-and-urgent-issues)

Combining the trends of church closures 
(anticipates an average of 2/presbytery/year), 
denominational departures (anticipates 300/year 
in 2013-2016) and congregational decline, a pro-
jection of less than 1.5 million members at the 
end of 2016 is warranted.

Are these numbers realistic?

Large membership churches 
Look at Table 6 of the report. Of the 15 largest 

congregations, four are in active realignment.

2 Christ, Edina, Minn., seeking dismissal ECO
4 Highland Park, Dallas, Texas, disaffiliated ECO
11 First, Houston, Texas, in discernment
13 Menlo Park, Calif., seeking dismissal ECO

Drilling down further into the 2012 list: #16 
St. Andrews in Newport Beach, Calif., #100 
Mandarin in Jacksonville, Fla., and #101 First in 
Winston-Salem, N.C., are seeking dismissal. #65 
First in Edmond, Okla., and #120 Saxe Gotha, 
Lexington, S.C., have been dismissed; and #23 
Grace in Houston has entered the formal discern-

ment process.
Looking back to the 2011 statistics:

14 First, Colorado Springs, Colo., dismissed ECO
15 First, Orlando, Fla., dismissed EPC
16 First, Greenville, S.C., dismissed ECO
39 Eastminster, Wichita, Kan., dismissed EPC
60 Danville Community, Calif., dismissed EPC
74 First, Edmond, Okla., dismissed ECO
82 Chapel Hill, Gig Harbor, Wash., dismissed EPC

All told, since 2006, 40 churches of 1,000 or 
more have either been dismissed or are now 
actively seeking dismissal from the PCUSA. 
Several others are engaged in formal congrega-
tional discernment processes. The 2012 list of 
churches from the OGA now includes only 218 
churches in the PCUSA with greater than 1,000 
members.

When large membership churches leave the 
denomination it has a disproportionate impact on 
the statistics as a whole. One 1,800-member 
church realigning is equivalent to 10 churches of 
the denomination’s “mean” size or 20 churches 
of its “median” size. If the churches over 1,000 
members that are currently in the dismissal or 
formal discernment processes all leave, the 
impact to overall denominational membership 
will be over 40,000.

To combat the psychological downer of these 
annual reports, some suggest that the denomina-
tion find a different metric than membership.  
But as one pastor once said, “Numbers matter to 
me because people matter to God.” Let us not 
forget that the early church viewed numeric 
growth as a sign of the Lord’s hand of favor. Acts 
11:21 says, “The Lord’s hand was with them and 
a great number of people believed and turned to 
the Lord.” In Acts 2:42-47 we catch a glimpse 
into the life of the early church, concluding with 
the aff irmation that “the Lord added to their 
number daily those who were being saved.”

The PCUSA’s 2012 comparative statistics can be 
found at www.pcusa.org/resource/comparative-
statistics-2012/

Presbyterian sheep shifting; as the lost remain lost

Since 2006, 40 churches 
of 1,000 or more have either 

been dismissed or are 
now actively seeking 

dismissal from the PCUSA.

http://www.layman.org/presbyterian-sheep-shifting-lost-remain-lost/
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By Carmen Fowler LaBerge
The Layman

CHICAGO, Ill. – Here is a man who 
understands the conservative Presbyte-
rian world from the inside. A child of 
the Church and now an openly gay, 
Harvard-educated, media savvy cru-
sader with a plan to change the hearts 
and minds of evangelical Christians.

Matthew Vines grew up in one of 
the Presbyterian Church (USA)’s flag-
ship evangelical congregations. He 
knows the Bible, and he is a person of 
passionate faith. His parents were both 
ruling elders, and his family’s social 
network was centered in life at the 
church. Vines is wicked smart and 
after graduating from high school he 
went to Harvard. There he discovered two things: 
There’s a world of openness to otherness that he 
had not known in Wichita, and that he, himself, 
identifies as gay.

Those two discoveries have led Vines into a 
passionate pursuit: To help lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT) people who are in con-
servative PCUSA churches find their voice and 
change their churches.

In a workshop at the Covenant Network “Mar-
riage Matters” national conference in Chicago, 
Vines confronted the reality that many in the pro-
LGBT movement have “written off ” churches 
like the one where he grew up. He said, “We’ve 
written them off as hopeless, but I have the hope 
of bringing them around to our perspective.”

In order to accomplish that feat, Vines recog-
nized that an army must be mobilized and 
equipped. And if those people were to come from 
the historic ranks of LGBT advocates, then the 
first hurdle would be overcoming the entrenched 
dislike LGBT lobbyists have for conservative 
Christians.

Beyond pejorative stereotyping, they would 
have to want to get to know people in those 
churches, enter real relationships with them, and 
then stick with what Vines knows by experience 
is a very long process of deconstruction and re-
education.

Vines is focused on raising up a new genera-
tion that is already among the ranks he wants to 
affect. His strategy is to find LGBT people or 
allies who are already in conservative churches 
and equip them to do the work he calls “The Ref-
ormation Project.”

Vines used his own experience to help others 
understand how to get conservative Presbyterians 
to reconsider their beliefs and become open to 
LGBT people and their concerns.

After coming out his sophomore year, Vines 
described how he left Harvard to invest eight 
months studying with his dad.

Vines described his dad at the time and others 
like him as having “a moral blind spot, but they 
don’t know what they’re talking about when it 
comes to LGBT people – I believe in their ability 
to be decent people – so I want to go back and 
inform and shift their paradigm.”

Vines says of his dad, “He definitely did hold a 
non-affirming position on homosexuality a few 
years ago, but he has changed his mind through 
careful study of Scripture and is 100 percent sup-
portive of me today.” 

Multiplying that change of heart and mind is 
what Vines wants to see in others.

No more exegetical hoodwinking
Vines posed the ultimate question, “Can talk-

ing about the Bible and homosexuality actually 
persuade conservative Christians to change their 
minds? Or is this just a dead end?” The answer is 
both personal and practical. Vines said, “Whether 
it works depends on WHOM you are talking to 
and HOW you are talking to them about the 
Bible and homosexuality.”

Vines told his audience that they “must respect 
authority of Scripture,” adding that “people like 
my dad are not going to be moved by discussions 
of love and justice because for evangelicals it is 
not loving to support someone who they see as 
doing something that is sin and keeps them sepa-
rated from God.”

He told them that no amount of “exegetical 
handiwork” is going to change what the Apostle 
Paul has said on the subject. “So,” Vines says, 
“even if you say you’re not undermining the 
authority of Scripture, if you’re disregarding 
what Paul says without having sound arguments, 

then to the evangelical mind, you are 
undermining the authority of Scripture and 
that is the end of the discussion.”

Vines instructed his listeners to focus on 
the parallel in slavery. “Evangelicals view 
on that has changed. They are able to dis-
tinguish between that which is cultural and 
that which is trans-cultural. If it’s a com-
mand centered in God’s character then it’s 
trans-cultural and unchanging. But there 
are things that fit ‘how they did it then’ but 
‘not how we do it today.’ God working 
within f irst century culture in the real 
world allowed for slavery but not as 
authoritative for life today.”

“So,” making the connection to passages 
in the Bible that forbid homosexual prac-
tice, Vines said, “the homosexuality pas-
sages are negative. The question is: Are 

they cultural or trans-cultural as evangelicals see 
it?” 

Vines said that “the concept of homosexuality 
today is orientation – which,” he contends, “is 
signif icantly different enough from what the 
Bible is speaking to ... that evangelicals can see 
the cultural difference.”

Vines instructed, “Be informed about why the 
text says what it does and don’t try to hoodwink 
evangelicals.” 

‘Reformation Project’ seeks to change evangelicals

Vines speaks with another evangelical who has also 
changed his beliefs on homosexuality, Mark Achtemeier.

Same-sex marriage  
advocates seek re-write 
of marriage liturgy 

Coming to a Thanksgiving 
table near you: The journey 
to belief in another gospel

Johnson: The gospel 
demands the PCUSA open 
its understanding of 
marriage to LGBT people

Pauw wows with 
‘It’s time’ to support 
marriage equality

More Covenant Network  
conference articles found at 

www.layman.org

Type the headline into the search box 
located on the The Layman Online 

to access the article.

http://www.layman.org/twenty-something-matthew-vines-seeks-change-evangelicals-reformation-project/
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By Paula R. Kincaid
The Layman

CHICAGO, Ill. – McCormick 
Theological Seminary President 
Frank Yamada said that the “take-
away” from Genesis 2:18-25 is not 
about “a man and woman, but that 
God has figured out a way to take 
away isolation from human beings.

Yamada’s sermon, “Becoming one 
flesh, one body,” was given during a 
service at the Covenant Network’s 
2013 conference, “Marriage Mat-
ters.”

“When I read Genesis 2, and I hear 
what others take-away from this text, 
I scratch my head,” he said. When 
someone reads this “beautiful, moving text,” and the 
take away is “man and woman,” Yamada said he won-
ders, “What text are you reading? Is that all you got 
from this text – man and woman?”

So, starting in Genesis 1, Yamada summarized the 
story: God created all things good and the first time 
that something was “not quite right in creation” is in 
Genesis 2 – not Genesis 3 with the fall.

“It starts with Genesis 2:18 when the Lord says it is 
not good that the human should be alone. Read this 
text sometime, because right after this, after the per-
fection of the beautiful world around him … one 
thing is wrong. Man is alone, so the first thing God 
created is animals. God’s first solution is the ani-
mals but that doesn’t satisfy him, so God puts Adam 
to sleep and pulls the rib.”

When Adam was presented with the woman he 
said, “Indeed this is flesh of my flesh, bone of my 
bone.” So Yamada concluded that the “take-away” is 
that God removed human isolation.

“Isn’t there a longing, a threat of being alone in 
the world? … Doesn’t Genesis 2 seem to address 
this dilemma? It is not good for the human being to 
be alone. It seems to be that is the much greater 
take-away that speaks to the human condition … 
indeed in these life-giving partnerships with those 
who we recognize as flesh of our flesh and bone of 
our bone, from our side, by our side … I recognize a 
companion, a partner, an ezer, a help mate.”

Yamada continued that the take-away doesn’t just 
apply to individuals, but to groups as well. People 
may feel different, he said, whether it is racism, sex-
ism or heterosexism, the truth of Genesis 2 echoes 
clearly that it isn’t about a man and a woman but 
that it is not good for human beings to be alone.

The Lord gave a helper to Adam because of 
human isolation, he said, but it’s not “the gender of 

the partner but to have someone beside you 
… the grace from this text is the holiness of 
human relationships … the helper to help 
overcome the threat of living life alone … 
Life can be very good with an ezer who is 
very much like you.”

Yamada said that “God in Jesus Christ 
proclaims to a broken humanity that it is 
not good for the broken to be alone.” This is 
what Paul means in Galatians 3:38: “There 
is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is no male and female, 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

“The good news is that when we gather at 
tables like this we practice the divine wit-
ness,” he said. “That indeed human beings 
are never intended to be and never will be 

alone … thank God we have these relationships that 
teach us about God among us, God with us.”

Yamada is a Presbyterian minister and has been a 
member of the McCormick faculty since 2008. His 
doctrinal studies included Hebrew Bible with an 
emphasis in hermeneutics, feminist theory and cultur-
ally-contextual Biblical interpretation.

The Covenant Network’s 2013 Covenant Confer-
ence was held Oct. 31-Nov. 2 at Fourth Presbyterian 
Church in Chicago, Ill. 

Seminary president: Genesis text 
is not about ‘male and female’ 

The Scripture text: Genesis 2:18-25
The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be 
alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” Now the 
Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild 
animals and all the birds in the sky. He brought them 
to the man to see what he would name them; and 
whatever the man called each living creature, that was 
its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, 
the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. But for 
Adam no suitable helper was found. So the Lord God 
caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he 
was sleeping, He took one of the man’s ribs and then 
closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord God 
made a woman from the rib He had taken out of the 
man, and He brought her to the man. The man said, 
“This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of 
man.” That is why a man leaves his father and mother 
and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. 
Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no 
shame.

Frank Yamada

http://www.layman.org/seminary-president-genesis-text-male-female-instead-human-isolation/


Did you hear the one about the 
divorced, female, Baptist bishop who 
secretly married her lesbian lover?

No, that isn’t the set-up line for a 
warped joke.

Instead, this is the summary of a 
news story coming out of Detroit 
recently: “Detroit Baptist leader resigns 
after  announcing she mar ried a 
woman.” From the Detroit Free Press:

Facing a backlash from conservatives 
in her congregation, a noted church 
leader in Detroit resigned Friday 
after announcing earlier this month 
she had married a woman.

Bishop Allyson D. Nelson Abrams 
stepped down from Zion Progress 
Baptist Church, where she had served 
for five years as its first female pas-
tor. Her announcement from the pulpit earlier this 
month that she had married a woman stunned 
many local Baptists.

There are so many issues here: Baptists have bish-
ops? A female bishop? A divorced female bishop? A 
secret lesbian marriage between two female bishops?

Abram’s resignation was not forced; she had her 
share of supporters. The resig-
nation came, however, as 
Abrams desired to prevent 
division in the church. 

She can be commended for 
her desire to prevent church 
division, but the way of recon-
ciliation should always be to 
move in the direction of truth 
– even when personal repen-
tance and confession are in 
order.

But given our post-modern, 
post-truth cultural and reli-

gious climate, it is not Abrams who will feel any pres-
sure to repent. The church (this particular church, and 
the entire Church throughout the world) finds itself 
again in the position of being cast as intolerant and 
judgmental of true love. The Church feels constant 
pressure to repent of the testimony of both Scripture 
and human tradition on matters of gender and sexuali-
ty. Thousands of years of Judeo-Christian teaching 
gets overturned on the whim of personal preference.

Here is another excerpt:

Abrams cited Biblical verses to support the idea 
that same-sex relationships are allowable under 
Christian teachings, including Luke 7:1-10, which 

talks about the love a man has for his 
male servant. ... “We all know that 
we’ve been made in God’s image, and 
so no matter what you look like, no 
matter who you are, no matter what 
your orientation is,” we should be 
free to love whom we want. “Love is 
something that’s supposed to be 
unconditional,” she added. “And as 
Christians, if anybody is supposed to 
be loving, we are.”

If you missed the Luke 7 reference, 
that is where Jesus heals the Roman 
centurion’s servant. I must admit, using 
that verse to support same-sex marriage 
is creative – though such an interpreta-
tion is a train-wreck of hermeneutics:

Now a centurion had a servant who 
was sick and at the point of death, 

who was highly valued by him. (Luke 7:2, ESV)

Are we to take this abuse of Scripture seriously? I 
find it much more compelling when same-sex advo-
cates are honest with Scripture and admit that, though 
they won’t submit to what it says about homosexuali-
ty, they also will not attempt to twist the clear teach-
ing of Scripture on the subject.

Then, when Abrams turns to theological reflection, 
she upends the imago Dei doctrine to say that it essen-
tially teaches us that no matter what condition we find 
ourselves in, that is exactly the way God intends us to 
be. But, that is not at all what “the image of God” 
teaches. In fact, the very first Scripture text revealing 
the imago Dei of humanity, also teaches the Divine 
created order of two distinct genders:

So God created man in His own image, in the 
image of God He created him; male and female 
He created them. (Genesis 1:27, ESV)

Why even bring church doctrine into the conversa-
tion, if only to reinterpret every word and phrase to fit 
a sexual ethic which just so happens to support … 
your own sexual choices?

“People have the right to interpret Scripture whatev-
er way they please,” Abrams said. “I respect difference 
of opinions.”

That provokes the question: Do people really have 
the “right” to interpret Scripture whatever way they 
please? Or, if it is God’s Word, does what God mean 
matter more than whatever people may want? Which 
is right – to discern the revealed truth of God and con-
form life to it or to manipulate the Scriptures to a 
meaning that f its our personal progressive ideas? 
According to Abrams’ way of thinking, the choice is 
yours. 

For more columns by Carmen Fowler LaBerge visit www.layman.org
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Do we have ‘the right’ to interpret 
Scripture whatever way we please?

Commentary 
by Carmen 

Fowler LaBerge

Abrams

http://www.layman.org/the-right-to-interpret-scripture-whatever-way-we-please/
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Nathan Key
The Layman

A proposal to merge 
two presbyteries will go 
before the Synod of 
Alaska-Northwest.

The plan calls for the 
Presbytery of Alaska and 
the Presbytery of North 
Puget Sound to be com-
bined into one larger 
presbytery. It will be dis-
cussed during the Dec. 10 synod meeting.

According to the Book of Order, G-3.0403 (c.),  
synods have the function of “organizing new 
presbyteries, dividing, uniting, or otherwise com-
bining presbyteries or portions of presbyteries 
previously existing,” among other duties.

“There has been a lot of discussion about this 
proposal,” said Dr. David Dobler, pastor to the 
Presbytery of Alaska. “We’ve talked about this 
throughout the presbyteries; it’s been an interac-
tive, deliberate process. It will be formally pre-
sented in December, and we hope, adopted.”

Dr. Corey Schlosser-Hall, executive presbyter 
for the Presbytery of North Puget Sound (NPS), 
welcomes the merging of the two presbyteries, 
indicating that it will be discussed more thor-
oughly at the Nov. 23 NPS presbytery meeting.

“I am quite excited about it,” Schlosser-Hall 
said. “There is a general spirit of looking forward 
to this new presbytery, what it can become and 
how it will seek to live out the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. I’ve heard excitement from our presby-
ters, and we’re hoping it will be a good thing for 
everyone.”

The need for a merger
The need to merge the two presbyteries came 

about when the Presbytery of Alaska dipped 
below the minimum number of 10 congregations 
required for a presbytery as designated by the 
Book of Order. 

It happened in April when six churches – Cha-
pel by the Lake in Juneau, Haines Presbyterian, 
First Presbyterian in Skagway, Frances Johnson 
Memorial in Angoon, Kake Memorial and Hoo-
nah Presbyterian – were dismissed to join ECO: 
A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians. 
That left just nine congregations in the presby-
tery.

The remaining congregations in the presbytery 
are Craig-Klawock, Hydaburg, Juneau, Ketchi-
kan, Metlakatla, Petersburg, Sitka, Wrangell and 
Yakutat. The Presbytery of Alaska serves the 
southeast portion of the state bordering British 
Columbia and the Yukon Territory to the east and 

the Gulf of Alaska to the west of the Alexander 
Archipelago. 

At that time, the Synod of Alaska-Northwest 
assumed jurisdiction and directed the presbytery 
to serve as an Administrative Commission, tak-
ing care of the day-to-day operations of the pres-
bytery. 

Dobler said that decision by the synod – com-
prised of seven presbyteries, approximately 260 
churches and 58,000 members in Alaska, Wash-
ington and northern Idaho – was one that proved 
to be beneficial for the 
presbytery.

“ T h e y  a s s e r t e d 
authority and put us in 
c h a r g e ,”  h e  s a i d . 
“Southeast Alaska folks 
have the best vantage 
point for the future of 
their congregations, so 
it was a helpful and 
encouraging way to 
work  th rough  th i s . 
Things went as well as 
could be expected for us 
in managing our own 
affairs.”

Developing a plan
Synod leaders also instructed the Presbytery of 

Alaska’s general council to work with the Pres-
bytery of North Puget Sound to compose a plan 
by Oct. 31 for continuing the ministry.

That plan is to combine the nine congregations 
and 450 members of Alaska with the 35 congre-
gations and 8,100 members of North Puget 
Sound to make one large presbytery.

“There has been a mission covenant for some 
time between Alaska and North Puget Sound,” 
Dobler said. “We know each other and have 
worked with each other for a while. This will 
bring together the ecclesiastical bodies of Alaska 
and North Puget Sound and legally merge the 
not-for-profit corporations of each presbytery.”

The goal is to make the merger proposal effec-
tive Jan. 1, 2014, recognizing that it will take 

some time to see if the plan to combine 
the presbyteries will work.

Dobler thinks the plan will be success-
ful, especially in terms of mission oppor-
tunities and preserving cultural and local 
traditions of two areas closely linked by 
native culture groups, and their emphasis 
on fishing, logging and tourism. He said 
the congregations still in Presbytery of 
Alaska have embraced the concept.

“There is great promise for both pres-
byteries to embrace new missional oppor-

tunities and support congregations,” he said. 
“There seems to be a spirit of love and looking to 
see what new things we can do together. There is 
an openness to what we can do as part of a new, 
larger presbytery. We’re really excited about it.”

Schlosser-Hall noted that many of the congre-
gations in the new proposed presbytery may be 
small and rural, but they are vital to the health 
and well-being of the communities they serve. 
Helping them share the Gospel has to be a focus 

of the larger pres-
bytery.

“ We  wa n t  t o 
become effective 
in helping them 
thrive and flourish 
i n  t h o s e  a r e a s 
where  they are 
essential to sharing 
t h e  Wo r d  o f 
Christ,” he said. 
“Our churches will 
need to par tner 
with each other 
and develop deeper 
relationships.”

He added that 
the diversity of the 

people in Southeast Alaska and the Pacif ic 
Northwest provides great opportunities to under-
stand how people live out the Gospel in their 
regions.

Still a work in progress
There still are some details that need to be 

worked out. Among them are meeting schedules/
locations, staffing and a name for the presbytery.

Even with the proposed merger, there will be a 
great distance between the churches on the Alas-
kan archipelago and those located in Northwest 
Washington.

“We will have a reasonably larger geographic 
area over which we have few congregations,” 
observed Schlosser-Hall, “but the people in Alas-
ka are used to having those distances.”

Merger proposed for Alaska, North Puget Sound presbyteries

“There is a general spirit of looking 
forward to this new presbytery, 

what it can become and how it will seek 
to live out the Gospel of Jesus  

Christ. I’ve heard excitement from 
our presbyters, and we’re hoping it 
will be a good thing for everyone.”

Dr. Corey Schlosser-Hall

http://www.layman.org/merger-proposed-alaska-north-puget-sound-presbyteries/
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Equipping for Ministry in thE 21st CEntury

Many churches observe a season of 
Advent beginning four weeks prior to 
Christmas. For Reformed Christians the 
observance of a “season” of the Chris-
tian liturgical calendar can feel like a 
hold-over from Roman Catholicism, but 
the reality of God’s advent in Jesus 
Christ is worthy of our continual atten-
tion. God is at the same time always 
present and One who breaks onto the 
scene at specific times and places. He is 
both the God who is always here and the 
God who visits. That is the nature of His 
adventing character. 

C.S. Lewis’ “A Boy and His Horse” 
includes a scene where Shasta (who does 
not know that he is a prince for he has 
lived to this point as an orphaned pau-
per) meets Aslan. 

“Who are you?” he said, scarcely above a 
whisper. 

“One who has waited long for you to speak,” 
said the Thing. Its voice was not loud, but 
very large and deep. 

... “I can’t see you at all,” said Shasta, after 
staring very hard. Then (for an even more 
terrible idea had come into his head) he 
said, almost in a scream, “You’re not – not 
something dead, are you? Oh please – please 
do go away. What harm have I ever done 
you? Oh, I am the unluckiest person in the 
whole world!” 

Once more he felt the warm breath of the 
Thing on his hand and face. “There,” it said, 
“that is not the breath of a ghost. Tell me 
your sorrows.” 

Shasta was a little reassured by the breath: 
so he told how he had never known his real 
father and mother and had been brought up 
sternly by the fisherman. And then he told 

the story of his escape and how they were 
chased by lions and forced to swim for their 
lives; and of all their dangers in Tashbaan 
and about his night among the tombs and 
how the beasts howled at him out of the des-
ert. And he told about the heat and thirst of 
their desert journey and how they were 
almost at their goal when another lion 
chased them and wounded Aravis. And also, 
how very long it was since he had had any-
thing to eat.

“I do not call you unfortunate,” said the 
Large Voice. 

“Don’t you think it was bad luck to meet so 
many lions?” said Shasta. 

“There was only one lion,” said the Voice. 

“What on earth do you mean? I’ve just told 
you there were at least two the first night, 
and -” 

“There was only one: but he was swift of 
foot.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I was the lion.” And as Shasta gaped 
with open mouth and said nothing, the 
Voice continued, “I was the lion who 
forced you to join with Aravis. I was 
the cat who comforted you among the 
houses of the dead. I was the lion who 
drove the jackals from you while you 
slept. I was the lion who gave the 
Horses the new strength of fear for the 
last mile so that you should reach King 
Lune in time. And I was the lion you do 
not remember who pushed the boat in 
which you lay, a child near death, so 
that it came to shore where a man sat, 
wakeful at midnight, to receive you.” 

Friends, there is only One Lion but so 
much of what He has done we do not 

remember and so much of what He does today 
we fail to understand because we choose to look 
at our lives and our time from our own very lim-
ited perspective. We do not see the scope of his-
tory nor the unfolding redemptive plan of God 
who, as R.C. Sproul puts it, “does not succumb 
to the all-too-human tendency toward immediate 
gratification and short-term goals. God sees the 
end from the beginning and rules the course of 
history, moving it inexorably toward its appointed 
destiny.”

In considering the Advent of Christ we must 
necessarily consider the entire scope of His-story, 
not the momentary nature of our own. In consid-
ering the Advent of Christ we must be willing to 
work to see God’s perspective on life in all its 
fullness. For there is only One Lion who appears 
from before the beginning and throughout the 
eons, today by the Spirit and in the fullness of 
time once again at the end to usher in a new 
beginning. From advent to advent to advent, there 
is only One Lion, and our stories only make 
sense as we find ourselves in His. 

Advent 
Celebrating that He has come, we await His coming

Lesson I: Re-introducing the Adventing Nature of God

http://www.layman.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Advent-equip-nov-dec-2013.pdf
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The Incarnation

The nature and the 
value of human life

Feasting on the 
whole Word of God

Discerning God’s 
pleasing and 
perfect will

We proclaim Christ

Be a faithful elder

Resurrection reality

A time for 
strategic prayer 

Grace: A study of I Peter 

Blessed

We say in the Apostle’s Creed and throughout the confessions that we 
believe Jesus “is coming again to judge the living and the dead.” 

We say it, but do we genuinely believe it? Do we genuinely anticipate and 
await Christ’s second advent? 

Hebrews 9:28 says, “So Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of 
many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are 
eagerly waiting for Him.” How eagerly then, are you waiting? 

Read, reflect and discuss
Read Matthew 24-25. Here Jesus tells us what He knows about His own sec-

ond advent. 
24:36: What is known by Christ about the day and the hour of His second 

coming? How then should you respond when others claim to know what 
Christ Himself is beyond knowing? 
24:42-44: What does Jesus say about our 
expectation and behavior related to His com-
ing advent? 
25:1-13: What does Jesus’ teaching in the pas-
sage indicate to you about the claim of some 
people that “everyone” will be saved? What 
distinction does Jesus make between the peo-
ple in this passage? 
25:14-30: Consider your life. Over what has 
God placed you as a steward of that which 
ultimately belongs to Him? What rate of 
return on investment is God getting from the 
life He has given you? What rate of return on 
investment is God getting 
from the education, experienc-

es, privileges, opportunities, relationships, and time He has 
given you? If God asked today for an accounting of the tal-
ents with which He has blessed you, what would that 
accounting look like? 

25:31-46: Again, what does Jesus indicate here in terms of the 
distinction God makes between those who will inhabit the 
Kingdom of Heaven and those who will not? What does 
that tell you about those who espouse and teach religious 
pluralism or a theology of universal salvation? What does 
v. 41 tell you about those who deny the reality of hell? 

This passage is often used to argue for a theology of works 
righteousness. If you are tempted to believe that, read it 
again. Is Jesus not making a distinction between the life of 
a genuine disciple whose righteousness in Christ is lived 
out through a demonstration of grace and truth in the 
world? Is it the “works” that matter or is it the personal, 
divine perspective that those who are in Christ have toward 
other people? The distinction that Jesus makes is between 
the righteous (v. 37 and 46) and those who are judged to be 
unrighteous. Righteousness comes not by works, but by 
Christ, alone (Romans 4:3-6 and Romans 3:22-23).

The word “advent” comes from the 
Latin adventus meaning “coming, arrival 
or visit.” The Greek word is parousia and 
is most often associated with Jesus’ 
promised second coming. 

As Christians we know and celebrate 
that which has come. We also live in the 
moment-by-moment knowledge that 
Christ is present by the power of the Holy 
Spirit right now, within us, within the 
Church, and active in the world. And yet 
we await Christ’s coming. 

This is the reality of the “season” of 
Advent observed in many Christian 
churches in the weeks leading up to 
Christmas. It is a time for Christians to 
intentionally focus their attention on the 
“coming” of Jesus as Messiah, Christ 
and King. This is not only a remem-
brance of His first advent, but also joyful 
anticipation of Christ’s second advent yet 
to come. 

Lest we breed confusion, it is impor-
tant to remind ourselves that although 
Jesus came from heaven to earth at a spe-
cific point in human history in the form 
of a man, and that one day He will return 
again to earth as Judge and King, Jesus 
does not cease to be in the interim. Nor 
did He spring from non-existence when 
He was conceived by the power of the 
Holy Spirit in the womb of Mary. Jesus 
has always been; Jesus was; Jesus is; and 
Jesus always will be. And yet He comes. 

He is the second member of the Trini-
ty, the Son, sent to be the Savior, raised 
to be Lord, waiting even now to come 
again as Judge and King. 

From Adam to Joseph the world lay in 
waiting for His arrival. From His first 
advent until His promised second com-
ing the world waits again. As we look 
forward to His appearing, let us look 
back to gain God’s perspective on His 
own advent. 

Read, reflect and discuss: 
Read Matthew 1:1-17 and take note of 

the women in Jesus’ genealogy. You 
may remember a few things about 

Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba and 
Mary, but take the time to re-read 
their stories with this reality in mind: 
These women are essential to God’s 
unfolding plan of redemptive history. 

Read Luke 3:23-38. What are the differ-
ences between the genealogies of 
Jesus as recorded by Matthew and 
Luke? Matthew starts with Abraham 
and works his way forward down the 
family tree to Jesus. Luke starts with 
Jesus and works 
his way back 
through David 
to Abraham to 
Adam to God. 
Think about the 
scope of the sto-
ries contained 
in that family 
tree and the root 
that they supply 
for the shoot 
which springs up in the person of 
Christ. Some of the names leap off the 
page because we know their stories so 
well: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Judah, Boaz, David, Joseph. 
Others in the list are so obscure that 
we know little about them – other 
than the fact that in God’s plan they 
each provide an essential link in the 
chain that leads to Jesus. 

With Jesus’ genealogy in mind, read John 
1:1-18, Colossians 1:15-20, Hebrews 
1:1-4. Whose son is He? 

Consider the reality that Jesus is the son 
of man and Jesus is the son of God. 
How do these Scripture texts help you 
better understand His dual nature? 

Jesus is the Word of God enfleshed. He 
is the Word incarnate. How do these 
texts help you understand His eternal 
nature as the Word of God? 

How do the texts from Colossians and 
Hebrews help you understand Jesus’ 
pre-existent nature and how does Rev-
elation 22:7-21 help you understand 
the reality that He is yet to come?  

As Christians, we live in the world as resi-
dent aliens with knowledge of realities that 
many of our neighbors are completely 
unaware. Our primary and most significant 
relationship is with a God whom many peo-
ple around us do not believe exists. We are 
an odd lot and yet we are a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, citizens of the Kingdom of 
Heaven. 

This Kingdom has a King, and it is His 
advent to which we attend. 

The King has come and in His first advent 
– through Christ’s life, ministry, 
death and resurrection – the 
Kingdom was inaugurated. This 
we celebrate. And yet, God’s 
Kingdom will not be consum-
mated until His second advent. 
And for this we wait with great 
expectation. 

Read, reflect and discuss: 
Read John 3:1-21. 
As a person in whom Christ 

reigns as Lord by the power of the Holy 
Spirit and as a person who has the privi-
lege of living with the knowledge of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection, how would 
you walk through Jesus’ discourse with 
Nicodemus to help a questioning neigh-
bor today understand the teachings of 
Jesus in this passage? 

In verse 3, what does Jesus say is the criteria 
for entrance into the Kingdom of God? In 
verses 5-8, how does Jesus say that entry 
is accomplished? (This is a good opportu-
nity to remind ourselves of Ephesians 
2:4-8; it is by grace that this redemption 
is accomplished.)

Will everyone accept this Truth? (vs. 11, 19) 
Verses 20-21 cut each of us to the heart if we 

are honest. All have sinned and fallen 
short of the glory of God and none of us 
wants to be publicly exposed. We like to 
tuck things into the shadows and the 
thought of anyone, including God, seeing 
plainly what we have thought, said and 
done is shameful. And yet, He sees. He is 
sovereign. He reigns. The only question is 
whether we live our lives “in” or “out” of 

His Kingdom. 
God is still calling people into His Kingdom, 

and He’s sending that message of invita-
tion through you and me. Read II Timothy 
4:1-5. Verse 1 reminds us that we live 
now in the presence of God and of Christ 
Jesus. Consider that truth for a moment. 
Right now, wherever else you are in the 
world, you are also in the presence of the 
enthroned Christ, King of kings and Lord 
of lords. Only those who know the real 
presence of Christ are in a position to 
invite others. This is the work of evange-
lism, and it is work 
that belongs to us all. 

II Timothy 4:18 reminds 
us that although we 
already reside in 
Christ’s presence we 
are not yet “safely” in 
His Kingdom. 

This is the already and 
not yet nature of life 
lived between advents. 
We are ambassadors of 
Christ’s Kingdom. 
Like those who are 
sent out to find, 
instruct, counsel and 
walk with Little Christian and Christiana 
in John Bunyan’s Little Pilgrim’s Prog-
ress, we know the One who reigns in the 
Celestial City and we want nothing more 
in this life than for them to find the Way. 

II Peter 1:11 captures that moment of arrival, 
“You will receive a rich welcome into the 
eternal Kingdom of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ.” 

Read Hebrews 12:22-29. Do you see both 
the reality of the Kingdom to which we 
are going and the Kingdom He is yet 
coming to consummate? 

This Kingdom that invites and promises and 
energizes our present struggle is also the 
inheritance that lies before us. Read and 
revel in I Corinthians 6:9-10; 15:50, 
Galatians 5:21, Ephesians 5:5, James 2:5. 

The Kingdom of God is already and not yet. 
Inaugurated in Christ’s first advent and 
yet to be consummated in His second. 

We wait to remember. 
We wait to live in His presence in new ways. 

Matthew 28:20b.
We wait to submit with Mary. Luke 1:26-38.
We wait to dream with Joseph. 

Matthew 1:18-25; 2:13-15; 2:19-23.
We wait to leap with John. Luke 1:38-45.
We wait to sing with the angels. Luke 2:8-14.
We wait to wonder with the shepherds. 

Luke 2:8, 15-20.
We wait to worship with the wise men. 

Matthew 2:1-12.
We wait to see promises fulfilled with 

Simeon. Luke 2:21-35. 
We wait to see prayers answered with Anna. 

Luke 2:36-38.
We wait to marvel with Mary. 

Luke 2:19, 2:33.
We wait to see Him with the disciples 

Acts 1:7-11.
We wait to be with Him, forever. 

Revelation 22.
We wait for His advent, again. 

Lesson II: Looking forward to the 
God who comes by looking back 

Lesson IV: The second Advent of 
Christ – He who is yet to come

Lesson V: Advent – 
why we wait, again

Lesson III: The Advents of Jesus Christ, 
already and not yet

Equipping studies found at 

www.layman.org

Visit  
www.layman.org/equip/equipping-section

for these studies and more!

Jesus has always been; 
Jesus was;  
Jesus is;  

and Jesus always will be. 
And yet He comes. 

Carmen Fowler LaBerge is the author of the equipping study. Feedback is appreciated as future studies are planned. Share your comments with Carmen via e-mail at cfowler@layman.org, call 1-800-368-0110 or write  P.O. 2210, Lenoir, NC 28645

http://www.layman.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Advent-equip-nov-dec-2013.pdf
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By Jodi Craiglow
God Equips.com

The days are getting shorter. The elms and 
maples are riding out in a blaze of glory. So we 
know what that means… It’s time to pick out a 
Christmas Pageant!

If you’re like me, you know that sometimes it 
can be diff icult to f ind a “new spin” on the 
Christmas story. I’ve seen Baby Jesus in candy 
shops, riding tumbleweed, under disco balls and 
everywhere in between. Sometimes it works – I’ll 
be the first to admit that it can be fun to think of 
the nativity from a different perspective. But 
sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes a well-inten-
tioned playwright can get so caught up in the 
flash and dazzle that the true message of Christ-
mas – that the God of the universe personally 
came to live among us as one of us – can get lost 
in the shuffle.

With this thought in mind, as well as knowing 
that “the most wonderful time of the year” is also 
usually the busiest, Shirin Milton Snyder and her 
team created “The Real Meaning of Christmas.” 
Rather than drafting an elaborate script that 
requires months of rehearsals, set construction  
and costume design, they strip down the story to 
its essentials and encourage directors to make the 
pageant as simple or as involved as they choose. 

Starting with Isaiah’s prophecy of the “Won-
derful Counselor,” the narrator invites the audi-
ence to travel to Mary’s house, where the angel 
tells her about the special child she’ll bear. The 
focus then shifts to Joseph and his own angelic 
visitation. Traveling to Bethlehem with the cou-
ple, the audience shares in their search for a 

room and Jesus’ birth in a 
stable. Angels, shepherds 
and Magi join in the wor-
ship and celebration, and 
the play rounds out with a 
reminder that Christmas is 
about Jesus, who will be 
with us now and forever.

Along with the play 
c o m e  t h e  f o l l ow i n g 
resources for throwing a 
Christmas party along with 
the pageant:

Introduction• 
About this Pageant• 
The Christmas Pageant • 
Party
The Real Meaning of • 
Christmas Story
The Real Meaning of • 
Christmas Pageant
Message:  The Real • 
Meaning of Christmas
Christmas Pageant FAQ• 
The ABC’s… (and a little bit more) for a Very • 
Merry Christmas Pageant!
Problem Solving• 
Game Ideas for Jesus’ Birthday Party• 
Cast of Characters• 
Glossary • 

Now, when I say this pageant is basic, I mean 
that it’s basic. The script is a mere six pages in 
length, and tells little more than the nativity story 
itself. But here’s the thing: in this day and age of 
glitzed-up, hyperactive Christmas festivities, 

sometimes a down-to-
earth, straightforward 
retelling of the Christ-
mas story is just what we 
need. Moreover, by cut-
ting out all the “other 
stuff,” Snyder and her 
associates give us an 
undiluted account of the 
greatest story ever told. 

As I’ve already men-
tioned, they encourage – 
and expect – directors to 
adapt this play to their 
own needs and specifi-
cations. If you want to 
construct elaborate sets 
and have designer cos-
tumes, there’s nothing 
stopping you. Likewise, 
if you want to use bed 
sheets and pillowcases, 
it works with their for-

mat as well. By keeping their plans simple, what 
the “Real Meaning of Christmas” team is able to 
accomplish is a purer focus on the miracle of 
Jesus’ birth, the true reason for the season. If 
you’re strapped for time, are tired of fluffy pag-
eants or simply want a story that keeps the focus 
where it needs to be, I’d recommend that you 
give this “Last-Minute Christmas Pageant” a 
gander.

GodEquips.com is an online Bible, doctrinal and 
topical study recommendation resource center. 
The web site is www.godequips.org/

Review 

‘The Real Meaning of Christmas (A Pageant)’

The Real Meaning of Christmas: A Last-
Minute Christmas Pageant for All Ages; 
Author: Shirin Milton Snyder; Format: 
Downloadable PDF at: http://there-
almeaningofchristmas.com/pageant/

By Cindy M. Pirtle
The Layman

ECO: A Covenant Order of Evangelical Pres-
byterians held a Missional Leader Training Con-
ference Nov. 4-5 at Windwood Presbyterian 
Church in Houston, Texas.

ECO participants and those with the Fellow-
ship of Presbyterians were joined at the confer-
ence by attendees from the Presbyterian Church 
(USA), the Christian Reformed Church and the 
Reformed Church of America.

Participants traveled from California, Colora-
do, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Washington, South 
Carolina and Florida.

Dana Allin, synod executive for ECO, opened 
the conference. 

Allin’s presentation focused on Missional 
Models of Ministry 

He stressed the importance of applying the 
underlying missional principles to the existing 
attractional church structure and moving toward 
Gospel-centered missional growth.  

“It is exciting to have leaders not only from 
ECO/Fellowship churches, but also from the 
Christian Reformed Church come together to 
learn about forming gospel-centered communi-
ties that increase the level of discipleship in its 
members and reach their cities with the good 
news more effectively,” he said.

David Hancock, director of community disci-
pleship and contemporary worship at Indian 
River Presbyterian Church, presented the prima-

ry training on creating the Gospel-Centered Mis-
sional Model from a new handbook still in pro-
duction called, “Missional Community Forma-
tion Workbook,” co-authored by Jim Singleton, 
Allin and Hancock.

Hancock said, “It was such a joy to gather 
together and have a conversation about how we 
can equip communities to be immersed in the 
gospel together on mission. I am praying for a 
gospel movement within our churches that will 
equip community groups to reach the lost with 
the gospel. Please join me in this prayer!”  

Though still in the planning stages, the work-
book and additional training conferences may be 
completed by the summer of 2014.

ECO, formed in 2012, has 75 churches. 

Growing Gospel-centered missional groups

http://www.godequips.org/content-reviews/real-meaning-of-christmas/
http://www.layman.org/growing-gospel-centered-missional-groups/
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By Nathan Key
The Layman

Why Detroit? That’s the question many are ask-
ing about the decision to have the 221st General 
Assembly in a city ravaged by crime, poverty and 
brokenness, from its people to its economy.

Thomas Hay, director of General Assembly 
Meeting Service from the Presbyterian Church 
(USA), understands why that question is raised 
and believes there is a purpose for Detroit to host 
the 2014 GA meeting in the Motor City June 

14-21, 2014.
“Based on what you read in the papers or see on 

television networks, it’s a legitimate question,” 
Hay told the Presbyterian Mission Agency Board 
during a recent meeting. “Why would anyone go 
to that city? Isn’t it dangerous? How can anybody 
go there safely? But I think in God’s wisdom six 
years ago, He decided we shall go to Detroit.”

The city filed for Chapter 9 bankruptcy in July, 
seeking protection from creditors and unions who 
are renegotiating an estimated $18.5 billion in debt 
and other liabilities.

“There’s no question Detroit is a city with huge 
problems,” he said. “They do have troubles, but it is 
a city experiencing a new reality.”

The bankruptcy, he said, “means much because 
there is little money freed up for basic services. It 
means little because people involved are not with 
the city, so there will be no effect on the GA.”

The General Assembly will take place at the 
Cobo Center, which is not owned by the city.

Hay said the downtown area of Detroit is safe, 
with most of its crime and other problems occur-
ring in the fringe regions of the city.

“Detroit has much to teach us,” Hay said. “The 
city can teach us what it means to be an institution 
with an established pattern in this day and age, 
looking at the challenges of who we will be in the 
future. We have an opportunity to stand with 
(Detroit’s residents) and learn to be an institution 
of the future.”

Hay pointed out that the PCUSA’s presence in 
Detroit is an opportunity to reach out, economical-
ly and missionally.

“We can have a huge potential economic impact 
just by being there,” Hay said. “We stand with 
people in love to serve. We are witnesses to Jesus 
Christ’s justice. We can show the world this is a 
place worth loving. We can witness to the rest of 
the nation that this is a city of people, not fear. It’s 
a place like where Jesus would go because it is a 
place where people hurt and need Him.”

“God wanted us to be in Detroit because of what 
we will learn and what we will say,” he said. “It’s an 
opportunity for us to be part of a special gathering.”

A look ahead 
to the 221st GA

GA commissioners 
urged to tip well 
while in Detroit
The Layman

In late October, the Committee on the 
Office of the General Assembly (COGA) 
released a letter urging those who plan to 
attend the 221st General Assembly meeting, 
June 14-21, 2014, in Detroit, Mich., to “do 
three things to promote racial reconciliation, 
Christian fellowship, and economic justice.”

COGA urged anyone attending the Pres-
byterian Church (USA)’s meeting to:

“Participate in a unified, on-site event • 
that honors Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I 
Have a Dream” speech, f irst given in 
Detroit two months prior to King deliver-
ing it in Washington;

“Affirm the PCUSA’s life as a connec-• 
tional church by bringing an item with 
you ... in support of Detroit congrega-
tions and the communities they serve;

“Leave tangible signs of appreciation • 
with Detroit service-providers you 
encounter, such as a $5-a-day gratuity for 
the housekeeper who cleans your hotel 
room.”

“We believe these three actions will allow 
Presbyterians to witness to the residents of 
Detroit, publicly and privately, on the issues 
of economic justice, racial justice and Chris-
tian fellowship. We envision this witness to 
be one of many opportunities for the 
PCUSA to live out the assembly theme – 
Abound in Hope – in ways that will inspire 
both our host city and us.”

COGA met in Detroit during the month of 
October, not only to show its “commitment 
to our denomination’s decision to meet” in 
the city, read the letter, but also to become 
familiar with the location. 

The committee admitted that it had heard 
of concerns about the suitability of Detroit 
for a General Assembly meeting, which is 
attended by thousands of Presbyterians, both 
young and old, and from all parts of the 
nation.

“We left Detroit feeling not only that the 
concerns we heard expressed had been 
addressed, but also with enthusiasm for what 
the experience of an assembly in Detroit could 
mean for individual Presbyterians who attend, 
and for the PCUSA as a denomination.”

For coverage of the 221st General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
before, during and following the June 14-21, 2014 event 

visit The Layman Online’s 2014 General Assembly (PCUSA) news page at 
www.layman.org/category/2014-general-assembly/

‘Calendaring’ toward Detroit 
Business is beginning to accumulate for the 
2014 General Assembly. For those Presbyteri-
ans who want to send business via overtures 
to the GA now is the time to take a hard look 
at the calendar. Working “back” from the start 
date of the 2014 PCUSA GA of June 14, 2014:
February 14 (120 days prior) – This is the 
deadline for “reports” from special committees, 
task forces, advocacy committees and the six 
agencies of the GA. This is also the deadline for 
overtures* that seek to change the constitution. 
April 15 (60 days prior) – This is the deadline 
for overtures* with financial implications. 
April 30 (45 days prior) – This is the deadline 
for communications. This is also the deadline 
for overtures* with no financial implications 
and that do not seek to amend the constitution. 
*This year, overtures must be submitted by two presby-
teries which pushes the time line “up” for the originating 
presbytery because they will need another presbytery’s 
support prior to the deadline. 

http://www.layman.org/category/2014-general-assembly/
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Judicial Commission eventually ren-
dered a decision in Tom et al v. Presby-
tery of San Francisco, informing the 
church that when determining the terms 
of dismissal, a presbytery is obligated to 
consider the value of the church’s prop-
erty held in trust for the denomination.

Meanwhile, San Francisco Presbytery 
went back to the drawing board to estab-
lish a new, more comprehensive policy. 
A team of 12 presbyters representing the 
full theological and political spectrum 
of the presbytery, worked for f ive 
months with a Christian mediator to 
develop a document that was thorough, 
challenging, and as balanced as such a 
thing can be. It, too, was adopted unani-
mously by the presbytery in June 2012. 
It should be noted that everybody, and I 
mean everybody, understood that Menlo 
Park Presbyterian Church (MPPC), the 
largest congregation in our presbytery, 
was in the pipeline when the new policy 
was enacted. The unspoken but very real 
question before the body was whether 
this policy would yield a workable out-
come should MPPC renew its notice of 
intent to seek dismissal.

MPPC’s process had been put on hold 
when the original policy was rescinded. 
They took the process up again earlier 
this year and submitted all requested 
information in May of 2013. A Presby-
tery Engagement Team (PET) was 
assigned to work with them as a com-
mission of the presbytery. By early 
August, the teams had worked out a deal 
to their mutual satisfaction.

Agreement reached
At the next meeting of the presbytery, 

on Sept. 10, the body was informed that 
an agreement had been reached and was 
asked to call a meeting of MPPC’s con-
gregation for November 3. In addition to 
the congregational meeting, a series of 
Town Hall meetings was scheduled for 
October to reach the thousands of mem-
bers at three sites with question and 
answer sessions.

But two weeks later, on September 24, 
MPPC’s representative committee was 

notified by the PET that upon further 
review, the PET wanted to reopen nego-
tiations. The PET said it had not proper-
ly accounted for assets of a separate pri-
vate foundation, The Church of the Pio-
neers Foundation, from whom the 
church leases off ice and residential 
property. The PET felt that the terms of 
dismissal should be increased to several 
times the earlier, agreed-upon amount. 
The PET cancelled a pre-scheduled 
meeting with the church, so conversa-
tion has stalled. It appears the presby-
tery hopes it can make a financial kill-
ing from the dismissal of San Francisco 
Presbytery’s most successful church.

So tell me this isn’t about the money. 
The overriding concern of the presby-
tery here is not mission. No, it is eccle-
siastical extortion. It is unjust. Not to 
mention ironic: At the very meeting 
where MPPC’s congregational meeting 
was approved, the Presbytery closed 
down a failed new church development 
within 10 miles of Menlo Park. What 
confidence do we have in a presbytery 
that cannot demonstrate its ability to 
start new churches and does not to this 
day have a mission strategy for the San 
Francisco Peninsula? 

There’s a lot wrong with this picture: 
how could the Leadership Council usurp 
the authority of one of its commissions? 
Was it right for the presbytery to renege 
on its agreement once the congregation-
al meeting date was set by the body? 
And legally, how can leased property be 
considered the church’s asset under the 
trust clause?

Naegeli is a PCUSA pastor and minis-
ter-at-large in San Francisco Presby-
tery. She serves as the moderator for 
The Presbyterian Coalition, and blogs 
at http://wordtolife.wordpress.com/

continued from page 1

Tell me this isn’t 
about the money

Two men have announced their candidacy for moder-
ator of the 221st General Assembly of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA). Heath K. Rada, a member of Grace 
Covenant Presbyterian Church in Asheville, N.C., has 
been endorsed by the Presbytery of Western North 
Carolina. John Wilkerson, pastor of Third Presbyterian 
Church in Rochester, N.Y., has been endorsed by the 
Presbytery of Genesee Valley. The 2014 General As-
sembly will be held June 14-21 in Detroit, Mich. The 
elected moderator will moderate the business meet-
ings of that assembly, and then will become the voice 
and face of the denomination for the next two years.

Presbyterian Global Fellowship (PGF) has been dis-
solved. The decision was announced by Jerry Deck, 
executive director of PGF on Oct. 30. A letter from the 
PGF board cited recent changes in the landscape of 
the Presbyterian Church (USA) for its demise: “Amidst 
these changes it has been difficult, quite honestly, for 
PGF to effectively convey its message. With this in 
mind the PGF board decided it is time to dissolve and 
to thank God for the ways He has used PGF over the 
last several years.”

The Presbyterian Elders in Prayer (PEP) board of direc-
tors unanimously elected Rev. Dr. Robert R. Kopp as 
its executive director on Oct. 3. He officially will be-
gin his new position on Jan. 1, 2014. He has been an 
active part of PEP since it was formed in Kansas City 
in 1981. PEP’s web site is http://presbypray.org/.

Dr. M. Craig Barnes was installed as Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary’s seventh president at a service at the 
Princeton University Chapel on Oct. 23. The event 
featured an inaugural procession in which delegates 
from 37 academic institutions took part, including 
those from the University of Edinburgh, founded in 
1582. Barnes is also a professor of pastoral ministry.

Mission receipts for the first seven months of 2013 
were down compared to budget, but staff members of 
the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA) managed to 
minimize expenses during that same period of time. 
According to a finance report listed in the PMAB 
papers for the meeting, mission receipts totaling 
$39,478,625 through July 31 were down $1.1 mil-
lion from the projected budget total of $40,588,901. 
Expenditures were pegged at $44,715,665 in the 2013 
budget, but the efforts of staff brought them in under 
budget at $39,056,899.

In BrIef ...

http://wordtolife.wordpress.com/2013/10/22/tell-me-this-isnt-about-the-money/
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By Paula R. Kincaid
The Layman

SAN ANTONIO, Texas – 
At September’s Connecting 
Mission Leaders Confer-
ence, Enock DeAssis, pastor 
of outreach at Bel Air Pres-
byterian Church, in Los 
Angeles, Calif., led a work-
shop on Mission Leadership 
101.

He talked about his work 
at Bel Air, and how it began 
– with the need to cut some 
of the ministries of the 
church. 

When he began work, Bel 
Air had 108 mission partners, he said, and that now, 
the church has 30-32 partners, and is sending 25 
percent more money than it did before.

DeAssis told the church when it first began to 
discuss the need for cutting some mission partners 
that, “We need to look at Jesus as the model for our 
mission … so we looked at the Bible.”

Following six months of Bible study, the group 
discovered nine areas of Jesus’ ministry.

“Some like healing the sick and casting out 
demons; we Presbyterians are not good at that,” 
DeAssis quipped. So the list dropped to five, and 
then, following their own sense of calling to three: 
Sharing good news of Gospel; compassion and jus-
tice; and leadership development or discipleship.

10 practices to help mission leaders
He shared 10 things from his almost 30 years of 

ministry, which he hoped would help them.
“These have been the most impactful in my life 

and some of them, the most challenging to do in 
ministry,” he said. 

“Work hard,” said DeAssis. “Never lose the idea 1. 
that this is God’s mission, not yours … under-
stand that you are not the Lord of the mission, 
but God is.”
“Do not ignore the institutional needs as you 2. 
lead a movement,” he said. DeAssis added that 
mission has to do with movement, and while the 
institution asks questions about how to preserve, 
movements ask how can we change, and some-
times that creates tension. “There needs to be a 
healthy balance between the institution and the 
movement,” he said. 
“Leadership of mission is more about invitation 3. 
than command,” he said. People see mission 
leaders as people who are passionate about 

Jesus. “People won’t change because you tell 
them to change,” he said. “For you to influence 
someone, it is about the invitation, ‘Come with 
me.’”
“Go fast forward, but not too fast,” cautioned 4. 
DeAssis. He spoke of a church that supported 
one foreign missionary, and later increased that 
number to 53 missionaries. “It was too fast,” he 
said. The church could not sustain that level of 
mission support.
“Embrace ‘glocalization.’” It’s a new term DeAs-5. 
sis made up that is a combination of “globaliza-
tion and localization.” He encouraged mission 
leaders to “help your church and yourself know 
that God is at work in the neighborhoods of 
China and in the neighborhoods of our church-
es.”
“Pay attention. Realize and make decisions as if 6. 
the global church is different from what it was 
20 years ago,” he said. The global church has 
grown, he said, but sometimes U.S. churches 
will work with them and look at them as if they 
are little brothers and sisters. 
“Real partnership requires a deep sense of 7. 
accountability,” he said. “It’s a two-way street … 
Sometimes we don’t ask the questions we need 
to for fear of offending; because we are partners 
we can speak the truth to each other; because we 
are partners we can ask the questions.” 
“Good missiology is a result of good ecclesiolo-8. 
gy,” said DeAssis. “If the church is our base 
camp and we deploy people around the world, 
then we have to have people that value the 
church and serve the church.” 
“Keep growing, networking and learning from 9. 
others. You have to have a mentor in mission 
work,” he said. “We get so focused on what is on 
our desk today, that we quit networking … In 
two or three years, you will be dry.”
“Mentorship is critical,” said DeAssis. “For you 10. 
to invest time with the youth of the church is 
critical … I’ve been doing this for years now. To 
see some of the young people I have mentored 
being involved in missions now is one of the 
biggest joys of my life.” 

The Connecting Mission Leaders Conference, 
sponsored by The Outreach Foundation, The Anti-
och Partners and Presbyterian Frontier Fellowship, 
was held Sept. 19-21 at First Presbyterian Church in 
San Antonio, Texas.

The event was attended by mission leaders from 
the Presbyterian Church (USA), the Evangelical 
Presbyterian Church (EPC) and ECO: A Covenant 
Order of Evangelical Presbyterians.

The Lay Committee is privileged 
to have thousands of people 
nationwide whose prayers and 
financial support make the 
publication of this paper possible. 
If you are among our partners in 
ministry, thank you. If you are not 
actively supporting this ministry 
through regular or annual financial  
giving, please consider making 
a gift right now. 

Four ways to give: 
Visit www.layman.org and click 1. 
on the “Donate” button to make a 
secure online gift.
Call 1-800-368-0110 to make 2. 
a credit card donation over the 
phone. When you call, ask about 
becoming a “Frontliner” and 
giving regularly to the PLC. 
Send a check to the PLC at PO 3. 
Box #2210, Lenoir, NC 28645. 
You can also make gifts of  4. 
appreciable assets and include the 
PLC in your estate planning. Talk 
to your financial advisor or, if you 
do not have someone advising 
you about estate planning, call 
our office and we’ll connect you. 

Every gift counts. A $6 gift will 
cover the cost of the production, 
printing and mailing of The 
Layman you are now reading. To 
cover the 6 issues for 2013 a gift of 
$40 is suggested. But the ministries 
of the PLC include a constellation 
of ministries beyond The Layman 
and it is all accomplished through 
the financial charitable giving of 
individuals like you.

PLC Partners Corner

Mission leader shares practices 
that impacted his ministry

Enock DeAssis

http://www.layman.org/donate/
http://www.layman.org/mission-leader-shares-10-practices-impacted-ministry/
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Churches that have left the PCUSA recently
To access articles on each of the churches on the list below, visit www.layman.org and type the church’s name in the “search box.”

For a complete list of churches, visit www.layman.org/discern/faqs-and-urgent-issues

(EPC: Evangelical Presbyterian Church; ECO: A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians)

CHURCH NAME CITY, STATE MEMBERS PRESBYTERY DETAILS JOINED
First Waitsburg, 

Wash.
115 Central Wash-

ington
Congregation was dismissed at the presbytery’s 8/17/13 meeting. It paid the presby-
tery approximately $15,000.

ECO

Indian Hill Indian Hill, N.C. 78 Charlotte A congregational vote in April 2013 was unanimous to seek departure for the EPC. 
Because more than 90 percent of those voting were in the affirmative to leave, the 
church was released with its property and no additional payment required. Presbytery 
dismissed church at its 7/20/13 meeting.

EPC

Russell Memorial, 
renamed: Russell 
Community 
Church

Berea. S.C. 52 Foothills Presbytery dismissed the congregation at its 8/17/13 meeting. The church was 
required by the presbytery to change its name. It will continue to host a Foothills Pres-
bytery-sponsored Hispanic ministry congregation.

ECO

Highland Park Dallas, Texas 4,896 Grace Congregational vote on 10/27/13 to leave the PCUSA was 1,337 (89 percent) in favor; 
170 (11 percent) against. The vote for joining ECO was 1,335 in favor to 161 against. 
Church has filed a lawsuit in civil court for its property. Church was officially accepted 
into ECO on 11/1/13.

ECO

Brookdale St. Joseph, Mo. 319 Heartland Congregation disaffiliated from PCUSA. It was formally accepted into the EPC on 
10/22/13.

EPC

First Mount Holly, N.J. 243 Monmouth Presbytery approved the congregation’s dismissal at its June 2013 meeting, to be 
effective Nov. 2013. Church will pay $50,101.10 which represents 10% of the annual 
regular contributions to the church and will pay the 2013 per capita.

ECO

*Grace Houston, Texas 2,631 New Covenant Congregation voted to enter into the discernment process with its presbytery during a 
congregational meeting held on 10/20/13. 616 ballots were cast, and 552 voted in 
favor of entering into the discernment process; 64 voted against entering the process.

N/A

First Kingwood, Texas 1,611 New Covenant Congregation voted on 5/5/13 to leave the PCUSA for ECO 358-165 (68.5 percent). 
Presbytery dismissed the church on 6/8/13. Church paid $277,782.30 to the presby-
tery by cashier’s check.

ECO

Englewood Rocky Mount, 
N.C.

127 New Hope Presbytery dismissed the congregation at its 10/26/13 meeting. The church’s payment 
to the presbytery included: $5,000 grant received from the PCUS in 1965; 2013 per 
capita of $1,907; $7,718 to the mission budget; up to $500 for dismissal costs; and 
$4,000 per year for 10 years to presbytery mission budget.

EPC

First Amarillo, Texas 1,043 Palo Duro Congregation voted by an overwhelming 96.5 percent majority (438-16) on Oct. 23 to 
disaffiliate from the national denomination and join ECO.

ECO

Piedmont Callaway, Va. 105 Peaks Church was dismissed from the PCUSA during the 7/27/13 presbytery meeting. 
Church will pay $6,000 annually in addition to paying mission support requested for 
2013 ($2,500) for three years (a total of $7,500).

EPC

Trinity Camarillo, Calif. 286 Santa Barbara The congregation was dismissed on 9/28/13. Trinity made a one-time lump sum pay-
ment of $100,000 on 9/28/13.

ECO

Wabash Auburn, Wash. 292 Seattle Congregation was dismissed at the presbytery’s 9/17/13 meeting. The dismissal will 
be effective on 1/1/14. Church must pay the presbytery $76,014.

EPC

Overlook Mobile, Ala. 115 South 
Alabama

The congregation voted 77-1 on 5/5/13 to request dismissal from the PCUSA. Church 
was dismissed during the 8/24/13 presbytery meeting and agreed to uphold its finan-
cial pledge for 2013 in the amount of $2,500 (mission giving and per capita).

ECO

Pierpont Pierpont, Ohio 110 Western 
Reserve

Church’s decision to leave the denomination was formally recognized during a 5/22/13 
presbytery meeting. Church paid $2,500 to the presbytery.

EPC

*Grace has not left the PCUSA, only voted to enter into the discernment progress with its presbytery.

http://www.layman.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/churches-seeking-discernment.xls
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killed Nov. 19, 2005, in Iraq by a 
roadside bomb during a combat 
operation, just two months after 
arriving in the country.

Bair learned that Somers Con-
gregational United Church of 
Christ in Connecticut honored 
those who perished in combat 
duty by delivering flags to other 
churches wanting to remember 
fallen soldiers, allowing them to 
display the flags on their proper-
ty for a period of one month. The 
flags were delivered to Westmin-
ster March 9, 2012, and remained 
there until March 24, 2012.

So moving was the service of 
remembrance that Westminster’s 
membership wanted to continue to honor those 
fallen war heroes along with all active and inac-
tive soldiers.

“Our church was so deeply touched that we 
purchased 7,500 flags to honor those killed in 
Iraq and Afghanistan each year moving forward,” 
Hein said, recalling the many tears shed during 
the 2012 service. “That will forever be a stamp 
on my soul. It was a sober experience and pride-
ful experience at the same time.”

Establishing the field to pay tribute
Forty-six members of the congregation and 

some community volunteers gathered at the Mid-
dletown church Saturday, Oct. 19 and placed 
6,742 flags in rows of remembrance. Two more 
were added a couple days later.

The flags, which covered more than a third of 
the lawn and were highly visible reminders of the 
sacrifices made by armed forces personnel, flew 
until Nov. 16. 

The flags also were a tribute to men and 
women killed in the attacks on the World Trade 
Center’s Twin Towers on Sept. 11, 2001. Hein 
said that Middletown, a bedroom community of 
New York City located just 26 miles across the 
New York Bay, had more casualties in the Twin 
Towers attacks than any other community.

“Everybody here knows somebody who died 
in the 9/11 bombings (which sparked U.S. 
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan),” Hein 
said. “I think that’s why this event is embraced so 
deeply.”

Hein spoke of the Presbyterian Church being a 
part of the fabric of American society, noting that 
he supports the ideals and institutions of Ameri-

ca, one of which is its military.
“It’s part of the reason I embrace the Field of 

Flags,” he said with an emotional inflection in 
his voice.

A new feature
Westminster’s congregation added a new fea-

ture for this year’s event by lining the entrance 
and exit to the church with another 700 flags to 
represent 51,565 military personnel wounded in 
conflict, dubbing the drive “Wounded Way.” 
Along with the flags there were informational 
placards that talked about the effects of war – 
physical, mental and emotional – on soldiers try-
ing to return to civilian life after their military 
experiences.

“We’re trying to raise the consciousness of the 
public to the sacrifice of those who gave their 
lives and those making the transition to civilian 
life after being wounded,” Hein said, noting the 
physical and invisible scars often carried by mili-
tary personnel.

Swelling with pride
Hein said his daily drive into the church park-

ing lot made him proud to be an American and 
part of a church and community seeking to rec-
ognize and pay tribute to the sacrifices of sol-
diers, their loved ones and friends.

“My heart swells with pride when I turn into 
the driveway and first see the field,” Hein said. 
“There is an equal amount of sadness when you 
realize each flag represents an American life lost 
or wounded as well as their families. This evokes 
a tremendous amount of pride and a deep sense 
of gratefulness of the sacrifice veterans make for 
us each and every day.”

And the Middletown community took 
note of that as well. From his office, Hein 
often looked out the window to see people 
stopping by to view the flags and pay trib-
ute, many of them military personnel in 
uniform or veterans of previous engage-
ments who stand at attention and salute 
their fallen comrades.

People also stop in at the church to thank 
the congregation for its tribute to members 
of the military, and other churches have 
inquired about the display and possibly 
offering one at their locations. Many peo-
ple simply honk their horns and flash a 
thumbs-up sign as they pass by, recogniz-
ing what has been done to honor those 
who gave their lives.

“It’s a great patriotic tribute soaked in 
tears and pride for what these men and 
women have done,” Hein said. “This field 

inspires people. It instills pride.” 

continued from page 1

Mark R. Sullivan / Asbury Park Press

Paying respect for sacrifices made

Flooded 
but faithful 

Serving Our 
Neighbors: 
Palos Park helps 
those in need

Feeding with 40,000: 
Grand Junction church 
packages meals for mal-
nourished children

Taking care 
of those who 
can’t care for 
themselves

Feature articles 
found at 

www.layman.org

Type the headline into the 
 search box located on the 

right hand side of The Layman 
Online to access the article.

http://www.layman.org/paying-respect-sacrifices-made/
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EPC? PCUSA? ECO?
Choose the news you wish to read in

The Layman!
Starting in 2014, each issue of The  
Layman will be published in three 
editions – an EPC digital edition, an ECO 
digital edition and the standard edition 
which will emphasize the PCUSA.

We need your help in this 
endeavor! Please use the coupon 
below, or the reply card included in The 
Layman’s envelope to let us know which 

edition of The Layman you would like to 
receive beginning in January 2014. 

You may be “in transition” and not know 
exactly which branch of the Presbyterian 
family of denominations is going to be 
your home. Just indicate that reality on 
the card and we’ll do our best to keep 
track of you as the Lord leads you along 
His way.

Cut out and return to The Layman, PO Box 2210, Lenoir, NC 28645 
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In 2014, I would prefer to:  [  ] continue receiving the comprehensive version of The Layman.
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