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On Publishing the Current List of Churches Certified as Relief of Conscience Churches—From the 

Presbytery of National Capital. 

The National Capital Presbytery overtures the 221st General Assembly (2014) to urge the Board of 

Pensions to post on the website the current list of the churches certified as Relief of Conscience churches. 

Rationale 

In 1998, the Board of Pensions established a Relief of Conscience mechanism (ROC) whereby sessions that 

objected on grounds of conscience to the BOP Medical Plans policy of paying for abortions could have a portion 

of their dues set aside into the Adoption Assistance Fund. The Board of Pensions 2012 Annual Review states, 

“Churches and employing organizations that object as a matter of conscience to the use of their dues for abortion 

procedures may apply for relief of conscience. A dollar amount equal to the cost of abortion procedures from the 

prior year is set aside from the Medical Plan dues of employers that have relief of conscience status. These 

monies are transferred to the Board of Pensions Assistance Program, where they provide a small portion of the 

funding for Adoption Assistance Grants to Benefits Plan members.”1 

As of December 31, 2012, there were 491 congregations that have applied for and received ROC status.2  

These congregations wish to publically and practically distance themselves—for reasons of conscience—from the 

PCUSA’s practice of paying for abortions because Scripture leads them to conclude that abortion is a grave moral 

wrong and thus to pay for abortion is to be complicit in sin. To participate in ROC is thus a desire to bear public 

witness to this conviction without binding the conscience of other Presbyterians who come to differing 

conclusions. The church has discerned that with its diverse membership, this particular area of disagreement is 

one in which it is appropriate to offer a formal conscience mechanism, and so it is of concern to the whole church 

that it functions effectively and efficiently. 

Unfortunately, many congregations are unaware that ROC exists at all, and the process to apply, receive, and 

maintain ROC status is unnecessarily bureaucratic and cumbersome. The congregation’s Session must know that 

ROC exists, must pass a resolution that is directed to the presbytery of jurisdiction which then must act to grant or 

deny relief of conscience. “If the presbytery grants relief of conscience, it notifies the Board of Pensions. The 

Board of Pensions in turn acknowledges to the session and the presbytery receipt of their actions and places the 

congregation or employing organization on the relief of conscience roll.”3  

In 2008, in response to confusion as to whether a particular congregation had in fact been placed on the ROC 

roll, the General Assembly directed the Board of Pensions to communicate yearly by mail to each congregation 

on the ROC roll confirming their status.4   This communication is important but the process is needlessly 

burdensome, complicated, costly and ineffective. In the past few years churches who thought they had been on the 

ROC roll discovered that simple bureaucratic errors had resulted in their failure to be placed on the ROC roll, and 

thus, learned that their mandatory dues were inadvertently being used for years in ways that violated their 

consciences. Other churches have missed the yearly letter and thus have had to make inquiries as to their 

continued participation in ROC.  

Publishing the ROC congregations on the BOP website would serve to publicize and promote an established 

BOP program, avert continued confusion and streamline the process of confirming ROC status, and utilize the 

website to save financial and personnel resources related to the yearly mailing. Moreover, publishing the Relief of 

Conscience congregations provides them the opportunity to effectively bear public witness to the church and the 

world of their conviction that has caused them to seek ROC status in the first place. In other words, these current 

unnecessary bureaucratic layers not only cost time and money, but they also act to bind the conscience of 

churches who wish to make this matter of conscience a matter of public witness. All these problems could be 

easily solved by simply publishing the list of ROC churches on the website. 

1 Board of Pensions 2012 Annual Review, pg 12. 
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