
The PC(USA)
“Facing the Present and the Future”

The World in Which We Live:

Since the Enlightenment, humans have faced more change and ever-more rapid change
than in all previous history. From the agricultural revolution to the American Revolution,
our species created civilization based in the establishment of cities, royal governance,
plantation agriculture, and the practical trades that supported civilized life. Since the
American and then Industrial Revolution, the politics, the economies, and the technologies
have fundamentally reordered life. And this speed of change has skyrocketed since the end
of World War II.

Regarding Christianity, the post-World War II boom in terms of membership and
church building was amazing, but short-lived. Since 1965, the membership numbers in
mainline Protestant Christianity have been falling. The effects of this slide hit Europe first,
but in the last two decades it has come home to our nation. In what follows, I want to share
my reflections on a number of the factors of this sweeping religious and cultural change,
especially as they are affecting the PC(USA).

Practical Matters:

1. Decline in the Presbyterian Birth Rate: As Reformed Christians who affirm the
doctrine of election and a covenantal understanding of belonging to the Body of
Christ, the top three ways of Presbyterian evangelism are birth, marriage, and
befriending. Traditionally, the overwhelming number of Presbyterians were born
into Presbyterian families or non-Presbyterian spouses joined at marriage. Most
others were befriended into the church, and so membership and belonging have
always been in deeply rooted, most often generational relationships. My mother was
one of eight children. She had four. Each of my brothers had two children, and I one.
These numbers tell us a lot!

2. A Job Completed: From colonial times until the 20th century, Presbyterians were
builders of great institutions. We built schools, colleges, hospitals, church camps,
orphanages, seminaries, and retirement communities in America and around the
globe. One effect of this was that it created “a thick web” of social relationships. In
South Carolina, for example, church kids would go to presbytery youth events,
camps, and do mission visits to Thornwell. Many went off to Presbyterian colleges
or Davidson, and then many to Presbyterian campus ministries at state schools.
Many candidates for ministry went to Columbia Seminary (now in Decatur,
Georgia). “Being Presbyterian” connected people to many different kinds of
relationships, both personal and institutional. But once built, the institutions could
not depend upon the offering plate to support them. And over time the thick web
has grown thinner and thinner. Our forebears did great work, society-building work,
in all of these efforts, but that job is done. Simply put, support for social causes of



whatever stripe, and identity group causes and gatherings simply cannot maintain
the same kind of distinct Presbyterian identity and bonds as did institution building.

3. Trains, Planes, and Automobiles: As is overwhelmingly obvious, modern
transportation and modern communication have changed the world. It used to be
that generations lived in rural communities, small towns, or big-city neighborhoods.
A core remained or returned often, generation after generation. And in these less-
mobile times, churches were at the center of all kinds of social engagements and
relationships. That day is gone. And one huge effect of this change is monetary. If
you knew your grandchildren were going to sit in the family pew in sixty years, then
there was strong motivation to help endow the future. That motivating factor has
largely disappeared as well.

4. Other Social Action Work: One of the great works of Christian churches, and in many
places, synagogues, temples, and mosques, was the establishment of many kinds of
care agencies (medical clinics, soup kitchens, rape crisis centers, etc.). To the good
this helped create much better interdenominational and interreligious relationships.
But an interesting side-effect in the modern, fast-paced world is that “religious
service” for many became disconnected from church membership. The different
kinds of care provided reflect our Gospel mission, but more and more people of
good heart need little or no religious commitments to participate. This is another
aspect of “the thinning” for the formerly thick webs of relationships fostered by
membership in a church.

Deeper Issues:

1. Hyper-Individualism and the Fracture of Denominations: One of the great
achievements of the humanism launched around the same time as the Reformation
and built upon with the Enlightenment and the democratic revolutions, was the rise
of personal freedom never before known. This has surely been a gift, but over the
centuries since and especially with the rise of modern consumer economies,
“belonging” has almost entirely shifted to “choosing.” In the last twenty-five years
that has led to the rise of “the nones and the dones.” But among many who have
stayed connected to religions, we have also seen the shift from clear theological and
denominational loyalties to the talk of the much vaguer language of “spirituality.”
More and more choose to associate where they “feel spiritually connected.” It is very
hard to know what this actually means on an individual level, but it is clear what it
has meant in terms of denominations. In my youth there was clear identification of
being Presbyterian or Lutheran or Baptist, etc. But since the 1960s, we have seen
the explosion of denominations and so-called non-denominations. Christendom died
in the 20th century. In the last fifty years we have seen the death of “the Mainline.”

2. The Lingering Toxic Results of Fundamentalism: Fundamentalism arose in the 19th
and 20th centuries as a response to the challenges of modernity. Much can be said
about all the damning effects of this anti-intellectualism, but I have certainly seen
the damage it has done in individual lives, and we have all seen the role of this anti-
intellectualism in terms of religion and politics. With the rise of modern
communications, this has led to the rise of well-funded promoters who have
successfully touted various forms of absolute nonsense “in the name of Jesus.”



Tragically this has played into the culture wars that have been so divisive in society
and church. But it has also driven away a lot of educated persons for whom
simplistic literal readings of the Bible and tradition make religious commitment
sound like intellectual suicide.

3. The Fracture of Knowledge: Since the Enlightenment, human learning has taken off.
Microscopes to telescopes, and much, much more have expanded our knowledge in
every discipline of learning. Those gifted and seeking higher education can spend
time in school from age 3 to 30 to get a specialized degree. It is surely a wonder to
live in a world where we can learn so much with Google searches. But the
downsides to this are clear: data overload and so many who are “experts” in tinier
and tinier areas of learning. The orienting and comforting sense of “a Summa” of all
learning has been lost, and a new sense of “the Whole” is not in sight. Mix that with
the hyper-individualism, the fracture of Christianity, and the substitution of
spirituality for clear confessional theology, and the very idea that churches might be
leaders in holding forth a Summa has been lost. The recent alarm of a political
election being swayed by propaganda on social media is really no surprise.

And the Changes Keep Rolling:

Surely, we live in the best time in human history. There is more freedom, more learning,
more opportunity, more travel, and still, despite the current political quagmire, more
dignity for more people. But in light of the above profound personal, social, cultural,
political, and religious changes, we also live in deeply unstable times. As a denomination we
need to discuss the world as it is and the significance of all these changes. As Reformed and
Presbyterian Christians, we need to enter into a serious season of discernment about what
it means to be faithful amidst the realities of today and seek to envision a healthy way of
belonging, behaving, and believing for the future.

A Time for Boldness:

Considering these circumstances and considering that “the worlds” of personal, social,
political, and religious change show no sign of abating, what should we do? As I suggested
in our conversation, I think we need to do something different at meetings of the General
Assembly and then how we deal with the traditional business:

1. Baltimore 2020: take a Sabbath from dealing with constitution changes, agency
reports, and social justice papers. Rather, have an assembly focused upon an in-
depth exploration of our circumstances. I would suggest that the exploration be
focused around the Foundations section of the Book of Order with discussion forums
focused upon questions of how might we best organize ourselves for faithful living
in the 21st century. To center the conversations on our distinctive theology, I would
center the discussions around F-2.05.

2. To deal with matters of constitutional concern, I would set up a task force to study
how we might best use the internet to deal with these concerns. Surely in the age of
email, Face Time, and Zoom Conferencing there must be a better way to deal with



these issues other than seeking to amend the Constitution every time we run into
technical issues or issues of one region, but not the whole church.

3. To deal with matters of social justice and peace, likewise set up a task force to create
forums to engage the church in studying and engaging such concerns. The Advisory
Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP) and the various advocacy groups
could lead this.

4. Prior to the assembly, survey our congregations and presbyteries to seek to
discover something like “the five top concerns.” At the assembly, study these and
propose a “Decade of the….” to rally the church around a shared engagement
agenda.

5. Prior to the assembly, gather data about actual Sunday attendance by members, the
number of “giving units,” and about community participation more broadly. As we
often hear that many aren’t “joiners” anymore, what does our actual participation
look like. And do a study of what giving trends are expected in the next ten years in
relationship to the death of the last of the big givers and the declining numbers. This
would be enormously helpful to think about finances. We seriously need to have a
discussion of the most effective stewardship for this new era.

Other Concerns/ Suggestions:

1. Biblical and Theological Literacy: As Reformed Christians we herald the
authority of Scripture. And yet modern lifestyles and all the changes wrought by
modern media are making serious biblical and theological literacy a growing
issue. And with the death of the Sunday school model in many places, how might
we create new curriculums to deal with these concerns? One consideration I
would suggest is the creation of a distinctive Reformed lectionary that moves
away from the traditional church year, and rather focuses on an Old Testament
year, a New Testament year, and a history of the church year (designed with
attention to the history of doctrine.)

2. The Constitution: Our patterns of meeting to toss the Constitution up for mostly
technical changes every two years has pushed us away from understanding the
place and meaning of a constitution to the mindset of having essentially a shared
manual of operations. We need to figure out how to help Presbyterians reclaim a
clear understanding of “being Presbyterian,” and to move our councils away
from being mired in endless technical rule changes. With the above-mentioned
constitutional task force and dedicated communication network, I would suggest
that we only meet to deal with constitutional changes once a decade, unless
there is some broadly agreed to emergency. If we do this, then it might be
possible for assemblies to focus upon engaging our tradition, engaging our
congregations, and engaging the world in deeper and richer ways.

3. Leadership: One of the important accomplishments in Presbyterian polity was
the creation of terms of service for ruling elders and deacons. This created
openings and has contributed to the vitality of leadership in congregations. It
has made the church more democratic. That said, there was a downside: loss of
continuity. The denomination might consider amending the congregations to all
ruling elders and deacons to be elected to three consecutive terms of service



before taking a break. This would not dent the gains of participation and vitality,
but it would allow for a bit more continuity of leadership in these rapidly
changing times.

Conclusion: Form Follows Function:

We Presbyterians have long spent much labor trying to redesign systems. The recent
efforts of General Assembly task forces on synods and the Way Forward Task Force are the
latest examples. All of that money and time we spent on synods went nowhere. The Way
Forward report is essentially a set of technical changes. However helpful the latter might
be, what is sweepingly clear is that it is only technical change. We need truly adaptive
change. We need to figure out how best to be faithful Reformed Christians in the context of
the 21st century, and then design structures and systems that will work to support that.
Frankly, we can literally not afford to continue our structures and our practices as we have.
We need to be bold. We need to put every system, structure, position, and practice on the
table for reconsideration. Might we actually risk losing our lives for the sake of the Gospel?
We certainly need to move away from trying to “save” the church (meaning saving our old
cherished ways). We need to seek what is a faithful way now. And as we come to answers
then we can design and organize in new ways.
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