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“A Path Through the Tumult”

A week at General Assembly usually involves some frustration, but almost always is exhilarating, and memorable. This year’s GA was no exception. This was the year the Presbyterian Church USA elected Rev. J. Herbert Nelson to the highest office in the church. J. Herbert is the first African-American to hold the office of Stated Clerk, a four-year term with the possibility of renewal. Rev. Nelson is now the face of the PC(USA) in world ecumenical gatherings. He’s the person who will be interviewed about the church’s stands on social issues. His name appears first on official communications of the Presbyterian Church.  The changing demographics in America are such that in 2045 or thereabouts there will be more persons of color than persons of Caucasian ancestry. You could see the Presbyterian Church, which is currently 92% white, wrestling with that fact. To our credit, and by God’s grace, we put forward a black Presbyterian who has served the church very well, and will bring exciting new leadership. J. Herbert moves from directing the Office of Public Witness in Washington, D.C. to Stated Clerk in Louisville. In his opening remarks, he said,” We are not dead. We are reforming. We are alive. And we are well,” and then he went on to speak of the church as an instrument of justice.  Many past Stated Clerks have been quick to emphasize the order and the unity of the church, both clearly important. But it was refreshing to hear the first words out of mouth of the Stated Clerk being about justice. As he and his outgoing predecessor, Gradye Parsons, who has also served the church very well, embraced, there wasn’t a dry eye in the place. This was not tokenism. It was a real changing of the guard, and a change long overdue and widely welcomed. J. Herbert was elected by an overwhelming majority.
Also in the election of the 2-year moderator job you could see the changing face of leadership in the church. By landslide, the Assembly voted in two women, one black, one white, to serve as co-moderators. There have been women moderators before, and black moderators before, but never before have there been co-moderators, and never a white and a black woman modeling deep friendship and equal partnership in their shared leadership roles. The statement they are making about equality is exciting, and the General Assembly gave these two outstanding women their blessing to lead the church.
The Assembly formally adopted the Belhar Confession, and added it to the Book of Confessions, alongside historic creeds of Christian history such as The Apostle’s Creed, The Nicene Creed, and several statements of Reformed faith from the Reformation to recent times. This might not seem like that big of a deal, but it’s huge. This is the first confession from the “global South.” It comes from the Reformed churches in S. Africa, and expresses a strong denunciation of racism and apartheid on theological grounds. This act of the Assembly says that the experience of S. African Christians shaking off the demon of racism that divided their country and their churches is not just their experience, it’s ours too.  It’s part of our Book of Confessions. It’s what we believe. It speaks for us. By making it a permanent part of our confessional tradition, it says we want to be guided by their experience, their wisdom, their passion, faith and hope. Rev. Allan Boesak, renowned S. African theologian and social activist, one of the principal architects of the Belhar Confession, was present with the Assembly to celebrate with us, and was moved to tears, as were many in the Assembly.

We Presbyterians are capable of big changes, but not sudden changes. We come to things slowly, deliberately. We stick our collective toe in the waters of change first, then we wade in a little ways. Some, sticking closer to the shore, think that’s far enough, think we’ve already gone too far, and we should turn back now. Others, already swimming in deep waters, see the church hesitating in the shallows, testing the water, and wonder if we will ever venture out. But, it almost always happens – we’ve seen it on women’s issues, on issues of race, on issues of LGBTQ/and Questioning inclusion, on Israel/Palestine, on climate change. When the majority is satisfied that this is indeed God’s intention for us, we dive out into deep waters, trusting the One who calls us to guide us through the waters. 
There was surprising agreement among commissioners that the Church is called to be prophetic. In past Assemblies I remember saying the Church is called to be prophetic, and having many commissioners look at me as though I was from another planet. There has been progress. There isn’t agreement about what it means to be prophetic, or which policies a prophetic church should adopt. We’re Presbyterians, after all! But it’s significant that the PCUSA of the 21st century seems to have accepted that being prophetic is central to our calling as Christians. 
We heard Rev. Osagyefo Uhuru Sekou, a powerful Pentecostal Holiness preacher, one of the leading organizers of the Black Lives Matter and Ferguson street protests, and the Bayard Rustin Fellow of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, who delivered a fiery sermon at the Peace Fellowship breakfast called “Faith is the Age of Ferguson.” Of particular interest to us here at the Rec, he said the question for majority-white churches is not how many people of color we can get to join our church, but what blows are we striking against the racist system of white supremacy.  Did you hear that? Where you worship is less important than what your faith leads you to do in the struggle against racism. He said when we see black youth in the streets, when we see black men profiled and pulled over, when we see black youth pipelined from school to prison, the key thing is that we see them as our children, and act accordingly, to stand with them, to protect and defend them. He also said that it is not enough that we have 1 black man in the White House when we have 1 million black men in prison in this country.

The Church of Reconciliation left its footprints on this year’s Assembly, as it has done on past assemblies. The Assembly passed the overture from our session calling for prayerful study of the Palestinian call for boycott, divestment, and sanctions against the government of Israel until it complies with international law and respects Palestinian human rights. The vote in committee was 67-8, and in the Assembly 407-146. The General Assembly saw the wisdom of doing our own thinking, studying, and praying on this admittedly controversial issue, becoming better informed about boycotts, divestment, and economic sanctions as tools for social change, (remember the Montgomery Bus Boycott in the civil rights movement, and the power of divestment in fighting, and eventually dismantling, the racist system of apartheid in S. Africa), and as we consider our decision as a church always to listen sensitively to each other. 
Peace Discernment and the 5 Peace Affirmations we’ve explored together this spring also passed – by a 2:1 margin. It moves the church to elevate the importance of nonviolence as a way of being in the world and as a tactic for direct action in conflict. It brings the nonviolent Jesus into the center of the church’s theology of peace. It stopped short of declaring that the PCUSA was a pacifist church, which it is not. But we moved the church closer toward nonviolence, and the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship hailed the outcome. We also heard from Presbyterian military chaplains who reminded us that they have been leaders in the inclusion of LGBT inclusion in the military. Presbyterian chaplains have taught the classes that have helped the military move beyond “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” Presbyterian chaplains also have an important role on the battlefield, not only comforting soldiers, but also being a resource to commanders. One chaplain told the story of a commander asking him about what Muslims believe and what Ramadan is. After his explanation, the commander asked, “Is it okay if I bomb a mosque during Ramadan?” The chaplain said, “You need to be thinking about why you would ever consider bombing a mosque in the first place, much less during Ramadan!” Presbyterian chaplains are among the most progressive in the military on questions of LGBTQ inclusion and interfaith awareness. The peace affirmations pushed the envelope prophetically and elevated nonviolence, while at the same time acknowledging that force may be necessary in certain dire situations as a last resort. The peace affirmations lifted up the responsibility of the churches to respond compassionately to returning soldiers, especially to those afflicted by moral injury, and acknowledged the positive role that chaplains play in the military. 
Throughout the week at General Assembly, the psalm for today really spoke to me… especially the verses about God being stronger than the tumult, stronger than the forces of division and destruction. “The seas,” “the might waters” in the ancient Hebrew mind symbolized the forces of chaos and destruction. They also function as a barrier. You come to the waters and you are blocked from passing. Psalm 77 is a poem about the power of God, especially God’s power to remove barriers. The parting of the waters in the Exodus story is a metaphor for barriers removed. 
“When the waters saw thee, O God, when the waters saw thee, they were afraid;
   yea the deep trembled.” 
The forces of disorder and the barriers tremble in the presence of God. Just declaring this is enormously empowering to those who have lost hope. It stirs hope because it says empire and the strong forces of the world are not omnipotent. Their power, though strong, is not absolute. They are subject to the higher power of God. We saw evidence of that Higher Power at work throughout the week, at General Assembly, changing the church, opening it up to new insights, new truths, new challenges, removing barriers. As the psalm says about our loving and powerful God, “Your path is through the sea, your path through the great waters…”  God engages the tumult, and the pain, leads us into the waters of change and empowerment, and brings down the barriers that divide us.
With the words of the psalm ringing in our ears, in the days of our trouble we call out to God. We call to mind the deeds of the Lord, wonders of old. We muse on God’s mighty deeds. Your way, O God, is holy. “When the waters saw thee, O God, when the waters saw thee, they were afraid… You lead your people, O God.” This General Assembly was, in many ways, an answer to prayer. We prayed that God would lead the church through the waters of tumult, remove the dividing walls of hostility and bring us to new ground, to holy ground. Praise be to God who showed us the path through the tumult.
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