Association of Executive Presbyters

GA Protocol, Policy and Discernment Work Group

SUMMARY
Background: 
The GA Protocol, Policy and Discernment Work Group began after the last AEPS meeting in the fall of 2008. The motion that led to its formation which was approved by that body encouraged a work group to explore further how the sixteen committees of GA can make decisions that are more thoughtful and not just from tired, overwhelmed commissioners. In addition there was interest expressed in exploring the long range questions about how discernment might play a greater role in the decision making process of the General Assembly.  Members of the initial group were: Paul Reiter, Paul Hooker, Sue Collar, Craig Palmer,  Judy Kowitz, and Clark Cowden. Since that time the group has expanded to include all of the people named in the top of this email.  The group got off to a slow start in January of 2009 and with Tom Hay’s call to the Office of the Stated Clerk at GA the work began.

SUMMARY of CONVERSATIONS:
Tom Hay offered the following thoughts about the meetings of the General Assembly as we began this conversation: 

1. Out of concern for the growing size of each committee, and the work load of committees, we are looking at adding two committees by splitting two others – perhaps the Peacemaking and International Issues Committee and the Social Justice Issues Committee. That would make for 18 committees, including Bills and Overtures and Youth.

2. Last year, for several reasons, the GA convened at 10:00 on Saturday morning. We are considering returning to an afternoon start with the morning given over to a selection of Pre-Assembly workshops. The workshops would convene in the morning and some would last for 2.5 hours, and others just an hour (with a break). This pre-assembly conference “lite” would serve several purposes:


a. Give Commissioners a chance to engage in study and conversation about some issues (such as 
NFOG) before the issue hits the floor at plenary.


b. Provide a chance for commissioners to engage the Stated Clerk and GAC exec (and for them to 
give their reports) in a town-meeting atmosphere.


c. Provide opportunity for anti-racism training (and perhaps other sensitivity training).

3. Look at orientation of commissioners at the Assembly in a new way. In recent years it has been a 3-hour block that divided the commissioners into three groups and moved them between three experiences: plenary preparation; a report from Cliff and Linda; and (last year) an introduction to the agencies at the exhibit hall. We are considering a new principle for orientation – that it does not occur just on day one, but is integrated into every day. Orientation on Saturday will be cut to 45 minutes, and we will schedule short orientations into each meeting to lift up information important to the day’s activities. Maybe some FAQ sheets will be produced for each day targeting something that is before the commissioners.

4. And yes, there is general agreement that some way of changing the Standing Rules to allow more power to committees making unanimous decisions, to bypass the need for plenary action.
This led to a series of conversations that were largely focused on changes that my come to the GA by 2010. It is important to distinguish between what might be short term objectives to improve the 219th GA and the longer term goal of impacting the climate of decision making and what a GA might become.

The opening remarks from Tom led to a series of postings indicating that the question of “How do really good decisions get made in GA and at presbytery meetings?” Quoting Chuck Olsen in his work Transforming Church Boards into Spiritual Communities it is good to note that no board can make more than one really important decision at a meeting.  So how do we expect 750 strangers to make good decisions in 10 days? How do we move from the current paradigm for GA to a new place? We will need to address some of the fundamental issues that confront us
Around the 219th GA there are some serious challenges: 
1. 
Too many commissioners
Some food for thought:

This may be an easy one to fix. Repeal the 2003 amendment to G-13.0102b that increased the number of commissioners. While we're at it, we might want to think about reducing the number even below pre-2004 levels. Perhaps every presbytery has 1 minister and 1 elder commissioner, and increase the threshold for incremental increases based on size. Smaller groups are more difficult to manipulate, because more people feel empowered to participate in the discussion, and there is less anonymity in which to hide. So by decreasing its size, we may actually improve the deliberative quality of the body. What does the church value more? A sense of representation (fewer commissioners mean fewer people at each GA) or efficacy – and what is the right size for effective decision making? Does a shrinking pool of commissioners mean that we are being defeatists about the church? Is the issue really the number of commissioners or their inexperience? What if Commissioners were elected to attend two consecutive assemblies, so that each year half of the commissioners would be attending their second assembly and half would be freshmen?
Another thought: What if we were to reduce the number of commissioners to even lower than the pre-2004 levels? Smaller groups make better decisions, have longer conversations, can build better relationships, and are harder to manipulate. Waiting for membership decline to reduce our commissioners will take too long. Inexperience is a problem as well as too many commissioners. Just like we elect people to serve three year terms on committees in churches and in presbyteries, it would be good to elect commissioners to a 4 year term as GA commissioner, so they could go to two GAs.

2. 
Inadequate preparation 
Some food for thought:

This is a presbytery responsibility, not a GA task. But could we add a requirement to the standing rules that each presbytery certify that its commissioners have completed a preparation course on the principle issues and conduct of the assembly before being seated as commissioners? We would envision such a course being created as an online and interactive course - perhaps by OGA, perhaps by AEP/ASC - and having two parts: one that discusses how the assembly works, and the other that briefs commissioners on the key issues and directs them to resources. Is the issue not knowing and understanding the issues vs. not being familiar with the process? Process is something people have to experience.  

3. 
Too much business
Some food for thought:

Part of the problem is that business comes from so many directions. Some suggestions which may be problematic in addressing this issue are: 


a) Amend G-18.0301 to require that an overture must have the endorsement of at least two presbyteries other than the original sender. This would ensure that there is at least broad interest in an issue. This would also force presbyteries to put an overture out earlier, rather than waiting till the last minute before the 120-day deadline, thereby giving more time for the church as a whole to consider the idea before the assembly convenes. 

b) Amend G-18.0301 to require that no overture that contemplates altering the text of a section of the Book of Order may be considered for a period of not less than four years (or two assemblies) after the most recent amendment of that section. This would give us some time to live with a provision, deal with judicial challenges to it, and avoids the "pendulum effect" - or at least lengthens the frequency modulation.

c) Limit the number of commissioners' resolutions to no more than 25% (or more radical: 10%) of the number of commissioners, and require three commissioners rather than the current two to sponsor. Require that all CRs be in the hands of the Clerk no later than one month prior to the opening gavel. The clerk would then send all CRs to Bills and Overtures, and ask B&O to recommend whether this CR merits the consideration of the assembly. GA can overrule B&O, but it would at least raise the question of the merits of any proposal, and ensures that more than just a couple of people think the CR is worth the time and energy spent on it.

Another thought:

Most people only ask about 3 issues that GA decides. The ones who are really involved ask about the top 10. Yet, we do hundreds of pieces of business, and nobody can handle the amount of knowledge to adequately deal with all of that. Some items could get delegated to GAC or OGA staff to decide. Some could get delegated to GA committees to make final decisions on. On the first day of GA, the Bills and Overtures committee recommends the top 10 issues GA will deal with that week. The rest are sent back to presbyteries without a GA vote and told 'you guys talk about how you want to do this'. 

Or, we could ask ourselves, how do we set the agenda for our session and presbytery meetings?  In many presbyteries, the executive committee of council (council moderator, presbytery moderator, presbytery moderator elect, executive presbyter, and stated clerk) set the agenda with the concurrence of the presbytery council. Why not do the same at GA? Let the executive committee of GAC, along with the stated clerk, and final approval of GAC set the agenda for GA?


On the matter of CRs maybe we could let GA committees make final decisions on them, or send them to presbytery or a GAC or OGA committee to deal with them
4. 
People with knowledge not eligible to vote
Some food for thought:

EPs and Stated Clerks ought to get an advisory vote in both committees and plenary. Perhaps more than any other groups, these two are aware of both the constitutional and practical issues likely to be generated by a proposed action. Committees and commissioners would benefit from their input. As it is, the only moment at which most EPs and SCs can enter the process is in the open hearings before the committee, a moment that is already overcrowded and badly abused.

As an alternative to this, AEP/ASC might think about holding a pre-assembly work session for presbytery and synod EPs and SCs at which they could discuss and draft comments to the assembly on significant issues before the body. The comments of this group would be just that: grist for the commissioners' mill. We might talk with both AEP and ASC about taking responsibility for this gathering, perhaps in place of annual meetings in assembly years.
Adding Executive Presbyters and Stated Clerks and even some senior GAC or OGA staff as advisory delegates would be good. They have an awful lot of knowledge about what is being voted on, yet usually do not even get asked. 
5. 
The issue of YADs

We definitely need to listen to our young people, and try to see things from their perspective, but they are hurting us far more than they are helping us. They are easily manipulated by the various groups in the church. They talk a lot in committees and in plenary, keeping more seasoned commissioners from participating. We need to create either a youth GA or a polity class (like we do for our seminarians), so they can learn the system. When GA is over, and many people are mad, the YADs just go back to school and don't have to deal with the consequences of their actions. 

Other questions that need our reflection might include:

If we are moving away from a corporate/regulatory model of doing church, then how will GA be structured in a post-regulatory age? How might we be “representative of the unity of the church?” [Think about the Big Tent Experience of this summer] How will this happen?  When will it happen?  Who will pay attention to insure that it happens? Is this even an outcome that the commissioners are aware of? Is it an out-come that is foremost in the minds of the meeting planners?  Who cares whether or not it happens?  When it doesn’t happen, what happens to our church? 
Other thoughts:

Maybe what needs to happen is to have a rousing ending to the GA rather than the closing communion when one-half of the people have had to leave to catch planes. The closing worship has felt very anti-climatic. Maybe what we need is a grand, emotionally uplifting worship with drums and brass and choirs and a rumbling pipe organ and full-out congregational singing of familiar hymns and a preacher who moves mountains with her/his words.

It seems to me there is a big difference between the GA as a governing body and the GA as a gathering of folks with no decision making responsibility. At the Big Tent energy flowed as affinity groups got together for mutual encouragement and inspiration.

The Long Term Goal – A More Discerning GA
What about more time between amendments that are approved and  referred to presbyteries having more time to pray and process before voting?

What if we waited longer and were more deliberative between the “Vote Now” cries from the podium and the feeling of “Not yet” from the commissioners?

How might we build more consensuses on items before they come up as business at the GA?

See you in Minneapolis!






Paul Reiter, Convener
