A Second Look at the MSTF Report

The need for further political analysis:

The explanations given in the MSTF report for its proposals, notably the merging of middle assembly structures and the conduct of local ministries from the denominational level, do not stand up to detailed scrutiny. Missional orientation of ministry is occurring at the classis and regional synod level; documented by repeated accounts in the denominational media and official reports. The current structures evidently allow for the growth of a missional orientation and for cross-boundary cooperation and support of ministry. Since these facts undercut the main MCTF rationales, an explanation for the radical nature and urgency behind the restructuring proposals must lie elsewhere.


It becomes important to understand what sort of political dynamics are at play behind this proposal for restructuring, including the driving forces of fiscal pressure and operational control. Not surprisingly, the MSTF report says very little about either of these pressures. There is not much direct fiscal evidence to work with, since the accounts have been placed behind the veil for several years now. But the upper management has a habit of telegraphing its future policy directions, in much the same manner as the General Secretary did concerning restructuring in his 2003 GS report. So if we gather up the crumbs of clues lying around, perhaps we can start to construct some scenarios of future policy directions.
Clues and cues:


Here are some clues that have been left scattered about:

· The MSTF recommendation to merge the middle judicatories, the regional synods and classes, and reduce their number to 15 “districts”. 

· The proposal upcoming to re-write the GSC by-laws in the BCO to refer to the GSC as a “corporation”; i.e. the separate incorporation of the GSC from the denominational/GS incorporation. 

· A note in “Words from Wes” last month that the BEF was maxing out on its funds; the major source for new church buildings.

· Another note from an earlier “Words from Wes” that cited an oft-quoted church growth movement claim that “a new church start is 1,600 times more likely to attract and hold a seeker than an established church”;

· The rate at which spending on new denominational positions for “Our Call” has been accelerating; well beyond the Lily grant funding.

· Talk that the administration has been sustaining its growth by hefty transfers of BEF interest funds into the general fund; and that the asked-for level for 2007-8 will be $750,000+ from the BEF interest income [thus decreasing the funds plowed back into the BEF for growing the fund long-term.]

· The increasing pressure to hold GS assessments steady or reduce them that is coming from the local church level; including the Classis of California rebellion.

· The sneakiest of the MSTF proposals—one to “find a new basis” for coming up with fair assessments; a deflection of the issue of reducing assessments.

· No disclosure of whether the Church Herald subsidy portion of the assessments will be returned to the classes as an assessment rate reduction now that the subsidy will be ending. [Greater Palisades has an overture on this subject.]

· The relatively excessive amount of hype devoted to the church multiplication portion of “Our Call” over against the modest promotion of the church revitalization portion. 

· The fact is that the Lily Grant funding will expire soon, well before the 2013 expiration of “Our Call”, with no announced prospects for grant renewal or replacement. 


Assembling all these crumbs, we can speculate as to what the outlines of the situation might be. I stress that this is an act of speculation—the actual facts are not at our disposal—and we must caution ourselves all the way through the exercise that follows. On the other hand, we have a de-facto situation that does not hang together logically either. So what follows is an exercise of the all-too-human tendency to fill in the blanks left by a dearth of disclosure. 
Into a fiscal box canyon:


Going down the list, the first overall impression is that there is probably a significant financial crunch in the future, perhaps even the immediate future, at the denominational level. The proposing of such a radial restructuring may indicate that the crunch is approaching DefCon 3 levels behind closed doors. 

Up to this point, the movement toward centralization of control has been quite methodical and even-paced. Groundwork was laid in 2003 onwards to consolidate all the endowments under the GSC “executive committee” structure. The by-laws changes and BCO ratifications, the reduction of the GSC membership and the adoption of the Carver governance system, have effectively placed the GSC beyond any meaningful input from lower assemblies of the RCA. There is some evidence that the GSC may also feel beyond any input from the General Synod as well. The move to convert General Synod from a functional assembly and judicatory into a biennial convention and rally is part of this transfer of effective decision-making power. 

With the General Synod meeting every two years, as is being proposed, the turnover of the GSC is reduced almost in half. The nominations process, already rather controlled, becomes even less of an open representative election. There are arguments given for dollar savings, greater efficiency, and increased “accountability” [to whom, is the question], but the off-the-books price is far less meaningful participation from the local levels, classes and churches in particular. Halving the number of General Synods halves the number of opportunities for classes to express their views and concerns at the national level. Classes no longer have any direct representation in the GSC; it is representation filtered through the regional synods or through the cumbersome, if not haphazard, method of culling GSC members from the General Synod delegates. For the classes to work that system to maximize their voice on the GSC actually requires far more political maneuvering than with the former system. The complexity of the system now in place and the unintelligible vocabulary of the Carver system, makes it next to impossible for folks at the local church level to make heads or tails of what is going down. As of the October 2006 GSC meeting, even their Minutes have disappeared from the RCA website, replaced by a “summary of actions” that is simply the press release prepared by the Communications staff. Bottom line, there is no way of knowing how or why the GSC makes its determinations and decisions or even a complete listing of what actions are being made or contemplated. It is impossible to communicate with a body whose agenda and thinking are inaccessible. We rely upon what the “professionals”, the RCA staff, tell us; and we must listen as well to the silences in their speech.


The fiscal dimensions of the “Our Call” emphases has been the most profound of those silences. It is really hard to put together a “big picture” cost of the ten-year program or even of the program to date. But some reasonable assumptions and observations from previous experience can be made, among them:

· The bottom-line fiscal aspiration of the church multiplication goal is the expansion of the total RCA active membership number, which is the assessment base. Oddly, that has never been directly stated; the preference being to state the goal in terms of the expansion of the number of RCA congregations, not RCA active members. It has always been left up to the hearer to make the assumption that if the number of congregations increase, the assessment base membership number will inevitably increase in proportion. In other words, to solve a problem described in terms of declining numbers of members, we have a solution of increasing the number of congregations. There is a shift here in the index number used to measure success. It is a shift away from a number directly translatable to fiscal income and towards a number only tangentially related to fiscal gains.
· In adopting the church multiplication goal, the denomination was also adopting the notion that an efficient way to increase the assessment-base membership was to start new churches, rather than only to stimulate present churches to grow in membership. In denominational materials, statistics are frequently quoted from unreferenced sources to back up this claim of evangelical efficiency---some of them quite extreme:
· “This movement is all about evangelism, and data show us that there is a 1,600 percent greater likelihood that a new believer will join a new church start versus an established church. Can you begin to see it?” ---Reflections on our Walk, Fall 2006 

· Established churches have difficulty seeing that “factoids” such as the one above are at all true to their own experience. Indeed, if such a disparity in efficiency is even close to reality, good stewardship would demand that established churches abandon their efforts at evangelizing, sell their facilities for the best price obtainable and use those assets to begin all over again as a new church start. 

· Quotes like the one above inevitably pit one Our Call goal over against the other, whereas the collective wisdom of the General Synod was that both church multiplication and church revitalization were means through which the Spirit could grow the Church. 

· Unfortunately, the fiscal payoff on expanding the number of new congregations is not short-term, but long-term. This lag in “turn-around” time from the initial investment of resources in a new church start until its self-sufficiency sets up a tension that is exacerbated when the goal is multiple new starts in a limited time period.  Second, third and subsequent new starts will require a good part of the funds that are tied up in launching the first new church start. The pressure is on each new start to achieve fiscal self-sufficiency in record time so that its subsidy can be freed for the next new church launching. 
· Church multiplication [starting new congregations] carries a large front-end investment. The most highly-promoted new start models, involving immediate church-planter staffing, are also the most expensive; running into six figures from the outset. Studies of new church starts in mainline denominations [Hartford Seminary, Episcopal Church] have suggested that success rates increase with the level of initial fiscal investment. 
· The Our Call plan sets target numbers at the national level, but the plan relies upon the great bulk of the church multiplication funds coming from the classes and local churches, rather than from the denomination. A grant from the denomination multiplication program of $30,000 over 5 years will not start a church; it’s very modest incentive money at best. For Our Call to achieve its targets, the national denomination must be successful in the political task of getting classes and local churches to invest large sums in new church starts. 
· Most classes probably do not have the liquid funds or reserve funds to start many new churches or hire many new church planters. Those that do have some funds, have them from liquidating previous real estate assets; something classes are reluctant to continue doing, especially in localities of long-standing ministry, where land values are high and missional re-entry would be prohibitive. Quite logically, the coastal urban areas, where land values are highest, are localities where churches and classes favor revitalization efforts over new church starts. 

· The church multiplication mathematics put forth by the RCA website [www.rca.org/NETCOMMUNITY/Page.aspx?&pid=2139&srcid=2149] looks far better on paper than it works in real circumstances. The exponential growth of congregations assumes an ample and accessible resource base to start. It also implies a maturity of  new congregations into incorporated churches on a greatly accelerated basis from what most classes have experienced to date. Only incorporated churches are subject to assessment levies, although voluntary contributions are often encouraged on the way to incorporation.

· Moreover, the movement from congregation to incorporated local church is a judgment rendered at the classis level, not at the denominational level. Thus, there is a further dependency upon the classes to generate the final numbers that will make “Our Call” projections a reality. 

· At the denominational level, there appears to be no active program for uncovering, much less mitigating, the factors that inhibit the rapid movement of congregations toward incorporation; even though it would be in the direct interest of the denominational Multiplication Team to do such research. Instead they seem to be relying on church growth movement theory and figures from other [and dissimilar] communions. 

· Unless there is a rapid conversion of new start congregations to incorporated assessment-paying churches, the front-end costs of new starts will continue to mount without foreseeable mitigation from any increased inflows of revenue.

· Added to this is RCA experience that new starts retain membership and grow, in part, because they build suitable new facilities fairly soon after incorporation. Something about American Christianity has always wanted to build four walls, with windows and doors and a sign out front. Even at the early stages of “Our Call”, we are seeing pressure on the RCA-BEF funds coming from churches seeking new loans—while official new starts are a fraction of the projected overall goal. 
· “Because of the growth in new church starts, and because the RCABEF has made changes to simplify its loan application process, expand the size of loans, and see that its resources are put to use, it now has a shortage of funds to loan. That has not happened in recent memory. So the board and staff have been reflecting and planning about ways to increase the amount of funds available. “ ---Words from Wes, March 14, 2007

· We have to ask where that trend is going—will new start success sink the BEF? How will the brick-and-mortar aspirations of new church starts be met five and ten years from now?
· One potential source of future funds would be a large-scale investment of funds by endowed churches and classes into a beefed-up BEF.  Individual RCA members, for whom evangelism is a primary value, might be persuaded to invest in instruments such as notes and annuities to float the costs of new facilities, if an intensive national program is launched immediately. But the RCA does not have outstanding positive experience with such programs and, with local church costs accelerating and high per-capita giving levels [compared to other denominations] already being achieved, one must ask whether there is a ceiling already in place as to what folks can be inspired to invest. 


If the above factors are wholly or even partially accurate, then we appear to be headed into a financial “box canyon” in the immediate future. If we continue going as we are going, we may well experience the embarrassment our Lord warned about in Luke 14:28-30:


“Would any of you think of building a tower without first sitting down and calculating the cost, to see whether he could afford to finish it? Otherwise, if he has laid the foundation and then is unable to complete it, everyone who sees it will laugh at him. ‘There goes the man’, they will say, ‘who started to build and could not finish.’”


One doubts that this scenario is lost upon the denominational leadership, who are intelligent folk by and large, even when they are prisoners of their own rhetoric. There is a strong administrative commitment to carry forward the goals of “Our Call”; abandonment, scaling back or underachieving its goals is politically unacceptable. 

Collapsing the Pyramid to Achieve Control 

A strategy to address the conditions cited above and to carry the goals of “Our Call” to completion would have to incorporate the following elements:

· It would have to assure the classes’ cooperation in shifting their focus, funds and energies from church regeneration to church multiplication. 
· It would have to bridge the time gap between the outflow of monies for new congregations and the inflow of added receipts from those congregations as they incorporated;

· It would have to accelerate the process of incorporating new congregations; 
· It would have to underwrite the cost of additional denominational resources being delivered directly from the national denomination to the new congregations;
· It would have to open up financial resources for underwriting new facilities construction on a scale several times the current BEF volume;

The chief obstacle to the achievement of such a strategy at the denominational level is that the RCA Constitution places the responsibility for the development, financing and supervision of local ministry upon the classis rather than the General Synod. “Our Call” may be the denominational plan, but it is a local ministry development plan and, as such, it must rely for its implementation upon the cooperation and efforts of the 45 classes. Even more importantly, the cooperation and resources of the classes must be forthcoming at an unprecedented pace, so as to convert new church starts into an assessment-paying membership before the front-end costs deplete all revenue sources and available reserves. 

This is evidently not happening. While a significant number of classes have shifted to the multiplication mode, a large majority have not, even though they may have incorporated one or more aspects of the “Our Call” goals into their operations. For reasons that are as varied as the classes themselves, they have found it difficult to absorb the entire package of values and practices implied in “Our Call”.  It appears that this slowness of change in the culture of the classes was not fully anticipated in the “Our Call” planning.  The fulfillment of “Our Call” goals presupposes a revolutionary response from the classes, not an evolutionary response. 

From the viewpoint of the strong advocates of church multiplication, the classes and their respective cultures have become the chief obstacle to achieving the goal of Our Call.  Classes who opt for church revitalization as a major focus of their energies and resources are, in their view, making a wrong-headed choice for evangelical inefficiency. In the code language of the movement, such classes are not thinking and acting in a “missional” way. 

Many classes, on the other hand, believe that to opt for church revitalization is to support Our Call goals; or at least the part that makes most sense in their situation. They are convinced that it is more efficient to evangelize from the established platforms of their existing churches rather than re-inventing the wheel. Tools like NCD are being used to point out areas that need immediate attention and to suggest appropriate actions that can result in increased membership. Multicultural approaches are seen as a means of re-engaging with changed neighborhoods and regions.  New church starts, and especially re-starts of decimated churches, are not excluded from consideration; but neither are they seen as the top priority.  

An Historical Aside: The Politics of  Competing Goals

The adoption of two goals that are largely competitive with one another for available resources was the result of a political compromise at GS 2003.   In the course of a prior two-year discernment process, the classes had made it clear that revitalization of existing churches had to be included in the Ten Year Goal proposal. In fact, in that proposal as it was presented to GS 2003, revitalization is listed as the first of “two key foundations” of the goal. It is interesting to note that the numerical goal for revitalization was for 400 of 950 congregations to undergo revitalization by 2013.  To raise the number of  RCA congregations to the goal of 1,100 churches, 150 new church incorporations had to be achieved in that same period [about 3 per classis.]  Again, it is worth noting that in order to achieve the 150 new incorporated churches, it was estimated that 320 new church starts would have to be undertaken---a estimated failure rate of 53%---about 6.3 new starts per classis. These numbers seemed formidable to the assembled delegates. On the floor of GS 2003, amendments were adopted that stripped the Ten Year Goal of its numerical goals and called for cooperation with ecumenical partners in moving forward. An overnight series of conferences produced a substitute motion without numbers, but in which “starting new congregations” was the first-mentioned of the “key foundations”, a place it has retained ever since.  Implementation plans were put off by referral to the GSC. 

At that same GS 2003, however, the GSC itself was being revamped. Provisional by-laws for the GSC were adopted that reduced the size of the body from 67 to 27 by eliminating direct classical representatives. Thus the implementation of the cautiously-worded Goal went off to a body in which the classes’ viewpoints could only be indirectly expressed. The adopted Ten Year Goal resolution had recognized that persuasion was the means by which the GS/GSC could “invite” other assemblies “to consider how they might contribute to accomplishing this goal.”  

By the time GS 2004 convened, the original language of invitation had been transformed into the first of three phases [Invite, Explore, Engage] ending with a request for specific signed commitments of support for the Ten Year Goal, now re-labeled “Our Call”, that were to be submitted by each local church and classis at year-end 2004.  This language went well beyond the simple “invitation to consider” of the original resolution [R-9, GS 2003].  Even so, it asked lower assemblies to make “specific commitments to church revitalization and/or church multiplication” [MGS 2003, p. 172; emphasis added]. Thus churches, classes and regional synods were given four options: to commit to both, either one or none of the goals of “Our Call.” The response was telling.  A mailing of 8,000 “Engage” packets went out to churches, elders, deacons, classes and regional synods.  Only 110 of 939 churches returned the commitment card; half of those responses were from one regional synod–Great Lakes. [MGS 2005, p. 117]

In taking its appeal for commitment to “Our Call” directly to the grass-roots of the RCA, the GSC and GS staff were taking a political risk.  What they were seeking was a groundswell of support from the churches that would, in turn, compel the support of the classes for “Our Call”. Several classes, whose sensitivities were already irritated by having lost direct representation on the GSC, viewed the “Engage” mailing as an end-run. Others saw it as a curiosity; one they could ignore given the very tepid and highly regionalized positive response. 

A distancing of the Our Call processes from the direct input of classes that had begun after GS 2003 continued through 2004-05 as Our Call implementation plans took shape at the denominational level.  Classis delegates to GS 2004 were shown that four teams had been created and/or delegated to implement the goals: The Church Multiplication Team [CMT], the church revitalization Team [CMT], the Leadership Advisory Team of senior RCA staff, and the Program and Coordination Team [PACT] of GSC and Regional Synod staff. These teams were comprised of staff from the regional synods and staff from the GS level.  Classis input during the period when programs and methods of “Our Call” were being set would have to be filtered through the regional synod staff. 

Somewhere between GS 2003 and GS 2004, a political decision had been made that regional synods, rather than classes, would be the best allies for the development of “Our Call”. A part of that decision may have been a practical matter of numbers. Nine regional synods are easier to deal with than 45 classes. To gain a majority of Regional synod support, only five individuals needed to be persuaded; a far easier task than persuading 23 classes to agree.  Part of the decision also may have been that staff at one assembly level have affinities of a peer relationship to staff working at another assembly level. Few classes have paid executives and while all have part-time clerks, they do not have policy-implementation roles.  

However that decision came about, it was clear that the classes had no designated seat at the table, either on the GSC or on the implementation teams, as the details for implementing “Our Call” were being determined.  Instead, regional synod staff were being put forward as somehow representing the classes of their synod, as well as their own assemblies, in those venues.  From that point forward, when views of the “wider church” were sought at all at the GS level, that meant that each regional synod was represented at the table by an appointed delegate or staff person.  Classes continued to be notable by their absence and by the indirectness of their representation.


Of course, the classes still had voice and vote at General Synods, but these were also undergoing substantial revisions of procedure that limited, channeled and discouraged its role as a deliberative assembly. These have included numerous re-arrangements of seating the delegates, control of the agenda by the GSC [both prior to and during GS sessions as Committee of Reference], use of various “discernment” processes inside and outside plenary sessions, and in 2007, replacement of advisory committees by a “committees of the whole” format on GSC-designated “issues of importance” before the body. 

[A further Aside---This latest innovation creates the illusion that every delegate “gets to have their say” on an issue; whereas, with 20 such groupings of delegates, their “say” is heard by only 5% of the total assembly. That input is then brought to the group facilitators’ meetings where a summation of comments is prepared and presented to the entire assembly as representing “the mind of the Synod” on the issue. The floor is then opened for limited debate, but any wisdom contrary to the summation faces an uphill battle for credibility. Since everyone has already “had their say,” floor deliberation is easier to close off by calling the question. The process is vulnerable to manipulation at numerous points.  The only way such a process might work is for it to be conducted by a team of highly-skilled neutral [outside-the-RCA] facilitators—an extremely expensive proposition. More than likely, the facilitators will be either inexperienced or drawn from the ranks of RCA paid staff or both.  That was the case at GS 2003, when the approach was used to reflect on the adoption of the Ten Year Goal. The summation produced by the group of facilitators [“sages”, as they were then labeled] was so off the mark that delegates almost killed the Goal’s adoption.] 
  
Things took on a darker tone after the “Engage” debacle in late 2004. It was clear that commitment to the goals of “Our Call” was almost non-existent among the local assemblies of the denomination. Without that support, the resources to needed to achieve the goals were unlikely to be forthcoming.  The strategy of trying to use local church enthusiasm for “Our Call” to lever support from the Classes had fallen flat. The alliance with regional synods had worked to some degree in a minority of cases to influence classes, but not nearly in enough cases to create any bandwagon effect. The classes remained in control of local ministries, protected by the polity of the church, autonomous enough to be able to cherry-pick which aspects of the “Our Call’ with which to engage, while ignoring the rest.  


Despite the fact that classes had been given such options for engagement, they were now faulted for exercising them. Despite their being excluded from direct participation in formulating the implementation of “Our Call”, classes were now being faulted for their lukewarm reception of the entire initiative.  Classes slipped from being sister assemblies invited to find ways of engaging with “Our Call” down to blockages to the inevitable progress of “Our Call.” 

At GS 2005, the General Secretary’s Report moved away from the conciliatory, avoid-any-extremes tones of his 2004 Report. The last third of his 2005 address talked about how “the relative autonomy of each of these bodies [the four assemblies of the RCA] creates problems in coordinating efforts and working in mutually supportive ways.” [MGS 2005, p.41] By-passing the regional synods, the General Secretary zeroed in on classes, noting how “…our polity places some of the most important responsibilities for governing our life in the hands of the classes.” He hinted that classes were not up to the job: “Often, it seems that classes have to strain to accomplish their responsibilities, relying mostly on ministers and elders like you, who have many other responsibilities.” He went on to hem and haw about finding staff assistance for classes, yet not wanting to raise assessments or create another level of staff. In the end, he proposed a resolution that eventually was adopted whole-cloth as GS 2005--R-42, which instructed the GSC officers “to initiate a denomination-wide conversation of ‘missional reflection’ on the structure of our present four assemblies…”  The officers choose to appoint a Missional Structures Task Force of 8 persons [from nominations by each regional synod] to carry that discussion forward, to report to GS 2007. The General Secretary and the Assistant General Secretary were appointed as staff to the Task Force. 
An Aside Regarding Task Forces:

The modus operandi of the current RCA administration has been the appointment of elite “task forces” to examine large-impact issues, such as defining revitalization, setting the ten-year goals or, in this instance, restructuring the entire denomination. By keeping the numbers under a dozen [usually the magic number is 8—one per regional synod] you look like you are thrifty with assessment funds. The traditional need for geographic spread can be met by asking for suggested nominations from the regional synods, although the final say on task force membership rests somewhere in the administrative process at the GS level. Task force rosters are either announced to or approved by the GSC as consensus matters and they are on their way, assisted by staff.  Members are usually introduced as “leaders”, “people who are doing exciting things” or “representatives” of their geographic area [even though they may or may not have been appointed by a lower assembly to represent them]. Admittedly, the c.v.’s of folk selected are considerable on paper; but that is to be expected in a small denomination, where if one stays put in one place long enough, one gets selected to serve in a variety of capacities at all levels of the denomination. 

            The faulty assumption of this task force m.o. is that if you meet the criteria of geographic spread and if the members of the task force have shown some degree of leadership capacity, then you can treat them as you would a randomized sample of the denominational population. Discussion among this [ridiculously] small “sample” will somehow reflect the opinions of the denomination at-large.  If this leadership “sample” is given a briefing or issue-education at the outset by staff, then they should [by the divine intervention of the Holy Spirit] be able to discern the new territory ahead in a visionary manner.  The output of their discussions can be hailed as “visionary” and “ground-breaking” and be promoted as such; in part using for promotion the personal reputations of task force members, who themselves are bound to publicly support what the majority of the task force has approved.  Thus it is that, in the MSTF instance, 5 persons can steer the destiny of the entire denomination. 

            As a tactic for promoting particular causes, this is brilliant; the next-best thing to a White House Conference about whatever. But unfortunately, its basic assumptions cannot withstand examination and it runs counter to the Reformed belief that the Holy Spirit guides the Church through its assemblies. So it is a method that is both pseudo-science and pseudo-theology at once. 

            The politics of this approach need to be recognized and its consequences faced. It is taking the RCA to places that are increasingly divorced from on-the-ground reality.  The task force method, as practiced to date, has grave vulnerabilities: it can become the captive of ideology, it is wide-open to staff manipulation [intentional or unwitting], and it can take on a life of its own—all with the consent and participation of well-meaning persons. 

Politics of the MSTF Report:

As one commentator has summarized the work of the MSTF: they were authorized to do one thing—start a wide conversation---and they wound up doing something entirely different---presenting an omnibus package of legislative actions. In the various drafts of their report, these included:
1. establishing an entity at the GSC level vested with powers to establish local ministries, with or without local assembly consent; 

2. consolidation of regional synods and classes, with staff accountable to the GS level; 
3. changing the formula by which assessments are determined
4. diminishing the legislative function of General Synod, 

5. changing General Synod from an annual assembly to a biennial convention, 

6. separation of judicatory powers from assemblies to a separate new structure, 

7. undertaking a major theological study expanding the “marks” of the church,
8. giving assembly voice and vote to deacons.
9. originally, transfer of ordination powers to the GS level was also included, but later watered-down. 


This is a wish-list for persons wanting to operate local ministry from a national headquarters. It contains all the necessary elements:
· Irrevocable authority to set up new local ministries;

· Centralized control over funding for new ministries; 
· Centralized evaluation of the effectiveness of new ministries;

· Control over staff operating at regional/local levels;

· Opportunity to shift staff costs from national to local/regional levels;

· Potential control over real assets held locally,

· Opportunity to set up a favorable tax system;

· Reducing by half the opportunities for setting limitations on staff

· Dilution by a third of the voting base

· Diversionary busy work for others to do, and

· Potentially, control over licensing processes for career workers.

 
Let’s take a closer look at how this works:
Establishing an entity at the GSC level vested with powers to establish local ministries, with or without local assembly consent; 

According to the old fable, the Little Red Hen said, “If you won’t do it, then I’ll do it myself.”  

Somehow convinced that classes are refusing to try new local ministry approaches, the MSTF recommends that a Missional Guidance and Support Team [MGST] be set up under the GPC that would receive, approve, fund, implement and evaluate the impact of proposals for “any structural experimentation outside our current order.” [p.20. l. 482-83] Further, “current structures should not have ‘veto power’ over innovative attempts at missional engagement.” [p.21. l.493-4] The MGST would receive proposals from all levels of the RCA, including GPC staff and agencies.  Proposals must be oriented to the local level: “Any change must finally have its impact in congregations;…” [p.22, l.530-31]

In effect, this gives a panel of 8 hand-picked “missionally-focused” persons, accountable only to the GSC, these powers for three years: 

· Irrevocable authority to set up new ministries/initiatives/realignments at the local level;

· Centralized control over denominational funding for such ministries; 

· Centralized evaluation of the effectiveness of such ministries; and 
· Arbitration powers in the case of disputes as to their impact.

Historically, Reformed polity has held that local ministry is a local responsibility.  The political principle is: those who are most impacted by a decision should have the  most say in making it.  Local folk know the local conditions; they must live with the results. 


This proposal turns all of that on its head. It asserts that local folk do not know what’s best for them, what their local conditions are, or what constitutes appropriate ministry for their locality. It asserts that local ministry decisions are best made by a handful of properly-indoctrinated people sitting in a conference room hundreds of miles  away. It assumes that the decisions of this panel will generate conflict and that when that occurs, the panel that made the decision in question will be the best arbiter for resolution. 

Essentially, this is what Carver governance looks like when extended to the entire denomination. The resolution is filled with “ends statement” and “executive limitation” language, prohibiting violations that would be obvious in any case while giving carte blanche to any and all methodologies that would be deemed appropriate to the “ends”.  Thus the resolution language seems to assure that all things will remain the same even while all things will be transformed.  

The hope seems to be that, after 2 ½ years of demonstration of “missional” innovation,  local churches and classes will be begging for release from their BCO obligations; enough to vote themselves out of existence. 


In order to get this camel’s nose through the tent-flap, however, General Synod will have to suspend that portion of the BCO which authorizes only the classes to determine, implement and supervise local ministry.  By clothing the suspension of the Constitution in the lamb’s-wool language of “Open space” and giving the proposal a “grand experiment” spin, the hope is that delegates will not see it for what it is, namely, illegal. No action of General Synod can suspend the Constitution. If GS 2007 so chooses, it may propose amending  the BCO, giving General Synod  power to conduct local ministry, a power which it does not currently possess and therefore which it cannot confer on the MGST or any other body. 
Consolidation of regional synods and classes, with staff accountable to the GS level;



The second proposal of the MSTF Report instructs the GSC to develop a plan to replace the classes and regional synods with “middle assemblies”.  Earlier drafts would have created 15 such assemblies from the 8 regional synods and the 45 classes.  The purpose for this merger is so that their “structure and ministry is focused on missional engagement.” 

Politically, this proposal would these advantages to the GS staff:

· Control over staff operating at regional/local levels;

· Opportunity to shift staff costs from national to local/regional levels;

· Potential control over real assets held locally,


Nobel-prize winning Chicago-school economist Milton Friedman is famous for saying "there is no such thing as a free lunch."  Despite the altruistic overtones of the MSTF’s proposal to rescue classes from the quagmire of bureaucracy by providing staff , such largesse comes at a hefty price.   

The political goal of the proposal is to project the power of the GSC down into the local assemblies where that power is currently held at bay.  This would be accomplished by making middle assembly staff accountable not just to its own constituents, but to the GSC [“…some form of mutual accountability [which] will require a deep collaboration between GSC and middle assembly staff that goes well beyond the current, and growing, number of joint efforts.” [p.27, l. 624ff.]  In other words, this will no longer be a partnership among equals, but everyone in lock-step.

Although good candidates for administration are hard to come by, there will doubtless be a short-list of “missionally-minded” candidates available from the ranks of GSC employees. Since, under the new GSC arrangements, all GSC employees serve at the pleasure of the General Secretary, one can rest assured of their loyalty to “Our Call”.  Whoever controls the day-to-day machinery of an assembly, controls most of what it does. 

The proposal is silent on how much of the staff salaries will be borne locally or nationally.  But if the funding for new church starts is any precedent, expect no more than 10% of the costs to be picked up by the GSC.  This is a way to “regionalize” GSC staff while shunting the bulk of salary costs off to local assemblies. 


But the big bonanza would come with the consolidation of the classes and regional synods. The classes would bring with them all of the prerogatives they now possess on their own.  Prime among these prerogatives would be the power to dissolve churches and to dispose of real estate. Most of the assets of the denomination are tied up in real estate, parcels of valuable land in urban areas that have church buildings on them. If new “missional” churches are to be established in the numbers suggested in “Our Call” , those assets will have to be sold and those funds re-directed. Merging classes and regional synods would bring that ability to sell “unproductive” churches one step closer to the influence of the GSC. If the GSC and the Church Multiplication Team continue to be locked out from control of those assets, “Our Call” is in deep fiscal trouble. 

Here again, what blocks this proposal is the BCO. General Synod may form regional synods and change their boundaries. But it does not have similar jurisdiction over the classes. If GS 2007 wants to alter regional synod structure, it is free to do so. But it cannot include the classes in those plans. That is the responsibility of the regional synods alone. 
Changing the formula by which assessments are determined.

Incorporated into the first recommendation is an assumption that “assessments and formulas for calculating assessments” will ultimately be changed.  The political aspiration is that the re-structuring will provide an opportunity to set up a tax system more favorable to the denomination.  We are not talking about reducing assessments, just spreading the political fallout around.  The current assessment system has maxed out. GSC program and influence cannot continue to grow unless it can either shift off its costs or find new sources of revenue.  
Changing General Synod from an annual assembly to a biennial convention, diminishing the legislative function of General Synod. separation of judicatory powers from assemblies to a separate new structure, and giving assembly voice and vote to deacons. 


This is the “old chestnut” section of the MSTF Report. All these ideas have been raised up before.  The biennial GS gathering is usually cited as a cost-saving measure; and it would certainly be.  It would mean less expense for GS folk, for classes, for the GSC and for regional synods.  

From a governance point of view, it would mean reducing the opportunities to set limitations on the GSC by half. It would also cut the annual turnover of GSC members by half. Dependency upon the GSC to “run the show”  in between assemblies would be increased and , in turn, that would enhance dependency upon GSC staff. The main channel for input from lower judicatories would be cut in half. There would be half as many opportunities to introduce new legislation or to propose BCO amendments. 

Introduction of voice and vote for Deacons would be appropriate once judicatory functions of assemblies were consolidated in a separate structure. The political implications are hard to determine.  The text of the report gives few clues as to why these recommendations were added. 
Undertaking a major theological study expanding the “marks” of the church

There is a longing within the church growth movement, whose USA origins are found in the parachurch organizations, to find a niche within the doctrinal mainline. The final two MSTF recommendations are efforts to attain that sort of legitimacy—being “missional” is to be made a “mark” of the church. 

The difficulty is that there is no clear and consistent definition of “missional”. In this MSTF report, to be “missional” is certainly a plus, since it is contrasted with under-achieving and otherwise fouled-up persons, practices and structures. In this report, and in much of the GSC materials, “missional” is a characteristic associated with being “innovative”, “creative”, “out of the box”, and above all, “visionary.” But none of that nails down what being “missional” is.  One has met folks on the psychiatric lock-ward who have been “innovative”, “creative”, “visionary” and certainly “out of the box”. Are they “missional” as well?  


The MSTF report is filled with vagaries and church jargon de-jour.  It is one of the most incoherent and repetitive documents to be set before a General Synod in a long time.  This paper has been an attempt to get behind the diplomatic language and obfuscations and to understand the document in its political context.   
Jim Reid
