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Doing Time ot Goneral Accombly
A sermnon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Chursh, Oxford, PA on Trinity
Surday , June 10, 1990, Seripture Lessons: Deuteronormy 4 32-40; Pealm 32:1-12; 2 Corinthians
12:5-14; Matthew 28:16-20,
In the Hame of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
It was a dark and stormy night. Hours befare, | had arrived in Salt Lake
City and placed my suitcase in the back of @ van that would take me to the

University of Utsh were | was staying. Moments later some other

commizsioners came and placed their suitcagzes in the back of the van. The

var driver asked themn where they were going.

“To the hotels”

"You need to take & bus. The van goes only the University. Take your
suiteases out and put thern in the bus”

when | got to the University my suitcase was missing. | headed to the
Salt Palace where| hoped-iorintercept-my suitcase; 1iwasn't therd. After
the svening cornmunion service | continued to look for it As g result |
rizged my van ride back to the University which was about 7 miles away.
[ gpent the night in Byl Levering's room where there was an extra bed. The
next morning | walked through the rain to breakfast. My rain-coat was in
ray suit-case. | hadn't shaved, | hadn't changed my clothes for over & day, |
was soaking wet and | badly needed a shower. Mobody wanted to =it next
to me. &1l because | was staying st the University. | stayed there because
| wanted to save the General Assembly money - it was half as much as the
hotels- and to bear withess against luxury but by Wednesday afternoon |

was feeling very sorry for myself. Mobody was noticing the great

i

acrifice | was making. | got my suitcase on Wednesday afternaon, After
that everything went much betier

Mow Tor the General Asserbly. | want you to imagine a Session



meeting that Taeis for 12 hours, it goes on for nine days straight with
breaks anty for tneals and to sleep. This Session has over 600 Elders whao,
for the maost part, have never attended @ Session meeting before. Instead
of 7 committees there are over 30 committees to hear frem. If you can
imagine all thet, that's what the General Assembly was like.

During one af the more lively debates | thought of & painting by Norman
Rockwell entitled, "Freedom of Speech”. Rockwell wanted to illustrate
grass-roots democracy at work in e small town. A young maen wearing o
blue flannel shirt and & batlered work jecket stands up to state his views
on sorne matter thet's clearly of great importance ta him. The townsfolk
wha surtound him Hsten to kim with respect. That's the picture that came
tomy mind at the General Azsermbly.

Uver 600 commissioners carne from every Presbytery in the United
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States and its territories. We came from every walk of 1ife, fram every
political persuasion, and from every race. We were there because God had
called us to serve him through the church. | think of & carpenter from
Marth Dakota who tonkl;a{merﬁa vacation without pay to be at the
Assermbly. | think of & maother from Kreutz Creek in Donegal Presbytery
who came with her two year old daughter sirapped to her back. Her
grandfather and her father were earlier commissioners to the General
Assembly. She expects one of her two children to be a commissioner
somedaly in the future,

| was a member of the Justice and the Rights of Persons committee.
We dealt with racism, human sexuality, and qun violence. One afterncon
we listened for Lwo hours a3 pro-life and pro-choice advocates exercised
their freedom of speech within the church in the Tight of their Christian
faith. | was really impressed by the sincere sttempt to allow all paints of
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view Lo be heard and how the commissioners sought the guidance of the
=pirit in prayer and Holy Scripture.

When we were trying to draw up a resolution on guMi olence a cowbay
from wWyoming stood up to say thet where he lived everybody owned guns
and he'd never known anyone in hiz lifetime being a wictim of qun violence.
He was at active mermber of the National Rifle Association and the owner

a gun collection. Random selection had placed hitn on the commities
dealing with gun viclence. After he spoke a young man from wWest ¥irginia
said he'd witnessed & gun shot murder just a Tew manths before. A waman
fram Geargia said how her best friend's son had commited suicide with &
hand gun. All three were placed on g auhr:cn'm'nitmte.e to write up & repart,
They carme back with o paper that was unanimousty received supporting

gun control at federal, state, and local levels. 1 emphaszized that we
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showld not disparage Jegitimate ownership and use of firearms for hunting,
target-shooting, collecting, and ather recrestions] sports, but rather we
should address the misuze of quns and the viclence that results from that
misuse,

LThe first highlight was the election of ourmaderator, Price qumj)

of Charlotie, Morth Caraling, He's a retired presidert of a company and &

callege instructor in marketing. He pointed out that while differences
among Presbyterians are real we must all agree on two great truths, the
(ncarnation of desus Christ and his Resurreciion. Speaking out of his
marketing background he said thet Preshyterians have the opportunity to
become & five-rmillion-member denomination by the year 2000 if we

believe it, pray for it, and work at it.

Eheard aur moderator greachtast Sunday rnorning{at the First
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IP;‘eshgterim‘m church of Salt Leke City. His first point was that lesus 1l'l'v‘&&r
‘us and the whole world, His love is hot scedermic. . it's not conditionsl... |
\ii;s not something that we earp. ol sometbing thet we deserve, Rather |

T

it's free.. it's for all people everywhers including those whorn we cansider )

—

\ to be the greatest sinners, His second poipt was that we know this \
‘\because the Bitle tells us so. It wasz a very sipple bul poeerful mesaagg]
\ 2. & second highlight was the Sunday evening ecurnenical Peniecost

i

zervicel More than 300 people gathered in front of the First Presbylerian
-_____'————""-

Church for an ecurnenical procession to the Salt Pa]ace) Twored banners

emblazoned with white doves, symbols of the Holy Spirit, headed the

1ncal Japanese

procession. Close behind came a group of childre

NARALI- R LAY
repr eeenta‘uv& nf gnud;- pI'F""DL{TEHE-u and local LJIUi'T'hE'“ The Salt Lake

Church of Christ. They were followed by banners carried by
et

:.cmf E@Mﬂd provided the music. They were followed by a group of

robed clergy from Pratestant, Roman Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox
—_— N T

churches. Cormmissioners and other Presbyterians brought up the rear.

—

fMilan Opocensky, 8 Chechoslevakian Reformed pastor, preached the serrm:uD

He zpoke of the remarkable changes that have taken place in his nation in }

the past ygar. The miracle of Pentecost, he said, is thet the crucified and

risen Lord gives us the Holy Spirit and sends us intg the world.
L’S. 4 third highlight was the Monday morning worship seryice when the

Assembly commissioned 179 new missionaries, the most our church has

zent out &t one time for G5 gears.?The Rey. Sungrman Rhee spoke of how

missionaries ceme to Karea over g hundred years ago with the Gozpel. His
parents heﬁeved the Gospel and his father becarme a Presbyterian minister,
He recalled finding his father's dead body after he'd been killed by
carnrnunists in Merth Korea, There he knelt and pledged to take up the
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cross and follow his father's footsteps as a Minister of the Gospel,

The commissioning service made me think of how Prestyterian
churches have so often been divided between those who want to decrease
mission giving and thoge who want to increase it Mearly two hundred
years ago the General Asserntly of the Church of Scotland considered &
resolution sa? to send rissions overzeas. A doctor Erskine rose to his
feet and called to the Moderator, "Give me that Bible.” He opened it and
read aloud the Great Commission - meke disciples of all nations, baptize
thern, teach them. “Those are Your marching ordersl” he thundered. Those
are aur marching orders todsy. As | remember that cammissioning service
last Monday | hope that we don't 1oze sight of the globsl rission of our
church as we rebuitd cur owr church.

4. The fourth highlight of the A%emhlu WaS the endorsement r:f the

Brief Statement of Faith, The committee that wrote it decided at the

autset to use, a5 the basis of the statement, the Apostolic Benediction
which we heard in our epistle 1esson this morning. The Brief Statement of
Faith begins with Jesus Christ, Tully hurnan and Tully God hm,auce it is
anly through Jesus Christ that we know God at all. 'm excited about this
new statement of faith. In years to come I'11 be able to tell my children
and grandchildren, "I was at the Genersl Assembly that sent the Brief
Staterment of Faith back to the Prestyteries for their approval.”

' excited about the Brief Statement because | have a deep concern
that we know what we believe ag a Church, What we believe shapes our
lives. Many leaders in our denominaticn have expressed @ fear thatl
Preshyterians have becorne theologically illiterate. We dor't kKnow what
we believe and we don't know how ta share our faith,
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Tomm Long also of Princeton Seminary once spoke of his experience @
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zmall boy meeting with his Sundey School tenscher to go over the Children's
Catechism. His teacher, he said, looked as though she were a3 old as
Methusaleh. She Jooked into Tom's eyes without smiling snd asked the
first guestion in the Children's Catechizm, "who made gou?". Tom
squeaked, "God?" Correct. His teacher reached for & little slicker which
she licked with her 1izard-1like tongue and stuck in his booklet indicating
he knew the answer. She wenti on to the second question, "why did God
rmake you?"

Dr. Long wazn't srgueing for going bsck in time to the good o1d days
when we had to 1earn the Shorter Catechism. Rather he said, [ learned
from tmy teacher & Christisn vocsbulary. Long before | could understand

what | wes repeating | was learning the great words of the faith and when

b gr ey up and per'—*unallu aucepfed I:hrl-=:t as my Sﬁ‘-.?im' I }'mc_l’_aqu—amﬂarg

‘the General Assernbly. [ Tave aur church, the Prestyterist Church f(USA). |
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that could help me Lo express my faith tn others.” [ hope our new
confession will help us to learn a Christian vocabulary for the 21t
century so that we'll know what we believe and be able to share our Taith,

(Lwt me just close by thanking you for giving rme the apportunity to go ’rc:j)

isn't necessarily the most faithful church and it certsinly isn't the lar gest

dennmination but | believe we have a contribution Lo make 1o the widern

. The General Assembly reminded e that we're members c:f

sornething vastly bigger than a local church. We join hands across theb

weorid with a great company of Chi iztisnstofulit-the-great-ca mnnoamn>

of our Rizen Lord, ta go into all the world and preach the Gaspel

One of the great temptaticns for cornmitted Christisns in North
America is to believe in Jesus but to live without any sense of sharing his
miszion, The temptation is especially res] because so many peaple in our
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snciety live without & commitment to o couse that's beyond their awn
nrivate, personal gosls. Christians have g higher calling. Ta believe in
Jesyus iz also Lo be sent- sent with the good news of the gospel to those
who are near and to those who are far awal.
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