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A. Introduction 14 
A controversy recently arose regarding a Martin Luther King Day event that was scheduled to 15 
take place at the facility of South City Church (SCC) on Sunday evening, January 20, 2019. One 16 
of the speakers at this event identified as transgendered1& 2 and according to published material, 17 
was planning to “celebrate the lives and humanity” of the transgendered.3  18 
 19 
One of the primary organizers of the event was an independent not-for-profit group called Faith 20 
for Justice, which is directed by Michelle Higgins, who is a staff member of South City. Her 21 
father, TE Mike Higgins, who is both the Senior Pastor of South City Church and Dean of 22 
Students at Covenant Theological Seminary, served as a member of the board of directors of 23 
Faith for Justice. 24 
 25 
When word of this event circulated around the internet many PCA ruling and teaching elders 26 
(and their associated blogs and websites), along with some notable national evangelical 27 
commentators on religion, decried the event and accused the South City Session, the Missouri 28 
Presbytery, and by extension, Covenant Seminary, of failing to exercise proper oversight and 29 
control according to our biblical and confessional standards. Some of these accusations went 30 
viral and sparked controversy among the laity in many of our churches. 31 
 32 
When the South City Session became aware of the planned appearance of the transgendered 33 
advocate (just a few days prior to the event), they rescinded the invitation for their building to 34 

                                                        
1 Jay-Marie Hill embraces a transgendered lifestyle but was born as biological female. Throughout our report we 
will refer to Jay-Marie Hill using the feminine pronoun “She,” the ascription “Ms.,” her personal name, or 
occasionally, as a “transgender advocate.” When using the term “transgender” we in no way endorse the lifestyle or 
the philosophy associated with the movement. 
2 The term “transgender” is generally defined as denoting or relating to a person whose subjective sense of personal 
identity and gender does not conform to their birth sex. This definition can include both people who identify with 
the gender opposite of their birth sex and also those who prefer to be referred to by a gender-neutral term. The 
Manual of Mental Disorders published by the American Psychiatric Association, DSM-V, categorizes most 
transgender identity issues as Gender Identity Disorders, similar to eating disorders like Anorexia and Bulimia.  
3 https://www.facebook.com/faithforjustice/ January 10, 2019 
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host the event and issued a statement of explanation. 4  As a result, the event moved to another 1 
church’s building and went on as planned.  2 
 3 
At the January 2019 stated meeting of the Missouri Presbytery a committee was established to 4 
“inquire” of the South City Session regarding this controversy. 5 
 6 
B. Our Charge- Missouri Presbytery Motion- January 15, 2019 7 

● Whereas presbytery has the responsibility “to order whatever pertains to the spiritual 8 
welfare of the churches under its care,” including the right to visit individual 9 
congregations (BCO 13.9.f. and g.);5 and  10 

● Whereas the recent allegations against South City Church (SCC), that they approved 11 
of giving an outside speaker a platform in their church building at an upcoming 12 
community event—not a church event—to be held on Sunday, January 20, 2019 and 13 
said speaker would promote, praise and celebrate transgenderism—an allegation that 14 
has now been broadcast on the internet across the country and the world; and 15 

● Whereas in this age of cyberspace all of our churches should probably take a fresh 16 
and prudent review of their policies and decision-making protocols with regard to the 17 
use of their property by those outside the church; and 18 

● Whereas challenges to SCC, a congregation under our care, are likely to come to us 19 
formally from outside the Presbytery, even though the Session at SCC (apparently 20 
unaware originally of the decision to allow this speaker a platform in their church 21 
building), has withdrawn the invitation to this speaker and has put out a clear public 22 
statement: 23 

● We ask Presbytery to authorize AdCom to send a small team of REs and TEs to meet 24 
with the Session of SCC...  25 

▪ to make inquiries of our brother elders there as to how this controversy all 26 
unfolded; 27 

▪ to encourage them in their missional commitment to justice, peace, and 28 
righteousness in the city of St. Louis, and to build bridges to non-Christians, 29 
in the model of the Apostle Paul (I Cor. 9:15-23); 30 

▪ to converse with them as to how we might stand with them under the 31 
onslaught of cyber-shaming they have endured;  32 

▪ to exhort them to review their decision-making protocols and processes, and 33 
to offer ourselves—potentially, at least—for advice as to how a loving 34 
oversight of their congregation might be strengthened, even as they remain 35 
missionally-focused; and finally, 36 

                                                        
4 http://www.southcitychurch.com/documents-devotionals/a-public-statement-from-the-session-of-south-city-
church/?fbclid=IwAR0uVh_MQMlEMvr24tRyi-uI3wfci0D8X4L_GApN6UMcv3lN_GfJ_W8bWGI 
5 BCO 13-9.f.  Presbytery has power: to condemn erroneous opinions which injure the purity or peace of the Church; 
to visit churches for the purpose of inquiring into and redressing the evils that may have arisen in them; to unite or 
divide churches, at the request of the members thereof; to form and receive new churches; to take special oversight 
of churches without pastors; BCO 13-9.g.  Presbytery has power: to devise measures for the enlargement of the 
Church within its bounds; in general, to order whatever pertains to the spiritual welfare of the churches under its 
care; 
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▪ in general, to listen to our brother elders, pray with and for them, and refresh 1 
the relationship God in his mercy has called us as a Presbytery to cultivate 2 
with them. 3 

● AdCom shall also put together a statement after reaching out to SCC that can be posted to 4 
MoPres.org alongside a copy of SCC’s Session’s statement. 5 

 6 
C. Committee Members and Advisors 7 

1. TE Chris Polski (Chair): Trinity Church Kirkwood 8 
2. TE Russ St. John: Twin Oaks Presbyterian Church 9 
3. TE Jeff McGee: New City Fellowship 10 
4. RE Tom Dell: Grace Presbyterian Church St. Charles 11 
5. RE Al Johnson: Midtown Church 12 
6. Advisors:  13 

o Aaron Turner (clerk) Midtown Church  14 
o TE SJ Lim: RUF Washington University- St. Louis 15 

 16 
D. Principles of Inquiry 17 

1. This matter, falling under the provisions of BCO 13, is an inquiry and not a formal 18 
judicial investigation. An inquiry is conducted for the express purpose of making a 19 
presbytery aware of the facts of a situation that has raised questions or concerns. 20 
Conversely, an investigation is defined in BCO 31 and may lead to a formal 21 
indictment. 22 

2. The committee was charged to inquire of the “Session,” which, according to BCO 12-23 
1, “consists of the pastor, associate pastor...and the ruling elders of a church.” For this 24 
reason, we confined our inquiry to members of the SCC Session. 25 

3. Because we value personal relationships and the face to face kind of dialogue that is 26 
so desperately lacking in our day and age, we determined that we would engage in the 27 
vast majority of our questions in a face to face setting. The only exceptions to this 28 
were an initial written inquiry for the Session to relate to us the basic chronology of 29 
what took place in connection to the MLK 19 gathering, a request for access to any 30 
derogatory or defamatory statements made against members of the SCC Session, and 31 
a series of follow up questions that were submitted by our committee during the 32 
preparation of our report. 33 

4. Our jurisdiction, according to BCO 13, is over the “Session” only. Therefore, while 34 
we did inquire as to the actions of non-Session members, we determined to respect 35 
the Session of SCC as the “court of original jurisdiction” (BCO 31-1) for any matters 36 
that may relate to the ongoing spiritual oversight of ruling elders, non-ordained staff, 37 
or members of South City Church. 38 

5. We determined to ask as many of the difficult questions as we could because these 39 
questions are the questions being asked outside of our presbytery and pertain not only 40 
to the integrity of South City Church, but also to the integrity of the Missouri 41 
Presbytery and its churches and, by extension, to Covenant Theological Seminary. 42 

6. In this regard we recognize that reasonable inquirers have asked important questions 43 
that require satisfactory explanations from the Session of SCC. We also note that a 44 
number of unreasonable critics may be pursuing a personal agenda grounded in rumor 45 
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and innuendo more than they are pursuing the truth. Our aim, in large part, is to 1 
answer the questions of the reasonable inquirers. 2 
 3 

E. The Ministerial Context of South City Church 4 
1. South City Church was planted in 2005 by TE Jay Simmons with a unique vision to  5 
      “see God build His church—weaving together His people into His story of grace and  6 
      redemption—and then to use that church to transform His city from a city divided     7 

                  by racism, suspicion, bigotry and self-righteousness into a city of  8 
                  worshippers—transformed by the glories of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”6 9 

2. Shortly after opening, South City Church absorbed the Olive Branch PCA church that 10 
had recently closed its doors, and together, in fulfillment of their original mission, 11 
they began to engage in a number of meaningful urban ministry initiatives, including 12 
outreach to immigrants and refugees, a reading/tutoring ministry, a cross-cultural 13 
counseling initiative, and a number of efforts aimed at racial reconciliation. 14 

3. In 2012 South City Church purchased an existing church building in the Tower Grove 15 
neighborhood, which is one of the most diverse areas of St. Louis. Later that year TE 16 
Mike Higgins joined the ministry team of South City Church. The congregation 17 
sought better to reflect the diverse nature of their community, and TE Higgins became 18 
the co-pastor alongside TE Simmons. At this same time, TE Higgin’s daughter, 19 
Michelle, joined as a worship and ministry director at the church. 20 

4. When TE Simmons left South City to plant a church in Austin, Texas, TE Higgins 21 
became the pastor of South City and was later joined by TE Sam Haist as the assistant 22 
and now associate pastor. 23 

5. Over the course of its entire existence the SCC congregation has faithfully labored to 24 
make inroads into the highly diverse community to which they have been called in 25 
order to share the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ, with TE Higgins using his 26 
unique status as an African-American Teaching Elder to build bridges of 27 
reconciliation into the wider St. Louis community. 28 

 29 
F. Basic Timeline of Events 30 
The South City Committee of Inquiry offers the following timeline of events as a factual 31 
representation of “how this controversy all unfolded.” 32 

● November 29, 2018 - SCC building usage committee approved a request from Faith 33 
for Justice to host the Reclaim MLK event on January 20, 2019. 34 

● December 20, 2018- The MLK 19 event was publicized on the Faith for Justice 35 
Facebook page and shortly thereafter, in various other print and online venues without 36 
reference to the lineup of presenters. 37 

● January 10, 2019 – The Faith for Justice Facebook page publicized the fact that one 38 
speaker at the MLK 19 event would be Jay-Marie Hill, a self-described transgender 39 
advocate.7  40 

                                                        
6 http://www.southcitychurch.com/home/about/  
7 “On Sunday, January 20th at 4pm at South City Church, we welcome Jay-Marie Hill of Music Freedom Dreams 
as they teach us how to not only mourn the tragic deaths of trans folx, but learn to celebrate their lives and 
humanity.” Post from the “Faith for Justice” Facebook page on January 10, 2019. 
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● January 10, 2019 - RE Keating and TE Haist were made aware of 1 
controversy/confusion about a promotional post from Faith for Justice social media 2 
accounts that had been re-published to the PCA RE and TE Facebook page. 3 

● January 11, 2019 - TE Haist contacted Michelle Higgins and TE Higgins to request 4 
more information, and to see if they were aware of the controversy. TE Higgins was 5 
not aware of the controversy, nor the portion of the event that sparked it. Michelle 6 
Higgins had become aware of the controversy, but was traveling that weekend, and 7 
she and TE Haist had difficulty connecting to discuss the specifics of the event. 8 

● January 11, 2019- Multiple blogs and websites begin publishing articles concerning 9 
the event, most of which noted that a transgendered advocate would be “celebrating 10 
the lives of the transgendered” but which also mischaracterized key aspects of the 11 
event.  12 

● January 12, 2019 - RE Keating requested that the Session to meet on Sunday, January 13 
13 to discuss the event and determine an action plan. 14 

● January 13, 2019 - The Session met before worship and determined a) that South City 15 
Church should no longer host the event, b) that all future special events held at its 16 
building must be approved by the Session with a list of topics/presenters, c) and that 17 
the Session would release a public statement in response to controversy and 18 
confusion. The Session also called Michelle Higgins, who was still out of town, to get 19 
a better understanding of the specifics of the planned event. RE Keating then drafted 20 
a first draft of a statement and sent it out for the rest of the Session to review, provide 21 
feedback, and eventually to approve. 22 

● January 14, 2019 – Covenant Seminary, having learned of the presence of the 23 
transgendered speaker at the MLK 19 event over the preceding weekend of January 24 
12-13, formally withdrew its sponsorship of the event and requested that its name be 25 
removed from all literature advertising the event. 26 

● January 14, 2019 - RE Keating received votes for approval via email and text over the 27 
course of the day. Upon hearing from everyone, the Session announced their decision 28 
and released a public statement on the SCC website. 29 

● January 15, 2019 - Missouri Presbytery formed a committee to meet with the SCC 30 
elders, to inquire about the details surrounding these events, to offer advice, and to 31 
report back to presbytery.  32 

● January 19, 2019 – TE Higgins and TE Haist, along with one of the RE’s of South 33 
City Church, attended the relocated MLK 19 event, and TE Higgins called the event a 34 
“Jesus-honoring” on his personal Facebook account. 35 

● Late January-February 2019 - The Session privately met with various members and 36 
regular attenders of South City Church to address their questions or concerns about 37 
how the situation was handled. 38 

● February 4, 2019 - The Session had a called meeting, during which they spoke with 39 
Michelle Higgins over the phone to discuss at length the events that led up to the 40 
Reclaim MLK controversy as well as other concerns. TE Higgins recused himself 41 
from this conversation. 42 

● February 13, 2019 - The Session met together to discuss the issues surrounding the 43 
Reclaim MLK controversy, to debrief with TE Higgins on their conversation with 44 
Ms. Higgins, and to plan for a public conversation with their congregation, which was 45 
scheduled for February 17th. 46 
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● February 17, 2019 - The Session hosted a public conversation before worship with 1 
members of the congregation who wished to ask questions and discuss the 2 
circumstances surrounding the MLK 19 event. 3 

● February 21, 2019 - The Session had its February stated Session meeting and briefly 4 
discussed next steps for an additional meeting with Michelle Higgins to discuss 5 
communication issues. 6 

● February 27, 2019- The Session met with the Missouri Presbytery Committee of 7 
Inquiry. 8 

● March-April 2019- The Session continued to dialogue with the Missouri Presbytery 9 
Committee of Inquiry in preparation for its final report to the Missouri Presbytery and 10 
continued to work with TE Higgins and Michelle Higgins to come to a resolution 11 
concerning this matter. 12 

● April 16, 2019- The Missouri Presbytery Committee of Inquiry presented its report to 13 
the Missouri Presbytery. 14 

 15 
G. Questions and Answers Related to “How the controversy all unfolded” 16 
In light of extensive misinformation pertaining to what actually did and did not happen in 17 
relation to the MLK 19 event, the Missouri Presbytery Committee of Inquiry offers the following 18 
overview in a question and answer format. 19 

1. What is SCC’s general philosophy of community engagement? 20 
● SCC is a neighborhood church whose facility sits in the midst of a highly diverse 21 

residential neighborhood in south St. Louis. 22 
● TE Higgins, an African-American minister, along with the support of his Session, has 23 

sought directly to engage matters of racial reconciliation in the context of their 24 
congregation’s ministry. 25 

● The Session determined from its beginning that it would use its facility as a sort of 26 
“community center” in their neighborhood in order to break down barriers and 27 
increase trust across racial lines. 28 

2. What types of events has the church permitted in its building in the past few years? 29 
● AA; special concerts; community discussions on civil matters, racial reconciliation 30 

topics; reading clubs for children; youth clubs; a Montessori School; Covenant 31 
Seminary classes on urban ministry. 32 

● On several previous occasions, the church hosted a jointly sponsored MLK day 33 
celebration event on a rotating basis with other churches. 34 

3. What was the nature of the annual MLK event? 35 
● The annual St. Louis MLK Day celebration is an event at which members of the St. 36 

Louis community come together to reflect on the important civil rights work of Dr. 37 
Martin Luther King and to encourage further developments in enhancing racial 38 
reconciliation and justice in the St. Louis community. 39 

● Normally, the event has three major parts. The first part is a sort of “organization 40 
fair,” in which speakers from various religious and non-religious advocacy groups 41 
briefly share about their work in the community. Following this is a time of food and 42 
fellowship, which is followed by a season of singing and hearing from a plenary 43 
speaker, who is normally from the religious community. 44 
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● One of the speakers invited to this year’s event was Jay-Marie Hill, a self-described 1 
“transgender advocate.”8 Ms. Hill was invited by the event organizers to share for five 2 
minutes during the first portion of the event alongside several other speakers. 3 

● According to her Facebook page and the wording in the event brochure, Ms. Hill 4 
would be “celebrating the lives and humanity” of transgendered individuals in her 5 
five-minute talk. 6 

4. Were any members of the Session, including TE’s Higgins and Haist aware of Ms. Hill’s 7 
presence on the speakers list for the MLK 19 event prior to being notified on January 10?  8 
● No.  9 
● Since the MLK event had been held at South City Church on previous occasions and 10 

without controversy, the Session saw no reason to object to or exercise special 11 
concerns over the event being held at their church in January of 2019. 12 

5. Who extended the invitation to Jay-Marie Hill? 13 
● The planning team for the MLK 19 event, which was made up of several social 14 

justice organizations, one of which was Faith for Justice, the group led by Michelle 15 
Higgins. The other co-sponsors were: Action St. Louis, The Bail Project, and Close 16 
the Workhouse. 17 

● Members of the SCC Session indicated that Faith for Justice was the “hub” 18 
organization for the planning of the MLK 19 event.  19 

6. Who in the SCC leadership was aware of the speakers list prior to the event? 20 
● Michelle Higgins, the worship director at South City Church and the director of Faith 21 

for Justice, was aware of the speakers list for the event but did not communicate the 22 
names of the speakers or their topics to the SCC Session. 23 

7. How and when was Jay-Marie Hill’s presence at the MLK 19 event first publicized in 24 
social media or on an official website of any of the involved organizations? Was it ever 25 
advertised on the SCC website? 26 
● The first place her inclusion as a speaker was made public, as far as can be 27 

determined, was on the Facebook page of Faith for Justice on January 10, 2019. 28 
● It was the Session’s recollection that prior to this, the event (but not the individual 29 

speakers) had been promoted verbally in the SCC announcements 1-2 times. 30 
8. What is Faith for Justice? 31 

● Faith for Justice is an independent, not for profit group that advocates for social 32 
justice and racial reconciliation, and of which Michelle Higgins is the director. 33 

9. Is TE Mike Higgins on the board of Faith for Justice? 34 
● At the time of the MLK 19 event, TE Higgins was a member of the board of Faith for 35 

Justice. 36 
● In February 2019, TE Higgins resigned his position as a member of the board at the 37 

request of TE Mark Dalbey, President of Covenant Theological Seminary, where TE 38 
Higgins also serves as Dean of Students. 39 

10. Given his role on the board, how is it possible that TE Higgins did not know about the 40 
speaker’s list in advance of the event? 41 

                                                        
8 Please see the “Missouri Presbytery Report on Homosexuality” for a far more thorough consideration of the broad 
theological and pastoral issues related to the LGBQT movement. It can be found on the Missouri Presbytery website 
at:  http://mopres.org/resources/papers/201710-reportOnHomosexuality.pdf 
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● TE Higgins’ role on the board did not involve the direct planning of the MLK 19 1 
event. 2 

● To be explicit, TE Higgins was very clear with the committee that he did NOT know 3 
who the speakers were for the MLK 19 event until AFTER January 10, when news of 4 
Ms. Hill’s participation was made public. 5 

11. Was the event in question sponsored by SCC or presented in any way as a service of 6 
worship or Christian education for the SCC community? 7 
● The MLK 19 event was NOT a South City Church event. 8 
● The MLK 19 event was NOT a South City Church worship service.  9 

o South City Church does not have a Sunday evening worship service. 10 
● The MLK 19 event was listed in the announcements of SCC in the weeks prior to the 11 

event and was offered to the South City congregation for potential involvement if 12 
they wished to take part (as it had been in each of the preceding years). 13 

12. Was Covenant Seminary a sponsor of the event? 14 
● Covenant Theological Seminary was, in past years through its City Ministry Initiative, 15 

a regular co-sponsor of annual MLK events. CTS had planned to continue its 16 
sponsorship for the MLK 19 event, believing that it would continue to be focused on 17 
the issue of racial reconciliation as it had been in past years. 18 

● When it came to the seminary’s attention that Jay-Marie Hill would be a speaker, they 19 
notified Michelle Higgins that they were withdrawing their co-sponsorship and would 20 
require details of proposed speakers and their topics before agreeing to any future co-21 
sponsorships. 22 

13. Was the Missouri Presbytery a sponsor of the MLK 19 event? 23 
● No. 24 

14. Did any religious “news” site, blogger, or Facebook commentator reach out to South City 25 
Church or its leaders in order better to understand the context of the event before posting 26 
online? 27 
● While there was some legitimate and factually accurate reporting on the event, and 28 

while some writers did make an effort to contact leaders at SCC before writing,9 other 29 
reports were published without first consulting the SCC Session, and as a result 30 
misstated key facts related to the event10 and the position of the PCA.11 31 

● Some of the writers/bloggers who commented online about the event did attempt to 32 
speak with members of the SCC Session, but only after their reports had been 33 
published. The leadership of SCC thought it unwise directly to engage these 34 
individuals in the heat of the moment and as a result did not respond, especially in 35 
view of the fact that the Missouri Presbytery was in the process of establishing a 36 
committee of inquiry. 37 

                                                        
9 This includes the author of the World Magazine article on February 13, 2019. 
10 See, for instance, this misleading and premature headline on the “Reformation Charlotte” webpage: “PCA Church 
Invites Lesbian to Teach on Celebrating the Lives of Transgenders.” This headline became the controlling narrative 
to which most TE and RE’s were reacting, especially on the moderated PCA TE and RE Facebook group. 
https://reformationcharlotte.org/2019/01/11/pca-church-invites-lesbian-to-teach-on-celebrating-lives-of-
transgenders/ 
11 “Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) Becomes Latest Christian Denomination to Accept Transgenders and 
Same Sex Unions.” https://socioecohistory.wordpress.com/2019/01/15/presbyterian-church-in-america-pca-
becomes-latest-christian-denomination-to-accept-transgenders-and-same-sex-unions/ 
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15. What are some examples of unfair criticism and hateful rhetoric that leaders of SCC 1 
endured throughout this episode? 2 
● In addition to a number of personal phone calls, some of which were anonymous and 3 

contained hateful rhetoric, leaders at South City Church cited the following, which 4 
are examples of the types of things being said about them and their church. 5 

o “So it is conceivable (to me, barely) that the church will respond 6 
appropriately, which is to say, cancel the event, sack all those who were 7 
responsible for it in the first place, have them flogged in the church parking 8 
lot first, and seek forgiveness from the world for giving the unbelievers 9 
occasion to blaspheme...Until this is resolved, whenever someone says “PCA” 10 
and “St. Louis” in the same sentence, we should feel like something hot and 11 
sticky, something that weighs about five pounds, is climbing up our 12 
backbone.”12 13 

o “THREAD: A PCA church is being taught by a woman in a lesbian 14 
relationship how to celebrate the lives of transgenders on an upcoming Lord’s 15 
Day.”13 16 

o “We need to publicly expose their session and Presbytery.”14  17 
o “It’s still their event, just no longer being hosted at South City Church. What a 18 

slimy shuffle culture in the St. Louis/Covenant PCA.”15  19 
● Having noted above what we consider to be failures of observing the 9th 20 

Commandment among some individuals in reference to this matter, we do wish to 21 
honor those who took the time to inquire of South City or Covenant Seminary before 22 
posting, as well as those who took the path of patience and offered the presumption of 23 
innocence and the time and space for the Session of SCC, Covenant Seminary, and 24 
the Missouri Presbytery to work through this matter.  25 

16. What building use policies were in place at the time the MLK 19 event was scheduled? 26 
● While South City Church had very few formal building use policies, they did have a 27 

small committee made up of the wedding coordinator, a deacon, a lay person, and the 28 
worship director (Michelle Higgins) that reviewed building use requests and passed 29 
along difficult or controversial requests to TE Haist, who then brought them to the 30 
Session for review if needed. 31 

17. Why was the scheduling of this event not passed on to the Session for review? 32 
● Because the event had been hosted at South City on previous occasions, it was not 33 

considered to be controversial by the facility use committee or TE Haist. 34 
18. What was the prior relationship of Jay-Marie Hill to South City Church and the Higgins’? 35 

● Jay-Marie Hill had a prior relationship with both Michelle and Mike Higgins, both of 36 
whom had befriended her and hosted her in their home on several occasions prior to 37 
this event. TE Higgins considered the relationship he was developing with Jay-Marie 38 
Hill to be akin to the way Jesus became a “friend of sinners.” 39 

● Jay-Marie Hill had participated as a guest saxophonist at an Leadership Development 40 
Resource worship event that had previously used the South City Church facility for 41 

                                                        
12 https://dougwils.com/books-and-culture/s7-engaging-the-culture/yellow-vest-presbyterians.html 
13 Michael Foster: https://twitter.com/thisisfoster 
14 Facebook responder to a Michael Foster posting 
15 Facebook responder to a Janet Mefferd posting 
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one of its events. The Session was certain that Jay-Marie had never been a guest 1 
musician at any formal worship service at South City Church. 2 

19. Does Jay-Marie Hill consider herself to be a Christian? 3 
● TE Higgins indicated that he had never heard Ms. Hill claim that she was a believer 4 

but had heard her discuss her upbringing as “Baptist.” 5 
20. How did the SCC become aware of the controversy pertaining to the MLK 19 event? 6 

● On January 10, 2019 an initial communication was made to TE Haist from a fellow 7 
TE pertaining to postings that were beginning to show up on the PCA TE and RE 8 
Facebook page. As best as can be determined, the first public announcement of Jay-9 
Marie Hill’s role as a speaker at the MLK event was on the Faith for Justice 10 
Facebook page on January 10th. 11 

● When TE Haist heard about the controversy, he immediately attempted to reach out to 12 
Michelle Higgins, but they were unable to speak in detail to gain clarification due to 13 
Michelle’s out of town travel.   14 

● Shortly thereafter RE Keating become aware of the controversy and began 15 
communicating with other members of the SCC Session concerning a potential 16 
response. 17 

21. Why did the SCC Session withdraw the invitation for the MLK 19 event to use their 18 
facility? 19 
● After reviewing a pamphlet advertising the MLK 19 event, the language of 20 

“celebrating” the lives of the “transgendered” was immediately troubling to the SCC 21 
Session. That language, together with their inability to get in contact with Michelle 22 
Higgins to get any clarity on the event, put the SCC Session in a position where they 23 
felt they had to act expeditiously and decisively. The event was a few days away and 24 
a firestorm of criticism was being directed at SCC. 25 

● The Session met on January 13, 2019 and decided not to host the event. They also 26 
decided to make the SCC building use policy much more specific, requiring Session 27 
approval of all special events complete with a list of speakers and topics. Finally, the 28 
Session agreed on a public statement to try to clarify how the events unfolded. The 29 
statement, released the next day, stated the following: 30 

“In the past few days, the Session and pastoral staff of South City Church 31 
became aware of details concerning an event that was to be hosted on its 32 
property on January 20th, 2019 sponsored and organized by Faith for Justice, 33 
a Christian advocacy and social justice organization. Upon being informed of 34 
the details of the event, the session and pastoral staff met and determined that 35 
some of the planned elements within this particular event appeared to be 36 
inconsistent with South City Church’s theological convictions. We have thus 37 
determined that South City Church’s facility should no longer be used for the 38 
Faith for Justice event originally scheduled for January 20th. At no point was 39 
the event a South City Church event or part of a South City Church worship 40 
service.” 41 
“South City Church has been blessed by God to have a facility in the city of 42 
St. Louis and has sought to have a generous building-use policy designed to 43 
allow our church building to function as a sort of community center within the 44 
city. In the past we have hosted celebrations of the life and work of Martin 45 
Luther King Jr. and will continue to hold events promoting community 46 
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engagement and biblical principles of social justice in the future. However, 1 
we also recognize the inherent tension that comes from allowing our building 2 
to be used by outside groups that are not under the direct oversight of the 3 
session of South City Church and whose views and convictions may be 4 
inconsistent with our own. Thus, the session and pastoral leadership reserve 5 
the right to determine whether organizations or events which seek use of our 6 
facility are consistent with our theological and pastoral convictions and 7 
beliefs.” 8 
“As an uncommon family in the city of St. Louis that is united by the gospel of 9 
Jesus Christ, South City Church desires to be a community marked by truth 10 
and grace; one that is faithful to the Scriptures and committed to extending 11 
the welcome of Jesus to everyone in our midst. We believe that each person is 12 
wonderfully and immutably made in the image of God, and is therefore worthy 13 
of compassion, love, kindness and respect. Further, we believe hateful and 14 
harassing attitudes directed towards any of God’s image bearers—including 15 
LGBT+ people—are to be repudiated. We also acknowledge the fallenness of 16 
all people and desire to call all to repentance and faith in Christ. While 17 
remaining faithful to our convictions, denominational standards, the 18 
Reformed theological tradition, and above all to Scripture, it is our deep 19 
desire to make known Christ’s saving love, and to share his compassion with 20 
each of our neighbors. With this in mind, we humbly ask for your prayers as 21 
we seek to be a faithful witness in our city.” 22 

“UPDATE (1/15/19): to clarify, the event was sponsored by 23 
Faith for Justice, but hosted and planned by several local 24 
organizations.” 25 

The Session of South City Church 26 
22. Did any members of the SCC Session attend the MLK 19 event even though it the 27 

Session rescinded its offer to host the event at SCC? 28 
● Yes. Both TE Higgins and TE Haist attended the event, as did one SCC RE, along 29 

with a number of members of the South City Church.  30 
23. Why did these elders feel it was acceptable to attend this event even though they had 31 

rescinded their invitation to host it in their church? 32 
● As with most Reformed Christians, they believed that it was possible to attend an 33 

event (movie, play, book reading, sporting event, etc.) with which they did not have 34 
complete agreement. 35 

● In doing so, the elders in question felt like it was important to underline their general 36 
support of the MLK day event because their church is based in an area in which a 37 
large part of their ministry is with and among African-Americans, and the primary 38 
thrust of the event had to do with matters of racial reconciliation. 39 

● The Session indicated that they found themselves in a “lose-lose position.” If they 40 
canceled the MLK event they could lose credibility with the African-American 41 
community, among which they were ministering, thus damaging their church’s 42 
mission. If, however, they did not cancel the event, they risked losing the trust of their 43 
denominational brethren, thus damaging their ability to stay faithful to their core 44 
theological and ministerial values. 45 
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● By withdrawing their invitation to use their building for the event they sought to 1 
affirm their theological commitments, but by sending representatives they believed 2 
they were able still to affirm their support for racial reconciliation among their 3 
African-American brothers and sisters. 4 

24. What did Jay-Marie Hill actually say at the MLK event that was ultimately held at 5 
another church? 6 
● According to those who attended, Ms. Hill discussed her own complicated 7 

relationship with gender, addressed the shame that many men and women experience 8 
when they don’t feel “in sync” with social/cultural expectations regarding masculinity 9 
or femininity, and lamented the high rate of suicide among transgender and other 10 
“gender non-conforming” people. She also mentioned transgender discrimination in 11 
the workplace and invited those who were interested to consider exploring the “Trans 12 
Ally Toolkit” published by the ACLU. 13 

25. Did the SCC Session members who attended the event think that what Ms. Hill said 14 
would have been appropriately said in the facility of SCC?  15 
● The Session indicated that by itself (i.e., without some kind of pastoral/theological 16 

guidance that might have been provided to the SCC congregation before the event), 17 
Ms. Hill’s talk would not have been appropriate for South City Church to host, 18 
largely because it rested on the assumption that maleness and femaleness are 19 
essentially social constructs and not a fundamental part of who God created us to be.  20 

26. When TE Higgins’ referred to the MLK 19 event as “a Jesus-honoring event” on his 21 
Facebook page, what did he mean? 22 
● Despite having disagreements about some of the particulars, the SCC elders who 23 

attended the event, including TE Higgins, found much of it to be good and 24 
worthwhile.  25 

● TE Higgins eventually removed his Facebook post per the request of his supervisor at 26 
Covenant Seminary in order to reduce confusion about where he, the Session of SCC, 27 
and Covenant Seminary stood on the issue of transgenderism. 28 

27. Does the SCC Session, knowing what they now know about Ms. Hill’s presentation, 29 
believe it was a mistake to withdraw their sponsorship of the event?  30 
● For reasons cited in answer 25 above, the SCC Session stands by its decision to 31 

withdraw the invitation to use their facility for the event. 32 
28. Does the Session believe “transgender” is a legitimate classification group like other 33 

Biblically-recognized groups that merit special consideration and protection (i.e. racial 34 
minorities, foreigners, immigrants, the poor, women, prisoners, etc.)? 35 
●  At the time that this controversy broke, the SCC Session was (and still is) in the 36 

process of writing a Statement on Sexuality to provide theological clarity and pastoral 37 
guidance regarding SCC’s position on homosexuality and transgender issues.  38 

● At the same time, the SCC Session affirms that people who experience gender 39 
dysphoria, regardless of whether they identify as transgender or not, are made in the 40 
image of God and as such are worthy of dignity and respect, as well as the protection 41 
of their persons.  42 

● The SCC Session does not have a stated position on the validity of particular political 43 
policies with respect to recognizing or protecting people who experience gender 44 
dysphoria. 45 

29. What is the view of Michelle Higgins on transgenderism? 46 
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● The Session of SCC is actively engaged in an ongoing process to determine the views 1 
of Ms. Higgins on this matter. 2 

30. At the time of the MLK 19 event, what guidelines did SCC have in place regarding their 3 
officer’s and staff’s engagement in outside organizations? 4 
● The Session of SCC had few, if any, guidelines in place concerning their staff 5 

affiliating themselves with outside organizations. 6 
● The Session of South City Church did not have a formal personnel manual or 7 

personnel policy and had not been in the consistent practice of conducting formal 8 
staff reviews in its recent history. 9 

31. How has the Session of SCC handled staff oversight and especially staff oversight when 10 
one family member (TE Higgins) has oversight over another (Michelle Higgins)? 11 
● By the Session’s own admission, this has been a difficulty at SCC, though from time 12 

to time individual elders have exercised varying levels of oversight over Michelle 13 
Higgins and have engaged her on a number of her past controversial comments. 14 

● (Note: The committee of inquiry took time in the February 26 meeting to review with 15 
the Session of SCC a number of the more controversial comments attributed to Ms. 16 
Higgins over the past three years in order to confirm that they were, in fact, aware of 17 
and engaged in dialogue with her concerning questions that have arisen regarding her 18 
views. However, it is important to note that the Missouri Presbytery is not the court of 19 
original jurisdiction for Michelle Higgins. For this reason, as a committee of inquiry, 20 
we simply sought to confirm that the Session of South City Church is engaging Ms. 21 
Higgins in reference to this event and other events and statements that have been 22 
attributed to her, which it is.) 23 

● For his part, TE Higgins has tried to recuse himself from direct oversight of his 24 
daughter, but the tensions of navigating the family relationship have impacted the 25 
Session as they have sought to engage in difficult matters with Ms. Higgins. 26 

32. How did the SCC Session engage their congregation in explaining their decision to 27 
rescind their invitation to host the event? 28 
● Members of the Session scheduled multiple personal meetings with members of the 29 

congregation to address their concerns. 30 
● The Session also called an informal congregational gathering on February 17, 2019 31 

publicly to address questions from their congregation. 32 
● The Session remains in active dialogue with the congregation about both short and 33 

long-term responses to this controversy, but also acknowledges that this remains a 34 
highly divisive issue for the congregation, which will require concerted prayer and 35 
great wisdom to resolve. 36 

33. Since these events transpired, what changes has the SCC Session made in terms of its 37 
building use policies, personnel policies, or community engagement policies? 38 
● The Session will now require that it be presented with all requests for building use 39 

prior to confirmation of any events and that all requests must contain a list of 40 
speakers and topics. 41 

● The Session reserves the right to reject any events inconsistent with the Scripture, the 42 
constitutional standards of the PCA, or the missional intent of South City Church. 43 

● The Session also reserves the right, with proper oversight protocols in place, to 44 
schedule Christian education events that may include speakers who express views 45 
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that may differ from the commitments of the PCA for purposes of dialogue and 1 
discipleship within the congregation. 2 

 3 
H. Recommendations 4 
1. That the Session of South City Church be commended for their zeal to make Christ’s 5 

compassion and His redeeming work of reconciliation known in St. Louis City (where, we 6 
believe, God has strategically placed SCC); for their expeditious initial statement in response 7 
to the controversy; for their gracious response to some of the slanderous attacks they endured 8 
online; for their efforts to shepherd their congregation through this matter; and, for the 9 
positive steps they have undertaken in revising their building use policy.  10 

2. That the Session of South City Church take the following actions and report back to the Ad 11 
Com of the Missouri Presbytery on their progress by the July 2019 Stated Meeting. 12 

a. That they directly engage Ms. Higgins concerning her theological views in relation to 13 
homosexuality and transgender issues and, if necessary, take corrective steps. 14 

b. That they make clear to their congregation their position on transgenderism and that 15 
“maleness and femaleness are not social constructs but are rather a fundamental part 16 
of who God created us to be.”16  17 

c. That they address deficiencies in their oversight of staff by developing a basic 18 
personnel manual that articulates the Sessions’ expectations regarding both ordained 19 
and non-ordained staff, especially in relation to associations, commitments, and 20 
activities that take place outside the direct oversight of the SCC Session. 21 

d. That the Session of SCC formalize their building use policy and publish appropriate 22 
disclaimers concerning building use by outside groups in accordance with the spirit of 23 
Appendix F in the Book of Church Order. 24 

3. That the Missouri Presbytery: 25 
a. Form a committee to study and make known to its churches its position on the 26 

question of “transgenderism,” which includes insights into its theological, pastoral, 27 
civil, and bio-medical aspects. 28 

b. Form a committee to draft an overture to General Assembly to regulate the use of 29 
social media among Ruling and Teaching Elders in the PCA. 30 

c. Encourage all churches of the Missouri Presbytery to review their building use 31 
policies and publish appropriate disclaimers concerning building use by outside 32 
groups in accordance with the spirit of Appendix F in the Book of Church Order. 33 

4. That the Ad Com of Missouri Presbytery publish the full report of the South City Committee 34 
of Inquiry on the Presbytery website in a timely manner. 35 

5. That the South City Committee of Inquiry be dismissed with thanks. 36 
 37 
Respectfully and unanimously submitted by the South City Committee of Inquiry 38 

                                                        
16 The last part of this sentence is essentially from the SCC Session’s own response to question #25 above. 


