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I recently came back from the 220th General Assembly of PC-USA where I served as a young 
adult advisory delegate, and what an incredible experience it was. I have so much I want to 
tell all of you, but I fear that I may alienate my audience if I speak for as long as I would like 
to about the Assembly. I am going to try, instead, to give you a highlight reel of sorts, and try 
to share whatever insights I can provide. Overwhelmingly, the moment that stands out to 
me most was my first speech I gave to the Assembly on the topic of divestment. The 
divestment issue before the assembly, for those of you who don’t know, was whether or not 
to divest from Caterpillar, HP, and Motorola because of the products they sell to Israel 
which have been used for military purposes against the Palestinians. I am against 
divestment but rather than talking about the issue specifically I’m going to try to focus, 
instead, on my involvement in the Assembly process concerning it. I received a phone call 
during the week from someone in the Hudson River Presbytery who asked me if I would 
speak on the plenary floor against divestment. My first thought was, why me? In a room full 
of theologians, ministers, and ruling elders why do you want some punk kid up there on the 
microphone? Are they really going to take me seriously? Some of these people were alive for 
the formation of Israel, what light can I possibly shed to them on the issue?  

Reluctantly I agreed to speak to the plenary on the topic. I gave my speech on 
divestment and, unfortunately, the moderator called for a 5-minute break as I sat down, so I 
walked out into a maelstrom of bad vibes as we left the hall singing “Come and fill our 
hearts with your peace”. Almost immediately, a little old lady walked up to me as we were 
singing and said to me “you don’t deserve peace.” Another lady told me that she would be 
praying for my soul. Still more were content simply to glare at me as I passed. I retreated 
into the bathroom to get away and, internally, all I could think was “see Ben, now you’ve 
done it. You opened up your big mouth and now everyone is mad at you, and you’ll never 
get a job in the Presbyterian Church, and gosh darn it, you could have just sat there quietly 
and twiddled your thumbs.” I then left the bathroom in a cloud of self-doubt and was 
stopped by a man. Bracing myself for another condemnation of my views, I was surprised 
when he told me, simply, “Son your speech changed my views on the topic.” While this did 
little to buoy my spirits, I thanked him and sat back down in my seat and watched the rest of 
the debate. Finally, the issue came to a vote and the vote came back 333-331 against 
divestment. We had won by two votes. Instantly my thoughts turned back to the man I had 
talked to as I realized that even if all my speech did was convince him, I had made a real 
difference in the outcome of the vote.  

I chose the passage about Jesus and the paralyzed man to focus not on Jesus, or the 
paralyzed man himself, but instead to focus on the men bringing the paralyzed man to Jesus. 
There are always so many reasons you can give yourself as to why something won’t work. 
The men bringing the paralytic could have looked at the crowd and said “sorry buddy, 
there’s no way we can get you in to see Jesus today”. They could have climbed on the roof 
looking for a skylight and said “sorry buddy, we’re in biblical Judea, skylights haven’t been 
invented yet.” Seriously though, I’m sure the men could have come up with plenty of 
reasons why their plan to break through Jesus’ roof to lower their friend down into the 



house wouldn’t have worked, but they did it because they knew their plan to be righteous. 
All too often it is easy to fall into thinking that one person doesn’t really have the power to 
change anything, so why should I take the risk? My experience at GA served to reinforce that 
one person always has the capability to change the world if you truly believe you can. I said 
no to my doubts, I said no to my fears, I said no to my inhibitions, and had I not I am sure 
that I would have regretted not speaking. Change always starts with the individual.  

The other issue I wanted to talk to you guys about was the vote on changing the 
definition of marriage from “between a man and a woman” to “between two people”. The 
debate and subsequent vote on the issue really saddened me, and is the other reason why I 
wanted to use the parable of the paralyzed man as today’s scripture. In many ways, the 
church right now reminds me of the paralyzed man. There were the subset of people who 
spoke out against changing the definition of marriage by arguing that homosexuality was a 
sin punishable by death, but by and large those who spoke against changing the definition of 
marriage time and again threatened that if the definition of marriage was changed they 
would leave the church. The final vote was 52%-48% against changing the definition of 
marriage, and what really got me was that at least 10% of the people I talked to who voted 
against changing the definition did so not because they though gay marriage went against 
scripture or because they thought it was immoral, but rather because they were afraid that 
it would damage the church by making churches leave PCUSA. I wish that it was possible to 
say to the church simply, “get up, take your mat, and walk”. Our church is paralyzed by fear 
of creating a schism in the church. It is paralyzed by those who would bully the rest of the 
church into lining up behind them. It is paralyzed by fear of those who, on this issue, are so 
unwilling to compromise that they will leave the church if even some ministers are allowed 
to officiate gay and lesbian weddings. To those afraid of a schism, I would direct them to 
Psalm 23, “yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil.” 
We’re not even walking through the valley of the shadow of death, we’re walking through 
the valley of the shadow of a divided church and yet we continue to be fearful. 

At a time in which religion continues to lose ground in popular culture because 
people see it as out of touch with their lives we can no longer afford to be fearful. It is time 
to punch a hole through the roof to bring the PCUSA to Jesus. It is a time for decisive action. 
The same fear that gripped me before I gave my speech to the plenary grips so many in this 
church. We should never be fearful of doing what is right even if it means that 30% of the 
church gets up and leaves. I am reminded of a story about Abraham Lincoln. He was talking 
with his advisors about whether or not to give the emancipation proclamation. After all the 
arguments had been laid on the table, he put it to a vote. He said all for giving the 
proclamation raise your hand and was the sole person raising his. He then turned to his 
advisors and said, “Well, the ayes have it.” His advisors objected saying “we thought you 
were going to go with the majority opinion,” to which Lincoln replied, “I am listening to a 
majority of the righteous.” 

Overall, my greatest impression gleaned from my experience at the General 
Assembly was how proud I am to come from this church. How proud I am to have Paul and 
Rachel as my pastors. How proud I am to be a member of this congregation. This is a church 
which does what is right regardless of what is popular. This is a church which fights 
tirelessly so that tomorrow might be a better day than today. This is a church which opens 
its doors to any and all to create an atmosphere that welcomes everyone. More than that, 
this church fights tirelessly for those who cannot always speak for themselves. This is why I 
am so proud to come from Bedford Presbyterian; it is churches like this who will eventually 
break through the roof and bring the PCUSA to Jesus so that he might say, “get up, take your 
mat, and walk.” 


