
Sunset Presbyterian Church 

Congregational Meeting 

July 28, 2019 

 

Steve Ruetschle—Moderator 

 

1. Call to Order and Opening Prayer 

 

2. Purpose of this meeting 

 a.  The purpose of this meeting is NOT to discuss the current situation with Mike Matousek.    

 As outlined in the Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC) Book of Order, we can only meet to 

 “have a discussion and propose next steps in our membership in the EPC” 

 b.  The purpose of this meeting is NOT to decide whether or not to retain our membership with  

 the EPC. 

 c.  The purpose of this meeting is to outline the process that needs to be taken in order to secede 

 from the EPC and to present information which should be considered in making this   

 weighty decision. 

 

3. Reasons for wanting to leave the EPC and reasons for wanting to stay with the EPC.   

A document titled “Should We Stay with EPC or Become Independent” has been posted on 

Sunset's website.  This document, prepared in 2011, as developed at the time that the transitional 

EPC presbytery - The New Wineskins Presbytery - was disbanding and Sunset had to decide if it 

was going to become a full member of a local EPC Presbytery.  Many of the arguments presented 

at that time are still relevant today.  Please take a look at these arguments and considered each of 

them carefully. 

 

4. If we left the EPC, what type of church would be want to become? 

 a.  Should we join another Presbyterian denomination? 

 b.  Should we become a non-denominational “community” or “independent” church? 

 c.  Should we join another non-Presbyterian denomination? 

 

 The Task Force appointed below will be completing an analysis on all options that are available 

 to SPC including the options listed above.  

 

5. Process Questions 

What is the process that we need to follow if we decide to proceed with seceding from the EPC and 

how long would it take?  Why can't we just leave the EPC right now? 

 

6. What might happen next? 

Session met on July18th and approved the establishment of a Denominational Strategic Planning 
Task Force to examine our denominational affiliation. The process is expected to take 
approximately 3 months. After that time we will hold another congregational meeting to 
determine if Sunset should proceed with the process of seceding from the EPC. If the vote is to 
proceed, then we will follow the instructions outlined in the EPC Book of Order regarding the  
withdrawal process.   

 



  

Sunset Presbyterian Church Page 1 July 25, 2019 

Denomination Decision Information 

Provided by Sunset Session  

May 2011 

 

Background Information: 

• In November 2008, Cascades Presbytery, the regional presbytery of the Presbyterian 

Church (USA), voted to dismiss Sunset from its denomination, an action requested by 

Sunset.  As part of the release, Cascades Presbytery transferred ownership of all Sunset 

property to Sunset. 

• Cascades Presbytery granted the dismissal on condition that Sunset join the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church (EPC) denomination.  

• At our request, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC) denomination accepted Sunset 

into a temporary presbytery called the New Wineskins Transitional Presbytery. 

• On November 5, 2010, the presbytery leadership reminded all churches in the New 

Wineskins Transitional Presbytery that they (including Sunset) needed to make a decision 

as to whether they wanted to become regular members of the EPC.  The EPC is in the 

process of establishing a new Presbytery of the Pacific, and Sunset would become a 

member of this new presbytery in the Spring of 2012. 

• If Sunset decided not to make application to the new Presbytery of the Pacific, it would 

cease to be a member of the EPC and would become an independent church as of June 

2012. 

 

Session Decision on Membership in the EPC: 

• On July 20, 2011, Session voted to approve making application to become a member of the 

new Presbytery of the Pacific, EPC.  The vote was unanimous. Since Session has decided 

to continue with the decision already made two years ago by the congregation to join the 

EPC, this decision to make application to move from the transitional presbytery to the 

regular presbytery is a procedural next step that does not need another vote of the 

congregation.    

• This decision by Session was made after considerable prayer and reviewing information 

from the following sources:  Sunset’s Denominational Strategy Team, the Congregational 

Survey, discussions with Sunset staff members, and conversations with many Sunset 

members. 

• The primary reasons for the decision are: 

o  Another major change for Sunset, at this time, could be very divisive. 

o EPC provides organizational accountability and structure, including a pastor 

ordination process and Constitution, which includes the Book of Order.  If we were 

to become independent, we would need to develop these resources on our own. 

o EPC provides strong theological accountability. 

o EPC provides protection from legal and financial risks. 

o EPC makes available staff health insurance and retirement plans, which Sunset 

funds. 

o Joining the new Presbytery of the Pacific offers potential opportunities for Sunset 

to gain an expanded collaborative and leadership role beyond our local community. 
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• If, at some future date, Sunset decides that membership in the EPC does not help us to 

achieve our mission; we can withdraw from the denomination and we would maintain 

ownership of all Sunset property.  Session will evaluate Sunset’s relationship with the 

EPC in January 2013. 

 

Summary: 

• It is Session’s hope and prayer that this decision to join the new Presbytery of the Pacific, 

EPC accords with God’s will for Sunset. 

• We have very much appreciated your prayers and cooperation as we have deliberated over 

this important decision.  Please pray that God will continue to bless Sunset as we look 

forward-- with great anticipation!--to what He has planned for us. 
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Should Sunset Stay Within the EPC or Become Independent?  

 Revised 12 May 2011 and Updated July 22. 2019 

 

Why did Sunset leave the Presbyterian Church (USA)?   

 

The PC USA had become sharply divided between “evangelical” and “liberal” views.  For example, 

was the Bible the final authority for spiritual truth or is it just a book of wisdom that is subject to 

interpretation? After many years of considerable effort, by many individuals at Sunset and other 

evangelical churches, the attempt to change the liberal direction that PC USA was moving was 

unsuccessful.  As a result, the Sunset Session decided it was time to leave the denomination.  

 

Why did Sunset choose the Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC)?   

 

As part of the separation from PC USA, a non-negotiable condition was that Sunset needed to move to 

another Presbyterian denomination.  The PC USA would not release the ownership of the Sunset 

property to the Sunset Congregation without acceptance of this condition.  After reviewing the possible 

options, the Session decided that the EPC was the best fit for Sunset.  It was deemed that Sunset’s 

overall vision was very close to what the EPC believed to be the purpose and direction of the 21st 

Century Church.   

 

Why are we  contemplating leaving the EPC?  

 

Over the last several months, there have been events that which have caused some of our members to 

believe that certain of our values are not in close alignment with those of the EPC.  These arguments 

center around issues of governance and disciplinary actions taken under the umbrella of the EPC.  

Additional arguments for leaving the EPC are listed below. 

 

This short essay attempts to lay out the chief advantages of Sunset either becoming a non-

denominational/independent church or remaining within the Evangelical Presbyterian Church.  

  

Advantages of Becoming a Non-denominational/Independent 

Church  
  

Sunset’s culture has not been denominational  
  

Sunset Church, its elders and members have never been very involved with the denomination to which 

we have belonged, whether the PCUSA or the EPC. Therefore unfortunately, among our people there 

appears to be little to no understanding of the structure, purpose and theology of our denomination.  

  

Financial support for EPC can be better used elsewhere  
  

Every church in the denomination is asked to pay a voluntary, but highly encouraged, “Every Member 

Asking” fee.  If we would meet this fully, our yearly payment would amount to approximately $20,000 

(Sunset 2018 Annual report, 9/30/2018).  
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 Cultural trends are moving toward a post-denomination era  
  

Denominationalism has been the major “glue” holding the churches of America together ever since the 

colonists reached our shores. In Europe and a few other parts of the world, state churches determined 

the church membership of individuals living within their ecclesiastical jurisdictions. In our country, 

denominations were organized to help serve and support local churches with such things as vetting, 

training, and ordination of clergy; providing curriculum; adjudicating disputes; rooting out heresies; 

and correcting wayward clergy, elders, and churches. The massive administration of these organizations 

has loaded the church with bureaucracies that today seem more interested in continuing their existence 

rather than serving the individuals and churches they were created to serve. For these and many similar 

reasons, increasingly large numbers of observers have come to see denominations as unnecessarily 

cumbersome, slow to act and react, and requiring a great deal of energy from their constituent 

congregations—energy that otherwise could be directed toward efforts at reaching their own 

communities with the gospel. In general, the culture of 21st century America has a growing suspicion 

and cynicism toward organizations, especially if they are perceived as political entities. Individualism 

has made people shy of joining or becoming members of anything that would require them to lose or 

reduce their personal autonomy. Some church scholars have therefore contended that denominations as 

we have known them will disappear in the next 50 years. Although no one knows what will replace 

them, perhaps churches in a given community (or within distinct regions) will form coalitions to work 

together to fulfill the mandates of the Kingdom of God.  

  

Sunset gains an outreach advantage by losing its Presbyterian identity  
  

In previous decades, Sunset Church had a built-in evangelistic advantage in that many members of the 

Boomer generation were beginning to see that they had drifted from the ideals of their early years and 

were looking to return to the principles of their childhood and parents. For many, that meant the church. 

Yet they remained wary of "fundamentalist churches,” or churches that seemed too radical in their 

proclamation of being “born again,” etc. The tag “Presbyterian” worked to our advantage, since many 

in this generation felt more comfortable in a church that seemed "safer," and so many came to Sunset 

and to faith in Christ. Subsequent generations, however, are far less likely to seek out big, mainline 

churches; rather, if they show any interest in church at all, they tend to prefer more informal, smaller, 

and "less threatening" congregations. In our day, then, the attachment to a mainline denomination has 

become an evangelistic disadvantage.  

  

More freedom to find “connectedness” with like minded churches  
  

We can achieve “connectedness,” the watchword of Presbyterianism, far better locally than by trying to 

establish connections with churches hundreds of miles away.  It seems therefore more realistic to 

“connect and engage” with like minded churches in our community and work arm-in-arm through 

mutual efforts to reach our community for Christ and in this way to serve others in the name of Jesus.  

  

A wider field for senior-level pastor candidates  
  

If Sunset stays in the EPC, it will be limited to EPC ordained men or women, or to those who are 

"ordainable" and are open to be ordained in the EPC. As an independent church, Sunset would have 

access to a much larger pool of applicants, although unfortunately most will have a non-reformed 
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theological background, than if it remained within the EPC.  

 

Free from “top down” denominational structure  
  

A “top down” or hierarchical structure works against our conviction that the local church is the center 

of God’s work in his Kingdom, and that each church needs to be free to act according to its perceived 

calling. If we stay within the EPC, everything from our ecclesiastical structure, to ordination, to 

officiating at the sacraments, is controlled by the **clearly defined and easily understood Book of 

Order (which has been carefully revised from the that used by the PCUSA to eliminate nay hierarchical 

approach to governance).  Decisions are all made by two Courts which are made up entirely of all the 

pastors – and twice as many Ruling Elders delegated to each meeting each of the churches in the 

EPC**.  For many years now, the DNA of Sunset has been much more in line with local control of 

such factors.  

  

(**words inserted by Ron Bengelink, Stated Clerk, Presbytery of the Pacific Northwest). 

 

The ability to determine our own constitution  
  

Without question, a church needs a solid constitution with effective by-laws. Currently, these things are 

determined by the denomination. As an independent church, Sunset would have the opportunity to 

develop a "lean, mean, and non-cumbersome" constitution and set of by-laws that would enable it to 

more effectively pursue its God-given mission.  

 

The EPC disciplinary process contemplates charges being made against a person called the accused, an 

investigative committee being appointed, the appointment of a prosecutor who is tasked to draft an 

indictment against the accused person and a trial before an appointed Judicial Commission.  The 

accused may be represented by counsel but only if the counsel is a member of the church and will not 

be compensated for the services provided.  In other words, such counsel must be a volunteer without 

being compensated.  The accused has no right to discover the evidence gathered by the investigative 

committee that would include church documents and witness statements. In other words, the accused 

has no right to discover the evidence that will be used at the trial or the expected testimony of witnesses 

that would be needed to prepare a defense to the charges. The process is archaic, uses terminology 

making it sound like a criminal proceeding is taking place and is done in secret from beginning to end.  

The EPC disciplinary process fails to provide meaningful due process and is unfair to an accused 

person. Simply stated there is a much better way of dealing with disciplinary matters by using 

processes that insure fairness to both sides of such matters. 

 

  

More ability and freedom to make changes in response to ministry needs  
  

An organization such as a denomination tends to make needed changes very slowly; the pace of change 

often gets so drawn out that by the time changes are agreed upon and implemented, the reason for the 

change has disappeared or morphed into something else entirely. This phenomenon of the 21st century, 

where the speed of cultural change often outpaces the ability of cumbersome organizational structures 

to effectively respond to it, requires the local body to make decisions quickly. Independence will allow 

us to more quickly make and implement such decisions.   The EPC is made up of about 600 churches 
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with approximately 150,000 members today (as compared to the thousands of churches and 3 million 

members of the PCUSA when Sunset was aligned with them. 

  

The suggested new organization for the church, now in front of Session, can be 

more easily implemented in an independent church  
  

Presbyterian polity requires multiple-staff churches to have a Senior Pastor. This individual is: 1) The 

Chief of Staff to whom everyone either reports directly or through someone else; and 2) the moderator 

of Session. In the suggested plan now before Sunset's Session, the church would have both the 

“Teaching Pastor” and "Executive Pastor" reporting to Session, and not to each other or to one over the 

other. This arrangement works well in an independent church, but “muddies” the traditional 

Presbyterian paradigm.  

  

 

As an egalitarian church, Sunset would fare much better as an independent  
  

Long ago, Sunset decided that women could be ordained as elders and pastors, making us what has 

been called an "egalitarian" church. In the EPC, however, women’s ordination is not considered an 

essential belief. Each presbytery and each church is free to decide whom to ordain (regarding gender).  

  

  

 

Advantages of Staying Within the EPC  

 

  

An existing constitution/book of order  
  

It would take a great deal of time and effort to forge a new constitution and craft effective by-laws. 

When disciplinary or procedural issues arise, lack of a constitution leaves a church floundering. By 

staying in the EPC, we avoid any such possibility.  

  

We continue to attract people who feel comfortable in a Presbyterian church  
  

Ever since its reorganization in 1981, Sunset's leadership considered being Presbyterian an advantage 

for anyone looking to find a spiritual reason for their existence. It was thought visitors would feel 

"safe" coming to a mainline church, rather than visiting a church perceived as too radical or 

fundamental.  

  

Another major change for our congregation could be divisive  
  

Sunset has just passed through a period of gigantic change and much healing still needs to take place. 

Yet another significant change may not be in our best interest at this time.  
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Retains a proven pastor ordination structure  
  

The presbytery is the structure responsible for ordination in the EPC. If Sunset were to become 

independent, it would have to develop a new structure to handle this function, or else align with groups 

that specialize in vetting people for ordination.  

 

Continued system of accountability for the organization and its leadership  
  

One advantage of a denomination is its built-in accountability structure. The greatest example of this in 

Sunset's recent history is the role the denomination played as we passed through the pastoral conflict of 

the last few months. Independence can lead to a greater lack of accountability, unless well-defined roles 

and responsibilities are thought out and implemented before conflict erupts. Checks and balances need 

to be included in the church's constitution and by-laws. In addition, some believe that being 

independent may increase our financial and legal risks (risks mitigated by being part of a 

denomination). Having to reinvent who we are and how we function, while very exciting, inevitably 

means lots of change. And while change can be very good, it also can mean lots of opportunity for hurt 

feelings, bad communication, and division, which some fear could increase the church’s vulnerability 

to lawsuits. Even after a transition to independence, the church might require significant legal and 

professional counsel to protect itself.  

  

Would retain our current health insurance and 403b retirement plans  
  

By remaining in the EPC, current health insurance and retirement plans for staff would remain in place. 

If Sunset were to go independent, it would have to secure other health insurance and retirement plans 

on the open market, and would have to do so by the time it left the denomination. On the day Sunset 

left the EPC, it would have to have in place its own health insurance and retirement plans.  

  

Would retain our current 501c3 position (tax exempt status)  
  

While going independent would not require Sunset to form a new corporation, it would require the 

church to refile for its 501c3 status with the government, since this status currently is conferred upon 

the church through its affiliation with the EPC. By remaining within the EPC, this consideration is a 

non-factor.  

  

Would not have to spend funds to make a name change  
  

If Sunset were to go independent, it would incur a number of costs involved in a name change—e.g., 

signage, stationery, business cards, registrations, etc.  

 

 



 

 

Link to EPC Book of Order.  Copy the link below and paste into your browser.  See page 8 of this link 

for the section on dismissal of a local church to another body or to independence. 

 

https://epc.org/wp-content/uploads/Files/4-Resources/5-Downloadable-EPC-Resources/A-Constitution-

Doctrine/BookOfOrder2018-2019update20190402.pdf     

 

 

 

  

5-10 The dismissal of a local church to another body or to independence  

 

A. The Church Session shall notify the Presbytery of its desire to be dismissed. Once a Church 

Session has notified Presbytery of its desire under this section, Presbytery shall take no action to 

dismiss, dissolve or divide the local church and its elders until all proceedings under this section 

5-10 are fully completed. This provision shall not be construed to prohibit the Presbytery from 

reasonable means of access to the Session or church members in order to present its position. 

Nor shall this provision be construed to prohibit  the presbytery from taking action under the 

Book of Discipline on matters unrelated to the request for dismissal.  

 

B. At a duly called meeting of the congregation, with representatives from the Presbytery present 

and having the privilege of the floor, the motion to request dismissal shall be put and discussed. 

The meeting shall recess for no less than three months and no more than six months, to a date 

determined at the meeting.  

 

C. At the time set, the congregation shall reconvene, with representatives from the Presbytery 

present and having the privilege of the floor, and the request to dismiss shall again be put to the 

congregation and the floor opened for discussion. The congregation shall then vote on the 

motion by written ballot. If it passes by a two-thirds majority, the Presbytery shall dismiss the 

congregation as requested with all of its property and assets. Those not desiring to participate in 

the dismissal shall notify the Presbytery which will assign them to other congregations of the 

Evangelical Presbyterian Church.  

 

D. If a request for dismissal fails to achieve the required two-thirds majority, the process of 

dismissal (G.5-10) may not be repeated until at least 12 months have elapsed following the 

vote.  

 

 

https://epc.org/wp-content/uploads/Files/4-Resources/5-Downloadable-EPC-Resources/A-Constitution-Doctrine/BookOfOrder2018-2019update20190402.pdf
https://epc.org/wp-content/uploads/Files/4-Resources/5-Downloadable-EPC-Resources/A-Constitution-Doctrine/BookOfOrder2018-2019update20190402.pdf


Updated Information Regarding Remaining within the EPC or Becoming Independent 

July 2019 

 

This information has been prepared to address information presented in the July 2019 updated version of the 

May 2011 “Should Sunset Stay Within the EPC or Become Independent” essay.   

Introduction 

The original May 2011 essay/report was prepared by a team that had been previously chartered to study this 

topic in order to provide input to Session.  The July 2019 updated version of the report adds or corrects text in a 

few of the bullets.  A brief summary of the historical context of this report is provided here, since it is critical 

for understanding the report.  

When Sunset moved from the PC USA to the EPC, it was placed into a temporary transitional national 

presbytery along with several other churches that had just left the PCUSA.  At the time the original report was 

prepared, the temporary presbytery had been dissolved and Sunset had to decide whether to become an 

independent church or to remain within the EPC by joining the new EPC Presbytery of the Pacific.  Many of the 

points covered in the original report were necessarily speculative, since the Presbytery of the Pacific was just 

being formed and its specifics were not yet available.  The Presbytery of the Pacific continued to grow and 

subsequently became two presbyteries, with Sunset becoming part of the Presbytery of the Pacific Northwest.  

Consequently, several of these points in the May 2011 report are either out of date or do not apply to either the 

Presbytery of the Pacific or Presbytery of the Pacific Northwest.   

Session prayerfully considered the information in the May 2011 report, among other information, and at the 

July 20, 2011 Session meeting reached “General consensus within Session, confirmed by Prayer, that the right 

direction for the Church, at this time in the life of the Church, is to move forward to make application to the 

EPC Presbytery of the Pacific,” which was followed by a unanimous vote “For Sunset Presbyterian Church to 

make application to EPC Presbytery of the Pacific, with a specific checkpoint in Jan’13 to reevaluate 

denominational alignment.”  In other words, Session took full account of the information in the May 2011 

report when it decided to remain within the EPC.  Note that when Session reevaluated Sunset’s denominational 

alignment in 2013, it ultimately decided that Sunset should continue to remain within the EPC. 

The following information provides some updated information regarding specific points in the report.  (Note 

that they are not necessarily covered in the same order in which they appear in the report.) 

Updated Information Pertaining to Specific Points in the May 2011 Report: 

“Advantages of Becoming a Non-denominational/Independent Church” 

• Regarding Financial support:  Note that the EPC allowed Sunset to not pay “Asking” fees during the 

years when Sunset was completing its financial obligations to the PCUSA.  Also note that the Asking 

that was budgeted for EPC this past 2018-2019 year was $10,000. 

• Regarding cultural trends and impact on outreach:  Shortly after the May 2011 report was prepared, 

research showed the growing trend of the younger generation to return to established denominations and 

traditions that had stood the test of time.  So, there no inherent disadvantage to being in a denomination. 

• Regarding “connectedness” with likeminded churches:  In fact, belonging to the EPC does not limit 

Sunset’s freedom in this area.  As an EPC church, Sunset has continued its connections to other 

churches in the area (e.g., through the Palau organization or directly) with the full support of the EPC.  

One recent example is the evangelism workshop.  This is common practice among many churches 

within our presbytery.   



• Regarding the wider field for senior-level pastor candidates:  Neither the Sunset Pastor Search Team 

who recommended Jason Curtis nor the one who recommended Steve Ruetschle found this to be an 

issue.  In fact, the EPC has become extremely attractive to pastors wanting to move from increasingly 

liberal denominations into one that is faithful to the Bible.  This experience has been confirmed by many 

other churches within our presbytery.   

• Regarding structure, constitution, and ability/freedom to make changes:  These points in the original 

May 2011 report reflect experiences with the PC USA and are not relevant to the EPC.  The July 2019 

updated version provides some key corrections to the original assumptions.  In context, most of the 

churches who comprise the EPC left the PC USA for a combination of theological reasons and the desire 

for freedom from the PC USA bureaucracy.  Consequently, the EPC inherently values and stresses the 

independence of local congregations within the very flexible framework of the EPC constitution (Book 

of Order).  Sunset’s ability and freedom to make changes have not been impacted by its remaining 

within the EPC.  Consequently, the structure and freedom to change points have not proven to be 

relevant in practice.  Note that under the constitution-related bullet, the second paragraph regard the 

EPC discipline process was added in the July 2019 update.  It represents one point of view rather than 

the careful consideration of the team that prepared the original May 2011 version of this report. 

• Regarding church organization:  An EPC church has complete freedom regarding the staff of that 

church.  The EPC has supported the senior leadership structure mentioned in the report, with appropriate 

terminology and definition clarifications.  This is documented in a 2017 Memorandum of Understanding 

between Sunset and the Presbytery.   

• Regarding being an egalitarian church, the Presbytery of the Pacific and our current Presbytery of 

Pacific Northwest have always fully supported the ordination of women into every level of leadership 

role as Pastors and Elders.  For example, Megan Hackman, who was one of our interim preachers, is an 

EPC-ordained Associate Pastor.   

 

“Advantages of Staying Within the EPC” 

• Each of the points in this section of the May 2011 report remain equally true today, although at times 

other health insurance alternatives have been chosen.  The points regarding the divisiveness of a change, 

and the value of accountability have been among the especially important factors in Session decisions to 

remain within the EPC.   

• To expand on one of the points, the legal coverage provided by the denomination has become 

increasingly important.  During recent years, courts have typically ruled in favor of churches who are 

following the constitution of their denomination, which has tended to shield denominational churches 

from lawsuits.  In contrast, independent churches have become increasingly vulnerable to lawsuits, 

including over cultural matters.   

• Another benefit is the support provided by the Presbytery, especially in times of transition.  This was 

exemplified by the several excellent EPC guest preachers who came to Sunset during the last pastoral 

transition period.   
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