Episcopal Church 76th General Convention                                                                                               A Report to the People of the Diocese of the Virgin Islands
The Episcopal Church and the Triennial
The Episcopal Church has just ended its 76th General Convention. It is the world’s largest parliamentary body when it meets, made up of a little over 800 deputies – four clergy and four lay persons – and roughly 150 active and retired bishops from each of the 109 dioceses with membership in the world-wide Episcopal Church spanning 16 nations. The triennial meeting is also a gathering to showcase this Church in all its shapes and shades. Hundreds of vendors of goods and services, church-related entities and congregations, set up booths to display their wares and services. In addition to the nearly 1,000 bishops and deputies who meet to enact policies (legislation) and a budget, served by 1,500 local and scores of other volunteers recruited and brought in, hordes of visitors and guests come to this “family reunion.” Old friends meet again and renew acquaintances. For about two weeks they mingle, laugh, labor, pray together, speak and vote on resolutions they believe bring to life the Gospel of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior. That is what happenned these past two weeks in Anaheim, CA.
Bishops and deputies to General Convention do not just show up on the Convention floor to speak and vote. Long before the Convention actually convenes bishops and “deputies” (not delegates – They are not delegated to do someone’s bidding; they are deputized to represent the diocese but speak and vote their own consciences.) begin receiving materials from the General Convention Secretariat in preparation for the meeting. Most participate in online discussions of issues confronting the Church and the possibility of those issues coming before the ensuing Convention. They receive notice of appointment to legislative committees by the President of their respective Houses. The Presiding Bishop and Primate of The Episcopal Church is the President of the House of Bishops, while the House of Deputies (HOD), the larger of the two (comprising priests, deacons, and lay persons elected by the dioceses in their own conventions) elects a President and Vice President every three years. The HOD elects a clergy or lay person as Secretary who is also Secretary of General Convention. The Secretary of Convention is assisted by a staff at the Church’s headquarters in New York City and at General Convention is assisted by an army of volunteers and staff. Convention also elects a treasurer of the Church who is the chief financial officer of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society, the corporate or legal name of The Episcopal Church. Along with a General Convention Manager, the Secretary and the staff and volunteers ensure that all the pieces are in place. It must be said, the immense organization and the precision – hotel arrangements, writing, editing and production of written material, scheduling of the entire Convention itself and meeting spaces on site, coordinating schedules of international visitors, etc. – with which the Convention is run with no significant hiccups, is a testimony to the skills and ingenuity of the Secretary, the Manager, the treasurer, and their staffs.
Months before Convention, deputies begin receiving material.  Legislative committee chairs arrive a couple days early; others arrive at least a day early for orientation and organizational meetings of their committees. 
The Convention Legislative Process
A General Convention legislative committee is like the committees of the Congress or of the VI Legislature. Matters come to the committees in the form of Resolutions. These resolutions represent issues that the Church has grappled with over the past triennium or longer. They come from dioceses, individuals, the Church’s Executive Council, and committees, commissions, agencies and boards (CCABs). During the course of the Convention a legislative committee takes up the resolutions assigned to it by the Convention Secretariat by calling “expert witnesses” and hearing testimonies from the “public,” i.e. other deputies, visitors, and guests who are attending the convention. In the end, the Committee votes to discharge or perfect the resolution before forwarding it to the Convention’s Committee on Dispatch. The Dispatch Committee puts it on the Daily Calendar of the House of Bishops or of the House of Deputies. On the floor of either House, a resolution may again be discharged or perfected after debate, and then sent to the other House for concurrence. Even a “discharge” in the House of origination must meet the concurrence of the other House, which may recommend discharge, rejection or concurrence with amendment.
Arguably the most sought after and often the largest and most elaborate committee is the Committee on Program, Budget & Finance (PB&F, for short), because it is they who craft and recommend the triennial budget of the Church, and the budget of the Church, a “program budget,” is a statement of how we perceive the mission God has given the Church to carry out. Naturally, everyone and every group associated with the Church sees that mission and how to implement it in slightly different ways. So everyone wants to get funding for their favorite program or project in the budget. Bishops and deputies receive the draft budget from the Executive Council along with other documents before getting to Convention. That draft is the working document for PB&F. After several days (sixty hours at this Convention!) of painstaking work, the budget is presented in the form of a resolution to an extraordinary joint session of both Houses on the eighth day. A few questions of a general nature are entertained. The following day, each House then debates the budget in order to pass the Resolution. It may be amended but generally after such painstaking work, and given the time left before Convention adjourns, no one wants to risk not having a budget for the next three years. Remember, with a single line-item amendment, the entire document must go to the other House for concurrence.
But I think the most contentious of the committees is the group that deals with issues of human sexuality. Sometimes more than one legislative committee deals with such issues, depending on the focus of the particular resolution. At this Convention, the Committee on World Mission and the Committee on Prayer Book, Liturgy and Church Music handled most of the issues relating to human sexuality. The pertinent resolutions will be dealt with later in this report.

Church Pension Fund Legislative Committee 
Elected at the 2008 Diocesan Convention held at St. Peter’s Church on St. Croix, eight deputies including this writer plus Bishop Gumbs were in Anaheim to represent the Diocese of the Virgin Islands at this 76th General Convention. I arrived at around midnight on Monday, July 6 at the Anaheim Hilton where our deputation stayed. I had been assigned to the legislative committee on Church Pension Fund. Our committee was assigned a total of six resolutions, three of which were assigned after we arrived. The other three we actually knew of before we traveled to Anaheim.
Resolution A-177: Denominational Health Plan seeks to establish a mandatory, single-payer health plan for all clergy and lay employees of Episcopal Church institutions, including congregations, hospitals, and schools, and will be administered by the Episcopal Church Medical Trust (ECMT). Lay employees such as parish secretaries, sextons, organists, teachers, etc. working 1,500 hours or more a year MUST be provided health insurance by their employer, as a matter of justice, according to this Resolution passed by an overwhelming majority of both Houses. Research done by the Fund during the last three years shows that the increased numbers can leverage lower health care cost for plan enrollees. This is a pressing problem and a huge issue for most people; the public hearing as well as floor debate in the HOD generated the third largest crowd and fireworks, following behind resolutions on human sexuality and the triennial Budget.
ECMT’s staff, testifying at the hearing assured us that most enrollees will see a drop in their health premiums. Based on their research, we in the US Virgin Islands will see a drop ranging from $320 with the Empire BCBS PPO to $2,256 with a CIGNA EPO. TRIPLE X in Puerto Rico is planning to extend its services to the Virgin Islands as a third option. It must be remembered that, for those of us in the VI, the major issue is accessibility to health care providers (or doctors). 
This is how the Church Pension Fund describes the potential benefits of the adopted Denominational Health Plan (DHP): 

“It provides solutions to five issues. The first is, it increases potential savings by leveraging the Episcopal Church’s aggregated size for the large scale purchasing of healthcare benefits. Secondly, it attempts to balance the Church’s financial constraints with the cost of providing adequate employee healthcare benefits. Thirdly, it addresses equity in coverage between clergy and lay employees who are regularly scheduled to work 1,500 or more hours per year. Fourthly, it attempts to provide for diocesan/group level control so that dioceses, agencies and institutions have the flexibility to make decisions about healthcare benefits that reflect local polity and preferences. Finally, it provides access for all eligible1 employees, according to the rules of the Episcopal Church Medical Trust (ECMT), of participating employers to purchase healthcare benefits at a group rate, even if their employers are not required by canon to fund the coverage.”

Resolution A-137: Continuation of the task Force to Study Employment Practices in The Episcopal Church asked General Convention to continue work on the above topic, passed by the 75th General Convention in 2006 as Resolution A-125, as there are issues yet to be resolved. The result of the three-year study is the subject of the next Resolution (A-138).
Resolution A-138: Lay Employees Pension Plan “establish[es] a mandatory lay employee pension system for employees who are scheduled to work a minimum of 1,000 hours annually for any Diocese, Parish, Mission or other ecclesiastical organization or body subject to the authority of the Church,” as part of the pension system already in place for clergy. “Employees” intended here would include parish and diocesan secretaries or administrators, sextons, organists and other employees, all school and hospital staff, etc. The necessary amendment to the Canons was also enacted as part of this Resolution. CPF analysis shows that the cost of this to the average churchgoer will amount to an increase of a little over $20 per pledging unit per year.
Resolution B-024: Cuban Annuity – The history of the impetus for this Resolution lies in the embargo against the Cuban Government by the US Government. The Cuban embargo forbids the transfer of funds by a US-based entity to Cubans. Consequently, pension benefits of Cuban clergy that are being administered by the Church Pension Fund (CPF) cannot be given to them. The Resolution asks General Convention, therefore, to set up a Benevolent Fund to be administered by one of the three constituent members of the Metropolitan Authority (The Anglican church of Canada, The Church of the West Indies, The Episcopal Church) other than The Episcopal Church that governs the Episcopal Church in Cuba. Resolution B-024 passed in both Houses. Dioceses, parishes or individuals may contribute to this Fund out of which these Cuban sisters and brothers can be paid their well-earned and well-deserved benefits. Meanwhile, CPF continues to monitor the movement on the part of the Obama Administration in the direction of easing these restrictions.
Resolution C-038: Pension of Spouses of Deceased Clergy – This Resolution came from the Fellowship of St. John in the Diocese of Washington on behalf of some 200 surviving children and spouses of deceased clergy. The explanation to the Resolution claimed that the average pension of these surviving spouses/partners is $17,626, hardly enough to survive on, especially when housing is an issue as it is for some of them. The Resolution asked Convention to raise the pension for those below the average for surviving beneficiaries. Church Pension Fund staff testified that, over the years, they have been alert to and responded appropriately to these conditions through various enhancements to pension benefits. Our legislative committee proposed a substitute resolution that simply commend the CPF staff for these enhancements over the last three triennia and recommended that they continue their study “with particular focus on raising the benefits of those below the average for surviving beneficiaries.” Resolution C-038 passed in both Houses.

Resolution D-053: Strengthening Lay Employee CREDO as a Church Pension Fund Benefit – CREDO, the Clergy Reflection and Educational Discernment Opportunity, begun several years ago as an opportunity for clergy vested in the Church Pension Fund has proven to be a tremendous success. Retired clergy and bishops now have the opportunity as well. In the last couple of years, CREDO has piloted a lay CREDO experiment, and the reviews are rave! But the funding source for this lay phase is not secured; this Resolution seeks to remedy that. Of note here is the opportunity for our lay employees to deepen their commitment to the work they love so much through learning and discernment – a sort of continuing education. The Resolution passed out of the Committee and in both Houses unanimously.
The following are stewardship related resolutions adopted by the 76th General Convention.
D-067: The Budget – General Convention adopted a Budget that projects income to the tone of $141,271,984 and $27.6m in investment income over the triennium. Expenditure for the triennial (2010-2012) would total $140,856,531. This represents a $23 million reduction of the draft budget proposed by the Executive Council in January this year.  A revised diocesan asking formula for calculating income is for dioceses to contribute 21% of their income in 2010 after deducting $120,000, 20% in 2011 less $120,000, and 19% in 2012 less $120,000. Current formula (unchanged since 1997) is 21% of income less $100,000. The immediate impact of the $23m reduction is loss of jobs for approximately 30 of the 180 people employed at the Church’s New York and regional offices. 
One of the thinking behind some of the cuts was the idea of “subsidiarity,” i.e., move more of the work to the local level – diocesan and congregational – to be done by trained volunteers. As the saying goes, there (mainly in the congregation) is where the rubber hits the road.

In addition to budgeting to “live within our means” in view of the current economic realities, another important implication of this much leaner budget is for the Church to cut its carbon footprint. For one thing, General Convention will be shortened by two days – eight days instead of ten – and will be significantly paperless. The budget calls for less in-person and more online meetings of CCABs, the “Bluebook” will no longer be published in paper format, and WIFI will be available at the next General Convention.

D-051: “The 80-Cent Solution”: Support for World Missionaries – This Resolution calls on each Episcopalian to promote grass-roots support for Episcopal Church missionaries serving around the world by giving 80 cents a year for each of the forthcoming triennium with a goal of doubling our missionaries. The funds received will be placed in a trust fund of the DFMS to be administered by the Mission Personnel Office.
D-055: Reaffirm the Tithe as Minimum Standard – The Tithe as the minimum standard of giving has been affirmed by The Episcopal Church since 1982. The added component this GC was a written commitment by each deputy, writing their name and diocese or State on a sheet of paper.
D-044: Recommit to MDGs as a Mission Priority – In support of this Resolution, the MDG line item that was dropped from the Draft Budget was restored by PBF in response to passionate calls during public hearings.
D-015: Merciful and humane Treatment of God’s Creatures – Christian responsibility means that we care for the environment, including plant and animal life; that is stewardship of the environment.
C-067: Litigation Expense Disclosure – This Resolution, though failed to pass, called on the responsible authority to disclose the sources and expenditure of funds used by the Executive Council in the recent litigation with realigning dioceses. The spirit of the Resolution was financial transparency. At least four dioceses – Fort Worth, Pittsburg, San Joaquin and Quincy – and a number of parishes in the Diocese of Virginia have in the past couple of years taken actions to leave The Episcopal Church. Those diocese, and in some cases joined by The (national) Episcopal Church, have fought through the legal process to retain the physical properties. The costs of those legal proceedings have not been cheap! 
A-081: Accommodation for People with Disabilities – This Resolution urges Episcopal Church facilities, especially congregations, to make their facilities handicapped accessible.
C-017: Cancellation of Third World Debt – calls on the Church to support legislation that “extends cancellation of debt to additional heavily indebted impoverished countries,” and calls on the US Treasury to “prevent the practice of vulture funds by designing legal remedies to curtail vulture fund activity, providing legal assistance to developing countries being sued by vulture funds (“Vulture Funds” refers private equity or hedge funds that purchase debt owed by a country to other lending entities, and then require repayment at substantially higher rates of interest.)

Other Resolutions
C-023: Same-Sex Unions: Defense of Marriage Statues – This Resolution calls on “All Episcopalians” to support a repeal of the so-called Defense of Marriage Statues. The Statues allow States the option to recognize or refuse to recognize same-sex marriages in other States of the Union. The HOB did NOT concur, and instead, voted to send it to Executive Council for further consideration.
C-056: Liturgies for Blessings Same-Sex Unions – passed over the pleas of many to NOT do this at this time. The irony is that another successful Resolution (C-014) acknowledged that there still is work that needs to be done about clarifying The Episcopal Church’s theology of marriage; yet, this Resolution was passed!
C-061: Amend Canons Title III.1.2 – HOB made substantial changes to this Res., striking the explicit references to race, color, ethnic origin, national origin, sex, marital status, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, disabilities or age because it said “All baptized persons shall have full access to the discernment process for any ministry in this Church …” When it came back to the HOD on the last day of Convention, the Committee on World Mission recommended “not concur.” That was very SAD, in my opinion.
D-025: Commitment and Witness to Anglican Communion – re-states our commitment to the Anglican, affirm Lambeth Conference (1978, 1988, and 1998) Resolutions calling for listening to the experience of homosexual persons, recognizes that such persons live among us in “life-long committed relationships” and that they have and continue to respond to God’s call and exercised various ministries, and that members of The Episcopal Church still are not of one mind on this. The Resolution passed after a lengthy and passionate debate.
