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Journey of a Marriage Equality Overture

A historic first was achieved at the 220th General Assembly of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA). It was the first time a marriage equality overture was debated and 

voted on by the General Assembly. This flow chart traces the journey of the Presbytery 
of Hudson River’s overture to amend W-4.9001 to expand the language of marriage 
from a “man and a woman” to “two people.” Hudson River Presbytery is located in New 
York State. For assistance with terminology, see the glossary to the right.

If the overture to amend W-4.9001 to expand the language of marriage from a “man 
and a woman” to “two people” had been approved, it would have been sent to all presby-
teries for ratification.
For more information about this overture and others, visit MLP’s 220th General As-
sembly legislative summaries (http://bit.ly/lgsummaries). You may follow the links in 
the summaries to find the committee’s live blogs, overture advocate speeches, plenary/
committee video and detailed vote counts.
More Light Presbyterians believes that marriage equality can be won at the 221st Gen-
eral Assembly in Detroit in 2014. It starts in your presbytery!

Book of Order: The Constitution 
of the PCUSA comes in two volumes: 
the Book of Confessions and the Book 
of Order. The Book of Order (BO) 
is composed of three parts abbrevi-
ated by the use of capital letters: G 
– Form of Government; W – Direc-
tory for Worship and D – Rules of 
Discipline. Chapters and sections in 
each part of the Book of Order are 
represented by decimal numbers in 
the form (0.0000). 
W-4.9001: In the Book of Order 
W-4.9001 stands for Directory of 
Worship, Chapter 4, section .9000, 
part .0001.
Session: A session is a congre-
gation’s council made up of the 
pastor(s) of the church (teaching 
elder[s]) and all elders (ruling elders) 
elected and installed to active ser-
vice.
Presbytery: A presbytery is formed 
by all the congregations and the 
teaching elders in a geographic area 
together with elders selected (propor-
tional to congregation size) from each 
of the congregations.
General Assembly: The General 
Assembly (GA) is the highest council 
of the PCUSA. It consists of com-
missioners elected by presbyteries, 
and its voting membership is propor-
tioned with parity between teaching 
elders and ruling elders. 
Overtures: Overtures are pieces 
of legislation sent to the General 
Assembly to revise the Book of Con-
fessions and the Book of Order and 
may include non-legislative issues of 
theological or social justice concern 
to the wider church.
Open Hearings: These are public 
hearings on the overtures in General 
Assembly committees.
Overture Advocates: These are 
representatives chosen by the pres-
bytery to advocate for their overtures 
in General Assembly committees.
Ratification: A simple majority of 
the presbyteries is needed to ratify 
(approve) an amendment (change) 
to the Book of Order. A two-thirds 
majority is needed to make changes 
to the Book of Confessions.

Step 1: The sessions of 

Bedford Presbyterian Church, 

Palisades Presbyterian Church, 

South Presbyterian Church, 

Dobbs Ferry, Bedford Presbyte-

rian Church, First Presbyterian 

Church of Goshen and Palisades 

Presbyterian Church moved the 

Presbytery of Hudson River to 

refer the overture to amend lan-

guage from “man and a woman” 

to “two people” to the 220th 

General Assembly.

Step 2: The Presbytery of 
Hudson River conducted the 
first reading of the overture at 
their September 27, 2011 pres-
bytery meeting at Stony Point 
Conference Center. This was 
followed by a dialogue about the 
overture at Germonds Presby-
terian Church of New City on 
November 10, 2011. The Pres-
bytery approved the overture at 
their December 6, 2011 meeting 
at First Presbyterian Church of 
Goshen.

Step 3: The Civil Union & 

Marriage Committee of the 

220th General Assembly in 

Pittsburgh convened on July 2, 

2012. There were open hearings 

in the morning and overture 

advocate speeches in the af-

ternoon. Overture 13-04 came 

before the committee on the 

evening of July 3, 2012. It was 

approved for General Assembly 

consideration by a vote of 28 to 

24.

Step 4: The General Assembly 
began debate on marriage over-
tures on the afternoon of July 
6, 2012. The General Assembly 
disapproved the Overture 13-04 
by 308 for 338 against and 2 
abstentions. The two minority 
reports related to this overture 
were also disapproved.

Susan Ingmire

John Stanger & Rev. Mieke Vandersall

Rev. Madeline Jervis, Tony Beyer, Rev. Heidi Peterson, Eric Thomas

Rev. Jean Southard

Revs. Mike and Sylvia Thorson-Smith

Rev. Dr. Margaret Aymer


