Faithful Action, Honest Reckoning for
Climate Justice (Summary Version)

An analysis' for commissioners to the 227th General Assembly of the PC(USA) of
documents? pertinent to a decision on Overture 34 (CLJ-02), "On Changing Course for a Green
Future"

I. Overview and Argument

The 227th General Assembly meets with the most complete documentary record on
fossil fuel investment of any previous assembly. Five major documents are before
commissioners: the MRTI report (CLJ-01), Overture 34 (CLJ-02), the ACSWP policy
paper "Intent, Effect, Haste" (CLJ-05), the 1984 Divestment Policy Task Force Report
(FIN-03), and the original 1984 divestment strategy. These are supplemented by a
debate in The Presbyterian Outlook between the Rev. Fred Milligan (April 2026), who
advocates categorical divestment, and the Rev. Dr. Mark Douglas and the Rev. Kerri N.
Allen (May 2026), who defend MRTI's engagement framework.

Read carefully and together, these documents tell a story that none of them tells
individually: the denomination's engagement framework has run its course with fossil
fuel energy producers; the theological and procedural criteria for divestment have been
met; and the primary obstacle to action is not policy, theology, or fiduciary duty — it is
institutional momentum.

This analysis is organized around five converging lines of argument, each grounded in
the denomination's own documents, followed by responses to the major objections.

' The initial version of this analysis was developed for PEC and CANOPY by Mr. Dan Terpstra (Third Act
Tennessee/Third Act Faith) in May 2026 and is posted on Presbyterians for Earth Care’s website at
Presbyearthcare.org.

2 All documentary citations are drawn from official PC-Biz filings (CLJ-01, CLJ-02, CLJ-05, FIN-03), the 1984 General
Assembly Minutes, and articles published in The Presbyterian Outlook (April-May 2026).



Il. Five Converging Lines of Argument for Approving CLJ-02
1. The 1984 criteria have been met.

The 1984 divestment framework established criteria for when withdrawal of investment
becomes the appropriate form of witness: sustained engagement, documented failure to
change corporate behavior, theological grounding, consultation with affected
communities, and ecumenical discernment. The PC(USA) has spent twelve years
engaging fossil fuel companies through MRTI, has conducted extensive research,
consulted ecumenical partners through CA100+ and ICCR, examined consequences
with affected communities, and received GA-approved theological grounding identifying
the climate crisis as a matter of central faith. CLJ-02's Recommendation 4 affirmatively
claims that these criteria have been satisfied. ACSWP does not dispute this claim.The
1984 Divestment Policy also anticipated its own limits. It explicitly asks:

"Where is the point at which further effort toward pragmatic reform
becomes evasion of the call to unambiguous witness? There is no axiom or
formula that will automatically yield the counsel of the Holy Spirit on this
central question. We know simply that there is such a limit.”

That limit is now before GA227.

The FIN-03 Task Force has strengthened the framework with a significant new
provision: divestment may proceed without prior engagement in cases where
engagement is "not likely to be successful." The analogies given — companies created
to make nuclear weapons or operate private prisons — apply directly to pure-play fossil
fuel energy producers. A company created to extract and sell petroleum for combustion
is not going to stop doing so. The Task Force provided the analytical framework for
sector-level divestment of fossil fuel companies; it simply has not named it explicitly.

2. The engagement record has produced its results — and they are insufficient.

The MRTI report's own data tells the story. ConocoPhillips has been in the engagement
process since at least 2018. Its Guideline Metrics score has dropped for four
consecutive years. It continues to plan capital expenditures for new oil and gas
extraction. MRTI now recommends it for divestment.

The path to that recommendation is instructive. The reason ConocoPhillips was kept off
the top-ten divestment list in 2024 — the primary justification for its "promising
engagement” status — was MRTI's advocacy with the Lowlander Center regarding
potential canal backfilling on land adjacent to ConocoPhillips operations. The MRTI
report discloses what happened: during a site visit in November 2024, it was determined



that ConocoPhillips does not actually own the property in question. The "promising
engagement" determination rested on a factual error. With that corrected, MRTI's
advocacy with the Lowlander Center "reached its conclusion," and ConocoPhillips is
now recommended for divestment anyway — not because a principled threshold was
reached, but because an external factual correction forced the hand.

This is not a vindication of the engagement framework. It is a documentation of its
failure mode: a process without a clear exit condition continues until something external
intervenes. The Douglas/Allen Outlook article, published months after the MRTI report's
pre-filing, cites the Pointe-au-Chien/Lowlander Center relationship as ongoing
justification for engagement without disclosing that the specific engagement had
concluded because its premise was wrong. Commissioners evaluating the engagement
record should weigh this omission carefully.

Duke Energy presents a parallel case: seven dialogues, one shareholder resolution,
one correspondence — and a score that has declined since 2023, with the company
rolling back interim GHG targets and planning increased fossil fuel reliance for data
center power. The engagement record with actual fossil fuel producers, as distinguished
from airlines, automakers, and utilities that use fossil fuels, is thin in results and
declining in metrics.

3. CLJ-05's own principles require course correction.

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy’s paper, CLJ-05 — "Intent, Effect,
Haste" — is the most theologically sophisticated document before GA227 on this
question. Its three prima facie principles constitute a sound ethical framework. But
commissioners should notice where the document's own logic points.

The Effect principle states explicitly: "Even if the denomination's intent is to maintain
standing through ownership of stock in an energy company in order to promote changes
in that company, when that company demonstrates an unwillingness to make such
changes, the PC(USA) should rapidly pursue divestment.” This sentence is a direct
application to the present situation. ConocoPhillips has demonstrated unwillingness to
make required changes. The Effect principle requires rapid pursuit of divestment. The
question is only why it took so long - The ConocoPhillips instance took too long, and the
present engagement policy is likely to take too long in other cases as well.

The Haste principle states that the PC(USA) "should pursue the path that supports the
quickest and most efficient transition away from the production, distribution, and use of
fossil fuels." Applied to the engagement/divestment question: if eight years of
engagement with core fossil fuel producers has produced declining metrics and
continued extraction expansion, while divestment would send a clear moral signal and



redirect capital, the Haste principle favors divestment. The burden of proof falls on those
arguing engagement is the faster path — and the evidence does not support that
argument.

ACSWP simultaneously recommends approving CLJ-05 (whose Effect principle requires
course correction when engagement entrenches fossil fuel use) and disapproving
CLJ-02's Recommendation 1. This is internally inconsistent. Commissioners should
note it.

4. The GA's Paris commitment creates a contradiction that must be resolved.

The General Assembly has endorsed the Paris Agreement's goal of limiting warming to
1.5 degrees Celsius and the COP28 commitment to "transition away from fossil fuels
this decade." The denomination simultaneously holds an estimated $141 million in fossil
fuel company investments, with no commitment to complete the transition and no
timeline for doing so. GA227 can resolve this contradiction. The question
commissioners must answer is whether they will.

5. The 2030 window is closing.

Climate scientists have consistently identified the 2020s as the decisive decade. The
Paris Agreement's 2030 targets are now four years away. CLJ-02's 2030 completion
goal aligns with the science. A decision to continue company-by-company engagement
— with the next reporting cycle not until the 228th GA in 2028 — leaves only two years
to act before the window closes. CLJ-02 is the faster path.

lll. Responding to the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy's Support
(and one Objection)

ACSWP advises GA227 to approve Recommendations 2—7 of CLJ-02. This is the first
time in the twelve years’ long fossil fuel divestment effort that our church’s official policy
body has supported categorical divestment of fossil fuel companies. We welcome this
support and feel it should be determinative for commissioners. However, they are
recommending disapproval of the overture’s Recommendation 1 — the declaration that
continued investment in fossil fuel production is "incompatible with the mission and
goals" of the PC(USA). Two objections deserve close examination.

The "too broad" objection. ACSWP argues the language of Recommendation 1 is
"too broad and difficult to assess," and that previous study papers "stop short of making
such declarations." But the 1984 document did not declare apartheid "sinful in itself" as



a matter of abstract moral ontology — it declared the effects of corporate complicity in
apartheid incompatible with Presbyterian witness. The same logic applies here. The
question is not whether petroleum is sinful, but whether continued investment in
companies whose primary business is extracting and burning it — after consequences
have been documented and engagement has failed — is compatible with the church's
stated mission and witness.

The pharmaceutical objection. CLJ-05 raises what it calls the most significant
complexity in any categorical approach: petroleum derivatives (refinery products) are
used in pharmaceuticals, medical devices, and other life-sustaining products. This
objection is substantive in the abstract. But it does not survive contact with CLJ-02's
actual language.

Petroleum has two distinct downstream pathways. First, use of refinery products for
combustion — gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, bunker fuel — which releases carbon dioxide
and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Second, use as chemical feedstock
for petrochemical products — plastics, synthetic rubber, pharmaceuticals, lubricants —
where the carbon is fixed in the product rather than released into the atmosphere.
These are fundamentally different uses with fundamentally different climate implications.

The companies targeted by CLJ-02 are fossil fuel energy companies. Their primary
business is extracting petroleum and refining it for combustion. The petrochemical
industry (BASF, Dow, LyondellBasell) is a distinct sector. Divestment from fossil fuel
energy producers does not threaten the pharmaceutical supply chain.

CLJ-02's 50% profit threshold does the analytical work of this distinction automatically:
no pharmaceutical manufacturer derives the majority of its profit from extraction,
refinement, transport, or sale of fossil fuels as energy. ACSWP's pharmaceutical
objection, while legitimately raising a matter of policy precision, does not apply to the
overture as actually drafted. The impediment to approval of Recommendation 1 does
not exist as ACSWP claims.

The Unification Commission's comment that CLJ-02 is "largely duplicative of other
processes already underway”, deserves similar scrutiny. The phrase is meaningless
without further exploration of what, exactly those other processes may be. One
imagines this is a reference to the scrutiny of MRTI utilizing their “guideline metrics” to
evaluate fossil fuel companies for possible pressure to change and possible
recommendation for divestment. But the MRTI process is only aimed at company
operations, plans related to investments in renewable energy and emissions resulting
from their extraction, transport and refining processes. None of this process is
“duplicative” of the call for rapid categorical divestment found in CLJ-02. Applied to the
more than fifty fossil fuel companies in which the denomination's fiduciaries are



currently invested, without significant changes to their evaluation metrics, those “other”
processes would stretch for decades and still quite likely never result in a full
divestment.

IV. Responding to Defense of Engagement

In a rhetorically loaded defense of the engagement framework in their Presbyterian
Outlook article titled "MRT| Defends Engagement Over Categorical Fossil Fuel
Divestment.", Rev. Dr. Mark Douglas and Rev. Kerri Allen mount their best arguments in
defense of MRTI's company by company approach to possible divestment against the
advocates for a rapid transition of the church’s investments away from the fossil fuel
energy sector. However, three of its central claims do not survive contact with the
documentary record.

The Harvard argument backfires. Douglas and Allen argue that institutions like
Harvard, despite divestment announcements, still hold fossil fuel investments at roughly
the same portfolio percentage as PC(USA) investing agencies. The intended conclusion
is that divestment is often hollow. But this proves too much: if institutional divestment
commitments are often incompletely followed through, the remedy is a more rigorous
and binding commitment — not the abandonment of divestment as a goal. Overture 34's
2030 completion target and 50% profit threshold are precisely the kind of precise,
evaluable criteria that would avoid the Harvard outcome. The Harvard example argues
for doing divestment better, not for avoiding it.

The CA100+ "seat at the table" argument has weakened considerably. The piece
argues divestment would cost the denomination its position in Climate Action 100+,
which leverages trillions of dollars to press the world's largest emitters. But in 2024,
multiple major financial institutions withdrew from CA100+ under political pressure, and
the House Judiciary Committee sent a letter claiming CA100+ constitutes
antitrust-violating collusion among climate investors — requiring a formal legal response
from the PC(USA) Stated Clerk. The amount of influence to be derived from a seat at the
table provided by participation in the CA100+ coalition is increasingly in doubt and is not
worth preserving at the cost of eliminating the option of categorical divestment. More
tellingly, MRTI's own Figure 3 shows ConocoPhillips, Duke Energy, and Ameren in the
failing band of Guideline Metrics as of January 2026, after years of CA100+
engagement. The “seat at the table” has not produced the results the coalition was
convened to achieve.


https://pres-outlook.org/2026/05/mrti-defends-engagement-over-categorical-fossil-fuel-divestment/
https://pres-outlook.org/2026/05/mrti-defends-engagement-over-categorical-fossil-fuel-divestment/

The "performative" charge can be inverted. The most deprecatory move in the piece
is the charge that divestment advocates favor "performance over effectiveness,
self-righteousness over confession, and accusation over cooperation." This framing
deserves examination, because Bill McKibben identified its inversion a decade ago:
engagement processes with core fossil fuel producers function not to put pressure on
the companies but to relieve pressure on the institutions doing the engaging. Every year
the same resolutions come up and every year they are voted down — designed not to
change ExxonMobil, but to give cover to officials who don't want to offend the financial
establishment by divesting. If the engagement framework exists primarily to satisfy
commissioners that something is being done while avoiding the harder institutional step,
then it is the engagement framework, not the divestment advocacy, that is performing
rather than effecting.

At this point
the article’s argument ceases to be a moral/ethical/theological one and
becomes instead
a reflexive institutionalism
detached from the church’s primary ecological, theological and
humanitarian commitments to halting and reversing climate change.

The threshold question they cannot answer. If the aim of the engagement process is
not to move fossil fuel companies to cease producing their products, then it is
inadequate to the announced sense of urgency. The most important question Douglas
and Allen do not answer — because the engagement framework gives them no tools to
answer it — is this: what outcome would tell MRTI that engagement has failed? What is
the exit condition? A framework without a clear threshold is not a strategy; it is a
posture. GA227 has the opportunity to supply the threshold the framework has never
named.

V. What GA227 Should Do

The case for approving CLJ-02 rests on the denomination's own stated criteria, its own
documented record, and its own proposed ethical framework. The 1984 Divestment
Policy document asked: "Where is the point at which further effort toward pragmatic
reform becomes evasion of the call to unambiguous witness?" The same question stood
before the church regarding apartheid. The church eventually answered it — and
divested.

The documentary record before GA227 suggests the answer is the same.
Commissioners are advised to:



e Approve All Recommendations of CLJ-02, recognizing that its definition of the
target category — companies whose primary profit comes from extracting fuels to
be burned — is precise enough to avoid the pharmaceutical complexity the
ACSWP comment and “Intent, Effect, Haste” raises. The impediment ACSWP
identifies does not apply to the overture as drafted.

e Note the internal inconsistency in ACSWP's position: it recommends
approving CLJ-05 (whose Effect principle requires rapid divestment when
engagement fails) while recommending disapproval of Recommendation 1.
These positions are in tension.

e Weigh the ConocoPhillips disclosure with care. The primary "promising
engagement"” justification for keeping it off the 2024 divestment list rested on a
factual error. This is not a vindication of the engagement framework; it is
evidence of a framework operating without a principled exit condition adequate to
the urgency of the climate crisis.

e Consider the Paris Agreement’s 2030 emissions reduction window. A
decision to continue company-by-company engagement, with the next reporting
cycle not until GA228 in 2028, leaves only two years before the decade closes.
The Haste principle — which ACSWP recommends approving — requires the
faster path when the faster path is available

The five convergent arguments —

the 1984 criteria met,

the engagement record insufficient,

CLJ-05's own principles pointing toward divestment,
the Paris commitment creating a contradiction, and
the 2030 window closing —

abrwnN -~

If not individually decisive, together these arguments constitute the most complete case
for action any General Assembly has had before it on this question. The time for faithful
action is now.
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