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I. Overview and Purpose  

The 227th General Assembly convenes with a more complete documentary 
record on fossil fuel investment than any previous assembly. Five major 
documents are before commissioners: the MRTI report (CLJ-01), Overture 34 
(CLJ-02), the ACSWP 'Intent, Effect, Haste' policy paper (CLJ-05), the 1984 
Divestment Policy Task Force report (FIN-03), and the original 1984 divestment 

2 The initial version of this analysis was developed for PEC and CANOPY by Mr. Dan Terpstra (Third Act 
Tennessee/Third Act Faith). 

1  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). 
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strategy. Alongside these, a debate has played out in The Presbyterian Outlook 
between advocates for categorical divestment (the Rev. Fred Milligan, April 
2026) and defenders of MRTI's engagement framework (the Rev. Dr. Mark 
Douglas and the Rev. Kerri N. Allen, May 2026).  

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

This document is organized as a series of targeted responses to each major 
document and argument in the debate, intended to support commissioners, 
advisory delegates, and advocates as they prepare for the Climate and 
Environmental Justice committee and floor deliberations.   3

 
II. Response to ACSWP and The Unification Commission Advice and 
Counsel Comments on Overture 34 (CLJ-02)  

ACSWP advises the 227th General Assembly to approve Recommendations 
2-7 of Overture 34 while disapproving Recommendation 1 — the declaration 
that continued investment in fossil fuel production is 'incompatible with the 
mission and goals' of the PC(USA). The reasoning ACSWP offers for 
disapproving Recommendation 1 is worth examining closely, because it is 
less persuasive than it appears.  

A. ACSWP's Objection to CLJ-02 Recommendation 1  
ACSWP argues that the language 'incompatible with the mission and goals of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)' is 'too broad and difficult to assess,' and that 
current social witness policy does not support such a declaration because 
previous study papers 'stop short of making such declarations.' ACSWP then 

3 A note on sources and precision: Where this document cites the Douglas/Allen Outlook piece, Milligan's 
April article, or the McKibben Washington Post essay ('The Perils of Engagement,' June 5, 2015) and New 
Yorker essay ('In a World on Fire, Stop Burning Things,' March 18, 2022), it does so as analytical reference. 
The CLJ-05 'Intent, Effect, Haste' paper is a recommendation before the assembly, not yet approved policy; 
it is cited here as evidence of the direction of denominational theological reasoning, not as binding authority. 
All PC-Biz document citations reference the official 227th GA filings. 
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cites CLJ-05's acknowledgment that fossil fuels are not inherently sinful and 
have produced life-supporting benefits through pharmaceuticals and other 
products.  

B. The Pharmaceutical Objection Resolved  
The pharmaceutical and medical device argument — that fossil fuels cannot be 
categorically opposed because petroleum derivatives are used in life-saving 
products — is the most substantive objection ACSWP raises. But it conflates 
two distinct uses of petroleum that the church's own CLJ-05 paper 
distinguishes without completing the distinction.  

Petroleum (crude oil) is a raw hydrocarbon feedstock. It has two major 
downstream pathways: (1) refining for combustion as fuel — gasoline, diesel, 
jet fuel, bunker fuel — which produces greenhouse gases when burned; and 
(2) 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.  

The companies targeted by Overture 34 are fossil fuel energy companies: 
ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil, Chevron, Shell, TotalEnergies. 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. The moral complexity CLJ-05 raises is real in the 
abstract; it is a red herring when applied to the specific companies Overture 34 
targets.  

McKibben's New Yorker essay frames this precisely: the goal is to stop burning 
things. The problem is combustion. A pharmaceutical company using petroleum 
as chemical feedstock is not burning fossil fuels for energy. Overture 34's 50% 
profit threshold — targeting companies whose primary business is extraction, 
refinement, transport, and sale of fossil fuels as energy — does the analytical 
work of this distinction automatically. No pharmaceutical manufacturer meets it.  

C. The Internal Inconsistency in ACSWP's Position 
ACSWP's advice contains an internal tension. It simultaneously (a) recommends 
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approving CLJ-05, whose Effect principle requires course correction when 
engagement has the effect of further entrenching fossil fuel use, and (b) 
recommends disapproving Recommendation 1 of Overture 34 on the grounds 
that current policy doesn't support declaring fossil fuel investment incompatible 
with PC(USA) mission.  

But if the Effect principle means anything, continued investment in companies 
expanding fossil fuel extraction — after eight years of engagement that has 
produced declining Guideline Metrics scores — is precisely the situation where 
CLJ-05 requires 'rapidly pursuing divestment.' CLJ-05 explicitly states: '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.'  

ACSWP is using CLJ-05 to hedge Recommendation 1 while the Effect principle 
in CLJ-05 supports it. Commissioners should note this inconsistency.  

D. The 'Satisfied the Requirements' Claim  
CLJ-02's Recommendation 4 affirmatively claims that the PC(USA) has satisfied 
the substantive requirements of the 1984 divestment strategy. ACSWP does not 
specifically dispute this claim. Given that the church has engaged fossil fuel 
companies since 2014, conducted extensive research through MRTI, consulted 
ecumenical partners through CA100+ and ICCR, examined consequences with 
affected communities, and received twelve years of GA-approved policy 
grounding the climate crisis as a matter of central faith — the claim is 
well-founded. The existing and proposed criteria are listed in footnote 4 below. 

E. Advice and Counsel Comment from The Unification Commission 

While their comment does not include any specific recommendations regarding 
CLJ-02 (Overture 34), they do refer to its recommendations as “largely 
duplicative” of other measures already in place and direct the commissioners to 
consider supporting these instead. The word “largely” is carrying a lot of freight 
in this phrase because none of those supposed “duplicative” processes are 
aimed at categorical divestment from companies which extract, produce, 
transport and market fuels to be burned as sources of energy, nor do they set a 
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time-line for achieving such a goal.  If addressed to the remaining (more than 50) 
fossil fuel companies in which our fiduciaries are currently invested, without 
significant changes to MRTI’s evaluation metrics at the same pace as it has 
been previously applied, the processes the Commission considers “duplicative” 
would stretch on for decades and still quite likely never result in transitioning the 
denomination’s investments away from fossil fuels. 

 
III. 'Intent, Effect, Haste' (CLJ-05)  

Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy — Recommended for GA227 
Approval  

CLJ-05 is the most theologically sophisticated document before GA227 on the 
fossil fuel question. It is also a recommendation pending approval, not yet policy. 
Commissioners should engage it seriously — and should notice where its own 
logic points more decisively toward divestment than its authors may have 
intended.  

A. What CLJ-05 Gets Genuinely Right  
The 'moral incompetence' argument — drawn from environmental ethicist Willis 
Jenkins — is genuinely important. CLJ-05 acknowledges that modern moral 
frameworks were not designed to address planetary-scale, multi-generational 
harms like climate change, and that the Reformed tradition's emphasis on 
divine sovereignty offers an alternative: the church acts faithfully and 
strategically without claiming moral completeness. This is a helpful corrective to 
both paralysis and hubris.  

The three prima facie principles — Intent, Effect, Haste — are a sound 
framework. The document is honest that they may conflict, and that overriding 
one requires publicly justifiable reasons. This is mature ethical reasoning.  

B. Where the Effect Principle Points  
The Effect principle is where CLJ-05 quietly does the most work — and 
where it most directly supports divestment from fossil fuel energy 
producers. The document states explicitly:  
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'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 of the Effect principle to the engagement 
debate. ConocoPhillips has engaged willingly with MRTI for years. Its Guideline 
Metrics score has dropped for four consecutive years. It continues to plan 
capital expenditures for new oil and gas projects. MRTI is now recommending it 
for divestment. Under CLJ-05's own Effect principle, this outcome was required 
— the question is only why it took so long.  

C. Where the Haste Principle Points  
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.' It explicitly acknowledges that imperfect 
solutions — like EV batteries whose production involves lithium mining — are 
preferable to delayed action when the alternative causes greater future harm. 
Applied to the engagement/divestment question: if engagement with core fossil 
fuel producers has produced declining Guideline Metrics scores and continued 
capital expenditure on new extraction projects, while divestment would send a 
clear moral signal and redirect capital toward renewables, the Haste principle 
favors divestment. The burden of proof falls on those arguing that engagement 
is the faster path — and eight years of evidence does not support that 
argument.  

D. The 'Not Sinful in Themselves' Hedge  
CLJ-05 states that 'neither greenhouse gases nor the burning of carbon-based 
resources like fossil fuels for energy, in and of themselves, are sinful.' This is 
theologically careful and accurate: the problem is volume, rate of increase, and 
the predictable consequences of continued use, not an intrinsic moral property 
of the molecules.  

But this hedge should not be read as support for the engagement framework. 
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The 1984 document similarly 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 the consequences have been clearly documented and the engagement has 
failed to alter corporate behavior — is compatible with the church's stated 
mission and witness. 

 
IV. The Petroleum/Fossil Fuel Distinction: Resolving the Pharmaceutical 
Dilemma  

This section addresses what ACSWP calls the most significant complexity in any 
categorical approach to fossil fuel divestment: the use of petroleum derivatives in 
pharmaceuticals, medical devices, and other life-sustaining products. The 
resolution is chemical and logical, and it is important enough to state precisely.  

A. Two Uses of Petroleum  

1.​ Petroleum as combustion fuel (the fossil fuel problem): Crude oil is 
refined into gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, heating oil, and bunker fuel. When 
these products are burned, they release carbon dioxide, methane, and 
other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. This is the primary driver of 
anthropogenic climate change. The carbon is transferred from the ground 
to the atmosphere.  

2.​ Petroleum as chemical feedstock (the pharmaceutical pathway): 
Crude oil is also the starting material for petrochemical products — 
plastics, synthetic rubber, lubricants, solvents, pharmaceutical 
compounds, medical device components. In these applications, the 
carbon is fixed in the product. A plastic IV bag or an aspirin tablet does 
not release its carbon into the atmosphere through normal use. These 
products do not drive climate change through combustion.  

B. Why This Distinction Resolves the Objection  
CLJ-05 raises the pharmaceutical/medical device complexity as a reason to 
avoid categorical approaches and favor nuanced evaluation. But the distinction 
between fossil fuel energy companies and petrochemical manufacturers is 
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already built into Overture 34's 50% profit threshold. A pharmaceutical company 
using petroleum as chemical feedstock does not derive the majority of its profit 
from the 'extraction, refinement, transport, or sale of fossil fuels' as an energy 
product. It is simply not in scope.  

McKibben's core argument — 'stop burning things' — captures this precisely. 
The problem is combustion, not petroleum as a material. A just and faithful 
divestment policy can distinguish between companies that extract and sell 
petroleum for burning (the target of Overture 34) and companies that use 
petroleum as a chemical input for non-combustion products (not the target). 
That distinction is already present in Overture 34's language. ACSWP's 
pharmaceutical objection, while genuinely important as a matter of policy 
precision, does not apply to the overture as actually drafted.  

C. The Stronger Form of the Argument  
ACSWP makes the case that rather than arguing for categorical divestment 
from 'fossil fuels' as an undifferentiated category — which does run into 
CLJ-05's legitimate complexity objection — the more precise and theologically 
defensible argument is this: 

Divestment from companies whose primary profit comes from extracting 
petroleum for combustion as energy is categorically different from 
divestment from companies that use petroleum as chemical feedstock 
for non-combustion products. The former drives climate change through 
greenhouse gas emissions; the latter generally does not. CLJ-05's own 
Effect and Haste principles, applied to fossil fuel energy extraction 
companies specifically, point clearly toward divestment.  

 
The pharmaceutical complexity is real — but it is already resolved by the 
specificity of CLJ-02's language. The impediment to approval of its 
recommendation 1 does not actually exist as ACSWP claims. CLJ-02 is still 
calling for categorical divestment but its definition of the category is precise 
enough to avoid the issue raised by ACSWP’s A and C comment. The 
category is actually fossil fuel companies whose focus is extracting, 
producing, transporting and marketing fuels to be burned, releasing the 
carbon into the atmosphere, not companies that focus on extraction, and 
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transport of feedstock for products which essentially sequester the carbon. 

 
IV. Response to the 1984 Divestment Policy Task Force Report 
(FIN-03)  

The Task Force report is a careful, balanced document that largely reaffirms the 
1984 framework while making several amendments. Its most important 
contribution for the current debate is an amendment that has received 
insufficient attention: the explicit provision for divestment without prior 
engagement in cases where engagement is unlikely to succeed.  

A. The New Engagement-Optional Provision  
The Task Force adds the following language to the revised Criterion 2:  

'In the limited cases where potential engagement is deemed by MRTI 
as not likely to be successful and all the other criteria for divestment 
are met, a company may be added to the General Assembly 
Divestment/Proscription list upon approval by the General Assembly 
without the engagement ordinarily required.'  

The rationale given for this amendment is clear: 'In some cases, past 
experiences or explicit statements make clear that a company isn't open to 
conversation. In other cases, a company created (for example) to make 
nuclear weapons or operate private prisons is not going to stop engaging in 
its core business, even if the church has deemed it morally reprehensible.'  

The Task Force's nuclear weapons and private prisons analogies are apt — and 
they apply directly to pure-play fossil fuel energy producers. A company created 
to extract and sell petroleum for combustion is not going to stop extracting and 
selling petroleum for combustion. The Task Force has provided the analytical 
framework that supports sector-level divestment from fossil fuel energy 
producers; it has simply not applied that framework explicitly.  

B. What the 1984 Document Actually Says About Engagement Limits 
Defenders of the engagement framework cite the 1984 document as their 
authority. But the 1984 document itself — read carefully — is not an unqualified 

9 



defense of engagement. It explicitly asks:  

'How can we know when the limits of engagement with a particular 
institution have been reached and faithful stewardship to a larger 
witness requires withdrawal? 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, such a point, that pragmatism must 
sometimes yield to purity and engagement to withdrawal.'  

The 1984 document anticipated this moment. It named the limit. It 
acknowledged that recognizing the limit is itself a theological obligation. The 
question GA227 must answer is not whether such a limit exists — the 1984 
document confirms it does — but whether that limit has been reached with 
fossil fuel energy producers. Eight years of declining Guideline Metrics scores, 
continued capital expenditure on new extraction, and a ConocoPhillips 
'promising engagement' determination that rested on a property ownership 
error suggest the answer is yes.  

C. Applying the 1984 Criteria to Fossil Fuel Divestment  
CLJ-02 claims the 1984 criteria have been satisfied. (The claim is also that this 
will continue to be the case under the proposed “updated” version of the 
Divestment Policy.) That claim is well-founded and not contested by ACSWP.  4

D. The Sector-Level Divestment Clarification  
The Task Force's new Criterion 7 (previously absent) clarifies that when the GA 
approves divestment from more than one company in a single sector, all criteria 
still apply — and the GA approval compels MRTI to begin collaborative work with 
investing agencies on implementation. This is an important procedural 
clarification that removes a previous ambiguity about whether sector-level 

4 Criterion 1 (as proposed): Grounded in scripture, confessions, and GA-approved justice concerns. 
Criterion 2: The church has addressed the issue through educational and action efforts.  
Criterion 3 (original, deleted in proposed revision): Clearly grounded in confession and social 
policy.  
Criterion 4: Consultation with ecumenical community and values-based partners.  
Criterion 5: Examination of probable effects and consequences with affected communities.  
Criterion 6: The proposed action is sufficiently precise to evaluate its effect.  
Criterion 7: Provision for communication, public visibility, pastoral care, and advocacy.  
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actions required additional process. CLJ-02's approach — defining a sector by 
the 50% profit threshold — fits cleanly within this new provision. 
 
V. Response to the MRTI Report (CLJ-01)  

The MRTI report is a thorough document that, read carefully, provides stronger 
support for Overture 34 than MRTI appears to intend. Several elements deserve 
specific attention.  

A. The ConocoPhillips Disclosure: A Critical Revelation  
The MRTI report discloses what may be the most significant single fact in the 
entire GA227 fossil fuel debate. The reason ConocoPhillips was excluded from 
the top-ten divestment list in 2024 — the primary justification for keeping it in 
'promising engagement' status — was MRTI's engagement on behalf of the 
Lowlander Center regarding potential canal backfilling and environmental 
restoration on ConocoPhillips-adjacent land.  

Here is what happened, in MRTI's own words: 'During the site visit to 
assess for potential canal backfilling in November 2024, it was 
determined that ConocoPhillips does not actually own the property. 
Therefore, MRTI's advocacy with the company on Lowlander's behalf 
was no longer needed.'  

The 'promising engagement' determination that kept ConocoPhillips off the 2024 
divestment list rested on a factual error about property ownership. 
ConocoPhillips was responsive and helpful — it arranged a site visit and helped 
identify the actual landowner — but the premise of the engagement was 
incorrect. With that correction, 'MRTI's shareholder advocacy with the Lowlander 
Center has reached its conclusion.'  

The Douglas/Allen Outlook article, published May 12, 2026 — months after the 
MRTI report was filed as a pre-file document — cites the 
Pointe-au-Chien/Lowlander Center relationship as ongoing justification for the 
engagement framework without disclosing that the specific engagement had 
concluded because its factual premise was wrong. Commissioners evaluating 
the engagement framework's track record should weigh this omission carefully.  
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B. What the Engagement Record Actually Shows  
Figure 2 of the MRTI report documents its engagements with the ten named 
companies between July 2024 and January 2026. The summary column 
reveals the pattern:  

ConocoPhillips — 5 dialogues, 1 correspondence  
Stakeholder engagement, GHG reduction, Indigenous communities, stranded 
assets. Result: Score dropped to lowest of 10 companies. Recommended for 
divestment.  

Duke Energy — 7 dialogues, 1 resolution, 1 correspondence  
GHG reduction, community engagement. Result: Score declining since 2023; 
company rolled back interim GHG targets; plans to increase fossil fuel reliance 
for data centers. Recommended for divestment.  

Ford / General Motors — 0 dialogues each 
Only correspondence on public policy lobbying and electrification plans. 
No direct dialogue occurred.  

American/Delta/United Airlines — 1-2 dialogues each  
Sustainable aviation fuel, GHG reduction. These are fossil fuel users, not 
producers — exactly the Krispy Kreme/Philip Morris distinction McKibben 
identifies.  

The engagement record with actual fossil fuel producers — as opposed to 
airlines, automakers, and utilities that use fossil fuels — is thin in results and 
declining in metrics. The engagement record with companies that use fossil fuels 
shows more promise, confirming the McKibben distinction: engagement works 
when you're trying to change how a company operates; it cannot change what a 
company produces.  

C. The Anti-ESG Environment  
The MRTI report documents a significant and underappreciated challenge: the 
systematic political attack on shareholder advocacy itself. Since 2022, federal 
and state governments have moved to restrict ESG investing, raise thresholds 
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for shareholder proposals, and pressure the SEC to limit investor climate 
advocacy. The House Judiciary Committee letter regarding CA100+ antitrust 
concerns required a formal legal response from the Stated Clerk.  

MRTI draws from this the conclusion that 'shareholder advocacy is more 
important now than ever.' An alternative reading is that the political headwinds 
against shareholder engagement with fossil fuel companies have strengthened 
significantly, while the headwinds against divestment have not increased 
proportionally. The practical effectiveness of the engagement pathway has been 
reduced by the political environment; the moral clarity of divestment has not.  

D. The Top-Ten List Construction  
The MRTI report reveals that its construction of the 'top 10 fossil fuel companies' 
for the 2024 divestment directive was unusual. Rather than simply identifying 
the ten largest fossil fuel companies by the GA's stated metric, MRTI excluded 
companies already on the divestment list (Exxon, Chevron), international 
companies it doesn't typically engage, and — most significantly — 
ConocoPhillips, which it considered to have 'promising engagement.' The 
resulting list consists primarily of international state-owned companies (Saudi 
Aramco, PetroChina, Petrobras) with which MRTI has no existing relationship.  

This approach satisfies the letter of the GA directive while minimizing its 
practical impact on the companies where MRTI has the most leverage. 
Commissioners should note this pattern when evaluating whether to trust 
MRTI's judgment on future 'promising engagement' determinations. 
 
VII. Rebuttal to published Defense of MRTI Engagement Process 

'MRTI Defends Engagement Over Categorical Fossil Fuel Divestment,' The 
Presbyterian Outlook, May 12, 2026 written in oblique response to the April 2 
article by Rev. Fred Milligan: “Why Fossil Fuel Divestment is Back Before the 
General Assembly.”  

The Douglas/Allen piece is the most rhetorically sophisticated defense of the 
engagement framework published in this assembly cycle, and it deserves a 
careful, respectful response. The response here does not dispute their 
sincerity. It disputes their argument — specifically, three claims that do not 
survive contact with the documentary record.  
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A. What They Get Right  
MRTI's relationships with the Pointe-au-Chien Tribe, the Zion Travelers 
Cooperative Center, and the Lowlander Center are real and reflect genuine 
commitment. The warning against 'performative actions that do not promote 
justice' is a legitimate caution — divestment for its own sake, without attention to 
affected communities and just transition, would be a failure of faithful witness. 
And the observation that some institutions claiming to have divested fully still 
hold significant fossil fuel exposure is factually accurate.  

B. The Harvard Argument Backfires  
Douglas and Allen argue that institutions like Harvard, despite announcing 
divestment, still hold fossil fuel investments at roughly the same portfolio 
percentage as PC(USA) investing agencies — leaving them with approximately 
$1 billion in fossil fuel exposure. The intended conclusion is that divestment 
announcements are often hollow.  

But this argument 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 the 1984 framework requires and that would avoid the 
Harvard outcome. The Harvard example is an argument for doing divestment 
better, not for avoiding it.  

C. The 'Seat at the Table' Problem  
The piece argues that divestment would cost the denomination its seat at the 
Climate Action 100+ table, which leverages trillions of dollars to press the world's 
largest emitters. This argument has weakened considerably since it was first 
made. In 2024, multiple major financial institutions withdrew from CA100+ under 
political pressure. The initiative has itself been the subject of Congressional 
scrutiny — the MRTI report discloses that the House Judiciary Committee sent a 
letter in summer 2024 claiming CA100+ constitutes antitrust-violating collusion 
among climate investors. The PC(USA) Stated Clerk had to issue a formal legal 
response. The CA100+ 'seat at the table' is increasingly contested terrain, not a 

14 



stable asset worth preserving at the cost of divestment. 
Moreover, the empirical record of CA100+ is sobering on exactly the companies 
at issue. The MRTI report's own Figure 3 shows ConocoPhillips, Duke Energy, 
and Ameren in the orange (failing) band of the Guideline Metrics as of January 
2026, after years of CA100+ engagement. The seat at the table has not 
produced the results the table was convened to achieve.  

D. The Performative Charge Inverted  
The most rhetorically powerful move in the Douglas/Allen piece is the charge 
that divestment advocates favor 'performance over effectiveness, 
self-righteousness over confession, and accusation over cooperation.' This 
framing is worth examining carefully, because it can be inverted.  

The performative character of engagement-without-escalation is not merely an 
abstract critique — it is documented in CA100+'s own structural design. A 2022 
assessment by ShareAction, Power in Numbers? An Assessment of CA100+ 
Engagement on Climate Change, examined sixty of the largest CA100+ investor 
signatories and found systemic deficiencies that go directly to the question of 
whether CA100+ membership constitutes meaningful pressure or reputational 
cover. 

The findings are damaging on exactly the points Douglas and Allen cite as 
strengths. Seventy-seven percent of the investors studied highlighted their 
CA100+ signatory status in their public engagement reporting — but eighty-two 
percent specified no objectives for their climate change engagement, and 
eighty-two percent articulated no escalation steps for unsuccessful engagement. 
Thirty-seven percent did not even identify climate change as a thematic 
engagement priority despite being signatories to the world's largest climate 
investor coalition. ShareAction's own summary of the structural risk is direct: 
"Without clear expectations for engagement, CA100+ risks allowing investors to 
greenwash their activities through signing up to the initiative while neglecting to 
use their influence to drive emissions reductions." 

This is not a peripheral concern. It is the precise mechanism by which an 
engagement coalition becomes a reputational asset rather than an instrument of 
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corporate change. Investors — and, by extension, denominations like the 
PC(USA) — can claim affiliation with a multi-trillion-dollar coalition pressing the 
world's largest emitters, while bearing no obligation to file resolutions, vote 
against compliant directors, escalate failed engagements, or achieve any 
measurable reduction in the emissions of the companies they engage. Signatory 
status, on CA100+'s own terms as assessed by ShareAction, requires disclosure 
and transparency efforts — not tangible movement toward greener products or 
practices, and notably not absolute emission reductions. 

The CA100+ Net Zero Company Benchmark — the framework CA100+ uses to 
assess focus company progress — compounds this problem in a specific way 
relevant to the PC(USA)'s engagement record. The Benchmark does not include 
Scope 3 emissions as a reporting requirement. Scope 3 emissions — the 
upstream and downstream emissions generated through a company's value 
chain, including the burning of the fuels it produces — are the largest share of 
total climate impact for fossil fuel energy companies. A benchmark that excludes 
them from accountability assessment is a benchmark designed to produce 
passing scores for companies whose core business is extracting fuel to be 
burned. ShareAction's 2022 assessment found that CA100+'s own Benchmark 
showed less than twelve percent of focus companies had adequate short-term 
emissions reduction targets or decarbonization strategies, and that every single 
oil and gas focus company was planning capital expenditure inconsistent with 
the goals of the Paris Agreement — yet the initiative's public communications 
continued to welcome incremental steps as progress. 

The voting record reinforces this picture. ShareAction's analysis of CA100+ 
signatory voting behavior found that, on average, signatories failed to support 
climate resolutions at annual meetings approximately one-third of the time. A 
parallel 2022 analysis by Majority Action found that a majority of the seventy-five 
largest CA100+ signatories voted to re-elect every incumbent director at several 
US companies demonstrating very low compliance with the Benchmark — 
meaning that the initiative's own signatories were actively voting to preserve the 
leadership of companies failing the initiative's stated standards. 
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Douglas and Allen argue that divestment would cost the denomination its seat at 
the CA100+ table. The ShareAction evidence suggests a different question: what 
does that seat require, and what does it actually accomplish? If the seat requires 
only disclosure — signing on, reporting participation, noting CA100+ affiliation — 
while bearing no binding obligation to file resolutions, vote against non-compliant 
directors, or escalate when engagement fails, then the seat is precisely the 
performance that the authors warn against. The engagement framework 
becomes the vehicle for what McKibben described: giving institutional cover to 
those who prefer not to offend the financial establishment, while the companies 
continue their planned extraction. 

The PC(USA)'s own engagement record with CA100+ focus companies bears 
this out. The MRTI report's Figure 3 shows ConocoPhillips, Duke Energy, and 
Ameren in the failing band of the Guideline Metrics after years of CA100+ 
participation. The seat at the table has not moved the companies the table was 
convened to move. Shareholder engagement has become, in ShareAction's 
documented terms and in the denomination's own metrics, a process of 
achieving additional reporting without achieving absolute emission reductions — 
which is the definition of performance rather than effect. 

E. The Threshold Question They Cannot Answer  
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 from engagement would tell MRTI that engagement has failed? 
What is the threshold?  

ConocoPhillips has been in MRTI's 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 projects. And as the MRTI report 
now discloses, the primary reason the company was kept off the top-ten 
divestment list in 2024 — the Lowlander Center canal backfilling engagement — 
turned out to rest on a property ownership error. ConocoPhillips doesn't own the 
land in question. The 'promising engagement' determination was factually 
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mistaken.  

MRTI is now recommending ConocoPhillips for divestment — which is the right 
outcome. But the path to that recommendation was not a principled threshold 
being reached. It was an external factual correction forcing the hand. That is the 
failure mode of a framework without an exit condition: it continues until 
something external intervenes, rather than until the institution applies its own 
stated criteria. 
 
VIII. What GA227 Should Do: A Summary Argument  

The case for approving CLJ-02 (Overture 34) rests on five convergent lines of 
argument, each drawing from the denomination's own documents and stated 
commitments.  

1. The 1984 criteria have been met.  
Twelve years of engagement, dozens of resolutions, community consultations, 
ecumenical partnerships, and GA-approved theological grounding satisfy 
every criterion the 1984 framework requires. The Task Force itself 
acknowledges that the framework was built for a world where engagement 
could produce change — and that some situations call for divestment without 
further engagement. The revised Criterion 2 explicitly provides for this.  

2. The engagement framework has produced its results — and they are 
insufficient. ConocoPhillips has been engaged for eight years. Its Guideline 
Metrics score has dropped for four consecutive years. The primary 'promising 
engagement' justification for keeping it off the divestment list turned out to rest 
on a property ownership error. It 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.  

3. CLJ-05's Effect principle requires course correction.  
Even if commissioners do not approve CLJ-05 as GA policy, its Effect principle 
reflects basic ethical logic: when a strategy produces the effect of entrenching 
the problem it was designed to address, the strategy must change. Eight years 
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of engagement with fossil fuel energy producers has not halted a single barrel of 
planned extraction. The companies continue to plan capital expenditures for new 
oil and gas projects. The strategy is not working.  

4. The Paris commitment creates an internal contradiction.  
The GA 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 nor any timeframe 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. Overture 34'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. The 
Haste principle, in the denomination's own proposed policy, requires the faster 
path when the faster path is available. CLJ-02 is the faster path. 
The 1984 document asks:  

'Where is the point at which further effort toward pragmatic reform 
becomes evasion of the call to unambiguous witness?'  

That question was asked in 1984 in the context of apartheid. The church 
eventually answered it — and divested. The same question stands before 
GA227. The documentary record suggests the answer is the same. 
 
IX. Key Sources  

PC-Biz Official Documents — 227th General Assembly (2026)  
• [CLJ-01] Committee on Mission Responsibility Through Investment 
(MRTI) Response to 226th General Assembly Directive on Environmental 
Policy. Sponsor: MRTI. PC-Biz #3001457.  

• [CLJ-02] 'On Changing Course for a Green Future.' Source: Presbytery 
(Susquehanna Valley). PC-Biz #3001446.  
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• [CLJ-05] 'Intent, Effect, Haste: Ethical Guidance on Fossil Fuels.' Sponsor: 
Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP). PC-Biz #3001500.  

• [FIN-03] 1984 Divestment Policy Task Force Report. Sponsor: MRTI. PC-Biz 
#3001464.  

• The Divestment Strategy: Principles and Criteria. Minutes of the 196th 
General Assembly, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), May 29 – June 6, 1984, 
Phoenix, Arizona. Paragraphs 25.199–25.311.  

Presbyterian Outlook Articles  
• Milligan, Fred (H.R.). 'Why Fossil Fuel Divestment Is Back Before 
the General Assembly.' The Presbyterian Outlook. April 2, 2026 
(updated with final committee assignment and number, May 11, 
2026).  

• Douglas, Mark (Rev. Dr.) and Allen, Kerri N. (Rev.). 'MRTI Defends 
Engagement Over Categorical Fossil Fuel Divestment.' The Presbyterian 
Outlook. May 12, 2026.  

• Brekke, Gregg. '#GA226 Reverses Course, Commits to Working for a 
Fossil-Free Future Without Full Divestment.' The Presbyterian Outlook. 
July 3, 2024.  

• Bolt, John A. 'GA227's Financial Stewardship and Witness Committee Will 
Consider the 2027-28 Unified Budget and the Funding Model Development 
Team Report.' The Presbyterian Outlook. May 12, 2026.  

• Presbyterian Outlook Guide to GA227. Distributed by Presbytery of 
Philadelphia, May 2026.  

McKibben and Climate Advocate Sources  
• McKibben, Bill. 'Global Warming's Terrifying New Math.' Rolling Stone. 
July 19, 2012. The foundational argument for fossil fuel divestment as a 
moral and political strategy.  

• McKibben, Bill. 'The Perils of Engagement.' The Washington Post. June 5, 
2015. Key argument: shareholder engagement with core fossil fuel 
producers is structurally analogous to asking Philip Morris to give up 
cigarettes; engagement functions to relieve institutional pressure rather than 

20 



change corporate behavior.  

• McKibben, Bill. 'In a World on Fire, Stop Burning Things.' The New Yorker. 
March 18, 2022. Core thesis: the problem is combustion, not petroleum as a 
material — the technology to replace fossil fuels as an energy source 
already exists and the economic case is compelling.  

• Hayhoe, Katharine. 'Vermont Conversation.' VTDigger. September 14, 2022. 
On distinguishing dismissives from the broader public; the importance of 
engaging through shared values rather than treating all skeptics as bad-faith 
actors.  

• Climate Action 100+ Net Zero Company Benchmark 2025. 
climateaction100.org. Key finding: only 2% of assessed companies met 
criteria for real-world climate policy engagement alignment in 2025, down 
from 4% the prior year. 

●​ Power in Numbers? An assessment of CA100+ engagement on climate 
change,  

 
• Jenkins, Willis. The Future of Ethics: Sustainability, Social Justice, and 
Religious Creativity. Georgetown University Press, 2013. Cited in CLJ-05 for 
the concept of 'moral incompetence' in addressing planetary-scale climate 
harms.  

• Oreskes, Naomi and Conway, Erik M. Merchants of Doubt: How a 
Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke 
to Climate Change. Bloomsbury, 2011. Cited in CLJ-05. 
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