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Called by the Word of God
“...We are called by the 
Word of God and mutually 
joined together in the name 
of Jesus Christ to proclaim 
the Gospel powerfully and to 
manifest creatively God’s 
good and just purposes 
throughout New York State.  

Therefore, we covenant to 
care for one another, 
safeguard the presence of a 
vital Christian faith 
community in each place, 
provide hospitality to all, 
proclaim the Gospel boldly in 
each place, and declare 
God’s just will among powers 
and principalities.”
(NYSCC Constitution)
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Purpose

The New York State Council 
of Churches is a statewide 
organization through which 
Christian denominations 
accomplish mission goals 
that can be achieved more 
effectively by working 
together.  Historically and in 
the present time, mission 
goals focus on social justice, 
institutional pastoral care, 
and ecumenical 
cooperation in education, 
worship and action.
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Early History
� The New York State Council of 

Churches was incorporated 
February 5, 1889.  

� Documents in its archives 
(maintained at Syracuse University 
and Samuel Colgate Historical 
Library) include annual reports and 
other documents dating to 1862.  

� At the time of its incorporation the 
organization was known as the 
New York State Sunday School 
Association.

� It has had a number of name 
changes over the years.  

� Other groups such as Alcohol 
Education For Youth, Inc. and New 
York State Council of Religious 
Education merged with the 
organization. 
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History -- continued

Other groups begun by 
the Council were spun off 
to be free standing 
organizations:

� Rural Migrant Ministries
� Safer Society Press and 

Foundation (national 
authority on sexual abuse)

� The Print Center
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Office Locations
In the 1960s ecumenically 
minded leaders had a 
vision.  It was that they 
could build stronger 
relationships and do more 
ministry together if 
judicatory offices were in 
the same building.  And 
so. . . the Church Center 
was built in Syracuse. In 
addition to the offices of 
the NYSCC and numerous 
judicatories, there was a 
cafeteria, a chapel and a 
copy center.
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Office Locations

The Council also 
maintained a public 
policy office in 
Albany at First 
Presbyterian Church.

The NYSCC moved its 
entire operation to 
that location in 1994

7



8

Office Locations

The Council office 
remained at First 
Presbyterian Church 
until 2005 when, for 
reasons of 
accessibility, a move 
was made to its 
present space at 18 
Computer Drive West, 
Albany.
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Membership

The members of the 
New York State 
Council of Churches 
are ecclesiastical 
units serving New York 
State as a whole or a 
significant segment 
thereof. 
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Members of the NYSCC

Expectations of Members:

� affirm the purpose of 
the organization

� contribute a fair share 
of financial support and 

� appoint representatives 
to the Collegium, 
Program Commissions 
and Standing 
Committees
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Current Member 
Communions  
� American Baptist 

Churches 
� Episcopal Church
� Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America
� Presbyterian Church (USA)
� Reformed Church in 

America
� Religious Society of Friends
� United Church of Christ
� The United Methodist 

Church 
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The Collegium

Representatives, usually 
the Bishop or Executive,  
of member bodies plus 
the chairs of the Program 
Commissions and 
Standing Committees 
make up the Collegium –
the legal governing body 
of the New York State 
Council of Churches.  
The Collegium has 
responsibility for the 
spiritual well being and 
organizational integrity of 
the Council.
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Standing Committees
Standing committees are 
responsible for oversight in 
areas of Finance, 
Personnel, Membership 
and Nominations.  These 
committees report, make 
recommendations to and 
are accountable to the 
Collegium.

A quorum for a meeting is 
representation from at 
least three denominations.
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Funding
� Nearly two-thirds of the 

funding for ministries and 
programs of the New York 
State Council of Churches 
comes from denominational 
judicatories. 

� Other sources of funding are 
congregations and 
individuals.  

� The remainder of the budget 
comes from investment 
income and a chaplaincy 
grant. 

� The Council receives no 
money  from government or 
the United Way. 

14



15

Programs and Ministries

15

� The programs and ministries 
of the New York State 
Council of Churches reach 
out to others with healing 
and prophetic ministries. 

� The committees responsible 
for these programs and 
ministries are called 
Commissions.  Although the 
Constitution states there may 
be any number of 
Commissions, two are 
specifically mandated:

– Commission on Public Policy
– Commission on Chaplaincy
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Prophetic Ministry

The role of the church 
in the public square is 
a prophetic one. The 
prophetic ministry of 
the Council brings the 
concerns of those 
who otherwise would 
not be heard to those 
with power to do 
something about 
them.
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Prophetic Ministry Tasks
� Prophetic ministry tasks 

involve research and 
development of message, 
advocacy with 
decisionmakers, 
education of 
congregations, speaking 
at press conferences,  
testifying before 
committees.  

� These tasks are shared by 
the Collegium, the Public 
Policy Commission and 
staff.

17



18

The Collegium
Leadership in Advocacy

The Collegium

� adopts positions
� meets in Albany 

with the Governor 
and legislative 
leaders and in DC 
with the New York 
delegation in 
Congress
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Public Policy Commission

� Public Policy Commission 
members are representatives 
of member denominations 
who act as a link to bring 
information to and from the 
body who appoints them.

� At a planning retreat each 
year recommendations for 
issue priorities and strategies 
are developed,  New 
concerns are factored into 
the discussions.

� There is also a Legislative Day 
each year.  New in 2008 was 
a virtual component.
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Interfaith Working Groups
� Some issues are addressed 

by bringing together an 
interfaith Working Group.  

� In the recent past, there 
have been working groups 
on education funding reform, 
criminal justice and 
campaign reform.  

� These groups have provided 
resources for congregations 
and sponsored press 
conferences, training events 
and filed an amicus brief.
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Role of National Church Bodies

The statements and 
resources of national 
bodies of member 
denominations are 
important in the 
development of 
Council positions.
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Recent Issue Priorities

In recent years 
Council issue 
priorities have 
been those

� relating to poverty
� relating to criminal 

justice 

� relating to peace 
and non-violence
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Church in the Public Square
. . .Poverty

� Poverty issues based on 
needs surfaced by the 
front line ministries of our 
churches (the soup 
kitchens, food pantries, 
homeless shelters etc.).  

� The issues have included 
Hunger, Homelessness, 
Health Care, Education, 
Gap between Rich and 
Poor and the Environment.
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Church in the Public Square:
. . .Criminal Justice

� Research shows that certain 
practices lead to lower 
recidivism.  

� In order to promote a safer 
society, the Council has 
worked to make sure that 
those who have been 
incarcerated are better able 
to lead a productive life after 
release from prison

� In accord with positions of 
national denominational 
bodies of its member 
denominations, the Council 
has been an anti-death 
penalty advocate.
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Church in the Public Square
. . .Peace & Non-violence

� Council members agree that 
all people are of value to 
God and that we need to 
find peaceful solutions to 
conflict and build a culture 
of peace.

� Building a culture of peace 
includes non-violent conflict 
resolution in state, federal, 
and international issues that 
affect New Yorkers.

25



26

Healing Ministry 
. . .Chaplaincy

� Chaplains carry out healing 
ministries in state  
institutions of corrections, child 
and family
services, mental health, mental 
retardation and
developmental disabilities. 

� In the settings in which they work 
the chaplain may be the only 
one bringing hope to those who 
may not experience it in any 
other aspect of their life.

� The Council follows those who 
answer this unique call to ministry 
through their entire time of 
service – recruitment, 
certification, and during their 
employment as an advocate for 
the chaplain’s needs .
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Chaplaincy Certification

The Chaplaincy Commission
and its three geographically 
based certification committees 
have existed in their present form 
for over 30 years.  New York State 
agencies rely on the Council to 
assure chaplains are qualified for 
institutional service.

� A candidate must meet strict 
criteria regarding education, 
experience and Clinical Pastoral 
Education

� They must also provide proof of 
endorsement by their 
denomination, and be 
interviewed by a certification 
committee.
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Disaster Response

� When a disaster occurs, 
immediate response is by the 
Red Cross and FEMA, but the 
help by these groups is time-
limited.  Even after they pull out 
of an area, needs remain.

� The Council works with Volunteer 
Organizations Active in Disaster 
(VOAD) to provide help with long 
term recovery needs.

– The Council works with 
VOAD and Church World 
Service to get information 
out regarding needs.

– The Council has a small fund 
that can be tapped after 
other resources have been 
exhausted .
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Staff

� Mary Lu Bowen , Executive Director (3/5 time)

� Sylvenia Cochran , Administrative Assistant (full time)

� Charlene Schaffer , Bookkeeper (part time) 

� Damaris McGuire , Chaplaincy Coordinator (ten hours a 
week)

� Dan Hahn , Consultant for Communications and Public 
Policy, (thirteen and a half hours a week)
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Officers
� Geoffrey Black, President , Conference Minister, United 

Church of Christ

� Marie Jerge, Vice President Bishop, Upstate New York 
Synod, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America

� Clinton McCoy, Vice President Executive for 
Partnerships, Synod of the Northeast, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

� Jon Norton,  Secretary  Executive Minister, Regional Synod 
of New York, Reformed Church in America 

� John Heimstra, Treasurer Retired, Reformed Church in 
America

� Linda Chidsey, Convener of the Forum Immediate 
Past Clerk, New York Yearly Meeting, Religious Soci ety of Friends 
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Committee Chairs

� Steve Deckard, Membership Director of 
Connectional Ministries, North Central Conference, Western 
Area, United Methodist Church

� Vacant, Nominating
� Robert Trost,  Personnel Retired , Albany Area, 

United Methodist Church

� Eileen Dearborn, Finance Pastor, United Church 
of Christ
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Commission Chairs

� Charles “Chick” Straut, Public Policy – Retired (UM)

� Ed Muller,  Chaplaincy - Retired, New York State 
Ministerial Program Coordinator for Corrections (UM )
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