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PRESBYTERIAN POLITY 
CHRIST IS THE HEAD OF THE CHURCH 
Presbyterian polity begins with a theological conviction: Jesus Christ alone is the Head of the Church. 
This is not merely symbolic—it shapes how authority, leadership, and decision-making function at every 
level of the church. Councils do not rule instead of Christ, but seek together to discern the will of Christ 
for the Church. 
 

Key takeaway: Authority in the church is exercised under Christ, not independently of Christ. 
 

WHO WE ARE AS PRESBYTERIANS 
The word Presbyterian comes from the Greek presbuteros, meaning elder. From the earliest days of the 
church, elders were chosen from among the people to provide wise, prayerful leadership. 
 

Presbyterians are: 
• Protestant Christians in the Reformed tradition 
• Governed democratically under the Word of God 
• Organized as a representative democracy, not rule by individuals or by congregational vote alone 

 

To be Presbyterian means to: 
• Confess the Christian faith 
• Trust in Christ as Savior 
• Commit to following Christ in life 
• Participate actively in the worship and work of the church 

 

SHARED LEADERSHIP IN SCRIPTURE 
Presbyterian governance reflects biblical patterns of shared leadership. In Exodus 18, Moses is 
counseled by Jethro to appoint elders to share leadership so that no one person bears the burden alone. 
This shared leadership: 

• Prevents concentration of power 
• Encourages discernment in community 
• Reflects trust in the Spirit working through many voices 

 

WHAT IS POLITY? 
Polity is the form of governance by which the church lives out its mission. 

• Mission answers what the church is called to do 
• Polity answers how the church organizes itself to do it 

 

Presbyterian polity describes: 
• How we live together 
• How decisions are made 
• How accountability is exercised 
• How authority is shared 

 

Polity is understood not as bureaucracy, but as God’s gift for faithful, orderly life together. 
 

THREE FORMS OF CHURCH GOVERNANCE 
TYPE WHERE AUTHORITY RESTS EXAMPLES 
Congregational The congregation Baptist, Congregational churches 
Episcopal Bishops Methodist, Episcopal, Roman Catholic 
Presbyterian Elected councils of elders PCUSA, Church of Scotland 
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Presbyterian governance is representative and connectional—authority flows both upward and 
downward through councils. 
 

THE NINE PRINCIPLES OF PRESBYTERIAN POLITY 
1. One Church – All congregations together form one church 
2. Governed by Presbyters – Ruling elders and teaching elders lead together 
3. Gathered in Councils – Session, Presbytery, Synod, General Assembly 
4. Seeking the Will of Christ – Not simply majority opinion 
5. Decision by Majority Vote – After prayerful discussion and discernment 
6. Review and Control – Higher councils review lower councils 
7. Ordination by Council – Authority rests with councils, not individuals 
8. Shared Power – Ecclesiastical authority is exercised jointly 
9. Limited Jurisdiction – Councils have defined authority under the Constitution 

 

COUNCILS OF THE CHURCH 
The Four Councils: 

• Session – Governs the local congregation 
• Presbytery – Oversees congregations and ministers 
• Synod – Coordinates and supports presbyteries 
• General Assembly – Governing council of the whole denomination 

 

The Session is the primary governing body elders will serve on most directly. 
 

ORDERED MINISTRIES AND ROLES 
 

Ruling Elders 
• Elected by the congregation 
• Govern, guide, and discern the spiritual health of the church 
• “Rule” by measuring faithfulness, not by exercising power 

 

Teaching Elders (Ministers) 
• Proclaim the Word 
• Administer the Sacraments 
• Equip the people for ministry and mission 

 

Deacons 
• Ordained to ministries of compassion, service, and care 
• Often supervised by the Session 
• Extend Christ’s love to those in need 

 

THE CALLING OF THE CHURCH 
The Church is called to be: 

• A Community of Faith 
• A Community of Hope 
• A Community of Love 
• A Community of Witness 

 

All governance exists to support this calling—not to replace it. 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SESSION 
The Session is responsible for governing the congregation and guiding its witness so that it is and 
becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and witness. 
 



     
 

CHURCH OFFICER TRAINING PRESBYTERIAN POLITY PAGE 3 
 

In its work, the Session keeps before it: 
• The Marks of the Church (One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic) 
• The Reformed Notes of the Church (Word, Sacraments, Discipline) 
• The Great Ends of the Church 

1. Proclaiming the gospel 
2. Nurturing God’s people 
3. Maintaining divine worship 
4. Preserving the truth 
5. Promoting social righteousness 
6. Exhibiting the Kingdom of Heaven to the world 

 

THE FINAL WORD 
Presbyterian polity is not about rules—it is about faithful discernment, shared leadership, and trust in 
the Holy Spirit working through ordered community. 
 

Your role as an elder or deacon is a calling to prayerful service, humble leadership, and joyful 
participation in Christ’s mission through the Church. 
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THE CONSTITUTION OF THE PC(USA) Part I: The Book of Confessions 
WHAT IS THE CONSTITUTION OF THE CHURCH? 
The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has two parts: 

1. Part I – The Book of Confessions 
2. Part II – The Book of Order 

 

Together, these guide the church in what we believe and how we live and govern together. The 
Constitution is not optional guidance—it is the authoritative framework by which the PC(USA) orders its 
faith, life, and witness. 
 

WHY CONFESSIONS MATTER 
Throughout history, the church has written confessions in moments of crisis, controversy, or change—
times when faith was being misrepresented, misapplied, or compromised. In such moments, the 
church says with clarity and courage: “This is what we believe.” Confessions are acts of faithfulness, 
not attempts to replace Scripture. 
 

WHAT IS THE BOOK OF CONFESSIONS? 
The Book of Confessions is where the Presbyterian Church (USA) states its faith and bears witness to 
God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 
 

The confessions: 
• Identify the church as a community shaped by convictions and actions 
• Guide interpretation of Scripture 
• Summarize Christian tradition 
• Maintain sound doctrine 
• Equip the church for proclamation and mission 

 

CONFESSIONS AS SUBORDINATE STANDARDS 
The confessions are subordinate standards—meaning: 

• Jesus Christ is the supreme authority 
• Scripture bears authoritative witness to Christ 
• Confessions serve the church under Scripture 

 

Though subordinate, confessions are still standards. Officers of the church promise to be guided by 
them and to serve in ways consistent with their teaching. 
 

AT THE HEART OF EVERY CONFESSION 
At the center of all confessions stands the earliest Christian confession: 
“Jesus is Lord.” (Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 12:3) 
 

Presbyterians confess not simply what we believe, but in whom we believe. All confessional statements 
flow from this central claim. 
 

TYPES OF CONFESSIONAL DOCUMENTS 
The Book of Confessions includes several types of documents: 

• Creeds – Brief statements of faith ("I believe") 
• Confessions – Longer theological explanations 
• Catechisms – Teachings in question-and-answer form 
• Declarations & Statements of Faith – Responses to specific historical challenges 

Each reflects the faith of the church in a particular time, place, and context. 
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SHARED CONVICTIONS ACROSS THE CONFESSIONS 
Despite their variety, all confessions share core convictions: 

• Jesus Christ is truly human and truly divine 
• Christ is Mediator, Lord, and Savior 
• Faith in the Triune God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) 
• Scripture holds unique authority 
• The Holy Spirit guides the interpretation of Scripture and Christian life 

 

THE TWELVE CONFESSIONS OF THE PC(USA) 
The Book of Confessions contains twelve creeds and confessions, spanning nearly 2,000 years: 

• The Apostles’ Creed 
• The Nicene Creed 
• The Scots Confession (1560) 
• The Heidelberg Catechism 
• The Second Helvetic Confession 
• The Westminster Confession of Faith 
• The Westminster Larger Catechism 
• The Westminster Shorter Catechism 
• The Barmen Declaration 
• The Confession of 1967 
• The Confession of Belhar 
• A Brief Statement of Faith 

Together they tell the story of the church responding faithfully to God in changing times. 
 

HIGHLIGHTS OF SELECTED CONFESSIONS 
 

The Apostles’ Creed 
Our earliest creed, rooted in baptismal practice of the early church. It reflects the core of Christian belief 
and affirms forgiveness, the catholic (universal) church, and the communion of saints. 
 

The Nicene Creed 
Formed through ecumenical councils in the 4th century to clarify belief in the Trinity and the full divinity 
of Christ. 
 

The Reformation Confessions 
Documents such as the Scots Confession, Heidelberg Catechism, Second Helvetic Confession, and 
Westminster Standards articulate Reformed theology during the Protestant Reformation. 
 

Modern Confessions 
• The Barmen Declaration – Resists state control of the church and affirms loyalty to Christ alone. 
• The Confession of 1967 – Addresses reconciliation in a divided world. 
• The Confession of Belhar – Declares unity, justice, and reconciliation, naming racism and 

division as sin. 
 

A BRIEF STATEMENT OF FAITH 
Written in 1983 at the reunion forming the PC(USA), A Brief Statement of Faith expresses shared identity 
amid diversity and disagreement. It affirms trust in the Triune God and God’s ongoing work in the world. 
 

WHY THE BOOK OF CONFESSIONS MATTERS FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Elders and deacons are called to lead with theological grounding. The Book of Confessions: 

• Shapes how leaders interpret Scripture 
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• Provides language for faith and witness 
• Grounds decisions in the broader Reformed tradition 
• Reminds leaders that belief and action belong together 

 

A FINAL WORD FOR CHURCH OFFICERS 
The Book of Confessions reminds the church that faith is both historic and living. These confessions do 
not freeze belief in the past; they invite today’s church to listen, discern, and confess Christ faithfully in 
the present. 
 

As elders and deacons, you are stewards of this living tradition—called to lead with humility, courage, 
and trust in Jesus Christ, who alone is Lord of the Church. 
 
  



     
 

CHURCH OFFICER TRAINING THE BOOK OF ORDER PAGE 7 
 

THE CONSTITUTION OF THE PC(USA) Part II: The Book of Order 
WHAT IS THE BOOK OF ORDER? 
The Book of Order is the second part of the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA). While the 
Book of Confessions addresses what we believe, the Book of Order addresses how we live, worship, and 
govern together as the Church. 
 

Every Presbyterian congregation and council functions within the framework of the Book of Order. It is 
not a manual of preferences, but a constitutional guide for faithful and orderly life together. 
 

HOW TO READ THE BOOK OF ORDER: PAYING ATTENTION TO THE VERBS 
One of the most important skills for elders and deacons is learning how to read the Book of Order 
carefully—especially its verbs. The Preface explains verb usage clearly: 

• “Shall” / “is to be / are to be” – Mandated practice 
• “Should” – Strongly recommended practice 
• “Is appropriate” – Practice commended as suitable 
• “May” – Practice permitted but not required 

These distinctions matter greatly when councils make decisions or interpret responsibilities. 
 

THE FOUR SECTIONS OF THE BOOK OF ORDER 
The Book of Order is organized into four major sections, each addressing a different aspect of church 
life. 

1. Foundations of Presbyterian Polity 
2. Form of Government 
3. Directory for Worship 
4. Church Discipline 

Together, these sections help the church live faithfully, justly, and in good order. 
 

SECTION 1 – FOUNDATIONS OF PRESBYTERIAN POLITY 
This first section describes the theological and constitutional principles that shape Presbyterian 
governance. 
 

It includes three chapters: 
• The Mission of the Church – God’s call to witness, reconciliation, and service 
• The Church and Its Confessions – The relationship between belief and order 
• Principles of Order and Government – Shared leadership, councils, accountability, and 

discernment 
 

This section answers the question: Why do Presbyterians govern the way we do? 
 

SECTION 2 – FORM OF GOVERNMENT 
The Form of Government provides the structural framework for the church’s councils and leadership. 
It addresses: 

• Congregations and membership 
• Ordered ministries (elders, deacons, ministers) 
• Councils of the Church (Session, Presbytery, Synod, General Assembly) 
• Relationship between church and civil authority 
• Ecumenical relationships and union 
• How the Constitution is interpreted and amended 

This section clarifies roles, responsibilities, and authority across all levels of the church. 
 

 



     
 

CHURCH OFFICER TRAINING THE BOOK OF ORDER PAGE 8 
 

SECTION 3 – DIRECTORY FOR WORSHIP 
The Directory for Worship offers theological guidance for worship life in the PC(USA). 
 

Rather than prescribing fixed liturgies, it: 
• Sets theological boundaries for Reformed worship 
• Allows diversity and flexibility in practice 
• Grounds worship in Scripture and Reformed theology 

It focuses on standards and norms, not rigid formulas, ensuring worship is faithful without being 
uniform. 
 

The Five Chapters of the Directory for Worship: 
1. The Theology of Christian Worship 
2. The Ordering of Reformed Worship 
3. The Service for the Lord’s Day 
4. Pastoral and Occasional Services 
5. Worship and Christian Life 

 

SECTION 4 – CHURCH DISCIPLINE 
The final section of the Book of Order addresses Church Discipline.  Church Discipline exists to: 

• Preserve the purity of the church 
• Achieve justice and compassion for all involved 
• Correct or restrain wrongdoing 
• Uphold the dignity of those harmed 
• Restore unity by removing the causes of discord and division 
• Ensure fair, timely, and just processes 

Discipline in the church is not punitive, but restorative and pastoral, seeking reconciliation and healing. 
 

WHY THE BOOK OF ORDER MATTERS FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
The Book of Order: 

• Shapes how decisions are made 
• Clarifies authority and accountability 
• Protects individuals and councils 
• Supports faithful, orderly ministry 
• Helps leaders act consistently and transparently 

Elders and deacons promise at ordination to be guided by this Constitution in their leadership. 
 

A FINAL WORD FOR CHURCH OFFICERS 
The Book of Order is best understood not as bureaucracy, but as a tool for faithful discernment. It helps 
the church live out its mission with integrity, accountability, and grace. 
 

As elders and deacons, your calling is to use the Book of Order wisely—holding together faith and order, 
freedom and responsibility, compassion and accountability—so that the Church may faithfully serve 
Jesus Christ, who alone is Lord of the Church. 
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ORDERED MINISTRIES 
THE MINISTRY OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD 
The basic form of ministry in the church is the ministry of the whole people of God. From among the 
baptized community, some are called to ordered ministries to fulfill particular functions. Members and 
those in ordered ministries serve together under the mandate of Christ. Ordered ministry does not 
replace the ministry of the people; it supports, equips, and orders it. 
 

THE ORDERED MINISTRIES OF THE CHURCH 
The ordered ministries described in the New Testament and maintained by the PC (U.S.A.) are: 

• Deacons 
• Presbyters: 

o Ruling Elders 
o Ministers of the Word and Sacrament (also called Teaching Elders) 

Each order has a distinct calling and function, exercised in partnership with the others. 
 

REPRESENTATIVE GOVERNMENT 
The government of the church is representative. The right of God’s people to elect presbyters and 
deacons is inalienable. Therefore: 

• No person may be placed in any ordered ministry except by election of the appropriate body 
• Authority arises from communal discernment, not appointment by individuals 

This reflects trust in the Holy Spirit working through the gathered people of God. 
 

CALL TO ORDERED MINISTRY 
The call to ordered ministry is the act of the Triune God. This call is recognized through: 

1. The movement of the Holy Spirit in an individual’s conscience 
2. The approval of the community of God’s people 
3. The concurring judgment of a council of the Church 

Calling is never private or alone; it is discerned together. 
 

ORDINATION 
Ordination sets persons apart for service, affirming both God’s call and the church’s trust. Ordination is: 

• An act of the whole church 
• Unique to each order of ministry (deacon, ruling elder, teaching elder) 

 

PREPARATION FOR MINISTRY 
When persons are elected to the ordered ministry of ruling elder or deacon, the Session shall: 

• Provide a period of study and preparation 
• Examine candidates regarding: 

o Personal faith 
o Knowledge of doctrine, government, and discipline in the Constitution 
o Understanding of the duties of the ministry 

• Confer about willingness to undertake the responsibilities of the order 
If approved, the Session appoints a day for ordination and installation. 
 

THE MINISTRY OF DEACONS 
The ministry of deacon is one of compassion, witness, and service, sharing in the redeeming love of 
Jesus Christ for: 

• The poor and hungry 
• The sick and suffering 
• The lost and lonely 
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• The oppressed and those burdened by unjust systems 
• Any person in distress 

Those chosen for this ministry demonstrate spiritual character, honest repute, compassion, and sound 
judgment. 
 

THE MINISTRY OF RULING ELDERS 
Ruling elders are elected for their wisdom, maturity of faith, leadership ability, and compassionate 
spirit. 
 

They are called “ruling” not to dominate, but to: 
• Discern and measure the congregation’s fidelity to the Word of God 
• Strengthen and nurture the faith and life of the church 

 

Together with ministers of the Word and Sacrament, they exercise leadership, governance, spiritual 
discernment, and discipline for the congregation and the wider church. 
 

THE MINISTRY OF TEACHING ELDERS (MINISTERS OF THE WORD AND SACRAMENT) 
Teaching elders are committed to teaching the faith in word and deed and equipping the saints for 
ministry. Their ministry includes: 

• Preaching and teaching the gospel 
• Serving at font and table 
• Interpreting and showing forth the mysteries of grace 
• Providing pastoral care and spiritual guidance 
• Participating fully in governance as presbyters 

They seek always to discern the mind of Christ in devotion, debate, and decision. 
 

 TERMS OF SERVICE 
• Ruling elders and deacons serve terms of no more than three years 
• Eligibility for reelection is determined by congregational rule 
• After six consecutive years, a one-year break is required before serving again on the same board 
• Elections are organized in classes so that continuity of leadership is maintained 

 

Once ordained, ruling elders and deacons retain their ordered ministry while active members of the 
church, even when not serving on a council. 
 

FREEDOM OF CONSCIENCE 
Those who enter ordered ministry exercise freedom of conscience within bounds. 

• Conscience is captive to the Word of God 
• Scripture is interpreted within the standards of the church 
• This commitment endures as long as one seeks or serves in ordered ministry 

Freedom and accountability are held together in faithful tension. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR CHURCH OFFICERS 
Ordered ministries exist to build up the Body of Christ. They are expressions of God’s call, the church’s 
trust, and the Spirit’s ongoing work among God’s people. 
 

As elders and deacons, you are called to serve with humility, courage, and joy—remembering that all 
ministry begins and ends in faithful service to Jesus Christ, the Head of the Church. 
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CHURCH COUNCILS 
PRESBYTERIAN GOVERNANCE BY COUNCILS 
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is governed not by individuals or bishops, but by councils composed of 
presbyters elected by the people (F-3.0202). 
 

This shared, representative form of governance reflects the conviction that Christ rules the Church 
through the collective discernment of faithful leaders gathered in community. The councils of the 
church are: 

• The Session 
• The Presbytery 
• The Synod 
• The General Assembly 

 

WHAT ALL COUNCILS HAVE IN COMMON 
All councils of the church exist for one overarching purpose: To help congregations and the church as a 
whole be faithful participants in the mission of Christ. 
They do this by: 

• Providing that the Word of God is truly preached and heard 
• Providing that the Sacraments are rightly administered and received 
• Nurturing a covenant community of disciples of Jesus Christ 

Councils differ in scope and responsibility, but not in purpose. 
 

THE SESSION – COUNCIL OF THE CONGREGATION 
Purpose - The Session governs the congregation and guides its witness to God’s sovereign activity in the 
world, so that the congregation becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and witness. 
 

Composition 
• Ruling elders elected by the congregation 
• All installed pastors and associate pastors 
• All members have voice and vote 
• The pastor ordinarily serves as moderator 

The Session shall not meet without the pastor or a designated moderator. 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SESSION 
The Session’s responsibilities include: 
Word and Mission 

• Providing regular worship, education, and spiritual nurture 
• Ensuring faithful preaching of the Word 
• Leading outreach, evangelism, and social healing ministries 
• Participating in ecumenical efforts 

Congregational Life 
• Receiving and dismissing members 
• Reviewing the roll of active members 
• Providing nurture, education, and fellowship 
• Training, examining, ordaining, and installing elders and deacons 

Stewardship and Oversight 
• Encouraging generosity and stewardship 
• Managing congregational property 
• Directing the ministry of deacons, trustees, and organizations 
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• Employing administrative staff 
Sacraments and Discipline 

• Authorizing Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
• Exercising pastoral care so Sacraments are received as means of grace 
• Serving in judicial matters in accordance with Church Discipline 

 

THE PRESBYTERY – COUNCIL OF THE REGION 
Purpose – The Presbytery governs the church throughout its geographic district and supports 
congregations in their witness so that all become communities of faith, hope, love, and witness. 
Composition 

• All ministers of the Word and Sacrament within the district 
• Ruling elder commissioners elected by Sessions 

Presbytery functions as a corporate expression of the church within its region. 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE PRESBYTERY 
Presbytery is responsible to: 

• Coordinate, guide, and support congregations 
• Encourage effective witness in the wider community 
• Provide oversight of ministers and congregations 
• Resource leadership, conflict transformation, and mission 

There are 166 presbyteries in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
 

THE SYNOD – COUNCIL OF THE REGION OF PRESBYTERIES 
Purpose – The Synod supports the life and mission of the church throughout its region by strengthening 
the work of presbyteries. 
Composition 

• Commissioners elected by presbyteries 
• Each presbytery elects at least one ruling elder and one minister of the Word and Sacrament 

Synods serve as an intermediate council, connecting local and national expressions of the church. 
There are 16 synods in the PC(USA). 
 

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY – COUNCIL OF THE WHOLE CHURCH 
Purpose – The General Assembly is the council of the whole church. It constitutes the bond of unity, 
mission, and common life among all congregations and councils. 
 

Role – The General Assembly: 
• Represents the unity of sessions, presbyteries, and synods 
• Addresses matters of doctrine, mission, and national and global witness 
• Provides leadership and vision for the whole church 

 

SHARED RESPONSIBILITIES OF ALL COUNCILS 
All councils are required to: 

• Open and close meetings with prayer 
• Conduct business faithfully and orderly 
• Adopt and implement the following policies: 

o Sexual misconduct 
o Harassment 
o Child and youth protection 
o Antiracism 
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• Require boundary training, including sexual misconduct and child abuse prevention training, at 
least every 36 months 

These requirements protect people, strengthen trust, and support faithful leadership. 
 

INCLUSIVENESS AND REPRESENTATION 
Each council shall develop procedures to promote and review its commitment to: 

• Inclusiveness 
• Fair representation 
• Faithful participation across differences 

Presbyterian governance seeks not only efficiency, but justice, equity, and shared voice. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Church councils are not bureaucratic layers—they are spiritual communities of discernment. 
As elders and deacons, your participation in councils is an act of trust that: 

• Christ is present in shared decision-making 
• The Holy Spirit speaks through the gathered body 
• Faithful order serves faithful mission 

Through councils, the Church seeks together the will of Christ for the life of the world. 
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ORDINATION & INSTALLATION OF CHURCH OFFICERS 
WHAT IS ORDINATION? 
Ordination is the church’s public act of receiving and confirming a person into a ministry of leadership. 
After prayerful preparation and examination, the church affirms that God has called the individual to 
ordered ministry. 
 

Ordination is: 
• An act of the whole church 
• A response to God’s call 
• Rooted in prayer and the work of the Holy Spirit 

 

BIBLICAL ROOTS: THE LAYING ON OF HANDS 
The biblical image for ordination comes from the Hebrew word semikha, meaning “the laying on of 
hands.” 

• Numbers 27:23 records Moses laying hands on Joshua, commissioning him for leadership. 
• Jewish tradition understands this as a chain of transmission of authority and responsibility from 

generation to generation. 
 

In Christian ordination, the laying on of hands signifies: 
• The church’s recognition of God’s call 
• Prayer for the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit 
• Continuity of leadership within the people of God 

 

ORDINATION HAPPENS ONCE 
Ordination occurs only once for each ordered ministry (deacon, ruling elder, teaching elder). 

• A person ordained as a ruling elder remains ordained for life while a member of the church 
• The laying on of hands is not repeated at later services 

This underscores that ordination rests on God’s faithfulness, not on repeated human action. 
 

WHAT IS INSTALLATION? 
Installation is the act by which the church places an already-ordained person into a particular ministry 
or role. 

• Installation may happen multiple times 
• It accompanies the beginning of a new term or service 
• It includes prayer, vows, and the congregation’s affirmation 

Installation connects an ordained person’s calling to a specific context of service. 
 

FOCUS OF THE SERVICE 
A service of ordination, installation, or commissioning centers on: 

• Jesus Christ 
• The joy of serving Christ 
• The responsibility of leadership in the church’s mission 

 

The service reminds the church that leadership exists for the sake of Christ’s mission, not personal 
status. 
 

WHAT HAPPENS IN THE SERVICE (OVERVIEW) 
The ordination and installation service follows a clear and meaningful pattern: 

1. Explanation of the Ministry 
The moderator (or designee) describes the nature of the ministry. 
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2. Constitutional Questions 
Those being ordained or installed gather at the baptismal font and answer the constitutional 
questions. 

3. Questions to the Congregation 
A ruling elder asks the congregation to affirm its shared responsibility. 

4. Prayer of Ordination & Laying On of Hands 
Those being ordained kneel, if able, for prayer and the laying on of hands. 

5. Prayer of Installation 
Those previously ordained stand with the congregation for installation prayer. 

6. Declaration 
The moderator declares the person ordained, installed, or commissioned. 

7. Welcome & Charge 
The council welcomes the newly ordained or installed, and a charge may be given. 
 

THE CONSTITUTIONAL QUESTIONS 
Those being ordained or installed are asked to affirm their faith and commitments, including: 

• Trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, Head of the Church 
• Acceptance of Scripture as the authoritative witness to Christ 
• Adoption of the Reformed confessions as guides for belief and life 
• Obedience to Christ under the authority of Scripture 
• Faithfulness to the church’s polity and discipline 
• Commitment to personal discipleship and reconciliation 
• Promise to further the peace, unity, and purity of the church 
• Vow to serve with energy, intelligence, imagination, and love 

These questions root leadership in faith, theology, and accountability. 
 

QUESTIONS SPECIFIC TO EACH MINISTRY 
For Ruling Elders 
Ruling elders promise to: 

• Watch over the people 
• Provide for worship, nurture, and service 
• Share in governance and discipline 
• Serve faithfully in councils of the church 
• Show the love and justice of Jesus Christ 

 

For Deacons 
Deacons promise to: 

• Teach charity and compassion 
• Urge concern for those in need 
• Direct the church’s help to the friendless 
• Show the love and justice of Jesus Christ through service 

 

THE ROLE OF THE CONGREGATION 
Ordination and installation are not private ceremonies. 
 

The congregation: 
• Affirms the call of its leaders 
• Promises prayer, support, and partnership 
• Shares responsibility for the ministry entrusted to officers 
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Leadership in the church is always shared leadership. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Ordination and installation mark the beginning—not the end—of faithful service. 
 

As elders and deacons, you are called to: 
• Serve with humility and joy 
• Lead with courage and compassion 
• Remain rooted in prayer, Scripture, and the confessions 
• Seek the will of Christ in all things 

 

Through ordination and installation, the Church proclaims that God is still calling leaders—and still at 
work in the world. 
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MISSION AND ADMINISTRATION 
GOVERNED BY PRESBYTERS 
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is governed by presbyters—ruling elders and teaching elders 
(ministers of the Word and Sacrament). 

• Ruling elders are chosen by the congregation to discern and guide its fidelity to the Word of God 
and to strengthen and nurture its faith and life. 

• Teaching elders are committed to teaching the faith in word and deed and equipping the people 
of God for ministry and witness. 

Together, they exercise shared leadership in Christ’s church. 
 

THE CONGREGATION AND ITS GOVERNANCE 
Each congregation of the PC(USA) is governed by the Constitution. Members place themselves under 
the leadership of the Session and the higher councils (Presbytery, Synod, and General Assembly).  
 

The Session guides and governs the life of the congregation, leading it in service to all people, the 
upbuilding of the whole church, and the glory of God. 
 

RULING ELDERS: LEADERSHIP AND DISCERNMENT 
Ruling elders are persons with particular gifts for discernment of God’s Spirit and governance of God’s 
people. 
 

Together with ministers of the Word and Sacrament, they: 
• Exercise leadership and government 
• Engage in spiritual discernment and discipline 
• Share responsibility for the life of the congregation and the wider church 
• Participate fully and equally when serving as commissioners to higher councils 

 

THE SESSION: COMPOSITION AND AUTHORITY 
The Session is the council for the congregation. It is composed of: 

• Ruling elders elected by the congregation to active service 
• All installed pastors and associate pastors 

All members of the Session are entitled to vote. 
 

TEMPORARY PASTORAL RELATIONSHIPS 
When a congregation does not have an installed pastor—or when the pastor is unable to perform 
duties—the Session, with Presbytery approval, may obtain the services of a minister, candidate, or 
ruling elder in a temporary pastoral relationship. 

• No formal call is issued 
• No formal installation takes place 

 

OFFICERS OF THE SESSION 
The Moderator 
The pastor ordinarily serves as moderator of the Session. The moderator: 

• Preserves order 
• Conducts business efficiently 
• Convenes and adjourns meetings according to the council’s action 

 

The Clerk of Session 
Each council elects a clerk. The Clerk of Session, a ruling elder elected by the Session, is responsible for: 

• Recording transactions and minutes 
• Maintaining rolls, registers, and attendance 
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• Preserving official records 
• Providing extracts when required by another council 

 

WHY CHURCH COUNCILS EXIST 
Church councils exist to help congregations and the whole church be faithful participants in the 
mission of Christ. They do so by: 

• Providing that the Word of God is truly preached and heard 
• Providing that the Sacraments are rightly administered and received 
• Nurturing a covenant community of disciples living in God’s promise and serving God’s mission 

 

MEETINGS: PRAYER, QUORUM, AND ORDER 
• All meetings of councils are opened and closed with prayer. 
• The Session establishes a quorum by rule, which includes the moderator and a specified number 

or percentage of ruling elders. 
• Meetings are conducted according to the most recent edition of Robert’s Rules of Order Newly 

Revised, unless contradicted by the Constitution. 
• Councils may also use processes of spiritual discernment prior to a vote. 

 

STATED AND SPECIAL MEETINGS 
• The Session shall hold stated meetings at least quarterly. 
• The moderator calls a special meeting when deemed necessary or when requested in writing by 

any two members of the Session. 
• Business at special meetings is limited to items listed in the call. 
• Reasonable notice is required for all special meetings. 
• The Session shall meet when directed by Presbytery. 

 

MISSION DETERMINES STRUCTURE 
In Presbyterian polity: 

• Mission determines the forms and structures needed for the church to do its work. 
• Administration is the process by which a council implements its decisions. 

Structures exist to serve mission—not the other way around. 
 

MANUAL OF ADMINISTRATIVE OPERATIONS 
Each council shall develop a Manual of Administrative Operations that: 

• Specifies organizational form 
• Guides the work of mission in that council 

Councils may delegate tasks to committees or other entities, provided those bodies remain accountable 
to the council. 
 

REQUIRED POLICIES AND BOUNDARY TRAINING 
All councils shall adopt and implement the following policies: 

• Sexual misconduct 
• Harassment 
• Child and youth protection 
• Antiracism 

Each policy must include boundary training, including sexual misconduct and child abuse prevention 
training, at least every 36 months. 
 

MANDATORY REPORTING 
Members engaged in ordered ministry and certified Christian educators must report to ecclesiastical 
and civil authorities knowledge or risk of harm related to abuse or neglect, except in narrowly defined 
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confidential communications.  This responsibility exists to protect vulnerable persons and uphold 
justice. 
 

RECORDS, ROLLS, AND REGISTERS 
 

Records 
Each council shall keep full and accurate records. Session minutes include minutes of congregational 
meetings and joint meetings with deacons and trustees. 
 

Rolls 
The Session maintains rolls of: 

• Baptized members 
• Active members 
• Affiliate members 

Names may be removed after inactivity, with pastoral effort to restore participation and written notice 
provided. 
 

Registers 
Registers include: 

• Baptisms authorized by the Session 
• Ruling elders and deacons 
• Installed pastors with dates of service 

 

BUDGETS, INSURANCE, AND FINANCIAL REVIEW 
Each council shall: 

• Obtain appropriate property and liability insurance 
• Prepare and adopt an annual budget to support mission 
• Conduct an annual financial review by an independent party 

These practices promote trust, transparency, and faithful stewardship. 
 

COMMITTEES AND COMMISSIONS 
• Committees study issues and recommend action or carry out decisions already made. Their 

recommendations require council action. 
• Commissions are empowered to consider and conclude matters referred to them. Their actions 

are considered actions of the council itself. 
A Session commission includes at least two ruling elders and a minister of the Word and Sacrament. 
 

COMMISSIONERS, NOT DELEGATES 
Presbyters serve as commissioners, not delegates. Whether on Session or as commissioners to higher 
councils, officers seek to find and represent the will of Christ, not merely the opinions of those who 
elected them. Prayerful discernment, open discussion, and faithful voting guide this work. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Mission gives the church its purpose; administration gives it faithful structure. Together, they enable the 
Church to respond to God’s call with integrity, accountability, and hope. 
 

As elders and deacons, you are entrusted with stewarding both—so that the Church may live fully into its 
calling as Christ’s body in the world. 
  



     
 

CHURCH OFFICER TRAINING RESPONSIBILITIES OF RULING ELDERS AND THE SESSION PAGE 20 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF RULING ELDERS AND THE SESSION 
THE CALLING OF THE SESSION 
The Session is the governing council of the congregation. It is responsible for governing the 
congregation and guiding its witness to God’s sovereign activity in the world, so that the congregation 
becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and witness. In all its work, the Session seeks to discern 
and respond faithfully to what God is doing—locally and in the wider world. 
 

CORE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SESSION 
The Session has responsibility and power to: 

• Ensure that the Word of God is truly preached and heard 
• Ensure that the Sacraments are rightly administered and received 
• Nurture the covenant community of disciples of Jesus Christ 

These responsibilities form the heart of Presbyterian governance and shape every other action of the 
Session. 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING THE WORD 
In fulfilling its responsibility for the Word, the Session: 

• Provides space and support for worship, education, and spiritual nurture 
• Ensures regular preaching of the gospel 
• Leads outreach and evangelism in the community and world 
• Encourages ministries of social healing and reconciliation 
• Engages ecumenical efforts that bear witness to God’s grace 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING THE SACRAMENTS 
The Session: 

• Authorizes celebration of the Lord’s Supper at least quarterly 
• Authorizes and oversees Baptism 
• Provides pastoral care so the Sacraments are received as means of grace 
• Supports unity in the congregation as represented in the Sacraments 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES FOR THE COMMUNITY OF DISCIPLES 
The Session is responsible for the life and health of the congregation by: 

• Receiving and dismissing members 
• Reviewing the membership roll at least annually 
• Counseling with inactive members 
• Providing programs of nurture, education, and fellowship 
• Training, examining, ordaining, and installing ruling elders and deacons 
• Encouraging generosity and faithful stewardship 

 

OVERSIGHT OF CONGREGATIONAL LIFE AND MINISTRY 
The Session also: 

• Manages the physical property of the congregation in service to mission 
• Directs the ministry of deacons, trustees, and congregational organizations 
• Employs administrative staff 
• Leads participation in the mission of the whole church 
• Warns against error in doctrine and immorality in practice 
• Serves in judicial matters in accordance with Church Discipline 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES IN RELATION TO OTHER COUNCILS 
The Session participates in the connectional life of the church by: 
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• Electing commissioners to Presbytery 
• Nominating ruling elders for service beyond the congregation 
• Receiving and implementing guidance from Presbytery, Synod, and General Assembly 
• Welcoming presbytery representatives 
• Proposing measures of common concern 
• Reporting required statistics and information 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING CHURCH PROPERTY 
All congregational property is held in trust for the Presbyterian Church (USA) and is a tool for Christ’s 
mission. The Session ensures that: 

• Property decisions serve the mission of the church 
• No real property is sold, mortgaged, or encumbered without presbytery approval 
• Any acquisition of real property follows constitutional requirements 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING WORSHIP 
Ruling elders, together with ministers of the Word and Sacrament: 

• Provide for regular preaching, prayer, and celebration of the Sacraments 
• Oversee and approve public worship 
• Determine times and places for worship 
• Ensure appropriate use of worship space and the arts 

The Session educates the congregation about worship and encourages full, active participation. 
 

DISTINCT ROLES IN WORSHIP LEADERSHIP 
• Ministers of the Word and Sacrament are responsible for Scripture selection, sermon 

preparation, prayers, and service-specific music and liturgical elements 
• The Session, with the minister’s concurrence, approves the overall order of worship and selects 

permanent worship resources 
This shared responsibility reflects Presbyterian commitments to ordered liberty and collaborative 
leadership. 
 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING BAPTISM 
The Session: 

• Authorizes Baptism 
• Encourages timely presentation of candidates 
• Examines and instructs candidates or parents 
• Enrolls baptized persons as members 
• Provides ongoing nurture for baptismal living 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING THE LORD’S SUPPER 
The Session: 

• Authorizes celebration of the Lord’s Supper 
• Ensures it is administered by a minister of the Word and Sacrament 
• Ordinarily provides for elders and deacons to serve the elements 
• May authorize other members to assist 

 

SERVICE AND STATUS OF RULING ELDERS 
Ruling elders: 

• May resign from the Session with its consent 
• Cease to serve on Session when they cease active membership 
• May be released from ordered ministry without judgment or stigma 
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• May renounce jurisdiction, which ends membership and ordered ministry 
These provisions respect both the integrity of ordered ministry and the dignity of those who serve. 
 

A FINAL WORD FOR RULING ELDERS 
Ruling elders are called to discernment, governance, and spiritual leadership. Your role is not simply 
administrative—it is pastoral, theological, and missional. 
 

Through prayerful leadership, collaborative decision-making, and faithful service, the Session helps the 
congregation live more fully into God’s call to be a community of faith, hope, love, and witness. 
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FIDUCIARY RESPONSIBILITY 
WHAT DOES “FIDUCIARY” MEAN? 
The word fiduciary comes from the Latin fiduciarius, meaning “holding in trust.” At its root is the concept 
of trust, confidence, and reliance. 
 

In legal and organizational terms, a fiduciary is a person who has both the power and obligation to act on 
behalf of another with honesty, good faith, and loyalty. 
 

For church officers, fiduciary responsibility means holding the church’s resources, reputation, and 
mission in trust for God’s purposes. 
 

FIDUCIARY RESPONSIBILITY IN PRESBYTERIAN POLITY 
The Book of Order makes clear that the Session has responsibility for the stewardship of the 
congregation’s life and resources. 
 

This includes responsibility for: 
• Governing the congregation 
• Managing physical property for the furtherance of mission 
• Directing the work of deacons, trustees, and organizations 
• Employing administrative staff 
• Leading participation in the mission of the whole church 

 

Ruling elders serving on Session often function as trustees of the corporation, as permitted by civil law, 
while ensuring that trustee responsibilities never infringe on the Session’s spiritual and governing 
authority. 
 

FIDUCIARY RESPONSIBILITY IS A MINISTRY 
Fiduciary work is not merely technical or financial—it is spiritual and missional. 
 

Faithful stewardship: 
• Protects the church’s witness 
• Enables ministry to flourish 
• Builds trust within the congregation 
• Honors the generosity of God’s people 

Stewardship decisions are therefore acts of discipleship and faithfulness. 
 

THE EIGHT PRINCIPLES OF FIDUCIARY RESPONSIBILITY 
The Session is responsible for ensuring that the church’s assets and resources are managed responsibly 
and in alignment with its mission. This responsibility is commonly expressed through eight fiduciary 
principles. 
 

PRINCIPLE #1 – DUTY OF CARE 
Session members must act with the care that a reasonably prudent person would exercise in similar 
circumstances. 
 

This includes: 
• Staying informed 
• Reviewing financial reports 
• Attending meetings 
• Asking appropriate questions 
• Preparing thoroughly for decisions 
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Delegating tasks does not remove responsibility. Officers who cannot participate meaningfully should 
step aside from fiduciary roles. 
 

PRINCIPLE #2 – DUTY OF LOYALTY 
Session members must place the interests of the church above personal interests. 
 

This requires: 
• Avoiding conflicts of interest 
• Disclosing personal or financial interests 
• Recusing oneself when conflicts arise 

 

Decisions must always be made for the good of the church, never for personal gain. 
 

PRINCIPLE #3 – DUTY OF OBEDIENCE 
The Session must ensure that all actions align with: 

• The church’s mission and values 
• Its governing documents (Constitution, bylaws, policies) 
• Applicable religious, ethical, and civil laws 

 

This includes maintaining compliance with tax laws and protecting the church’s tax-exempt status. 
 

PRINCIPLE #4 – FINANCIAL OVERSIGHT 
The Session is responsible for overseeing the church’s finances, including: 

• Approving budgets 
• Monitoring income and expenses 
• Safeguarding assets 
• Ensuring proper accounting practices 
• Establishing internal controls 

 

Regular audits or financial reviews are essential to maintaining integrity and trust. 
 

PRINCIPLE #5 – ASSET MANAGEMENT 
Church property and assets exist to serve the mission of the church. 
Faithful asset management includes: 

• Responsible use and maintenance of facilities 
• Appropriate insurance coverage 
• Long-term planning for sustainability 

 

Property is a tool for ministry, not an end in itself. 
 

PRINCIPLE #6 – RISK MANAGEMENT 
Risk management involves identifying and reducing potential harm to people and the church. 
 

This includes: 
• Child and youth protection policies 
• Safety and security practices 
• Financial safeguards 
• Adequate liability insurance 

 
Good risk management protects both people and mission. 
 

PRINCIPLE #7 – TRANSPARENCY & ACCOUNTABILITY 
Session members are accountable to the congregation and to one another. 
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This requires: 
• Clear and honest communication 
• Transparency in financial decisions 
• Willingness to explain actions and decisions 
• Openness to review and correction 

 

Trust grows when leadership is visible and accountable. 
 

PRINCIPLE #8 – LEGAL COMPLIANCE 
The Session must remain informed about laws affecting churches and nonprofit organizations, including: 

• Employment and labor laws 
• Tax regulations 
• Governance requirements 

 

Legal compliance is not opposed to faith—it supports faithful ministry and protects the church’s ability to 
serve. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Fiduciary responsibility is an expression of faithful stewardship. Elders and deacons are entrusted not 
only with money and property, but with the church’s mission, credibility, and future. 
 

When exercised with prayer, wisdom, and integrity, fiduciary leadership allows the Church to serve God 
boldly, responsibly, and with confidence. 
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ROBERT’S RULES OF ORDER 
WHY ROBERT’S RULES MATTER IN THE CHURCH 
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) uses Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly Revised as its default 
parliamentary authority unless the Constitution provides otherwise. 
Robert’s Rules exist to help decision-making bodies: 

• Conduct business fairly and efficiently 
• Protect the rights of the minority while allowing the majority to decide 
• Keep discussion focused and orderly 
• Enable groups to make decisions without confusion or domination 

Good process is a form of faithful leadership. 
 

CORE ASSUMPTIONS OF PARLIAMENTARY PROCESS 
Robert’s Rules are built on several basic assumptions: 

• Only one person speaks at a time 
• Only one question is considered at a time 
• Once a matter is decided, it should not be reopened casually 

These assumptions protect clarity, fairness, and mutual respect. 
 

DELIBERATIVE ASSEMBLIES 
Sessions, Boards of Deacons, and congregational meetings are examples of deliberative assemblies—
groups that make decisions together after discussion. 
In these settings: 

• Members have equal rights 
• Decisions are made collectively 
• Procedure serves discernment, not control 

 

THE MAIN MOTION 
A main motion introduces new business. 
A good main motion: 

• Clearly states what is being proposed 
• Identifies who will carry it out 
• Indicates when it will happen 
• Explains why it is proposed 
• Includes financial implications, if any 

Example: “I move that the Session approve the 2026 mission budget as presented, to be implemented 
beginning January 1.” 
 

THE RANKING OF MOTIONS 
Robert’s Rules includes a hierarchy of ranked motions. While a motion is pending, only motions of 
higher rank are in order. 
The thirteen ranked motions range from lowest to highest priority: 

1. Main Motion 
2. Postpone Indefinitely 
3. Amend (including substitute) 
4. Commit or Refer 
5. Postpone Definitely 
6. Limit or Extend Limits of Debate 
7. Previous Question (“Call the Question”) 
8. Lay on the Table 
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9. Call for the Orders of the Day 
10. Question of Privilege 
11. Recess 
12. Adjourn 
13. Fix the Time to Which to Adjourn 

Understanding this ranking prevents confusion and procedural errors. 
 

COMMONLY MISUSED MOTIONS 
Lay on the Table 
This motion is used only to set aside business temporarily because of urgent interruption. It is not a way 
to kill a motion. 
 

Call the Question (Previous Question) 
This motion ends debate and requires a two-thirds vote. It should be used sparingly and respectfully. 
 

HANDLING A MOTION: STEP BY STEP 
1. A member seeks recognition from the moderator 
2. The member makes a motion 
3. Another member seconds the motion 
4. The moderator states the question 
5. Members debate and may amend 
6. The moderator puts the question 
7. The vote is taken 
8. The moderator announces the result 

Clear process helps the group stay focused on substance. 
 

DEBATE AND DECORUM 
• Members address remarks to the moderator, not to one another 
• Each member may speak twice on the same question (unless rules differ) 
• Speakers who have not yet spoken are given preference 
• Debate should focus on the issue, not personalities 

Christian courtesy is essential to faithful deliberation. 
 

VOTING THRESHOLDS 
• Most motions require a simple majority 
• Some motions require a two-thirds vote (e.g., limiting debate) 
• Certain actions may require a majority of the entire membership 

Knowing the required threshold avoids confusion and conflict. 
 

VOTING METHODS 
Common voting methods include: 

• Unanimous consent (“Is there any objection?”) 
• Voice vote (“All in favor say aye…”) 
• Rising vote or show of hands (division) 
• Counted vote 
• Ballot vote (protects secrecy) 
• Roll call vote (records each vote) 

The council’s rules determine which methods are appropriate. 
 

POINTS, APPEALS, AND INQUIRIES 
• Point of Order: challenges whether rules are being applied correctly 
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• Appeal: allows the assembly to decide if the moderator’s ruling stands 
• Parliamentary Inquiry: asks a question about procedure 

These tools exist to protect fairness—not to score points. 
 

RECONSIDERING PAST ACTIONS 
• Reconsider: revisits a decision made earlier in the same session 
• Rescind or Amend Something Previously Adopted: changes a past action 

These motions allow correction while protecting stability. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Robert’s Rules of Order are not about winning arguments—they are about faithful discernment in 
community. When used well, parliamentary procedure: 

• Honors every voice 
• Protects the body from harm 
• Allows the church to make decisions with clarity, fairness, and grace 

Good process is one way the Church seeks the will of Christ together. 
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THE MINISTRY OF DEACONS 
THE MEANING OF THE DIACONATE 
The word deacon comes from the Greek diakonos, meaning one who serves. In the New Testament, this 
word is used broadly to describe servants, helpers, and attendants. From the beginning, the church 
recognized that service is not secondary to leadership—it is central to the gospel. 
 

The ordered ministry of deacons embodies Christ’s call to serve, reflecting Jesus’ own ministry of 
compassion, humility, and self-giving love. 
 

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR DEACONS 
Scripture provides several important foundations for the ministry of deacons: 

• Romans 16:1 – Phoebe of Cenchreae is named as a deacon and commended by Paul as a trusted 
leader in the church. 

• Philippians 1:1 – Bishops (elders) and deacons are named together as recognized leaders in the 
early church. 

• 1 Timothy 3 – Clear qualifications are given for those serving as deacons, emphasizing character 
and faithfulness. 

• Acts 6:1–7 – Seven are appointed to ensure fair distribution of food, allowing the apostles to focus 
on prayer and the Word. Though the English word deacon is not used, the Greek terms diakonia 
(service) and diakoneō (to serve) clearly shape the church’s understanding of the diaconate. 
 

These texts show that deacons arose from the church’s need to respond faithfully to human need and 
communal responsibility. 
 

THE MINISTRY OF COMPASSION AND SERVICE 
As set forth in Scripture, the ministry of deacons is one of compassion, witness, and service. Deacons 
share in the redeeming love of Jesus Christ, especially among: 

• The poor and the hungry 
• The sick and the suffering 
• The lonely, the lost, and the friendless 
• The oppressed and those burdened by unjust systems 
• Any person in distress 

 

Through their ministry, deacons help the church see Christ in the neighbor and respond with mercy and 
justice. 
 

GIFTS AND QUALIFICATIONS FOR DEACONS 
God provides gifts appropriate to those called to serve as deacons. Those chosen for this ministry should 
demonstrate: 

• Strong faith and dedicated discipleship 
• Love of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord 
• Lives that reflect the gospel in church and world 
• Spiritual maturity and sound judgment 
• Honest reputation and integrity 
• Sincere compassion and genuine care for others 

 

The ministry of deacons flows not from authority, but from character, trust, and Christ-like love. 
 

RELATIONSHIP TO THE SESSION 
The ministry of deacons is carried out under the authority and supervision of the Session. 

• Deacons may be organized as a board of deacons or serve through individual commissions. 
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• The Session may assign additional responsibilities to deacons, including assisting with the Lord’s 
Supper. 

 

This relationship reflects Presbyterian polity: distinct ministries, exercised collaboratively, for the building 
up of the whole church. 
 

AREAS OF RESPONSIBILITY AND SPECIAL ASSIGNMENTS 
Depending on the needs of the congregation, deacons may be entrusted with responsibilities such as: 

• Caring for members in need 
• Visiting the sick, homebound, or grieving 
• Supporting educational or pastoral care efforts 
• Encouraging generosity and stewardship 
• Collecting and distributing funds for persons or causes in need 
• Overseeing property or facilities, when assigned 

 

While specific duties may vary, the heart of the diaconate remains hands-on ministry rooted in 
compassion. 
 

WHEN A CONGREGATION HAS NO DEACONS 
The Book of Order allows a congregation, by majority vote, to choose not to maintain the ordered ministry 
of deacons.  In such cases: the responsibilities of the diaconate fall to the ruling elders and the Session. 
 

This provision underscores that the ministry of compassion and service is essential to the church’s life—
whether carried out by deacons or by elders when deacons are not present. 
 

A WORD FOR DEACONS 
Deacons are visible signs of Christ’s mercy at work in the church. Through your ministry: 

• Christ’s compassion becomes tangible 
• The church is reminded that service is holy work 
• Faith is expressed through love in action 

 

You are not called to fix everything, but to bear witness to God’s care, walking alongside others with 
humility, faith, and hope. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS 
Elders support and encourage the ministry of deacons by: 

• Honoring the distinct calling of the diaconate 
• Providing clear guidance and supervision through the Session 
• Valuing compassion and service as essential expressions of the gospel 

Together, elders and deacons serve Christ’s church in complementary ways—governing, caring, and 
witnessing to God’s grace in the world. 
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SHEPHERDING GROUPS 
THE HEART OF SHEPHERDING MINISTRY 
In the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), God calls the church to be a community of faith, hope, love, and 
witness. At the heart of this calling is the conviction that: 

• Every member matters 
• Every member belongs 
• Every member deserves care 

Shepherding Groups are a practical way to live out this conviction so that no one is forgotten and no one 
falls through the cracks. 
 

WHO PROVIDES SHEPHERDING CARE? 
The ministry of shepherding is most often carried out by deacons, who are called to a ministry of 
compassion, witness, and service. In congregations that do not have the ordered ministry of deacons, 
ruling elders may carry out this role. 
 

As shepherds, church officers: 
• Embody Christ’s love and compassion 
• Listen attentively to the concerns of others 
• Offer comfort, encouragement, prayer, and hope 
• Serve as the heart and hands of the congregation 

 

WHAT ARE SHEPHERDING GROUPS? 
Many congregations organize pastoral care by assigning each member or regular attendee to a 
Shepherding Group (sometimes called a “flock”). 
 

Each Shepherding Group: 
• Is a small group of households or individuals 
• Is assigned to a specific shepherd (deacon or elder) 
• Allows care to be personal, intentional, and manageable 

 

Groups may be organized by: 
• Family name 
• Age or life stage 
• Geographic location 

 

WHY SHEPHERDING GROUPS MATTER 
Shepherding Groups help congregations: 

• Strengthen relationships and trust 
• Provide consistent pastoral care 
• Identify needs early 
• Foster belonging and connection 
• Support participation in worship and ministry 

They turn care from an occasional response into a regular ministry. 
 

ACCOUNTABILITY AND SHARED RESPONSIBILITY 
For Shepherding Groups to function well, shepherds agree to be accountable for their role. 
Helpful tools include: 

• Family Information Forms to understand households 
• Monthly Contact Forms to record interactions 
• Monthly Shepherd Reports to share trends and concerns 
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• Attendance reports provided by the church office 
Accountability ensures that care is consistent and equitable across the congregation. 
 

WHAT DO SHEPHERDS DO? 
Shepherds: 

• Develop ongoing relationships with their flock 
• Make regular contact by phone, text, email, or notes 
• Reach out during times of joy and difficulty 
• Offer prayer and emotional support 
• Invite the church to provide practical assistance when needed 
• Help people connect more deeply with worship, fellowship, and service 
• Build community through social activities and shared service 

Shepherds are not expected to do everything—but they help ensure someone is always paying 
attention. 
 

IDEAS FOR STAYING IN CONTACT 
Effective shepherds use many forms of connection, such as: 

• Introductory phone calls 
• Handwritten notes for birthdays or anniversaries 
• Sitting with flock members in worship 
• Coffee or lunch meetings 
• Hospital or home visits 
• Group texts or online groups for updates and prayer requests 
• Seasonal newsletters highlighting church life 

Consistency matters more than perfection. 
 

BUILDING FELLOWSHIP WITHIN THE FLOCK 
Shepherding Groups can foster community by: 

• Organizing picnics, hikes, or game nights 
• Hosting dessert nights or small group meals 
• Encouraging shared tables at church events 
• Organizing book clubs, prayer walks, or discussion groups 
• Creating buddy systems for new members 

Fellowship strengthens care by deepening relationships. 
 

ENCOURAGING SERVICE TOGETHER 
Shepherding Groups may also serve together by: 

• Supporting local charities or food banks 
• Organizing meal deliveries or care packages 
• Participating in community cleanups or service days 
• Visiting nursing homes or supporting local schools 
• Hosting donation drives or outreach projects 

Serving together connects pastoral care to mission. 
 

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR PHONE CALLS 
When making phone calls: 

• Have the church calendar handy 
• Be familiar with the family’s situation and participation 
• Keep brief notes of what you learn 
• Ask if it is a good time to talk 
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• Respect boundaries and schedules 
• Follow up when invited to do so 

Listening well is more important than having the “right” answer. 
 

RESPONDING TO DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS 
Shepherds may hear concerns, disappointments, or grief. In these moments: 

• Listen without defensiveness 
• Express care and empathy 
• Avoid making promises you cannot keep 
• Share concerns appropriately with pastors or leaders 
• Pray with and for the person 

Shepherds are connectors, not problem-solvers. 
 

TRAINING AND PRACTICE 
Shepherding ministry is strengthened through: 

• Ongoing training 
• Role-playing scenarios 
• Shared reflection and support among shepherds 

Practicing responses builds confidence and compassion. 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Shepherding Groups are a visible expression of Christ’s care for the Church. Through faithful presence, 
attentive listening, and consistent connection, shepherds help the congregation live more fully as one 
body, where every member is known, valued, and loved. This ministry is holy work—quiet, relational, 
and deeply faithful. 
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BECOMING A MEMBER OF THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (U.S.A.) 
The Meaning of Membership 
In Jesus Christ, God calls people to faith and to membership in the Church, the body of Christ. 
Membership is not simply joining an organization; it is entering a covenant relationship grounded in 
God’s grace. 
 

Baptism is the visible sign of God’s call and claim on a person’s life and marks entrance into the 
membership of the Church. The Church’s understanding of membership flows from the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ and from God’s ongoing covenantal faithfulness (G-1.0301). 
 

Membership and Baptism 
• Infant Baptism witnesses to the truth that God’s love claims us before we are able to respond in 

faith. 
• Baptism upon profession of faith witnesses to the truth that God’s gift of grace calls forth a 

faithful response. 
In both cases, membership begins with God’s initiative, not human achievement. 
 

Welcome and Openness 
A congregation of the PC(USA) is called to welcome all persons who trust in God’s grace in Jesus Christ 
and desire to become part of the fellowship and ministry of the Church. 
 

No person shall be denied membership for any reason not related to profession of faith. (G-1.0302) 
Extending Christ’s welcome is a gospel mandate. Failure to do so constitutes a rejection of Christ and 
causes a scandal to the gospel. 
 

Ways of Entering Membership 
Persons may enter into active membership in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in one of three ways (G-
1.0303): 

1. Public Profession of Faith 
Following examination by the Session; baptism occurs if the person has not previously been 
baptized. 

2. Certificate of Transfer 
For those already members of another Christian church. 

3. Reaffirmation of Faith 
For those previously baptized and professed who wish to renew their commitment. 
 

The Ministry of Members 
Membership in the Church of Jesus Christ is a joy and a privilege, and it is also a commitment to 
participate in Christ’s mission. 
 

A faithful member bears witness to God’s love and grace and promises responsible involvement in the 
ministry of the Church. 
 

Responsibilities of Church Members (G-1.0304) 
Faithful participation includes: 

• Proclaiming the good news in word and deed 
• Participating in worship and the common life of the congregation 
• Praying for and supporting one another 
• Studying Scripture and the Christian faith 
• Giving of time, talents, and financial resources 
• Demonstrating a new quality of life in Christ 
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• Serving others and responding to God’s work in the world 
• Working for peace, justice, freedom, and human fulfillment 
• Caring for God’s creation 
• Participating in the governance of the church 
• Regularly reviewing the integrity of one’s membership and seeking deeper engagement 

 

Categories of Membership 
The membership of a PC(USA) congregation includes: 

• Baptized Members 
• Active Members 
• Affiliate Members 

Each category reflects a different relationship to the life and governance of the congregation. 
 

Baptized Members 
A baptized member is a person who has received the Sacrament of Baptism and has been enrolled by 
the Session, but who has not yet made a public profession of faith. Baptized members: 

• Receive pastoral care and instruction 
• May participate in the Lord’s Supper 
• Are encouraged toward confirmation and profession of faith 

 

Active Members 
An active member is a person who: 

• Has been baptized 
• Has made a profession of faith in Jesus Christ 
• Has been received into membership by the Session 
• Voluntarily submits to the governance of the church 
• Participates in worship and ministry 

Active members may: 
• Vote in congregational meetings 
• Participate in governance 
• Be elected to ordered ministry 

Active members are encouraged to regularly reaffirm their commitments through prayer and 
participation. 
 

Affiliate Members 
An affiliate member is a person who: 

• Is a member of another Christian congregation 
• Has temporarily moved from their home congregation 
• Presents a certificate of good standing 
• Is received by the Session for a limited time 

Affiliate members may participate fully in congregational life except that they may not vote in 
congregational meetings or be elected to ordered ministry. 
 

Other Participants in the Life of the Church 
Persons who are not members—or who have ceased active participation—are welcome in worship and 
community life and may receive pastoral care and instruction. 
 
The invitation to the Lord’s Table is extended to all who have been baptized, remembering that access to 
the table is a gift of grace, not a reward for worthiness (W-3.0409). 
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Retired Pastors and Membership 
Retired pastors are a gift to the church and may serve congregations as Parish Associates under an 
approved relational agreement. 
 

Because they remain members of Presbytery, retired pastors may not become members of a 
congregation unless they set aside their ordination. Former pastors of a congregation ordinarily observe 
appropriate boundaries for the health of the congregation. 
 

How Persons Become Members 
New members are: 

• Examined and received by the Session 
• Presented to the congregation in worship 

Candidates reaffirm baptismal commitments, profess faith in Jesus Christ, and declare their intention to 
participate actively and responsibly in worship, life, governance, and mission (W-4.0204). 
 

The Session Meeting 
At the Session meeting, candidates are typically invited to: 

• Introduce themselves 
• Share what brought them to the congregation 
• Describe why they wish to become members 
• Reflect on what they hope to contribute to the church’s life and witness 

No person may be denied membership for any reason not related to profession of faith (G-1.0302). 
 

The Congregational Welcome in Worship 
During worship, new members are presented and asked to affirm their faith by answering constitutional 
questions, including: 

• Trust in God’s grace and renunciation of evil 
• Confession of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior 
• Commitment to discipleship and obedience 
• Promise to participate in the church’s teaching, fellowship, and prayers 

The congregation responds by welcoming and promising to support them in faith and life. 
 

Final Word for Elders and Deacons 
Elders and deacons are stewards of the church’s ministry of welcome. Through faithful discernment, 
hospitality, and pastoral care, officers help ensure that membership is not merely counted—but formed, 
nurtured, and lived in joyful response to God’s grace. 
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WHAT PRESBYTERIANS BELIEVE 
A CONFESSION OF TRUST 
Presbyterian belief is centered not on abstract ideas, but on trust. We confess whom we trust and to 
whom we belong. 

“In life and in death we belong to God.” 
This opening line frames everything that follows: our faith, our worship, our leadership, and our service 
are grounded in belonging to God. 
 

A BRIEF STATEMENT OF FAITH 
This handout draws from A Brief Statement of Faith (1983), a contemporary confession in the Book of 
Confessions. It was written at the reunion that formed the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), expressing 
shared faith amid diversity. 
 

The statement is organized into five sections: 
1. Introduction – To Whom We Belong, In Whom We Trust 
2. What We Believe About God the Son 
3. What We Believe About God the Father 
4. What We Believe About God the Holy Spirit 
5. Doxological Conclusion 

 

TO WHOM WE BELONG, IN WHOM WE TRUST 
Presbyterians confess faith in the Triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
We worship and serve one God, revealed through: 

• The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 
• The love of God 
• The communion of the Holy Spirit 

Faith begins with worship and trust, not certainty or control. 
 

WHAT WE BELIEVE ABOUT GOD THE SON 
We trust in Jesus Christ, fully human and fully God. 
Jesus proclaimed the reign of God by: 

• Bringing good news to the poor 
• Releasing captives 
• Teaching and healing 
• Blessing children 
• Eating with outcasts 
• Forgiving sinners 
• Calling all to repentance and faith 

His ministry reveals God’s heart for the vulnerable and excluded. 
 

THE CROSS AND RESURRECTION 
Jesus was unjustly condemned and crucified, suffering deeply and giving his life for the sins of the world. 
God raised Jesus from the dead: 

• Vindicating his sinless life 
• Breaking the power of sin and evil 
• Delivering us from death to life eternal 

The resurrection is God’s decisive victory over sin and death. 
 

WHAT WE BELIEVE ABOUT GOD THE FATHER 
We trust in God, whom Jesus called Abba, Father. 
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In sovereign love, God: 
• Created the world good 
• Made all people equally in God’s image 
• Called humanity to live as one community 

Despite human rebellion and brokenness, God remains faithful. 
 

SIN, BROKENNESS, AND GOD’S FAITHFULNESS 
Human sin distorts relationships with God, neighbor, and creation. We: 

• Violate the image of God in others and ourselves 
• Exploit neighbor and nature 
• Threaten the planet entrusted to our care 

Yet God acts with justice and mercy—redeeming, restoring, and renewing. 
 

COVENANT AND REDEMPTION 
The God of Abraham and Sarah chose a covenant people to bless all families of the earth. 
God: 

• Delivered Israel from bondage 
• Continues to claim us as heirs with Christ 
• Remains faithful like a loving parent who never abandons their child 

God’s covenant love endures across generations. 
 

WHAT WE BELIEVE ABOUT GOD THE HOLY SPIRIT 
We trust in the Holy Spirit, the giver and renewer of life. 
The Spirit: 

• Justifies us by grace through faith 
• Frees us to accept ourselves and love others 
• Unites believers into one body, the Church 

The Spirit makes faith active and communal. 
 

THE SPIRIT AT WORK IN THE CHURCH 
The same Spirit who inspired prophets and apostles: 

• Rules our faith and life through Scripture 
• Engages us through the proclaimed Word 
• Claims us in Baptism 
• Feeds us at the Lord’s Table 
• Calls women and men to all ministries of the church 

The Spirit animates worship, leadership, and mission. 
 

THE SPIRIT IN THE WORLD 
In a broken and fearful world, the Spirit gives courage: 

• To pray without ceasing 
• To witness to Christ as Lord 
• To unmask idolatries 
• To hear silenced voices 
• To work for justice, freedom, and peace 

Faith leads naturally to action. 
 

GRATITUDE, HOPE, AND DISCIPLESHIP 
Empowered by the Spirit, we strive to: 

• Serve Christ in daily life 
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• Live holy and joyful lives 
• Watch for God’s new heaven and new earth 

Christian life is lived in gratitude and hope. 
 

A DOXOLOGICAL CONCLUSION 
With believers everywhere, we rejoice that nothing in life or in death can separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus. 
“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 
 

FINAL WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
What Presbyterians believe shapes how elders and deacons lead. Faith is not only confessed—it is lived. 
As church officers, you are called to: 

• Trust deeply in the Triune God 
• Lead with humility and courage 
• Serve faithfully in Christ’s name 
• Bear witness to God’s love in word and deed 
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In 1983 the two largest Presbyterian churches in the United States reunited. The Plan for Reunion called 
for the preparation of a brief statement of the Reformed faith for possible inclusion in the Book of 
Confessions. 
 

A BRIEF STATEMENT OF FAITH 
 

In life and in death we belong to God. 
Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the love of God, 
and the communion of the Holy Spirit, 

we trust in the one triune God, the Holy One of Israel, 
whom alone we worship and serve. 

 

We trust in Jesus Christ, 
fully human, fully God. 

Jesus proclaimed the reign of God: 
preaching good news to the poor 

and release to the captives, 
teaching by word and deed 

and blessing the children, 
healing the sick 

and binding up the brokenhearted, 
eating with outcasts, 
forgiving sinners, 
and calling all to repent and believe the gospel. 

Unjustly condemned for blasphemy and sedition, 
Jesus was crucified, 

suffering the depths of human pain 
and giving his life for the sins of the world. 

God raised this Jesus from the dead, 
vindicating his sinless life, 
breaking the power of sin and evil, 
delivering us from death to life eternal. 

 

We trust in God, 
whom Jesus called Abba, Father. 

In sovereign love God created the world good 
and makes everyone equally in God’s image, 

male and female, of every race and people, 
to live as one community. 

But we rebel against God; we hide from our Creator. 
Ignoring God’s commandments. 
we violate the image of God in others and ourselves, 
accept lies as truth, 
exploit neighbor and nature, 
and threaten death to the planet entrusted to our care. 
We deserve God’s condemnation. 

 
 

Yet God acts with justice and mercy to redeem creation. 
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In everlasting love, 
the God of Abraham and Sarah chose a covenant people 

to bless all families of the earth. 
Hearing their cry, 

God delivered the children of Israel 
from the house of bondage. 

Loving us still, 
God makes us heirs with Christ of the covenant. 

Like a mother who will not forsake her nursing child, 
like a father who runs to welcome the prodigal home, 

God is faithful still. 
 

We trust in God the Holy Spirit 
everywhere the giver and renewer of life. 

The Spirit justifies us by grace through faith, 
sets us free to accept ourselves and to love God and neighbor, 
and binds us together with all believers 
in the one body of Christ, the Church. 

The same Spirit 
who inspired the prophets and apostles 
rules our faith and life in Christ through Scripture, 
engages us through the Word proclaimed, 
claims us in the waters of baptism, 
feeds us with the bread of life and the cup of salvation, 
and calls women and men to all ministries of the Church. 

In a broken and fearful world 
the Spirit gives us courage 

to pray without ceasing, 
to witness among all peoples to Christ as Lord and Savior, 
to unmask idolatries in Church and culture, 
to hear the voices of peoples long silenced, 
and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace. 

In gratitude to God, empowered by the Spirit, 
we strive to serve Christ in our daily tasks 

and to live holy and joyful lives, 
even as we watch for God’s new heaven and new earth, 

praying, “Come, Lord Jesus!” 
 

With believers in every time and place, 
we rejoice that nothing in life or in death 
can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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THE BIBLE 
WHAT IS THE BIBLE? 
The Bible is a collection of 66 individual books that together tell the story of a people bound by a 
common faith in God and God’s ongoing relationship with the world. 
 

It is divided into two main sections: 
• The Old Testament – 39 books, written primarily in Hebrew 
• The New Testament – 27 books, written primarily in Greek 

 

The Old Testament tells the story of God’s covenant relationship with the Hebrew people. The New 
Testament bears witness to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the emergence of the 
early Christian church. 
 

THE BIBLE AND THE WORD OF GOD 
The Presbyterian Church confesses the Scriptures to be the Word of God written, witnessing to God’s 
self-revelation. Where Scripture is read and proclaimed, Jesus Christ the Living Word is present 
through the inward work of the Holy Spirit. 
 

The Bible is called the “Word of God” not because it is worshiped, but because it is a means through 
which God continues to speak to God’s people. 
 

JESUS CHRIST: THE LIVING WORD 
For Christians, Jesus Christ is the decisive Word of God. The Bible bears authoritative witness to him, 
but Jesus himself is the norm by which Scripture is understood. 
 

When the words of Scripture and the character of Jesus appear to be in tension, Presbyterians confess 
that Jesus Christ takes precedence, for he is the Word made flesh. 
 

A TREASURE IN EARTHEN VESSELS 
The Bible is best understood as a “treasure in earthen vessels” (2 Corinthians 4:7). It is a gift of God 
conveyed through human authors—faithful witnesses shaped by their own times, cultures, and 
limitations. 
 

Presbyterians therefore affirm that: 
• The Bible is inspired by God 
• The Bible is neither infallible nor inerrant 
• God speaks through Scripture by the Holy Spirit 

 

We do not worship the Bible; we worship the God who reveals God’s self through it. 
 

TRANSLATIONS OF THE BIBLE 
The Bible has been translated into the languages of people around the world. Important English 
translations include: 

• The King James Version (1611) 
• The New International Version (NIV) 
• Modern translations such as the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), most commonly used in 

PC(USA) congregations 
 

The Session, with the concurrence of the pastor, determines which translation is used in worship. 
 

INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE: A REFORMED APPROACH 
Presbyterians take the Bible seriously and read it thoughtfully. Interpretation always considers: 

• Original language 
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• Literary genre 
• Historical context 
• Intended audience 

Interpretation is undertaken with humility and tested by the Way of Christ and the Rule of Love: Love the 
Lord your God with heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself. 
 

THE “THREE C’S” OF BIBLE READING 
Presbyterians read Scripture: 

• In Community – Listening for God’s Word together, especially across differences 
• In Context – Attending to historical, literary, and biblical context 
• In Christ – Reading all Scripture in the light of Jesus Christ 

 

THE OLD TESTAMENT: THE HEBREW BIBLE 
The Hebrew Bible is traditionally called the TaNaK, consisting of three sections: 

• Torah (Instruction) – Genesis through Deuteronomy 
• Nevi’im (Prophets) – Historical and prophetic writings 
• Ketuvim (Writings) – Poetry, wisdom, and narrative texts 

 

In Protestant Bibles, the Old Testament is organized into: 
• Law (Pentateuch) 
• Historical Books 
• Poetic Books 
• Prophetic Books 

 

THE NEW TESTAMENT 
The New Testament contains: 

• The Gospels – Four accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry 
• Acts of the Apostles – The story of the early church 
• Letters (Epistles) – Guidance for belief and practice 
• Revelation – Apocalyptic literature offering hope amid persecution 

 

Each Gospel presents a distinctive witness: 
• Mark – Urgent, apocalyptic, and deeply human 
• Matthew – Teaching-focused, shaped by Jewish-Christian context 
• Luke – Emphasizes inclusion, justice, and the marginalized 
• John – Theological, symbolic, and centered on Jesus’ identity 

 

WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
For church officers, Scripture: 

• Shapes preaching, teaching, and worship 
• Grounds discernment and decision-making 
• Forms Christian character and discipleship 
• Guides leadership in faith, humility, and love 

 

Elders and deacons promise at ordination to be guided by Scripture as they serve Christ’s church. 
 

A FINAL WORD FOR CHURCH OFFICERS 
The Bible is a living witness to God’s saving work in the world. Read faithfully, humbly, and prayerfully, it 
forms the church and its leaders for joyful service and courageous witness. As elders and deacons, you 
are called not only to know the Scriptures, but to live them—bearing witness to Jesus Christ, the Living 
Word, in all that you say and do.  
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WORSHIP IN THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
WHAT IS WORSHIP? 
The word worship comes from the Old English “worth-ship,” meaning to ascribe worth, honor, and praise. 
Worship may be understood both as a noun (an act or practice) and as a verb (a way of living). 
To worship is to: 

• Love the One who first loved us 
• Bless the One from whom all blessings flow 
• Show gratitude for God’s amazing grace 
• Give our lives to the Giver of life 

Worship is not confined to an hour on Sunday—it shapes how we live every day. 
 

WORSHIP AND SERVICE BELONG TOGETHER 
In biblical Hebrew, the word ʿabad can be translated as both “worship” and “serve.” For Christians, 
worship and service are two sides of the same coin. 
 

True worship leads to lives that honor God and make a positive difference in the world. What we do in 
worship shapes how we serve beyond it. 
 

LITURGY: THE WORK OF THE PEOPLE 
The word liturgy comes from the Greek leitourgia, meaning “the work of the people” or “public service.” 
At its most basic level, liturgy refers to the order of a corporate worship service. Worship is not 
something done for the people by clergy alone—it is something done by the whole people of God. 
 

THE PURPOSE OF CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 
Christian worship gives glory and honor, praise and thanksgiving, to the Triune God—Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. 
In Jesus Christ, the Church is called to be a royal priesthood, giving glory to God in worship and devoting 
itself to God’s service in the world. 
 

WORSHIP AS A COLLECTIVE ACT 
Worship is a corporate and communal activity. It demands the full, conscious, and active participation 
of the whole body of Christ—with heart, mind, soul, and strength. 
 

The order of worship should: 
• Encourage participation by all 
• Reflect our shared life and ministry 
• Exclude no one from full participation 

 

WORSHIP AS GRACE AND GRATITUDE 
Worship follows a holy rhythm of divine action and human response: 

• God acts with grace; we respond with gratitude 
• God claims us as beloved children; we proclaim God’s saving love 
• God redeems us from sin and death; we rejoice in new life 

 

This rhythm shapes both our worship and our discipleship. 
 

BELIEF, WORSHIP, AND LIFE ARE CONNECTED 
The life of discipleship rests on three inseparable realities: 

• What we believe 
• How we worship 
• How we live 
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Like a three-legged stool, if one is missing, the whole life of faith becomes unstable. Worship is not 
isolated—it is integrally connected to belief and daily living. 
 

PRAYER AT THE HEART OF WORSHIP 
Prayer is central to worship. It is a gift from God and the primary way we participate in worship. 
There are many kinds of prayer: 

• Adoration 
• Thanksgiving 
• Confession 
• Supplication 
• Intercession 
• Dedication 

Prayer may be spoken, silent, sung, or enacted, engaging the whole person. 
 

MUSIC AS PRAYER 
The singing of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs is an ancient and vital form of prayer. 

• The congregation itself is the church’s primary choir 
• Music is always an offering to God 
• Music is not entertainment or performance, but communal prayer 

Singing unites the body of Christ in common worship. 
 

A PRESBYTERIAN ORDER OF WORSHIP 
Presbyterian worship upholds the centrality of Word and Sacraments. Our traditional order of worship 
is: 

• Rooted in Scripture 
• Shaped by the traditions of the universal Church 
• Grounded in Reformed theology 

Other patterns may be used, provided they are faithful to the Word, open to the Spirit, and dedicated to 
the glory of God. 
 

THE FOUR MOVEMENTS OF PRESBYTERIAN WORSHIP 
Presbyterian worship is organized around four theological movements: 

1. Gathering in God’s Presence 
2. Listening for God’s Word 
3. Responding to God’s Grace and Call 
4. Sending in God’s Name 

This structure offers a meaningful and reliable pattern for encountering the living God. 
 

GATHERING IN GOD’S PRESENCE 
Worship begins as the people gather before God. Typical elements include: 

• Prelude 
• Call to Worship 
• Hymn of Praise 
• Call to Confession 
• Prayer of Confession 
• Assurance of Forgiveness 
• Response Hymn 
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LISTENING FOR GOD’S WORD 
The reading, hearing, preaching, and affirming of Scripture is central to Christian worship. Typical 
elements include: 

• Prayer of Illumination 
• Scripture Readings 
• Special Music 
• Sermon 

 

RESPONDING TO GOD’S GRACE AND CALL 
Having heard the Word, the congregation responds in faith and obedience. Typical elements include: 

• Affirmation of Faith 
• Baptism or Pastoral Rites 
• Prayers of Intercession 
• Offering 
• The Lord’s Supper 

 

SENDING IN GOD’S NAME 
Worship concludes by sending the people into the world as participants in God’s mission. 
Typical elements include: 

• Hymn, Psalm, or Spiritual Song 
• Blessing 
• Charge 

The people of God are sent to live what they have celebrated. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Elders and deacons are stewards of the church’s worship life. Your leadership helps ensure that worship 
is: 

• Faithful to Scripture and the Reformed tradition 
• Accessible and participatory 
• Grounded in grace and gratitude 
• Oriented toward discipleship and mission 

Through worship, the Church is continually renewed, shaped, and sent in the name of Jesus Christ. 
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THE SACRAMENTS 
WHAT IS A SACRAMENT? 
A sacrament is a sacred act. The word comes from the Latin sacramentum, meaning mystery. In the life 
of the Church, sacraments are holy mysteries—acts we do not fully understand, yet through which we 
trust that God’s invisible grace becomes visible. 
 

Sacraments are not human inventions; they are gifts of God for the people of God, tangible ways we 
experience God’s immeasurable grace and unfathomable goodness. 
 

CRITERIA FOR A SACRAMENT IN THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (USA) 
For a sacred act to be recognized as a sacrament in the PC(USA), it must meet two criteria: 

1. Instituted by Christ 
2. Commended by Christ 

Using these criteria, the Presbyterian Church (USA) recognizes two sacraments. 
 

THE TWO SACRAMENTS OF THE PC(USA) 
 

Baptism 
Baptism is a ritual washing. The word comes from the Greek baptízō, meaning to immerse. It is rooted in 
the Jewish practice of the mikveh, a ritual bath used for purification. 

• Instituted by Christ (Matthew 3:13–17; John 3:22) 
• Commended by Christ (Matthew 28:19–20) 

 

What Baptism Means: 
• Given only once 
• Initiates a person into the body of Christ, the Church 
• Begins a lifelong journey of discipleship 
• Marks the receiving of the Holy Spirit 

 

The Lord’s Supper 
The Lord’s Supper is a ritual meal of bread and wine celebrated in worship. It reenacts and represents 
the final meal Jesus shared with his disciples. 

• Instituted and commended by Christ (Luke 22:19–20) 
• Affirmed in the life of the early church (1 Corinthians 11:23–24) 

 

What the Lord’s Supper Means: 
• Celebrated regularly 
• Renews and affirms our life in Christ 
• Sustains us in faith and discipleship 
• Assures us of the Holy Spirit’s continuing presence 

 

SACRAMENTS IN THE WIDER CHRISTIAN CHURCH 
Some Christian traditions, such as the Roman Catholic Church, recognize seven sacraments (including 
Confirmation, Marriage, and Holy Orders). Presbyterians affirm that these practices may be meaningful 
but do not meet both criteria of being instituted and commended by Christ in the same way Baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper do. 
 

SACRAMENTS AS SIGNS AND SEALS 
Sacraments are: 

• Outward and visible signs 
• Pointing to an inward and spiritual reality 
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They are both: 
• Signs of God’s gracious promises 
• Seals of God’s life-giving Word 

Through them, God confirms divine promises and claims us as God’s own. 
 

THE ELEMENTS AND ACTIONS 
 

Baptism 
• Element: Water 
• Action: Washing 

 

The Lord’s Supper 
• Elements: Bread and wine 
• Actions: Breaking, pouring, and giving 

 

These simple elements and actions communicate profound truths about God’s saving work in Jesus 
Christ. 
 

SACRAMENTS AS MEANS OF GRACE 
The sacraments are means of grace—channels through which God’s love and forgiveness are 
communicated to us. 
 

They are: 
• Gracious acts of God, initiated by divine love 
• Human responses, received in faith, gratitude, and trust 

God acts first; we respond. 
 

THE REAL PRESENCE OF CHRIST 
Presbyterians affirm that Christ is really present in the sacraments—not physically contained in the 
elements, but truly present through the power of the Holy Spirit. Through the sacraments, God: 

• Seals believers in redemption 
• Renews our identity as the people of God 
• Marks us for service in the world 

 

SACRAMENTS AND CHRISTIAN LIVING 
Sacraments show us: 

• Who God is 
• What God has done for our salvation in Jesus Christ 

 

They express God’s claim upon our lives and confirm Christ’s call to faithful discipleship. They also invite 
us to respond with gratitude, praise, and joyful service. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Elders and deacons are stewards of the Church’s sacramental life. Your leadership helps ensure that the 
sacraments are celebrated: 

• Faithfully 
• Reverently 
• Regularly 
• In ways that point beyond themselves to God’s grace 

 

The sacraments do not belong to us—they belong to God’s saving work in Christ, entrusted to the 
Church for the life of the world. 
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THE SACRAMENT OF BAPTISM 
BIBLICAL AND HISTORICAL ROOTS OF BAPTISM 
Baptism has deep roots in Jewish purification practices connected to worship at the temple in Jerusalem. Jews 
were summoned to water for ritual cleansing, especially before entering sacred space. 
 

Central to this background is the mikveh, a ritual bath involving immersion in water. The mikveh was used for: 
• Priests before entering the temple 
• Those who had come into contact with death 
• Men and women following bodily discharges 
• Gentiles converting to Judaism 

 

Christian baptism grows out of this tradition, reshaped by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
 

A SIMPLE ACT, A DEEP MYSTERY 
The act of baptism is deceptively simple—a small amount of water, a brief ritual. Yet within this simplicity lies 
a deep well of mystery and meaning. Baptism is not magic or performance; it is a sacramental act through 
which God works powerfully and graciously. 
 

3. BAPTISM AS SIGN AND SEAL OF THE COVENANT 
In the Reformed tradition, baptism is understood as a sign and seal of the covenant of grace made by God 
through Jesus Christ and extended to us. 

• As a sign, baptism points to God’s promises 
• As a seal, baptism confirms God’s faithfulness 

Through baptism, God claims us and marks us as belonging to Christ. 
 

4. GOD’S CLAIM AND OUR CALLING 
In baptism: 

• God claims us as beloved children 
• God calls us to lives of Christian discipleship 

 

Baptism is not simply about forgiveness of sin; it is also about vocation—being set apart for a life shaped by 
following Jesus. 
 

SHARING IN CHRIST’S DEATH AND RESURRECTION 
Through baptism, we are united with Christ in his death and resurrection. We are incorporated into the body 
of Christ, the Church, a community of disciples called to live out Christ’s love in the world. Baptism is therefore 
both deeply personal and profoundly communal. 
 

CLEANSING, RENUNCIATION, AND NEW LIFE 
Baptism affirms that: 

• We are washed clean from sin 
• We renounce the power of evil 
• We seek the will and way of God 

 

The water of baptism signifies cleansing, renewal, and the promise of transformed life. 
 

THE GIFT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
In baptism, we receive the anointing of the Holy Spirit, who: 

• Empowers us with gifts for ministry 
• Strengthens us for service in the church and the world 
• Sustains us in faith and hope 
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Baptism marks the beginning of a Spirit-filled life of discipleship. 
 

MARKED AS CHRIST’S OWN—FOREVER 
Baptism marks us as Christ’s own forever. Because baptism depends on God’s faithfulness rather than our 
perfection, it is administered only once. God’s promise does not expire or need to be repeated. 
 

GOD’S ACTION COMES FIRST 
Presbyterians emphasize that baptism is primarily about God’s action, not human response. 
 

Baptism of Infants and Children – The baptism of infants and children expresses faith in God’s gracious 
initiative—the belief that God chooses and claims us before we can choose or claim God. 
 

Baptism of Believers – The baptism of youth and adults emphasizes a conscious response of faithfulness, as 
individuals publicly declare their intent to trust Christ and live as Christ’s disciples.  
 

Both forms affirm the same grace, promise, and covenant. 
 

WATER AS SIGN OF CLEANSING AND RENEWAL 
In baptism, water signifies: 

• Cleansing from sin 
• Renewal of life 
• Participation in Christ’s saving work 

 

This ordinary element becomes a powerful sign of God’s extraordinary grace. 
 

A CORPORATE ACT OF THE CHURCH 
In the Reformed tradition, baptism is a corporate and communal event, not a private family ceremony. 
Baptism is: 

• Witnessed by the congregation 
• Celebrated in worship 
• A moment when the whole church affirms its role in nurturing faith 

 

The congregation promises to support the baptized person in a life of discipleship. 
 

LIVING INTO BAPTISM OVER A LIFETIME 
Although baptism is a once-in-a-lifetime event, its meaning unfolds throughout a person’s life. 
The baptized are called again and again to: 

• Remember their baptism 
• Renew their trust in God’s promises 
• Live more fully into their identity in Christ 

 

BAPTISM AND CHRISTIAN ALLEGIANCE 
In baptism, we renounce the powers of sin, oppression, and death and pledge our allegiance to a new way of 
life in Christ—a way marked by justice, righteousness, peace, and hope. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Elders and deacons are stewards of the Church’s sacramental life. Your leadership helps ensure that baptism is 
celebrated: 

• Faithfully and reverently 
• Publicly and communally 
• As an act centered on God’s grace, not human achievement 

 

In baptism, the Church proclaims that God is at work—claiming, cleansing, calling, and sending God’s people 
into the world.  
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THE SACRAMENT OF THE LORD’S SUPPER 
BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE LORD’S SUPPER 
The Lord’s Supper is rooted deeply in Scripture and salvation history. Long before Jesus gathered with his 
disciples in the Upper Room, God used bread and wine as signs of blessing, covenant, and provision. 

• Genesis 14 – Melchizedek, priest of God Most High, brings bread and wine to bless Abram, 
pointing to God’s gracious provision and priestly mediation. 

• Exodus & the Passover – Israel remembers deliverance through a meal that celebrates God’s 
saving action. 
 

These biblical meals prepare us to understand the meaning of Christ’s table. 
 

COVENANT, LOVE, AND SELF-GIVING 
In biblical times, a cup of wine could seal a covenant of marriage. When Jesus offers the cup at the 
Passover meal and says, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood,” he is offering his very life. Each 
time the church shares the cup, Christ declares: “I love you. I give you my life.” And each time we receive 
it, we respond: “I accept your gift, and I give you my life in return.” 
 

THE BREAD FROM HEAVEN 
God’s saving work is remembered through bread as well as wine: 

• Manna in the wilderness – God feeds Israel with bread from heaven, a sign of daily dependence 
and divine care. 

• Jesus, the Bread of Life (John 6) – Christ identifies himself as the living bread that gives life to the 
world. 
 

At the Lord’s Table, ordinary bread becomes a sign of God’s extraordinary provision in Christ. 
 

A SIMPLE MEAL, A GREAT MYSTERY 
The Lord’s Supper is made up of the simplest elements—a morsel of bread and a sip of wine or juice. Yet 
within this simplicity is a great feast of mystery and meaning.  Communion is not about the quantity we 
receive, but about the grace God gives. 
 

THE FOUR-FOLD PATTERN OF THE LORD’S SUPPER 
Every celebration of the Lord’s Supper follows a four-fold pattern seen throughout Jesus’ ministry: 

1. Taking / Offering 
2. Blessing / Great Thanksgiving 
3. Breaking of the Bread 
4. Giving / Communion of the People 

 

This pattern appears in the feeding of the multitude, the Last Supper, post-resurrection meals, and the 
worship of the early church. It continues to shape Christian worship today. 
 

COMMUNION AS SIGN AND SEAL 
In the Reformed tradition, Communion is a sign and seal of the covenant of grace made by God through 
Jesus Christ. 

• As a sign, it points to God’s saving promises 
• As a seal, it confirms and strengthens faith 

 

The Lord’s Supper assures us that God’s promises are trustworthy and ongoing. 
 

THANKSGIVING AND REMEMBRANCE 
Around Christ’s table, the church: 

• Gives thanks for God’s creative power 
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• Celebrates God’s redeeming love 
• Trusts in God’s sustaining care 

 

With gratitude, we remember Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, even as we await his coming in glory. 
 

THE REAL PRESENCE OF CHRIST 
Presbyterians affirm the real presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper—not through a physical change in 
the elements, but through the power of the Holy Spirit. Christ is truly present whenever the Church 
gathers at the table in faith. 
 

SENT FROM THE TABLE INTO THE WORLD 
Having been fed at Christ’s table, we are sent forth to: 

• Work and pray for peace, justice, and reconciliation 
• Feed others as we have been fed by Christ’s grace 
• Welcome others as we have been welcomed in Christ’s love 

 

Communion always leads to mission. 
 

AN OPEN TABLE 
In the Reformed understanding, the Lord’s Table is open to all baptized Christians. The table belongs 
not to the congregation or the minister, but to Christ, who is the host of this great feast. Communion 
expresses our unity with the universal church across time and space. 
 

NAMES FOR THE SACRAMENT 
Different names emphasize different dimensions of meaning: 

• Eucharist – Thanksgiving for God’s gifts 
• Communion – Our union with Christ and one another 
• The Lord’s Supper – Christ’s invitation and promise of the heavenly banquet 

 

METHODS OF RECEIVING COMMUNION 
The PC(USA) allows flexibility in how the Lord’s Supper is received, including: 

• Passing the elements in the pews 
• Coming forward to receive 
• Intinction (dipping bread into the cup) 
• Individual cups 
• A common cup 

The method may vary, but the meaning remains the same: Christ feeds his people. 
 

A WORD FOR ELDERS AND DEACONS 
Elders and deacons are stewards of the Church’s sacramental life. Your leadership helps ensure that the 
Lord’s Supper is celebrated: 

• Faithfully and reverently 
• Hospitably and inclusively 
• As nourishment for discipleship and mission 

 

At the Lord’s Table, the Church proclaims that Christ gives himself for the life of the world—and sends 
us to do the same. 
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STANDARDS OF ETHICAL CONDUCT FOR MEMBERS 
As a member of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), in obedience to Jesus Christ, I accept Christ’s call 
to be involved responsibly in the ministry of the church, confirm that Jesus Christ is the pattern for 
my life and ministry and, relying on God’s grace, commit myself to the following standards of 
ethical conduct. 
 

I 
I will conduct my life in a manner that is faithful to the gospel and consistent with my membership 
in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  
Therefore I will: 

1. Practice the disciplines of study, prayer, reflection, worship, stewardship, and service; 
2. Be honest and truthful in my relationships with others; 
3. Be faithful, keeping the covenants I make and honoring marriage vows; 
4. Treat all persons with equal respect and concern as beloved children of God; 
5. Maintain a healthy balance among the responsibilities of my life’s work and church membership, 

my commitments to family and other primary relationships, and my need for spiritual, physical, 
emotional, and intellectual renewal; 

6. Refrain from abusive, addictive, or exploitative behavior and seek help to overcome such behavior 
if it occurs; 

7. Refrain from gossip and abusive speech; and 
8. Maintain an attitude of repentance, humility, and forgiveness, responsive to God’s reconciling will. 

 
II 

I will conduct myself within the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) so that nothing need be hidden from 
sisters and brothers in Christ.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ with courage, speaking the truth in love; 
2. Honor the sacred trust of relationships within the covenant community and observe appropriate 

boundaries; 
3. Be judicious in the exercise of the power and privileges of positions of responsibility I hold; 
4. Avoid conflicts of interest that might compromise my witness and relationships within the 

community of faith; 
5. Refrain from exploiting relationships within the community of faith for personal gain or 

gratification, including sexual harassment and misconduct as defined by Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) policy; 

6. Respect the privacy of individuals and not divulge information obtained in confidence without 
express permission unless an individual is a danger to self or others; 

7. Recognize the limits of my own gifts and training, and refer persons and tasks to others as 
appropriate; 

8. Claim only those qualifications actually attained, give appropriate credit to others where due and 
observe copyrights; 

9. Be a faithful steward of and fully account for funds and property entrusted to me; and 
10. Accept the discipline of the church. 
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III 
I will participate as a partner with others in the ministry and mission of the Church universal.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Participate in the mission and governance of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and work for the 
unity of the holy catholic church; 

2. Show respect and provide encouragement for sisters and brothers in Christ; 
3. Recruit church members responsibly, respect existing congregational relationships and refrain 

from exploiting persons in vulnerable situations; and 
4. Cooperate with those working in the world for justice, compassion, and peace, including partners 

in ministry of other faith traditions. 
 
The 210th General Assembly (1998) approved a report submitted by the Special Committee on a Professional Code of Ethics. 
The report, as approved, is titled "Life Together in the Community of Faith: 

A. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); 
B. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Employees and Volunteers of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.);  
C. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Ordained Officers in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).” 
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STANDARDS OF ETHICAL CONDUCT FOR EMPLOYEES AND VOLUNTEERS 
 
As an employee or volunteer in an entity, governing body, or congregation associated with the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), I commit myself to the following standards of ethical conduct. 
 

I 
I will conduct my life in a manner that will support the ministry of my workplace.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Be honest and truthful in my relationships with others; 
2. Treat all persons with equal respect and concern; 
3. Maintain a healthy balance among the responsibilities of my position, my commitments to family 

and other primary relationships, and my need for spiritual, physical, emotional, and intellectual 
renewal; 

4. Refrain from abusive, addictive, or exploitative behavior and seek help to overcome such behavior 
if it occurs; and 

5. Refrain from gossip and abusive speech. 
 

II 
I will conduct myself at my workplace in a manner that will support its ministry.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Honor relationships within the workplace and observe appropriate boundaries; 
2. Be judicious in the exercise of the power and privileges of my position; 
3. Avoid conflicts of interest that might compromise the effectiveness of my work; 
4. Refrain from exploiting relationships within the workplace for personal gain or gratification, 

including sexual harassment and misconduct as defined by Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) policy; 
5. Respect the privacy of individuals and not divulge information obtained in confidence without 

express permission unless an individual is a danger to self or others; 
6. Recognize the limits of my own gifts and training, and refer persons and tasks to others as 

appropriate; 
7. Claim only those qualifications actually attained, give appropriate credit for all sources used in 

papers, music, and presentations, and observe copyrights; 
8. Observe limits set by the appropriate governing body for honoraria; 
9. Deal honorably with the record of my predecessor and, upon leaving a position, speak and act in 

ways that support the work of my successor; 
10. Be a faithful steward of and fully account for funds and property entrusted to me; 
11. Accept the appropriate guidance of those to whom I am accountable; 
12. Participate in continuing education and seek the counsel of mentors and professional advisors; 
13. Show respect and provide encouragement for colleagues; and 
14. Cooperate with persons of other faith traditions. 

 
The 210th General Assembly (1998) approved a report submitted by the Special Committee on a Professional Code of Ethics. 
The report, as approved, is titled "Life Together in the Community of Faith: 

A. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); 
B. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Employees and Volunteers of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.);  
C. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Ordained Officers in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).” 
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STANDARDS OF ETHICAL CONDUCT FOR ORDAINED OFFICERS 
 
As an ordained officer in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), in obedience to Jesus Christ, under the 
authority of Scrip- ture and guided by our Confessions, I affirm the vows made at my ordination, 
confirm that Jesus Christ is the pattern for my life and ministry and, relying on God’s grace, commit 
myself to the following standards of ethical conduct. 
 

I 
I will conduct my life in a manner that is faithful to the gospel and consistent with my public 
ministry.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Practice the disciplines of study, prayer, reflection, worship, stewardship, and service; 
2. Be honest and truthful in my relationships with others; 
3. Be faithful, keeping the covenants I make and honoring marriage vows; 
4. Treat all persons with equal respect and concern as beloved children of God; 
5. Maintain a healthy balance among the responsibilities of my office of ministry, my commitments 

to family and other primary relationships, and my need for spiritual, physical, emotional, and 
intellectual renewal; 

6. Refrain from abusive, addictive, or exploitative behavior and seek help to overcome such behavior 
if it occurs; 

7. Refrain from gossip and abusive speech; and 
8. Maintain an attitude of repentance, humility, and forgiveness, responsive to God’s reconciling will. 

 
II 

I will conduct my ministry so that nothing need be hidden from a governing body or colleagues in 
ministry.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Preach, teach, and bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ with courage, speaking the truth in 
love; 

2. Honor the sacred trust of relationships within the covenant community and observe appropriate 
boundaries; 

3. Be judicious in the exercise of the power and privileges of my office and positions of responsibility 
I hold; 

4. Avoid conflicts of interest that might compromise the effectiveness of my ministry; 
5. Refrain from exploiting relationships within the community of faith for personal gain or 

gratification, including sexual harassment and misconduct as defined by Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) policy; 

6. Respect the privacy of individuals and not divulge information obtained in confidence without 
express permission, unless an individual is a danger to self or others; 

7. Recognize the limits of my own gifts and training, and refer persons and tasks to others as 
appropriate; 

8. Claim only those qualifications actually attained, give appropriate credit for all sources used in 
sermons, papers, music, and presentations, and observe copyrights; 

9. Refrain from incurring indebtedness that might compromise my ministry; 
10. Be a faithful steward of and fully account for funds and property entrusted to me; 
11. Observe limits set by the appropriate governing body for honoraria, personal business endeavors, 

and gifts or loans from persons other than family; 
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12. Accept the discipline of the church and the appropriate guidance of those to whom I am 
accountable for my ministry; 

13. Participate in continuing education and seek the counsel of mentors and professional advisors; 
14. Deal honorably with the record of my predecessor and upon leaving a ministry or office speak and 

act in ways that support the ministry of my successor; 
15. **Participate in the life of a ministry setting I left or from which I have retired only as directed by 

presbytery; 
16. **Provide pastoral services for a congregation I previously served only as directed by the 

presbytery and provide pastoral services to members of other congregations only with the consent 
of their pastors; and 

17. **Consult with the committee on ministry in the presbytery of my residence regarding my 
involvement in any ministry setting during my retirement. 

 
III 

I will participate as a partner with others in the ministry and mission of the Church universal.  
Therefore I will: 

1. Participate in the mission and governance of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and work for the 
unity of the holy catholic church; 

2. Show respect and provide encouragement for colleagues in ministry; 
3. Recruit church members responsibly, respect existing congregational relationships, and refrain 

from exploiting persons in vulnerable situations; and 
4. Cooperate with those working in the world for justice, compassion, and peace, including partners 

in ministry of other faith traditions. 
 
** These standards apply only to pastors; they also apply to commissioned lay pastors when they are 
performing pastoral functions. 
 
The 210th General Assembly (1998) approved a report submitted by the Special Committee on a Professional Code of Ethics. 
The report, as approved, is titled "Life Together in the Community of Faith: 

A. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Members of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); 
B. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Employees and Volunteers of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.);  
C. Standards of Ethical Conduct for Ordained Officers in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
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