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Since denominational reunion in 1983, the polity of the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) has become simpler and more flexible, in service to denominational 
peace and to the need of church councils (sessions, presbyteries, synods 
and General Assembly) to become more innovative in mission.

Polity

Although “polity” is a term scarcely used outside the church 
setting, everyone instantly recognizes its close linguistic cousin, 
“politics.” Both are descended from the same Greek word: polis, 
meaning “city” or “community.” Ecclesiastical polity and secular 
politics are merely the means by which communities govern 
themselves.

The likely reason we talk of polity in the church—rather 
than politics—is that church folk cringe at the word. Conventional 
wisdom declares that, beyond the stained glass, politics brings 

Church Polity: International Studies in Protestant Church Polity
Winter 2020 1(1)
© Carlos E. Wilton



44 CHURCH POLITY

division: so, well-meaning church members urge their pastors to 
“keep politics out of the pulpit.” The word carries connotations 
of unsavory tactics: the proverbial stomach-turning glimpse of 
sausage being made. The phrase “church politics” is nearly always 
pejorative: a derisive jab at conduct the speaker views as something 
less than Christian.

It need not be so. Politics, according to the word’s historic 
meaning, was not a dirty business. We can see this in a less-
common word: “impolitic.” A person described as impolitic is 
violating peaceful norms. Within that uncommon word hides a 
kinder, gentler vision of politics: a concept dating back to the Greek 
philosophers, indicating voluntary submission to rules that lead 
to good results: mutual cooperation, a free exchange of ideas, a 
healthy airing of grievances and—ultimately—a peaceful, unifying 
outcome.

Call it polity or politics, the true goal of such service to the 
polis is peace.

Presbyterian Polity: Increasingly Flexible

In the past twenty-five years or so, Presbyterian Church 
(USA) polity has been becoming more flexible, in service to peace. 
Two factors in particular have driven this change: (1) the forty-year 
conflict in the denomination over ordination standards relating to 
those in same-sex relationships and (2) a growing awareness that, 
with the gradual demise of the unofficial establishment of mainline 
Protestantism in the United States, presbyteries and congregations 
need freedom to innovate as they re-invent their mission.

Before considering the most significant developments in 
Presbyterian polity in this period, it may be helpful to spend a few 
moments describing the distinctive features of Presbyterian polity 
for those not so familiar with it.

Presbyterianism—as the name suggests—is centered around 
the presbytery: that mid-level institution of governance, composed 
of two types of members: ministers and congregations. A clear 
indication that the presbytery is the center of presbyterian 
governance is found in Volume Two of the PC(USA) Constitution, 
the Book of Order, which states that “Powers not mentioned in this 
Constitution are reserved to the presbyteries” (G-3.0101).1 This 

1 The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA), Part II: The Book of Order, 2019-
2021 (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly), 2019.
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is the ecclesiastical equivalent of the Tenth Amendment to the 
US Constitution that declares: “The powers not delegated to the 
United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, 
are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.”

The primacy of the presbytery is likewise seen in the 
terminology the Book of Order uses to describe the rare procedure 
by which a presbytery may remove the session (elected governing 
board) of a troubled congregation, replacing it with a special 
com mission: that move is called “assuming original jurisdiction” 
(G-3.0303e). Clearly, jurisdiction is vested in the regional, not the 
local, level.

Just as, in the Roman Catholic Church, jurisdiction belongs 
to the bishop and is delegated to parish priests, in the Presbyterian 
system jurisdiction belongs to the presbytery and is delegated by 
that body to local sessions. In the unhappy event that a congregation 
closes its doors and disperses, ownership of its real estate—which 
the congregation has long held in trust for the presbytery—reverts 
to the parent body.

It is often said that presbyterian governance is “connec-
tional,” as opposed to “congregational” or “episcopal.” In a pure-
ly congregational polity, congregations are independent units 
that voluntarily choose to associate with other congregations. In 
episcopal polity, a single individual, the bishop (episkopos, in the 
Greek) has ultimate oversight of everything that takes place in a 
congregation.

Presbyterian connectionalism is intended to be a bridge 
between these two systems, a middle way. In presbyterianism, the 
role of the bishop is divided. Presbyteries, as a legislative assembly, 
function as a corporate bishop with respect to governance. 
Ministers of the Word and Sacrament function as liturgical bishops 
as they exercise the foundational episcopal roles of preaching and 
presiding at the Lord’s Table.

Everyone voting at a presbytery meeting must be a presbyter 
(presbuteros or “elder,” in the Greek)—ordinarily, either a minister 
or a ruling elder elected as a commissioner.2 Great care is taken to 

2 Alternatively, some ruling elders may be credentialed ex officio by virtue of 
some other role they play in governance: “Ruling elders elected as officers of 
the presbytery shall be enrolled as members during the period of their service. 
A presbytery may enroll, or may provide by its own rule for the enrollment of, 
ruling elders during terms of elected service to the presbytery or its congrega-
tions” (G-3.0301).
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insure that the overall numbers of each type of presbyter are as 
equal as possible.

The first type of presbyter, ministers of the Word and 
Sacrament, are alternatively named teaching elders (G-2.0501). 
They are not members of congregations, but are individually 
members of the presbytery. The second type are ruling elders (G-
2.0301). They remain members of their congregations, even as they 
serve as commissioners to their presbytery or to higher councils of 
the church.

The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA) is 
divided into two volumes: The Book of Confessions and the Book 
of Order. The Book of Confessions is a collection of twelve historic 
confessional statements, from the Nicene Creed to the PC(USA)’s 
Brief Statement of Faith (1990).3 Collectively, these documents form 
the theological foundation of the church’s life and ministry. The 
Book of Order, principally concerned with polity, is comprised of 
four parts: the Foundational section (general principles), the Form 
of Government (specific guidance for governance), the Directory 
for Worship (specific guidance for the conduct of worship) and the 
Rules of Discipline (procedures for adjudicating conflict).

Evolution from Prescriptive to Descriptive Polity

Experts in the field of English grammar tend to sort 
themselves into one of two opposing camps: the prescriptivists and 
the descriptivists.

Grammarians of a prescriptivist bent see themselves as 
experts in rules that govern the most felicitous use of the language. 
For them, the rules of grammar are first principles, strictly followed 
and rarely changed.

Descriptivists, on the other hand, view language as more 
malleable. To them, grammatical rules and dictionary definitions 
are snapshots of common language usage at a particular point in 
time. Language is constantly evolving, so grammar handbooks 
and dictionaries are always a work in progress, based on collected 
observations from published sources that reveal how English-
speaking populations around the world are actually using the 
language. For descriptivists, today’s irregularity may become 
tomorrow’s best practice, or at least an acceptable alternative.

3 The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA), Part 1: The Book of Confessions 
(Louisville: Office of the General Assembly), 2016.
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The most contentious debates in the field of English—such 
as the use of the Oxford comma, the suggestion that two spaces 
must follow a period and the use of “they” as a singular, gender-
neutral pronoun—often find expression in either prescriptivist or 
descriptivist terms.

In reality, it is more accurate to view the prescriptivist/
descriptivist divide less as a battle between entrenched factions 
and more as positions along a spectrum. The two perspectives 
complement one another, with grammarians demonstrating 
varying degrees of preference for one position or the other. In 
reality, even the most ardent prescriptivist accepts the reality that 
language changes over time, and the most determined descriptivist 
appreciates the usefulness of standards.

Something similar is at work when it comes to polity. To the 
extent that polity changes—and, for the PC(USA), every biennial 
General Assembly offers the opportunity to approve constitutional 
amendments for ratification by a majority of the presbyteries—
there will always be some who prefer a complex Book of Order with 
regulations that anticipate every conceivable situation that may 
arise. At the same time there are other Presbyterians—a bit more 
comfortable with coloring outside the lines—who prefer a lean, 
flexible document that is strong on general principles but flexible 
enough in its specifics to allow for local differences.

The story of the past twenty-five years in PC(USA) polity is 
that of a continuous movement away from polity prescriptivism 
towards a more descriptivist perspective. Within the Book of Order, 
the two most significant developments have been completely new 
editions of the Form of Government (2011) and the Directory for 
Worship (2016), resulting in significantly shorter, less detailed 
documents.

A Brief Glimpse at the Presbyterian Polity Family Tree

Although its roots date back to the earliest days of European 
settlement in North America, the current form of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) came into being in 1983, with the reunion of the 
United Presbyterian Church in the USA (UPCUSA) and the 
Presbyterian Church in the US (PCUS).

The PCUS, with congregations located mostly in the southern 
states, was formed in a Civil-War-era schism as a pro-slavery de-
nom ination in the Confederate States of America. At the time of 
reunion, it remained an almost exclusively southern denomination. 
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The UPCUSA at that time had congregations throughout the 
country, although most of its southern congregations were 
historically black churches.

The UPCUSA had itself been formed in 1958 as a reunion 
of what was then known as the Presbyterian Church USA and 
the United Presbyterian Church of North America (UPCNA)—a 
denomination with roots in the Scottish Covenant and Seceder 
tradition. The PCUS had been in negotiation with the other two 
Presbyterian denominations in what was envisioned to be a three-
way merger, but the plan foundered when a majority of PCUS 
presbyteries voted against it. The PCUSA and the UPCNA did 
indeed merge, forming the United Presbyterian Church in the USA, 
but it would take a generation for the third partner in the proposed 
merger to find its way in, as the PCUS finally did in 1983. Even then, 
a notable minority of conservative PCUS churches broke away to 
form the Presbyterian Church in America.

One feature that eased the 1983 merger was the fact that the 
respective polities of the UPCUSA and the PCUS had remained 
remarkably similar over more than a century of separate existence. 
A few divergences did emerge, primarily having to do with the 
nomenclature, examination, and ordination of ministers. When 
the two tectonic plates of the antecedent denominations gently 
collided, a few tremors were felt that continued to resonate years 
later—and, to a lesser degree, continue to do so today.

Polity Developments Following Reunion

Although a 25-year historical survey would ordinarily begin 
in 1995, the impact of the 1983 reunion is such that it makes sense to 
tack another dozen years onto the period we are examining.

At the time of the 1983 reunion, both denominations relied 
on constitutional documents as polity sourcebooks: the UPCUSA 
version being called the Book of Order and the PCUS version the Book 
of Church Order. In addition, since 1967 the UPCUSA had utilized a 
Book of Confessions as a first volume of its Constitution: a collection 
of historical confessions. Prior to that time, the UPCUSA had relied 
solely on the Westminster Confession and its associated catechisms, 
as did the PCUS: until 1977, when it supplemented the Westminster 
documents with a brief confession of its own, A Declaration of Faith.4

4 Available online at: https://www.presbyterianmission.org/resource/decla-
ration-faith/
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The Book of Confessions adopted by the new denomination 
in 1983 was that of the UPCUSA. It included the Westminster 
documents, along with the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, The Scots 
Confession (1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) and the Second 
Helvetic Confession (1561). It included two twentieth-century 
confessions as well: the Theological Declaration of Barmen (1934) and 
the UPCUSA’s Confession of 1967. The PCUS’ 1977 Declaration of 
Faith was never formally added to the Constitution, although in 
1985 the General Assembly commended it as a resource for study 
and teaching.

In later years, two more confessional documents were 
added to the book: the 1990 Brief Statement of Faith, and, in 
2016, the Belhar Confession from South Africa. Currently under 
consideration is a proposal to add Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Letter 
from Birming ham Jail.

Anyone examining the pre-reunion Book of Order and Book 
of Church Order side by side will immediately be struck by the 
difference in size. The UPCUSA Book of Order visibly takes up 
more shelf space than the spare PCUS equivalent. In addition, the 
UPCUSA Office of the General Assembly published—and annually 
revised—two other books that could be described as Presbyterian 
midrash: Presbyterian Law for the Local Church and Presbyterian Law 
for Presbytery and Synod.5 These are detailed commentaries on the 
UPCUSA Book of Order.

The comparatively larger size of the UPCUSA Book of Order—a 
feature that continued in the Book of Order of the new denomination 
as well—was the result of a gradual trend that had been going on 
for decades. Most of this growth took place during the 18-year 
period beginning in 1966, when William P. Thompson began 
serving as Stated Clerk of the General Assembly. Thompson led 
the UPCUSA through a period of centralization of administrative 
authority at both the General Assembly level and at the level of 
synods (regional groupings of presbyteries). In 1972, under his 
leadership, the church’s system of smaller, mostly statewide synods 
was consolidated into large regional groupings. During this period, 
nearly every presbytery in the country retained—in addition to its 

5 Eugene Carson Blake, ed., 1981 revision by William P. Thompson, Presbyterian 
Law for the Local Church (New York: Office of the General Assembly), 1981. Wil-
liam P. Thompson, ed., Presbyterian Law for Presbytery and Synod (New York: 
Office of the General Assembly), 1973.
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elected moderator, stated clerk, and treasurer—the services of at 
least one full-time executive presbyter. In some parts of the country, 
those executives were considered to be staff members of the new 
regional synods, their work coordinated by a synod executive.

Thompson, a ruling elder, was an attorney, and did not 
consider detailed legal language as anything to be feared. The 
Book of Order’s burgeoning verbiage—the greatest growth being 
focused in the chapter having to do with ministry—meant that a 
detailed knowledge of the text (not to mention facility at navigating 
its extensive index) was essential. Seminary polity classes came to 
resemble law-school courses.

The period after the 1983 reunion was characterized by many 
adjustments, seeking to reconcile the two streams of tradition. 
The two books of order were eventually consolidated into one. 
The ensuing years brought a number of overtures to the General 
Assembly from presbyteries seeking to restore familiar practices 
that had been left out of the new book.

Most of these overtures had to do with ministry. Prior to 
reunion, the UPCUSA and the PCUS had developed different 
practices connected with the location of examination and ordination 
for ministers of the Word and Sacrament. In the UPCUSA these most 
often took place in the presbytery of care: the presbytery in which 
the candidate’s home church was located. In the PCUS, it was the 
presbytery of call—the location of the new work—that conducted 
the ordination. Over the next several years, amendments shifted 
the locus of examination and ordination back and forth between 
the presbytery of call and the presbytery of care (although always 
with the option of the two presbyteries agreeing to a different 
arrangement). It has settled out, at last, with the presbytery of call 
being the ordinary locus of examination and ordination (G-2.0702).

In the case of already-ordained ministers receiving a new call 
to a different presbytery, the PCUS practice had always been to 
have the presbytery of call conduct a theological examination of its 
member-elect. UPCUSA presbyteries, by contrast, did not examine 
ministers transferring in from another presbytery at all; the only 
time a minister was examined on the floor of presbytery was at the 
time of ordination. The PCUS practice prevailed in the PC(USA) 
Book of Order, although former UPCUSA presbyteries, to this day, 
are not generally noted for the rigor with which they conduct such 
examinations.
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The years following reunion were characterized by growing 
theological conflict related to the ordination of sexual minorities, 
particularly gay, lesbian, transgendered, and queer people. Both 
denominations, at the time of reunion, prohibited such ordinations, 
but each year successive overtures arrived at the General Assembly 
requesting a change. Many of these battles were fought in the 
form of constitutional amendments to the chapter dealing with 
qualifications for ministerial ordination, although in later years 
the section of the Directory for Worship dealing with marriage 
also became a polity battleground. Eventually, the denomination 
settled for a position tolerant of local variations in practice.6 Local 
presbyteries (and sessions, in the case of deacons and elders) have 
freedom to make their own decisions on a case-by-case basis, but 
effectively the denomination as a whole has become LGBTQ-
friendly.

The decades-long debate over LGBTQ ordination—that began 
in the UPCUSA with the General Assembly’s first pronouncement 
on the subject in 1976—resulted in finely-tuned procedures for 
Authoritative Interpretations of the Constitution (known as AIs 
for short).7 While the General Assembly always reserved the 
right to issue constitutional interpretations, this practice became 
increasingly common as the ordination debate raged on. Over time, 
a successive series of AIs gradually loosened the top-down strictures 
on the ordination of sexual minorities, allowing ordaining bodies 
(presbyteries and sessions) greater flexibility to make decisions on 
the ground. The long-lasting impact of this process has been that 
the right of ordaining bodies to make their own decisions has been 
strengthened.

Binding constitutional interpretations come from two 
different sources: the General Assembly itself, in the form of AIs, 
and from the Assembly’s Permanent Judicial Commission (PJC) in 
the form of judicial rulings. The Office of the General Assembly 
has collected many of these interpretations in the Annotated Book of 

6 W-4.0601 now describes marriage as “a unique commitment between two peo-
ple” rather than “between a man and a woman.”

7 Among the powers of the General Assembly described in G-3.0501c is “author-
itatively interpreting the most recent edition of the Book of Order in a manner 
binding on the whole church, in accordance with the provisions of G-6.02 or 
through a decision of the General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission 
in a remedial or disciplinary case, with the most recent interpretation of the 
Book of Order being binding.”
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Order, an online resource offering detailed footnotes to individual 
paragraphs of the Book of Order.8 The Annotated Book is a polity 
wonk’s playground.

With respect to the Rules of Discipline—that fourth part of 
the Book of Order that guides Presbyterians in pursuing remedial 
and disciplinary cases through the church’s judicial system—recent 
years have brought an increasing focus on non-judicial methods 
of resolving conflict. The cost of judicial process—financially as 
well as in human terms—is immense. The Rules of Discipline now 
make room for alternative forms of resolution (or AFRs) that utilize 
methods such as mediation to avoid courtroom-style proceedings 
(D-2.0103). Both parties in a remedial or disciplinary case must 
consent to pursue an AFR, which offers the reward of a more 
amicable resolution of the problem. Should the AFR fail, resuming 
the ordinary disciplinary process is still an option.

A New Form of Government

Although the Thompson-era predilection for a highly-detailed 
Book of Order prevailed in the years immediately following reunion, 
a yearning arose for a simpler book that allowed more room for 
flexible decisions at the local level. In part, this was a result of 
the bruising debates over sexual ethics—in which “local option” 
offered the promise of resolving some of the toughest conflicts—
but it also reflected a growing realization that the church needed 
greater flexibility to order its mission and ministry in a rapidly-
changing world.

In 2011, after years of labor by a special working group, 
the General Assembly received the approval of a majority of the 
presbyteries for a new Form of Government. Acronym-loving 
Presbyterians immediately labeled it “nFOG.” A tremendous 
amount of detail was removed from the book, particularly from the 
chapter dealing with ministerial order. Sessions, presbyteries, and 
synods were urged to craft local policies that filled in the blanks, 
recording them in newly-mandated manuals of administrative 
operations (G-3.0106).

The prior Form of Government had specified numerous 
variants of congregational ministry positions—among them stated 
supply, designated pastor, interim pastor, and temporary supply. 

8 Available at: http://oga.pcusa.org/section/mid-council-ministries/constitu-
tional-services/constitution/.
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In the case of some parish-ministry variants, there were detailed 
constitutional provisions concerning movement from one category 
to another, even to the point of specifying what percentage of vote 
was required for a presbytery to authorize an exception. All these 
positions became subsumed under a new, inclusive category of 
temporary pastoral relationships (G-2.0504b). Presbyteries are still 
free to use the old categories, but are no longer required to do so.

The old book had included a requirement that sessions 
manage a list of inactive church members, and offered detailed 
instructions for how a person got onto or off the inactive roll. That 
requirement disappeared completely in the new book (G-1.04). 
Again, the emphasis was on local option: sessions could choose to 
use or not use an inactive roll as a tool for pastoral care.

Perhaps the most controversial change in the 2011 Form of 
Government had to do with the nomenclature of the orders of 
ministry now known as ministers and ruling elders. In the pre-1983 
antecedent denominations there had been two different systems 
of nomenclature for presbyters. Prior to reunion, the elder/
minister pairing was preferred in UPCUSA churches. An alternate 
formulation, whose heritage lay principally with the PCUS, was to 
name these two orders teaching elders and ruling elders.

 The post-1983 Book of Order named the minister/elder pairing 
as primary, while noting that these two orders could alternatively 
be called teaching and ruling elders. In the ensuing years, former 
PCUS presbyteries presented a succession of overtures asking for a 
change from “minister” to “teaching elder,” none of which received 
approval from the General Assembly. “Teaching elder” proponents 
were well-represented on the working group drafting the new 
Form of Government, and consequently their proposal flipped the 
order, naming the teaching elder/ruling elder pairing as primary 
and the minister/elder pairing as secondary.

Because the entire text of the new Form of Government—
shorter than its predecessor, but still lengthy—was presented on 
the floor of the General Assembly as a single motion, there was little 
opportunity for debating or amending specific changes in wording. 
The teaching elder/ruling elder nomenclature emerged intact, 
even though a majority of the church—not to mention ecumenical 
partners—were more familiar with “minister” than the somewhat 
obscure “teaching elder.”
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In 2016, after growing discomfort with the “teaching elder” 
nomenclature, the General Assembly approved—and a majority of 
presbyteries concurred with—a change back to the prior practice of 
treating “Minister of the Word and Sacrament” as the primary title 
and “teaching elder” as secondary (G-2.0501). In practice, a majority 
of the denomination—outside of formal meetings of presbyteries, 
synods, and the General Assembly—had never made the change to 
begin with.

Other nomenclature changes arrived with the 2011 Form of 
Government that were less controversial. The generic name for 
elected decision-making bodies originally known as “courts,” 
later “judicatories,” and—in the pre-2011 Form of Government—
“governing bodies” became “councils.” Councils of the church 
include sessions, presbyteries, synods, and the General Assembly—
but, significantly, not congregations. Congregations are, in and of 
themselves, “not sufficient to be the church.” The work of elected 
councils who “nurture, guide, and govern those who witness” is 
also necessary (G-3.0101). 

Another change was to replace the title “Commissioned Lay 
Pastor” with “Ruling Elder Commissioned to Particular Pastoral 
Service”: an unwieldy formulation that has since been shortened, in 
practice, to the less-descriptive but more prosaic “Commissioned 
Ruling Elder” (G-2.10).

The 2011 book removed all occurrences of “office” describing 
ordained positions. Instead of speaking of “offices” of ministry, 
the preferred term is now “ordered ministry” (G-2.0102). This is 
in order to distinguish the functional Presbyterian theology of 
ministry from the official concept prominent in the Roman Catholic 
and Episcopal traditions.

The Debate Over Synods

Another feature of this period was a protracted debate over 
the future of synods—that council of the church located between 
presbyteries and the General Assembly. Historically, synods have 
organized and overseen the work of presbyteries and are themselves 
overseen by the General Assembly (G-3.04).

Beginning in the 1990s, voices began to be raised in many parts 
of the church, questioning whether synods are truly necessary in a 
time of rapid travel and instantaneous communication. Presbyteries 
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already had the ability to convey actions directly to the General 
Assembly in the form of officially-enacted overtures, bypassing 
their synods. Increasing financial pressures led many Presbyterians 
to wonder whether simply eliminating that level of governance 
altogether—along with the resulting financial savings—would 
streamline the church’s mission.

In 2010, a new section, “Reduced Function,” was added to the 
section of Chapter 3 describing the work of synods (G-3.0404). This 
allows a two-thirds majority of the presbyteries in a synod to declare 
their synod to be a reduced-function synod. Practically speaking, 
such a move reduces the functions of the synod to two: the review 
of presbytery minutes and the maintenance of a permanent judicial 
commission to hear disciplinary cases—primarily appeals sent 
up from the presbytery level. The elected assembly of a reduced-
function synod meets as seldom as every two years and typically 
employs a minimal staff.

At the present time, there are a variety of patterns around the 
country with respect to the way synods operate. Some have reduced 
their functions and others have not. In some parts of the country, 
as presbyteries—faced with dwindling financial resources—have 
themselves had to reduce staff and programming, there has been 
a new appreciation of the value of synods to accomplish certain 
kinds of work in a centralized and more affordable manner. The 
future of synods in the PC(USA) is still evolving.

A New Directory for Worship

In 1988, the UPCUSA approved a new and greatly expanded 
Directory for Worship, that was paired with an extensively-revised 
Book of Common Worship. Ever since 1637, when an irate worshiper 
named Jenny Geddes memorably flung a prayer stool at the head 
of a minister in Edinburgh’s St. Giles’ Cathedral after he tried to 
introduce an Anglican-style Book of Common Prayer, Presbyterians 
have a long and fraught history with service books. Generally, 
the solution has been to include general guidance for conducting 
worship in constitutional documents, while making prayer books 
optional. Some have described the role of these resources as 
comparable to a map and compass: the map being the optional 
service book and the compass being the Directory for Worship.
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Both the 1988 Directory for Worship and the 1993 Book of 
Common Worship received great acclaim, but — consistent with 
the desire for a more simplified, tightly-organized document to 
match the simplified Form of Government, as well as to address 
some additional questions that had arisen — in 2016 the General 
Assembly approved, and the presbyteries subsequently adopted, 
a new, simplified Directory for Worship. A revised and expanded 
Book of Common Worship followed, with updated prayers and 
worship materials.9

Additional Developments

Space does not allow us to address further developments in 
polity, but here is a listing of some other significant actions taken 
during the period we have been considering: 

1996–The General Assembly rejected an overture to create 
a list of “essential tenets” of the faith to use in examining 
candidates for ordination. A similar proposal was rejected 
again in 2014.

1998–The General Assembly approved a collection of modern-
day catechisms and commended them to the church for use 
in teaching and worship.10

1998–The General Assembly approved a revised translation of 
the Nicene Creed for the Book of Confessions.

1998–The General Assembly approved a Formula of Agree-
ment for orderly transfer of ministers among the PC(USA) 
and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the 
Reformed Church in America, and the United Church of 
Christ.11 In 2008, similar agreements were crafted with the 
Korean Presbyterian Church in America and the Moravian 
Church.12

2004–The General Assembly gave governing bodies (now 
called councils) permission to conduct voting by email, as 

9 Office of Theology and Worship for the Presbyterian Church (USA), Book of 
Common Worship (Louisville: Westminster John Knox), 2018.

10 Presbyterian Church (USA), Book of Catechisms: Reference Edition (Louisville: 
Geneva Press, 2001).

11 Appendix B to the Book of Order.
12 The agreement with the KPCA is found in Appendix C of the Book of Order, 

and with the Moravian Church at: https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/me-
dia/uploads/oga/pdf/moravian-pres-cov.pdf.
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long as provision is made for deliberation using simultane-
ous communication and such vote is provided for in stand-
ing rules.

2014–A majority of presbyteries approved including a new 
translation of the Heidelberg Catechism in the Book of Con-
fessions.


