
Episcopal Polity
How The Episcopal Church is organized and governed



What is “Polity”

• a particular form or system of government: civil polity; ecclesiastical polity.

• the condition of being constituted as a state or other organized community or body: The polity of ancient Athens became a 
standard for later governments.

• government or administrative regulation: The colonists demanded independence in matters of internal polity.

• a state or other organized community or body.

• An episcopal polity is a hierarchical form of church governance ("ecclesiastical polity") in which the chief local 
authorities are called bishops. (The word "bishop" derives, via the British Latin and Vulgar Latin term 
*ebiscopus/*biscopus, from the Ancient Greek ἐπίσκοπος epískopos meaning "overseer".) It is the structure used by many 
of the major Christian Churches and denominations, such as the Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, 
Church of the East, Anglican, and Lutheran churches or denominations, and other churches founded independently from 
these lineages. 
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A Brief Background—the Church of England

• Episcopal roots go way back, way way back, and it is a myth that the Church was formed so that Henry the VIII could get a divorce. The Episcopal 
ethos can be found at the very beginning of Christianity, in a place called Antioch, with newcomer turned church leader, Barnabas, and his “bold 
apprentice” Saul of Tarsus.

•  Peter and other apostles were mainly a Jewish sect, and while they preached and healed in the name of Jesus, they also went daily to the temple where 
sacrifices were made.

• Antioch was a whole different thing. Greeks as well as Jews heard the good news and formed a faith community entirely separate from the temple. It 
was an intentionally diverse, but unified community. It was at Antioch that disciples were first called Christians. (“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave 
nor free, male nor female but all are one in Christ.” Gal. 3:28). 

• By 314 there were Christians in Britain, and representatives from there attended the Council of Arles. Tradition also state, albeit without proof, that 
British bishops were also at the Council of Nicaea in 325.

• 250 years later, a Benedictine Monk named Augustine is sent by Pope Gregory I to bring the faith to the Angles, or “angels” as Gregory called them. 
While ultimately Roman ways won out over Celtic ways, the Benedictine ethos was a factor in how authority, discipline and order were conceived and 
exercised in the Church of England. 

• Augustine became the first Archbishop of Canterbury. Archbishop Justin Welby is the 105 th Archbishop and since the re-founding of the Christian 
Church in England, there has always been an Archbishop of Canterbury.



Archbishops of Canterbury-Then and Now
Augustine of Canterbury (597) 
Justin Welby (2013 to present)



The Episcopal Church (TEC) in America

• Queen Elizabeth reached a “settlement” with respect to the role of the church and state in England, but toward the end of her reign, the English Colonies began to 
grow, and people who rejected her “settlement” with respect to the Church, cross the Atlantic in the hope of freedom to have different churches. But, Church of 
England colonists also formed congregations in the “New World” and these were deemed to be under the episcopal authority of the Bishop of London. The term 
“Protestant Episcopalians” came into use; Protestant because they didn’t recognize the authority of the Pope; Episcopalian because they were under the episcopal 
authority of a bishop.

• During the period before the Revolution, some colonies sent representatives to “conventions” but these were really more of networking opportunities than legislative 
events. Sometimes London sent “commissaries” to oversee the life of congregations or appointed colonial governors to act as them, but rarely interfered directly. 
Colonists could not be confirmed without traveling to England because the Church never named a Bishop to the American Colonies. 

• Where Bishop of London had technical authority, distance and colonial attitudes toward government led to the Church developing a very different feel to it. 
Congregations ordered their own affairs for the most part, calling priests, erecting buildings, etc. But, they always considered themselves part of the Church of 
England.  Then came the war.

• For many Episcopalians, the outcome of the revolution was a disaster and many clergy, as well as some laity, left for Canada or England.

• Virginia took the American side in the war, so the seeds for TEC remained, although many clergy left for secular employment. 

• For nine years, there was no way to ordain new Episcopal Clergy and there was no support, financial or otherwise, from the Church of England.

• It was at this point that for those who remained, a new structure and POLITY had to be adopted that fit the ethnically and religiously diverse nation that 
had embraced representative government. 



Key Features of The (New) Episcopal Church

• Continuity with the Church of England desired—they wanted episcopal government by bishops in the historic succession.

• Congregations wanted to settle their own affairs, voting at the congregation level.

• Clergy and laity had to have a part in government.

• Queen Elizabeth’s settlement was translated into democratic, parliamentary terms: clergy in charge of spiritual matters, laity still in charge of temporal 
matters and the two groups to work together.

• Final authority in matters concerning all were vested in General Convention, and in Executive Council between conventions.

• Democratic process was woven into a system of shared leadership and responsibility that included the whole church, ordained and lay.

• First Bishop, Samuel Seabury was sent to England to  be consecrated but because it was required then that Bishops swear allegiance to the Crown at their 
consecration, which he would not do, he went to Scotland, a smaller church independent of England, the Scottish Episcopal Church, to be ordained, which 
their Bishops agreed to do on Nov. 14, 1784. 

• Also that year, three congregations in Pennsylvania asked all churches in the state to meet, which they did and then called upon all Episcopalians to come 
together to form an ecclesiastical government. Christ Church in New Brunswick was the site of the second meeting, and then, in October, 1784, churches 
from 8 states came together in New York for a “General Convention.” At that meeting, they planned for a 1785 convention, asking all churches to come 
together to determine their organization as one church, separate from the Church of England.



A Bishop in America! And then Presiding 
Bishops!

William White (April 4, 1748 N.S. – July 17, 1836) was the first and fourth Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church of the United States 
(1789; 1795–1836), the first bishop of the Diocese of Pennsylvania (1787–1836), and the second United States Senate Chaplain (December 9, 
1790). 

Samuel Seabury (November 30, 1729 – February 25, 1796) was the first American Episcopal bishop, the second Presiding Bishop 
of the Episcopal Church in the United States of America, and the first Bishop of Connecticut. Educated in medicine at Yale and the 
University of Edinburgh. After he became a priest in 1753, he served parishes in New Brunswick, New Jersey, in Jamaica, New 
York, and in Westchester, New York; he also practiced medicine. He became known for his pamphlets urging Americans not to 
seek independence from the British crown—which evoked pamphlets in reply by the young Alexander Hamilton. Seabury was a 
loyalist during the American Revolution, moving to British-occupied New York City. In 1783 he was elected bishop of 
Connecticut and Rhode Island. He went to Scotland to be ordained and then returned to the United States in 1785. In that same 
year he became rector of St. James’ Church in New London, Connecticut.
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1785-1789 Conventions

• 1st time Episcopalians met nationally to decide their future separate from the Church of England, its canon law, the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel, and the Bishop of London. 

• The Convention wrote its own constitution and canons, created a Book of Common Prayer, and negotiated for the consecration of bishops.

• Formally adopted the name “Protestant Episcopal Church.”

• With efficiency that has never been matched by any General Convention since, the above was all accomplished by 1789. William White 
was ordained as was Samuel Provoost, as well as two other bishops. 

• The third Convention met and adopted the First Constitution and Canons of the Protestant Episcopal Church, which called for each 
official decision to be made by agreement of a House of Deputies (clergy and lay delegates from each state) and a House of Bishops. 
From the beginning, it was stated, in the Second Article of the Constitution, that any deputies or clergy who did not attend would still be 
bound by the decisions of Convention. 

• Another key provision was Article VII (now Article VIII), that all members of the clergy were to “conform” to the “doctrines and 
worship” of the Church—which are decided by General Convention. 



Digression—Our Seal and Flag

• The seal of The Episcopal Church includes the red Cross of St. George 
from the English Church, the Cross of St. Andrew, representing Scotland, 
and nine small plain crosses, representing the original “state conventions.” 
 The Diocese of NJ seal is on the right.



General Conventions Today

• The Episcopal Church (TEC), as our Episcopal Church is known, consists of 100 dioceses in the United States proper, and another 11 in other countries and territories, and 
includes the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe, for a total of 111.

• It meets every 3 years for a General Convention, to which every Diocese may send delegates, lay and clergy, as well as their bishops. 

• The Presiding Bishop presides over General Convention, and is elected by General Convention. He serves as the President, Chief Executive Officer, Chair of the Executive 
Council, and Chief Pastor. 

• he Episcopal Church is governed by a bicameral General Convention, which meets every three years, and by an Executive Council during interim years. The General 
Convention consists of the House of Bishops and the House of Deputies.

• The House of Bishops is composed of every bishop with jurisdiction (diocesan bishop), every bishop coadjutor, every suffragan bishop, every retired bishop, every bishop 
elected to an office created by General Convention, and every bishop who has resigned because of mission strategy – each of whom has a seat and vote. The House may also 
elect collegial members who are admitted with seat and voice, but no vote. Collegial members are bishops in the Anglican Communion who serve extra-provincial dioceses.

• The House of Deputies is composed of up to four lay and four clerical deputies from each of the jurisdictions, domestic and overseas, elected in the manner determined by each 
jurisdiction.

• It is traditional for the House of Bishops to meet at least annually in interim sessions between General Conventions, when its agenda is limited by the Constitution and Canons 
to matters affecting the general state of the church and meeting the needs of contemporary society. When meeting in interim session, it does not have legislative power to 
initiate or amend programs approved by the two houses meeting as General Convention.

• When the two houses meet concurrently in General Convention, legislation is enacted, church policy and programs are approved, and a budget for the next triennium is adopted.



The Most Reverend Michel Bruce Curry:
“If it’s not about love, it’s not about God.”

• Presiding Bishop Curry was installed as the 27th Presiding Bishop and 
Primate of The Episcopal Church on November 1, 2015.  He was elected 
to a nine-year term and confirmed at the 78th General Convention of The 
Episcopal Church in Salt Lake City, UT, on June 27, 2015. 

• The most recent General Convention was in Austin, TX in 2018 and it 
meets again in 2021 in Baltimore, MD. 



Scenes from 2018 General Convention, just 
because…



Diocesan Conventions

• Diocesan Conventions occur every year and legislate policy for the Diocese, consistent with national church policy. Each congregation and 
mission elects lay delegates, who, with all clergy who are canonically resident have voting rights.

• The Diocesan Bishop presides over convention.

• Diocesan Convention also elects clergy and lay delegates to General Convention. (Fr. Todd is up for election as a delegate or alternate delegate!)

• Convention votes on changes to our constitution and canons, as well as resolutions and budget. 

• In between conventions, Diocesan Council serves as a governing body, and is comprised of clergy and lay delegates, who are elected by 
Diocesan Convention to three year terms.  The Bishop presides over Council meetings but does not vote. It’s like a vestry for the Diocese.

• The Diocesan Standing Committee acts as a council of advice for the Bishop and also functions as a check and balance. Their advice and 
consent is needed for various appointments made by the Bishop and for the expenditure of certain trust funds. They must approve all candidates 
for ordination to the diaconate and priesthood, and they vote on behalf of our Diocese in the process for approving the election of all bishops of 
the Episcopal Church. Their consent is needed before any church can sell or mortgage property. If any priest or deacon is charged with an 
offense, the Committee acts like a grand jury in deciding whether the case should be brought to trial. Lay members of the Standing Committee 
must be communicants of a parish in union with the Convention. Clergy must be canonically resident in the diocese.



Diocese of NJ Constitution and Canons

• You can find a copy of the Constitution and Canons on the Diocesan website and 
also on St. Thomas’ website. 

• These governing documents set forth the rules for the congregations in the Diocese, 
and include such items as salary and benefit requirements for clergy, the voting rights 
at convention, the budget, how funds in various accounts are to be utilized, and how 
many Episcopal Angels can dance on the head of a pin. 

• In line with our democratic principles, anyone can suggest changes to these 
documents, which are then considered by the Standing Committee on Constitution 
and Canons and brought before Convention.



Convocations

• The diocese is mapped into eight convocations, each with an elected lay or clergy dean, plus collegiate and institutional 
chapels and team ministries.

• Convocations are required to meet twice a year by canon, although there is a canon change pending to change that to 
once a year. 

• St. Thomas is in the Woodbury Convocation, which includes parishes in three counties, Woodbury, Salem, and 
Cumberland. Each parish is entitled to elect six lay delegates to convocation (mission are allowed three), and all clergy 
are entitled to vote at convocation meetings. Rev. Brian Burgess at Christ Church Woodbury is our Dean.



Parishes

• At the parish level, the vestry is elected in accordance with parish bylaws 
(which must not conflict with Diocesan or National Constitutions and 
Canons), to work with the clergy to run the business of the church. 

• The priest presides over vestry meetings. 


