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March 7, 2015

WHAT: A Special Meeting of Charleston Atlantic
Presbytery

WHEN: Saturday, March 7, 2015; 10:00 AM
WHERE: Bethel Presbyterian Church, 403 Church

Street, Walterboro, SC 29488

Dear Commissioners:

At the request of the Coordinating Committee , the Moderator has called
a Special Meeting of CAP in accordance with G-3.0304 to be held
Saturday, March 7, 2015; 10:00 AM at Bethel Presbyterian Church, 403
Church Street, Walterboro, SC. (bethelpres@lowcountry.com). The
purpose of the meeting is to vote on the Proposed Amendments to the
Book of Order and Book of Confessions.

Docket

 Call to Order and Opening Worship – Moderator, James Deavor (RE)

2. Declaration of Quorum—Stated Clerk

3. Words of Welcome by Host Church—Richard Cushman, TE

4. Approve Celebration of the Lord’s Supper

5. Bills and Overtures Report—Stated Clerk

6. Motion on rules of debate: That the total time allotted for discussion
on all 9 amendments be set at 1 hour, with each speaker limited to 2
minutes; and that the stated clerk appoint tellers to count the ballots.

Speakers are asked to line up at the microphones to speak “in turn”
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FOR or AGAINST the issue.

7. Discussion of the Proposed Amendments

8. Vote on the Proposed Amendments

9. Celebration of the Lord’s Supper (by Intinction)

REPORT OF THE VOTE TALLEY

8. Closing Prayer and Benediction

The Amendments can be found at http://capresbytery.org/proposed-amendments/
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ASSOCIATION OF STATED CLERKS 
 
 

Analysis of Amendments to the Constitution 
Proposed by the 221st General Assembly (2014) 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
As in prior years, the Association of Stated Clerks is publishing this Analysis of Amendments to the Constitution 
to assist presbyteries in studying and acting on the amendments proposed by this year’s General Assembly 
(2014).  The analysis includes a Brief Description of the amendment, the committee and Assembly Action, 
Arguments Supporting an Affirmative Vote, and Arguments Supporting a Negative Vote.  In some instances 
you will note that there were no specific arguments made either in favor or against some of the proposed 
changes.  You will also note that some of the proposed amendments were approved by a hand or voice vote on 
the floor of the assembly. 
 
Our purpose has been to present arguments made in favor of and against each amendment both in meetings of 
the assembly committee that considered the overture leading to the amendment and on the floor of the General 
Assembly.  It is not the role of the Association to make a recommendation either in support of or against any 
amendment. This analysis is best used in conjunction with the Proposed Amendments to the Constitution 
published by Office of the General Assembly. 
 
Many presbyteries provide copies of this analysis to their committees responsible for making a recommendation 
on presbytery action, and we understand that this has assisted those committees as they have done their work. 
We are glad that these materials are used in that way.  Please note that you are free to use them as you wish.  
We assert no copyright and do not require advance approval of their use. 
 
Please note there are lengthy materials with the Confession of Belhar in the booklet, including Biblical citations 
and an Accompanying Letter to the Confession of Belhar.  The booklet also contains a Note from the Stated 
Clerk of the General Assembly, Gradye Parsons. The Stated Clerk points out that additional background 
information on the proposed changes can be found at http://www.pc-biz.org. 
 
Thank you to the ASC members who diligently attended committee meetings and provided information about 
what the pros and cons were for each amendment and to the Office of Constitutional Services for their 
assistance. 
 
Michael R. Lochow 
Stated Clerk 
Presbytery of the Northern Plains 
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PROPOSED AMENDMENTS TO THE CONSTITUTION 
 

14-1 Confession of Belhar 
 
Shall the Confession of Belhar be included in the Book of Confessions? 
 
Brief Description 
You are referred to the complete text of the Confession of Belhar and the accompanying Biblical citations found 
in the booklet containing all of the proposed amendments to the constitution published by the Office of General 
Assembly.  A synopsis of the background and rationale regarding the Confession of Belhar is found in that 
booklet as well.  
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Theological Issues and Institutions and CE (13) to approve the 
proposed amendment was 46/6/0.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s 
recommendation 551/87/0. 
 
Arguments Supporting an Affirmative Vote 

• We need to have a confession which addresses reconciliation and racism 
• We need a confession from the Global South 

 
Arguments Supporting a Negative Vote  

• Why do we need another confession? 
 

 
Amendment 14-A.  

Renunciation of Jurisdiction 
On Amending G-2.0509 (Item 06-05) 

    
Brief Description 
The amendment seeks to prevent a teaching elder who is in the midst of a formal judicial process from 
renouncing jurisdiction and then continuing to work or volunteer in the church.  There was concern that the 
church may remain vulnerable due to a lack of information regarding the circumstances and facts of the case. 
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Church Polity and Order Ministry (06) on the proposed amendment 
was 48/7/2.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by a vote of 
309/297/0.  
 
Arguments Supporting an Affirmative Vote  

• When a teaching elder avoids the disciplinary process by renouncing jurisdiction and then is allowed to 
serve the church, what does that say to his or her victim? Where is the justice, the opportunity for the 
victim to heal? The church has an obligation to help the victim to heal.  

 
• The disciplinary process is designed to protect all parties involved as it seeks to serve justice and bring 

the body of Christ back to health. When the accused leaves the process by renouncing jurisdiction, the 
process cannot work.  

• Renunciation is the abandonment of the church.  Someone who has abandoned the church should not be 
able to work for it.  
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Arguments Supporting a Negative Vote  
• When a teaching elder renounces jurisdiction, he or she is no longer a member of the PC(USA) and 

therefore is not under its jurisdiction.  The proposed amendment attempts to extend the church’s 
jurisdiction over someone who is not under its jurisdiction. 

• The proposed amendment would inappropriately place a provision of the disciplinary process in the 
Form of Government instead of the Rules of Discipline where it would more appropriately belong. 

• There are times when the accused renounces jurisdiction not because he or she is guilty but because he 
or she does not want to subject himself, herself, or others to a trial. This proposed amendment has the 
potential for punishing someone who is not guilty.  

• If would be difficult to enforce the proposed amendment, particularly if the former teaching elder 
relocates. 

• The church’s Constitution is about the “what” not the “who” or the “how” of process. Policies such as 
the one described in this proposed amendment should be in a council’s manual of operation or personnel 
policies, not in the church’s constitution.  

• Councils already have the authority to act as this proposed amendment suggests. Indeed they have the 
responsibility to take due diligence through background checks of those who work for the congregation 
whether paid or not. 	

• The basis for this proposed amendment assumes that the accused is likely to repeat the alleged 
misbehavior.  It may have been a one-time offence. 

• The action committed by the accused may after a period of time no longer be contrary to the 
Constitution. 

• This proposed amendment too narrowly and unfairly focuses on teaching elders. What about ruling 
elders or deacons who renounce jurisdiction during the disciplinary process? 
 

 
 
 

Amendment 14-B 
Special Committee to Review the Preparation for Ministry Process 

And Standard Ordination Exams (Item 06-12) 
 
Brief Description 
The 220th (2012) General Assembly referral: On Reevaluating the Process by Which Ordination Exams Are 
Written, Administered, and Graded, resulted in the formation of a Special Committee. From that Special 
Committee came these two proposed amendments (Item 06-12, recommendations 11 and 12).  
Recommendation 11 seeks to distinguish the standard ordination examinations from examination by 
presbyteries for ordination as well making it clear that candidates are accountable to their presbytery of care. It 
also makes clear that standard exams are evaluated by written comments but are not graded.  Recommendation 
12 changes the title of the paragraph to address the perception of some that being an exception is prejudicial in 
and of itself. The changes intend to clarify that presbytery minutes should include reasons for both waivers and 
for alternate means of assessment. 
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14-B.1.  Final Assessment 
On Amending G-2.0607 (Item 06-12, Recommendation 11) 

 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Church Polity and Ordered Ministry (06) on the proposed amendment 
was 54/0/0.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation 578/41/0. 
 
Arguments in Support of an Affirmative Vote  

• This proposal eliminates any specific reference to seminary grades as a consideration for a Committee 
for the Preparation for Ministry to certify a candidate ready to receive a call.  

• It also clarifies that the presbytery approving a candidate’s readiness must be the presbytery of care, not 
the calling presbytery or some other presbytery.  

 
Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote  

• None were noted. 
  

14-B.2.  
Accommodations 

On Amending G-2.0610 (Item 06-12, Recommendation 12) 
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Church Polity (06) on the proposed amendment was 42/0/0.  The 221st 
General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by voice vote. 
 
Arguments in Support of an Affirmative Vote  

• The reporter commented that this proposal, as tweaked by the committee, is mostly word-smithing. 
 
Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote  

• None 
Amendment 14-C.   

Child Protection Policy 
On Amending G-3.0106 (Item 08-14) 

    
 Brief Description 
The proposed amendment originated from the Advocacy Committee for Women’s Concerns and would require 
that all councils of the church adopt and implement a child protection policy. 
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Mission Coordination (08) on the proposed amendment was 69/0/0.  
The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by a vote of 554/18/0. 
Arguments Supporting an Affirmative Vote 

• There was an impassioned speech by an overture advocate and then a sharing by one of the committee 
members of his own sexual abuse. 

 
 Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote 

• None 
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Amendment 14-D. 
Minimum Composition of a Presbytery 

On Amending G-3.0301 (Item 06-06) 
 
Brief Description 
The amendment would allow presbyteries comprised of less than ten duly constituted sessions and ten teaching 
elders to continue to exist upon approval by their synod and the General Assembly. The background and 
rationale provided by the Presbytery of Eastern Oregon emphasized that the PCUSA is a denomination of small 
churches which continue to do good work within their respective communities despite their size.  Mission is not 
dependent upon size.  
 
 Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Church Polity and Ordered Ministry (06) on the proposed amendment 
was 57/0/2.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by a vote of 
510/9/0. 
 
Arguments in Support of an Affirmative Vote 

• There are places in the United States where there are few PCUSA congregations in a large geographic 
area (e.g., Alaska, Eastern Oregon, Idaho). Distances and remoteness present such a challenge that 
attempting to configure presbyteries with ten or more sessions and ten or more teaching elders is 
unrealistic.  

• Even in those places where there are more than ten sessions, it is often difficult for there to be ten 
teaching elders.  

	
Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote  

• Once the original recommendation was amended to include the phrase “giving consideration to the 
responsibilities assigned to presbyteries in G-3.01 and G-3.03”, no arguments against the proposed 
amendment were voiced. 

Amendment 14-E. 
 Interreligious Stance 

On Amending G-5.0102 (Item 07-02, Recommendation 2) 
 
Brief Description 
The proposed amendment originated from The General Assembly Committee on Ecumenical and Interreligious 
Relations as part of their recommendation to approve the policy statement, The Interreligious Stance of the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  The amendment updates the language in the current section and adds a sentence 
regarding the interreligious stance of the PC (USA). 
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Ecumenical and Faith Relations on the proposed amendment was 
59/4/0.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by a hand vote. 
 
Arguments in Support of an Affirmative Vote  

• A well known quote of PCUSA: “To be Presbyterian is to be ecumenical 
• The PCUSA and its antecedent churches have been at the forefront of local, regional, national, and 

global ecumenism. 
• This is a new statement for the PCUSA – updating statements from prior ecumenical consultations in the 

UPCUSA (1981) and the PCUS (1975)  
• The statement offers “guidance for how we relate to people of other religious traditions.” 

 
Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote  

• None 
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Amendment 14-F. 
Marriage 

On Amending W-4.9000 (Item 10-02) 
 
Brief Description 
This overture came from the Presbytery of the Cascades with sixteen other presbyteries concurring. The 
proposed changes to W-4.9000 sets forth the circumstances and conditions under which a teaching elder in the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) would be authorized, though not required, to act as an agent of the civil 
jurisdiction in recording of the marriage contract if the couple wishing to marry meet the requirements of the 
civil jurisdiction. The session has the authority to permit or deny the use of the church property for a marriage 
service.  
 
Assembly Action 
The vote of the Assembly Committee on Civil Union and Marriage Issues (10) on the proposed amendment was 
49/18/0.  The 221st General Assembly (2014) approved the committee’s recommendation by a vote of 
429/175/0. 
 
Arguments in Support of an Affirmative Vote  

• The rationale provided by the Presbytery of the Cascades was reiterated in committee 
• The current non-discrimination stance in the Book of Order is not in line with the current policy on 

marriage 
• Young people are accepting 
• It gives presbyteries and churches options 
• Members of the church are not full members by denying the right to marry 

 
Arguments in Support of a Negative Vote  

• The state does what it does; the church only what God blesses 
• Scripture above all is firm on marriage between a man and a woman 
• In favor, but not sure the time is right to amend the Book of Order 
• The change will cause major crisis  
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This	  is	  a	  translation	  of	  the	  original	  Afrikaans	  text	  of	  the	  confession	  as	  it	  was	  adopted	  by	  the	  synod	  of	  the	  Dutch	  Reformed	  
Mission	  Church	  in	  South	  Africa	  in	  1986.	  In	  1994	  the	  Dutch	  Reformed	  Mission	  Church	  and	  the	  Dutch	  Reformed	  Church	  in	  
Africa	  united	  to	  form	  the	  Uniting	  Reformed	  Church	  in	  Southern	  Africa	  (URCSA).	  This	  inclusive	  language	  text	  was	  prepared	  by	  
the	  Office	  of	  Theology	  and	  Worship,	  Presbyterian	  Church	  (U.S.A.).	  	  

The	  Confession	  of	  Belhar*	  
	  

	  
	  

Revelation	  21:6-‐7	  
	  
	  

Matthew	  28:19-‐20	  
	  
	  
	  

Ephesians	  2:13-‐22	  
	  
	  

Ephesians	  4:11-‐16,	  
Psalm	  133	  

	  
	  

John	  17:20-‐23	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

John	  13:34	  
Colossians	  3:12-‐16	  

	  
Philippians	  2:1-‐5	  

	  
1	  Corinthians	  1:10-‐13	  

	  
	  

Ephesians	  4:1-‐6,	  1	  
Corinthians	  10:16-‐17	  

	  
	  

Ephesians	  3:18-‐20	  

	  
We	  believe	  in	  the	  triune	  God,	  Father,	  Son	  and	  Holy	  Spirit,	  who	  gathers,	  protects	  
and	  cares	  for	  the	  church	  through	  Word	  and	  Spirit.	  This,	  God	  has	  done	  since	  the	  
beginning	  of	  the	  world	  and	  will	  do	  to	  the	  end.	  
	  
We	  believe	  in	  one	  holy,	  universal	  Christian	  church,	  the	  communion	  of	  saints	  
called	  from	  the	  entire	  human	  family.	  
	  
We	  believe	   	  
• that	  Christ's	  work	  of	  reconciliation	  is	  made	  manifest	  in	  the	  church	  as	  the	  

community	  of	  believers	  who	  have	  been	  reconciled	  with	  God	  and	  with	  one	  
another;	  

• that	  unity	  is,	  therefore,	  both	  a	  gift	  and	  an	  obligation	  for	  the	  church	  of	  Jesus	  
Christ;	  that	  through	  the	  working	  of	  God's	  Spirit	  it	  is	  a	  binding	  force,	  yet	  
simultaneously	  a	  reality	  which	  must	  be	  earnestly	  pursued	  and	  ought;	  one	  
which	  the	  people	  of	  God	  must	  continually	  be	  built	  up	  to	  attain;	  

• that	  this	  unity	  must	  become	  visible	  so	  that	  the	  world	  may	  believe	  that	  
separation,	  enmity	  and	  hatred	  between	  people	  and	  groups	  is	  sin	  which	  
Christ	  has	  already	  conquered,	  and	  accordingly	  that	  anything	  which	  
threatens	  this	  unity	  may	  have	  no	  place	  in	  the	  church	  and	  must	  be	  resisted;	  

• that	  this	  unity	  of	  the	  people	  of	  God	  must	  be	  manifested	  and	  be	  active	  in	  a	  
variety	  of	  ways;	  

o in	  that	  we	  love	  one	  another;	  
o that	  we	  experience,	  practice	  and	  pursue	  community	  with	  one	  

another;	  
o that	  we	  are	  obligated	  to	  give	  ourselves	  willingly	  and	  joyfully	  to	  be	  of	  

benefit	  and	  blessing	  to	  one	  another;	  
o that	  we	  share	  one	  faith,	  have	  one	  calling,	  are	  of	  one	  soul	  and	  one	  

mind;	  
o have	  one	  God	  and	  Father,	  are	  filled	  with	  one	  Spirit	  are	  baptized	  with	  

one	  baptism,	  eat	  of	  one	  bread	  and	  drink	  of	  one	  cup,	  confess	  one	  
name,	  are	  obedient	  to	  one	  Lord,	  work	  for	  one	  cause,	  and	  share	  one	  
hope;	  

o together	  come	  to	  know	  the	  height	  and	  the	  breadth	  and	  the	  depth	  of	  
the	  love	  of	  Christ;	  
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Galatians	  6:2	  
	  
2	  Corinthians	  1:3-‐4	  
	  
1	  Corinthians	  12:24b-‐
28,	  Ephesians	  3:14-‐20	  
	  
1	  Corinthians	  12:4-‐11,	  
Romans	  12:3-‐8	  
	  
	  
	  
Galatians	  3:27-‐29	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
2	  Corinthians	  5:17-‐21	  
	  
Matthew	  5:9,	  13-‐16;	  2	  
Peter	  3:13;	  Revelation	  
21:1-‐5	  
	  
Romans	  6:12-‐14,	  
Colossians	  1:11-‐14	  

o together	  are	  built	  up	  to	  the	  stature	  of	  Christ,	  to	  the	  new	  humanity;	  
o together	  know	  and	  bear	  one	  another's	  burdens,	  thereby	  fulfilling	  

the	  law	  of	  Christ;	  
o that	  we	  need	  one	  another	  and	  upbuild	  one	  another,	  admonishing	  

and	  comforting	  one	  another;	  
o that	  we	  suffer	  with	  one	  another	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  righteousness;	  pray	  

together;	  together	  serve	  God	  in	  this	  world;	  and	  together	  fight	  
against	  all	  which	  may	  threaten	  or	  hinder	  this	  unity;	  

• that	  this	  unity	  can	  be	  established	  only	  in	  freedom	  and	  not	  under	  constraint;	  
that	  the	  variety	  of	  spiritual	  gifts,	  opportunities,	  backgrounds,	  convictions,	  
as	  well	  as	  the	  various	  languages	  and	  cultures,	  are	  by	  virtue	  of	  the	  
reconciliation	  in	  Christ,	  opportunities	  for	  mutual	  service	  and	  enrichment	  
within	  the	  one	  visible	  people	  of	  God;	  

• That	  true	  faith	  in	  Jesus	  Christ	  is	  the	  only	  condition	  for	  membership	  of	  this	  
church.	  

Therefore,	  we	  reject	  any	  doctrine	   	  
• which	  absolutizes	  either	  natural	  diversity	  or	  the	  sinful	  separation	  of	  

people	  in	  such	  a	  way	  that	  this	  absolutization	  hinders	  or	  breaks	  the	  
visible	  and	  active	  unity	  of	  the	  church,	  or	  even	  leads	  to	  the	  establishment	  
of	  a	  separate	  church	  formation;	  

• which	  professes	  that	  this	  spiritual	  unity	  is	  truly	  being	  maintained	  in	  the	  
bond	  of	  peace	  while	  believers	  of	  the	  same	  confession	  are	  in	  effect	  
alienated	  from	  one	  another	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  diversity	  and	  in	  despair	  of	  
reconciliation;	  

• which	  denies	  that	  a	  refusal	  earnestly	  to	  pursue	  this	  visible	  unity	  as	  a	  
priceless	  gift	  is	  sin;	  

• Which	  explicitly	  or	  implicitly	  maintains	  that	  descent	  or	  any	  other	  human	  
or	  social	  factor	  should	  be	  a	  consideration	  in	  determining	  membership	  of	  
the	  church.	  

We	  believe	   	  
• that	  God	  has	  entrusted	  the	  church	  with	  the	  message	  of	  reconciliation	  in	  

and	  through	  Jesus	  Christ;	  
• that	  the	  church	  is	  called	  to	  be	  the	  salt	  of	  the	  earth	  and	  the	  light	  of	  the	  

world,	  that	  the	  church	  is	  called	  blessed	  because	  it	  is	  a	  peacemaker,	  that	  the	  
church	  is	  witness	  both	  by	  word	  and	  by	  deed	  to	  the	  new	  heaven	  and	  the	  
new	  earth	  in	  which	  righteousness	  dwells;	  

• that	  God's	  life-‐giving	  Word	  and	  Spirit	  has	  conquered	  the	  powers	  of	  sin	  and	  
death,	  and	  therefore	  also	  of	  irreconciliation	  and	  hatred,	  bitterness	  and	  
enmity,	  that	  God's	  life-‐giving	  Word	  and	  Spirit	  will	  enable	  the	  church	  to	  live	  	  
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James	  2:8-‐9	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Isaiah	  42:1-‐7	  
	  
Luke	  6:20-‐26	  
	  
Luke	  4:16-‐19	  
	  
Luke	  7:22	  
Psalm	  146	  
	  
James	  1:27	  
	  
Micah	  6:8	  
	  
Amos	  5:14-‐15,	  	  
23-‐24	  
	  
	  
Psalm	  82:1-‐5	  
	  
Leviticus	  19:15

in	  a	  new	  obedience	  which	  can	  open	  new	  possibilities	  of	  life	  for	  society	  and	  
the	  world;	  

• that	  the	  credibility	  of	  this	  message	  is	  seriously	  affected	  and	  its	  beneficial	  
work	  obstructed	  when	  it	  is	  proclaimed	  in	  a	  land	  which	  professes	  to	  be	  
Christian,	  but	  in	  which	  the	  enforced	  separation	  of	  people	  on	  a	  racial	  basis	  
promotes	  and	  perpetuates	  alienation,	  hatred	  and	  enmity;	  

• that	  any	  teaching	  which	  attempts	  to	  legitimate	  such	  forced	  separation	  by	  
appeal	  to	  the	  gospel,	  and	  is	  not	  prepared	  to	  venture	  on	  the	  road	  of	  
obedience	  and	  reconciliation,	  but	  rather,	  out	  of	  prejudice,	  fear,	  selfishness	  
and	  unbelief,	  denies	  in	  advance	  of	  the	  reconciling	  power	  of	  the	  gospel,	  
must	  be	  considered	  ideology	  and	  false	  doctrine.	  

Therefore,	  we	  reject	  any	  doctrine	  which,	  in	  such	  a	  situation	  sanctions	  in	  the	  
name	  of	  the	  gospel	  or	  of	  the	  will	  of	  God	  the	  forced	  separation	  of	  people	  on	  the	  
grounds	  of	  race	  and	  color	  and	  thereby	  in	  advance	  obstructs	  and	  weakens	  the	  
ministry	  and	  experience	  of	  reconciliation	  in	  Christ.	  

We	  believe	   	  
• that	  God	  has	  revealed	  himself	  as	  the	  one	  who	  wishes	  to	  bring	  about	  justice	  

and	  true	  peace	  among	  people;	  
• that	  God,	  in	  a	  world	  full	  of	  injustice	  and	  enmity,	  is	  in	  a	  special	  way	  the	  God	  

of	  the	  destitute,	  the	  poor	  and	  the	  wronged;	  
• that	  God	  calls	  the	  church	  to	  follow	  him	  in	  this;	  for	  God	  brings	  justice	  to	  the	  

oppressed	  and	  give	  bread	  to	  the	  hungry;	  
• that	  God	  frees	  the	  prisoner	  and	  restores	  sight	  to	  the	  blind;	  
• that	  God	  supports	  the	  downtrodden,	  protects	  the	  stranger,	  helps	  the	  

orphans	  and	  widows	  and	  blocks	  the	  path	  of	  the	  ungodly;	  
• that	  for	  God	  pure	  and	  undefiled	  religion	  is	  to	  visit	  the	  orphans	  and	  the	  

widows	  in	  their	  suffering;	  
• that	  God	  wishes	  to	  teach	  the	  church	  to	  do	  what	  is	  good	  and	  to	  seek	  the	  

right;	  
• that	  the	  church	  must	  therefore	  stand	  by	  people	  in	  any	  form	  of	  suffering	  

and	  need,	  which	  implies,	  among	  other	  things,	  that	  the	  church	  must	  witness	  
against	  and	  strive	  against	  any	  form	  of	  injustice,	  so	  that	  justice	  may	  roll	  
down	  like	  waters	  and	  righteousness	  like	  an	  ever-‐flowing	  stream;	  

• that	  the	  church	  as	  the	  possession	  of	  God	  must	  stand	  where	  the	  Lord	  
stands,	  namely	  against	  injustice	  and	  with	  the	  wronged;	  

• that	  in	  following	  Christ	  the	  church	  must	  witness	  against	  all	  the	  powerful	  
and	  privileged	  who	  selfishly	  seek	  their	  own	  interests	  and	  thus	  control	  and	  
harm	  others.	  
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Acts	  5:29-‐32;	  	  
1	  Peter	  3:15-‐18

Therefore,	  we	  reject	  any	  ideology	  which	  would	  legitimate	  forms	  of	  injustice	  and	  
any	  doctrine	  which	  is	  unwilling	  to	  resist	  such	  an	  ideology	  in	  the	  name	  of	  the	  
gospel.	  
We	  believe	  that,	  in	  obedience	  to	  Jesus	  Christ,	  its	  only	  head,	  the	  church	  is	  called	  
to	  confess	  and	  to	  do	  all	  these	  things,	  even	  though	  the	  authorities	  and	  human	  
laws	  might	  forbid	  them	  and	  punishment	  and	  suffering	  be	  the	  consequence.
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Advisory Opinion 

Actions of the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) on Marriage 

 

What actions did the 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) take regarding marriage? 

The 221
st
 General Assembly (2014) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) took two separate 

actions regarding marriage: 

 Adopted an authoritative interpretation (AI) of  W-4.9000 in the Directory for Worship  

 Approved a proposed amendment to W-4.9000 in the Directory for Worship 

What is an authoritative interpretation?
 i
   

An authoritative interpretation (AI) is an interpretation of one or more provisions of the Book 

of Order.  The church authoritatively interprets the Constitution in two ways: 1) by an 

interpretation adopted by the General Assembly, as was done by the 221
st
 General Assembly 

(2014) for W-4.9000, and 2) by a decision in a judicial case rendered by the General 

Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission (GAPJC).   

The purpose of an authoritative interpretation is to clarify for the church the meaning and 

intent of a provision of the Book of Order as that provision impacts the church’s life and 

witness. The most recent interpretation of a provision of the Book of Order is binding on all 

members and councils of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  Authoritative interpretations are 

in effect until changed or revoked by a subsequent General Assembly or modified by the 

GAPJC. 

What is the authoritative interpretation of W-4.9000 adopted by the 221
st
 General 

Assembly (2014)?   

Worship is a central element of the pastoral care of the people of God (W-6.3001, W-6.3010) 

in which a teaching elder’s discernment of the leading of the Holy Spirit is indispensable. 

The necessity of ensuring the exercise of freedom of conscience in the interpretation of 

Scripture (G-2.0105) in the planning and leadership of worship has deep roots in our 

Reformed tradition and theology. Because a service of marriage is one form of such worship, 

when a couple requests the involvement of the church in solemnizing their marriage as 

permitted by the laws of the civil jurisdiction in which the marriage is to take place, teaching 

elders* have the pastoral responsibility to assess the capabilities, intentions, and readiness 

of the couple to be married (W-4.9002), and the freedom of conscience in the interpretation 

of Scripture (G-2.0105) to participate in any such marriage they believe the Holy Spirit calls 

them to perform.    

Exercising such discretion and freedom of conscience under the prayerful guidance of 

Scripture, teaching elders may conduct a marriage service for any such couple in the place 

where the community gathers for worship, so long as it is approved by the session; or in such 

other place as may be suitable for a service of Christian worship. In no case shall any 

teaching elder’s conscience be bound to conduct any marriage service for any couple except 

by his or her understanding of the Word, and the leading of the Holy Spirit. The authoritative 

interpretation of this section by the 203rd General Assembly (1991) (Minutes, 1991, Part I, 

p. 395, paragraphs 21.124–128), and the subsequent authoritative interpretations of the 

General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission relying upon it, are withdrawn and 

replaced with this authoritative interpretation. 
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     *As in other places in the Directory for Worship, the use of “teaching elders” in this 

paragraph should be understood to include ruling elders commissioned to pastoral service. 

What does this AI mean for teaching elders
ii
 when asked to conduct a marriage service for 

a same gender couple?   

Teaching elders may conduct marriage services for same gender couples where it is 

“permitted by the laws of the civil jurisdiction in which the marriage is to take place.”  For all 

marriage services, teaching elders “have the pastoral responsibility to assess the capabilities, 

intentions, and readiness of the couple” requesting to be married and “freedom of conscience 

under the prayerful guidance of Scripture” to participate in “any such marriage they believe 

the Holy Spirit calls them to perform.”  Teaching elders will need to discern whether they 

will conduct a marriage service for any couple who asks. 

 

Will teaching elders be required to conduct a marriage service for a same gender couple?   

No.  A teaching elder has freedom of conscience when deciding whether to conduct a 

marriage service.  “In no case shall any teaching elder’s conscience be bound to conduct any 

marriage service for any couple except by his or her understanding of the Word, and the 

leading of the Holy Spirit.” 

Can a teaching elder conduct a marriage service within the bounds of another presbytery, 

where the marriage of same gender couples is legally permitted?    
It appears that the answer is, “yes.”  The language of the AI is quite broad: “teaching elders may 

conduct a marriage service for any such couple in the place where the community gathers for worship, 

so long as it is approved by the session; or in such other place as may be suitable for a service of 

Christian worship.”  There is no limitation as to the location of the marriage service, other than 

approval by the session and suitability of the location.   

While this AI may allow a teaching elder to perform a marriage service without seeking the approval of 

the presbytery within whose geographic boundaries the marriage service is to take place, even if that 

presbytery is not the teaching elder’s presbytery of membership, “(i)n the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 

cooperation and shared responsibility between the pastor and the Presbytery is essential.”  Therefore, a 

teaching elder should request permissions from the presbyteries to perform a marriage service outside 

the bounds of his or her presbytery of membership.
iii
  

Nothing in this AI address the necessity for the teaching elder to meet the legal requirements of the civil 

jurisdiction where the wedding service is to take place. 

What does this AI mean for sessions?   

Sessions have the responsibility to provide for worship and the authority to “oversee and 

approve all public worship in the life of the particular church…” (W-1.4004).
iv

 Each couple 

requesting the use of the congregation’s facilities for a marriage service must have session 

approval.  Sessions have the authority to deny any request for the use of church facilities for 

any service of worship, which would then prohibit the pastor from conducting any such 

service within the church facilities.  Each session will need to discern whether to allow the 

use of church facilities for any marriage service requested.  The pastor cannot compel the 

session to approve any marriage service. 
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Can a session categorically prohibit same gender weddings in the place where the 

community gathers for worship?   

Yes.  Sessions have the authority to make categorical determinations regarding the use of the 

church’s facilities.  

Can a session prohibit their pastor from conducting a wedding?  Compel their pastor to 

perform a wedding? 

No.  Apart from denying a request for a marriage service to be held within church facilities, the 

session cannot prohibit the pastor from conducting a marriage service, nor compel him or her 

to conduct any such service.    

What does this AI mean for presbyteries?   

In presbyteries where marriage between same gender couples is permitted by the laws of the 

civil jurisdiction, teaching elders have “the freedom of conscience in the interpretation of 

Scripture to participate in any such marriage they believe the Holy Spirit calls them to 

perform” including those for same gender couples where “permitted by the laws of the civil 

jurisdiction in which the marriage is to take place.”   

 

Can a presbytery prohibit a teaching elder from performing a wedding? 

Teaching elders are accountable to the presbytery in the performance of their ministry (G-

2.0502).  However, it is not clear whether the intent of G-2.0502, which governs presbytery’s 

right of approval of a call to validated ministry, extends to individual actions of ministry such 

as conducting a particular marriage ceremony.  If so, the language of this AI appears to create 

an exception in this accountability regarding conducting marriage services. Thus a presbytery 

may not prevent teaching elders from “participating in a marriage service they believe the 

Holy Spirit calls them to perform.”   

Judicial challenges arising from a teaching elder’s performing a marriage service, against the 

express instructions of his or her presbytery, may clarify the extent to which a presbytery has 

the right to restrict the freedom of teaching elders under this AI. 

 

What happens to previous AIs of W-4.9000? 

The AI of W-4.9000 by the 203rd General Assembly (1991) (Minutes, 1991, Part I, p. 395, 

paragraphs 21.124–128) and the subsequent authoritative interpretations of the General 

Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission relying upon it, are withdrawn and replaced with 

this authoritative interpretation. 

 

What is the proposed amendment to the Book of Order recommended by the 221
st
 General 

Assembly (2014)?  

Marriage is a gift God has given to all humankind for the well-being of the entire human 

family. Marriage involves a unique commitment between two people, traditionally a man and 

a woman, to love and support each other for the rest of their lives. The sacrificial love that 

unites the couple sustains them as faithful and responsible members of the church and the 

wider community. 

In civil law, marriage is a contract that recognizes the rights and obligations of the married 

couple in society. In the Reformed tradition, marriage is also a covenant in which God has 

an active part, and which the community of faith publicly witnesses and acknowledges. 
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If they meet the requirements of the civil jurisdiction in which they intend to marry, a couple 

may request that a service of Christian marriage be conducted by a teaching elder in the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), who is authorized, though not required, to act as an agent of 

the civil jurisdiction in recording the marriage contract. A couple requesting a service of 

Christian marriage shall receive instruction from the teaching elder, who may agree to the 

couple’s request only if, in the judgment of the teaching elder, the couple demonstrate 

sufficient understanding of the nature of the marriage covenant and commitment to living 

their lives together according to its values. In making this decision, the teaching elder may 

seek the counsel of the session, which has authority to permit or deny the use of church 

property for a marriage service. 

The marriage service shall be conducted in a manner appropriate to this covenant and to the 

forms of Reformed worship, under the direction of the teaching elder and the supervision of 

the session (W-1.4004–.4006). In a service of marriage, the couple marry each other by 

exchanging mutual promises. The teaching elder witnesses the couple’s promises and 

pronounces God’s blessing upon their union. The community of faith pledges to support the 

couple in upholding their promises; prayers may be offered for the couple, for the 

communities that support them, and for all who seek to live in faithfulness. 

A service of worship recognizing a civil marriage and confirming it in the community of faith 

may be appropriate when requested by the couple. The service will be similar to the 

marriage service except that the statements made shall reflect the fact that the couple is 

already married to one another according to the laws of the civil jurisdiction. 

Nothing herein shall compel a teaching elder to perform nor compel a session to authorize 

the use of church property for a marriage service that the teaching elder or the session 

believes is contrary to the teaching elder’s or the session’s discernment of the Holy Spirit 

and their understanding of the Word of God. 

 

What is required for this proposed amendment to replace the existing W-4.9000?   

In order for this proposed amendment to become part of the Book of Order, a majority of 

established and duly constituted presbyteries must approve the change no later than June 21, 

2015, at which time it would go into effect as part of our Book of Order. 

What does the proposed amendment of W-4.9000 do that the AI does not?   

While the AI interprets a provision of the constitution, the proposed amendment, if adopted, 

would change the constitution.  The proposed amendment would replace W-4.9000 in its 

entirety with new wording to the Book of Order regarding marriage.   
 

What affect will the vote by presbyteries to amend W-4.9000 have on the AI that was 

adopted?  

If a majority of established and duly constituted presbyteries approve the amendment to W-

4.9000 by June 21, 2015, the amendment would replace the current wording of W-4.9000, 

which the AI is interpreting.  At that time, the AI would no longer be in effect as an AI, since 

the portion of the Book of Order that it is interpreting would no longer be in the Constitution. 
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If a majority of established  and duly constituted presbyteries do not approve the amendment to 

W-4.9000, the AI still continues to remain in effect until changed or revoked by a subsequent 

General Assembly or modified by the GAPJC. 

                                                           
i
  General Assembly, 2010, 61, 341, Item 05-21 

ii
 The use of ‘teaching elders’ should be understood to include ruling elders commissioned to particular pastoral 

service authorized to officiate at marriages as part of being commissioned to limited pastoral service. (G-2.01001) 

iii
 GAPJC 1996, 208-9, 12.105, Jackson v. Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley. “The church, through the presbytery, 

calls ministers to act responsibly… The minister member of presbytery is responsible for consulting with the 

presbytery and reporting changes in his or her work status, and is to seek appropriate and timely permission to 

labor outside the bounds of presbytery of membership or in service beyond the jurisdiction of the Presbyterian 

Church (U.S.A.).” 

iv
 W-1.4004 Session 

 In a particular church, the session is to provide for worship and shall encourage the people to participate fully and 

regularly in it.  The session shall make provision for the regular  

 a. preaching of the Word, 

 b. celebration of the Sacraments, 

 c. corporate prayer, and 

 d. offering of praise to God in song. (W-2.0000; W-3.0000) 

The session has authority 

e. to oversee and approve all public worship in the life of the particular church with the exception of those 

responsibilities delegated to the pastor alone (W-1.4005), 

f. to determine occasions, days, times, and places for worship. 
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(Detroit—June 19, 2014)—The 221st General Assembly (2014) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
today approved a measure giving pastors the discretion to perform same-gender marriages in states 
where it is legal. It offers the same discretion for churches with regard to the use of church property. 
The measure takes effect upon the conclusion of the General Assembly on Saturday, June 21, 2014. A 
proposed amendment to change the Constitution to include same-gender marriages in the church’s 
Constitution passed the General Assembly but must be ratified by a majority of the church’s 172 
regional presbyteries. Presbyteries have one year to vote on the proposed amendment. If a majority 
ratifies the amendment, it would take effect June 21, 2015. 

1. Are congregations and/or pastors required to participate in/host such weddings? 

“In no case shall any teaching elder’s conscience be bound to conduct any marriage service 
for any couple except by his or her understanding of the Word and the leading of the Holy 
Spirit.” No pastor is compelled to perform a service of marriage nor a session compelled to 
use church property for a service of marriage. 

2. Can a pastor in a state where it is not permitted perform a wedding in a state where it is? 

The teaching elder has freedom of conscience. Beyond that, it would depend on whether the 
teaching elder is authorized under civil law to perform a wedding in the state where the 
wedding is to take place 

3. Will sessions have the authority to permit (or not) same-gender marriage services 
in the church?  

Yes. Nothing has changed about the authority of sessions in the way church property is 
used. 

4. If a pastor is willing to preside at the marriage of a same-gender couple, can the 
session prohibit the pastor from doing so? 

No. The session cannot compel the pastor nor can the pastor compel the session. 

The pastor has the freedom of his or her own conscience and the session has the 
responsibility for providing for worship and making decisions about the use of church 
property. 

5. Can the session make a categorical prohibition of same-gender weddings in its 
building?  

Yes. Nothing has changed about the authority of the session with regard to the use of the 
church building. 

6. What process did the General Assembly use to make this happen? 

The General Assembly made an authoritative interpretation of the Constitution and 
proposed an amendment to the Constitution. 

7. What is an authoritative interpretation (AI)? 

An AI is an interpretation of the Constitution by the General Assembly or the General 
Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission. It is binding on all councils. 
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8. What is permitted according to the AI at the adjournment of the assembly? 

Pastors may conduct a marriage service for same-gender couples and may do so where the 
community gathers for worship with the permission of the session. “In no case shall any 
teaching elder’s conscience be bound to conduct any marriage service for any couple except 
by his or her understanding of the Word and the leading of the Holy Spirit.” 

9. What is an amendment to the Constitution? 

An amendment to the Constitution is determined by the General Assembly, but must be 
confirmed by a majority of the presbyteries. All councils are under the authority of the 
Constitution. 

10. What if the presbyteries refuse to vote on the amendment? 

A majority of the presbyteries must vote for the amendment in order for it to become 
part of the Constitution. A non-vote has the effect of a “no” vote. 

11. If the presbyteries do not approve changes to the Constitution, what is the effect on 
the authoritative interpretation (“AI”)? 

The AI remains in place until it is superseded by another. 

12. What is the timeline? 

The same-gender marriage measure (the AI) takes effect upon the conclusion of the General 
Assembly on Saturday, June 21, 2014. The proposed amendment must be ratified by a majority of 
the church’s 172 presbyteries, which have one year to vote. If ratified, the amendment would take 
effect on June 21, 2015. 

13. What shall we tell the media? 

Please see the official press release, or refer calls to PC(USA) offices.  

What is the actual language of the authoritative interpretation? 

“Worship is a central element of the pastoral care of the people of God (W-6.3001, W-6.3010) 
in which a teaching elder’s discernment of the leading of the Holy Spirit is indispensable. The 
necessity of ensuring the exercise of freedom of conscience in the interpretation of Scripture 
(G-2.0105) in the planning and leadership of worship has deep roots in our Reformed tradition 
and theology. Because a service of marriage is one form of such worship, when a couple 
requests the involvement of the church in solemnizing their marriage as permitted by the laws 
of the civil jurisdiction in which the marriage is to take place, teaching elders* have the pastoral 
responsibility to assess the capabilities, intentions, and readiness of the couple to be married 
(W-4.9002), and the freedom of conscience in the interpretation of Scripture (G-2.0105) to 
participate in any such marriage they believe the Holy Spirit calls them to perform. 

“Exercising such discretion and freedom of conscience under the prayerful guidance of 
Scripture, teaching elders may conduct a marriage service for any such couple in the place 
where the community gathers for worship, so long as it is approved by the session; or in such 
other place as may be suitable for a service of Christian worship. In no case shall any teaching 
elder’s conscience be bound to conduct any marriage service for any couple except by his or 
her understanding of the Word, and the leading of the Holy Spirit. The authoritative 
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interpretation of this section by the 203rd General Assembly (1991) (Minutes, 1991, Part I, p. 
395, paragraphs 21.124–.128), and the subsequent authoritative interpretations of the General 
Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission relying upon it, are withdrawn and replaced with this 
authoritative interpretation.” 

*“As in other places in the Directory for Worship, the use of ‘teaching elders’ in this paragraph 
should be understood to include ruling elders commissioned to pastoral service.” 

What is the actual language of the proposed amendment? 

Amend W-4.9000 by striking the current text and replacing it with the following: 

“Marriage is a gift God has given to all humankind for the well-being of the entire human family. 
Marriage involves a unique commitment between two people (traditionally a man and a woman) 
to love and support each other for the rest of their lives. The sacrificial love that unites the 
couple sustains them as faithful and responsible members of the church and the wider 
community. 
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“In civil law, marriage is a contract that recognizes the rights and obligations of the married 
couple in society. In the Reformed tradition, marriage is also a covenant in which God has an 
active part, and which the community of faith publicly witnesses and acknowledges. 

“If they meet the requirements of the civil jurisdiction in which they intend to marry, a couple 
may request that a service of Christian marriage be conducted by a teaching elder in the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), who is authorized, though not required, to act as an agent of the 
civil jurisdiction in recording the marriage contract. A couple requesting a service of Christian 
marriage shall receive instruction from the teaching elder, who may agree to the couple’s 
request only if, in the judgment of the teaching elder, the couple demonstrate sufficient 
understanding of the nature of the marriage covenant and commitment to living their lives 
together according to its values. In making this decision, the teaching elder may seek the 
counsel of the session, which has authority to permit or deny the use of church property for a 
marriage service. 

“The marriage service shall be conducted in a manner appropriate to this covenant and to the 
forms of Reformed worship, under the direction of the teaching elder and the supervision of the 
session (W1.4004–.4006). In a service of marriage, the couple marry each other by exchanging 
mutual promises. The teaching elder witnesses the couple’s promises and pronounces God’s 
blessing upon their union. The community of faith pledges to support the couple in upholding 
their promises; prayers may be offered for the couple, for the communities that support them, and 
for all who seek to live in faithfulness. 

“A service of worship recognizing a civil marriage and confirming it in the community of faith may 
be appropriate when requested by the couple. The service will be similar to the marriage service 
except that the statements made shall reflect the fact that the couple is already married to one 
another according to the laws of the civil jurisdiction. 

“Nothing herein shall compel a teaching elder to perform nor compel a session to authorize 
the use of church property for a marriage service that the teaching elder or the session 
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believes is contrary to the teaching elder’s or the session’s discernment of the Holy Spirit and 
their understanding of the Word of God.” 
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