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Background 

 

 In 1984, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) responded affirmatively to an overture from 
the presbyteries of Yukon and Geneva to make provision for lay preachers to serve 
congregations in geographically isolated locations that had few financial resources and no 
prospect of attracting ministers of Word and Sacrament to fill their pulpits. Albany Presbytery 
had a need for occasional supply preachers and so created a training program for 
Commissioned Lay Preachers, using resources from Auburn Seminary and other sources, that 
heavily emphasized Biblical interpretation and preaching, originally the main functions of CLPs.  
 
 Ten years later, in response to racial/ethnic congregations and immigrant fellowships 
that were unable to find clergy who could minister in their languages and cultures, the 
Constitution was amended to expand the role of commissioned preachers to include 
sacramental ministries; the role was renamed Commissioned Lay Pastor. Albany Presbytery 
adopted competency-based guidelines for the training of commissioned pastors. A version of 
those guidelines is still in place today and is used to structure the preparation of persons for the 
renamed role of Commissioned Ruling Elder .   
 
 In Albany Presbytery, no formal policy for the use of CLPs/CREs has been in place. In 
practice, use of CLPs and CREs has been occasional and varied. A few have served as 
commissioned pastors of congregations; other roles have included local missioner, evangelist 
and chaplain. Most persons who have completed the earlier and more recent training programs 
continue to serve in the original lay preacher role: as supply preachers in congregations whose 
teaching elder pastors are not available on particular Sundays. 
 

The Role of Commissioned Ruling Elders 

 

 A commissioned ruling elder is a person ordained to the office of ruling elder who has 
been commissioned by a presbytery to carry out a particular ministerial assignment for a stated 
period of time. Unlike ordained status, which is permanent unless relinquished or rescinded, 
even if the ordained ruling or teaching elder no longer occupies the position to which she or he 
was ordained, commissioned status is temporary. It lasts for the duration of the assignment to 
which the person was commissioned.  The functions that the CRE is authorized to carry out 
(celebrating the sacraments, for instance, or officiating at marriages) may not be performed after 
the commission terminates, unless another commission that includes those functions is issued. 
 
 Many ruling elders are engaged in important ministries in and for their home 
congregations, at the request and under the supervision of the Pastor and Session. Ruling 
elders may also be authorized to carry out pastoral functions in their home churches, such as 



celebrating the sacraments and moderating Session, by action of the presbytery under G-
3.0301. Neither of these forms of service in a ruling elder’s home church requires a commission. 
 

Use of Commissioned Ruling Elders 

 

 In furtherance of its strategy for mission, Albany Presbytery will, when possible, try to 
make creative use of persons who have prepared for commissioned service and who seek 
opportunities to serve. The Presbytery will consider commissioning appropriately-trained ruling 
elders to serve under the following circumstances. 
 

1) To carry out pastoral functions in immigrant and racial/ethnic congregations and 
fellowships, if a teaching elder with the necessary language skills and cultural 
knowledge cannot be found. 

 
2) To carry out part-time pastoral functions in congregations that have a vital mission 

but cannot, in the judgment of COM, secure the pastoral services of a teaching elder 
or minister of another denomination who is eligible for temporary membership in 
presbytery.   

 
3) To carry out pastoral functions in a larger parish comprised of several congregations 

under the supervision of a pastor who is a teaching elder. 
 

4) To serve in various specialized ministries for which they have the appropriate 
training. 

 
 In every case: 
 

 The commission shall specify the functions the CRE is authorized to perform.  
 The commission shall be reviewed annually by Presbytery, as required by G-2.1001. 
 The ruling elder commissioned under the terms of G-2.1001 shall work under the 

supervision of the Presbytery through the Committee on Ministry. 
 A teaching elder shall be assigned as a mentor and supervisor, as required in G-2.1004. 

 
 Ruling elders will not be commissioned under the following circumstances: 
 

1) To serve as pastors in congregations that, in the judgment of the Committee on Ministry, 
have the resources to support a full-time teaching elder at the Presbytery’s minimum 
level.  The role of CRE is intended to complement, not supplant, the ministry of teaching 
elders. 

 
2) To serve in their congregation of membership. As noted above, this does not preclude 

ruling elders carrying important functions in their home congregations, including worship 
leadership, under the supervision of the Pastor and the Session; nor does it preclude 



Presbytery authorization of ruling elders to celebrate the sacraments or moderate 
Session in their congregation of membership, as provided in G-3.0301. 

 
3) As a means for ministers of other denominations who do not meet the requirements of 

G-2.0505 to serve as pastors of Presbyterian congregations  
 

Qualifications of Commissioned Ruling Elders 

  
 Qualifications for Commissioned Ruling Elders will be determined by the demands of the 
particular commission. The Committee on Preparation for Ministry will determine the 
requirements for a particular position and whether candidates for the position have the requisite 
knowledge, skills and abilities. CPM offers a general program of preparation; participants should 
understand that completion of the program does not guarantee a commission and that particular 
positions may require more or different preparation. 
 
 In the case of commissions that authorize the CRE to preach and preside in worship, the 
CRE must have grounding in the following areas: 
 

1) The contents of the Bible in the language of the community being served 
2) Presbyterian principles for the interpretation of scripture 
3) Basic Christian doctrine and the major themes of Reformed theology 
4) The meaning of the sacraments and the structure of worship in the Reformed 

tradition 
 
 In the case of commissions that authorize the CRE to provide pastoral care, the CRE 
must have: 
 

1) A basic understanding of human personality and psychology 
2) Training to recognize situations in which expert professional care is required  

  
All CRE’s must meet the Presbytery’s clearance requirements, including psychological 
assessment and criminal background checks, and participate in the Boundary Awareness 
program. 
 

Oversight and Supervision 

 

 The Committee on Ministry will exercise oversight of the deployment of CREs and will, 
on behalf of the Presbytery, exercise supervision of CREs. Specifically, the Committee shall: 
 

1) Propose to Presbytery that particular positions be open to Ruling Elders qualified to seek 
a commission. 

 
2) Work with the congregation or ministry agency to consider CREs qualified for a position 

that Presbytery has opened to CREs, 



 
3) Conduct the necessary clearance reviews. 

 
4) Bring the proposal to commission a particular Ruling Elder to Presbytery for its approval. 

 
5) Assign a teaching elder as mentor and supervisor for the CRE (G-2.1004), if the 

commission is approved. 
 

6) Conduct the annual review of the CRE and bring any proposal for renewal of the 
commission to Presbytery. 
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