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Ruling Elder Case Studies 

 
The following examples are case studies from actual Session experiences across many 
congregations and from diverse locations in the United States.  No case studies included 
here are intended to describe or target any particular situation from a congregation of our 
Donegal Presbytery. 
 
The goal is to discuss, analyze, share, and learn about our Presbyterian polity as well as 
share our leadership experiences so that we all gain the benefit of our collective 
experiences.  We are better together! 
 
Blessings to you friends as we learn and share fellowship together today! 
 
1. The Session of Grace Presbyterian Church voted to give their pastor a three-month 

sabbatical during the summer.  Because the budget was tight, they decided to have Ruling 
Elders cover the worship services instead of paying a supply preacher.  The Chair of the 
Worship Ministry Team approached Claire after worship one Sunday and asked her to 
consider preaching once or twice.  Claire did not understand why she was being asked.  
"I'm not on the Session anymore," she said.  "That's the Session's job."  How might the 
Worship Ministry Team chairperson pastorally respond to Claire?  
 

2. A newly elected ruling elder comes to you and asks which parts of the Book of Order would 
be most helpful to review prior to their ordination service and the officer training program 
that starts in a couple of weeks.  Which sections would you recommend? 

 
3. Peace Presbyterian Church's new pastor had been preaching sermons for about four 

months when a congregational member approached the Worship Committee chairperson 
after worship.  The member was upset because the new pastor had not preached from 
the New Testament since he came.  "Why doesn't he preach from the Gospels?  Our 
former preacher always preached from the Gospels.  The sermons should be about Jesus." 
How would you pastorally respond to this complaint?  What does our polity say about 
responsibility for worship content?  
 

4. Bernard was Treasurer of the Smoothitover Presbyterian Church for many years.  No one 
remembers when he was first appointed, but the Session has not addressed the issue 
since.   Bernard is a powerful figure in the church and is pretty easy to get along with as 
long as things are going his way.  Bernard always sits on the budget planning committee, 
and pretty well calls the shots there.  No one questions his integrity, nor his ability to keep 
accurate financial records.  But Bernard insists that he personally approve any expense 
before paying any bill even though expenses have been approved by the Session.  What 
resolution can be made of this dilemma? 
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5. Tom agreed to teach the junior high Sunday school class.  The Christian Education 
Committee chair gave him the denominational curriculum he was to use for the semester. 
After reviewing it, Tom called the chair to tell her that he did not like the curriculum she 
gave him, and that he had gone to the local Christian bookstore and bought one he liked 
better.  He also called you, a Session member, to complain about the curriculum.  How 
would you respond to Tom?  What is the Session's responsibility?  

 
6. Irene serves the church as the Clerk of Session.  Her husband, Frank, is the church 

treasurer.  She shares with the Session team that her husband has been diagnosed with 
terminal cancer. He has been told he has about six months to a year to live.  Their 
daughter, Teresa, is married to Michael.  The couple lives five hours away and have a 
three-year-old daughter and a six-month-old son.  Irene says that she would like for their 
grandchildren to be baptized at the church service two weeks from now, when the “kids” 
are home for a visit, while their grandfather is still able to come to church.  What is 
Sessions’ role and what is an appropriate response to Irene? 

 


