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Presbytery and the Validation and Oversight of the Ministry of Ministers of the Word and
Sacrament

This opinion is advisory. It describes the constitutional authority and responsibilities of a
presbytery regarding its minister members and does not adjudicate any particular case. Any
exercise of that authority must conform to the Constitution, the presbytery’s duly adopted rules
and policies, and the requirements of fundamental fairness.

Questions

e What is the constitutional relationship between a presbytery and a minister of the Word
and Sacrament who is a member of that presbytery?

e Does the presbytery’s responsibility extend beyond installed and temporary pastoral
relationships to other ministries, offices, employment, or activities in which a minister
exercises or relies upon standing as a minister of the Word and Sacrament?

e May a presbytery decline to validate, withdraw validation from, disapprove, restrict, or
prohibit ministerial work undertaken by one of its members? If so, must such action
proceed through Church Discipline?

Short Answer

Yes. The Constitution places ministers of the Word and Sacrament under the ecclesiastical
jurisdiction of the presbytery to which they belong. Ordination does not confer upon an
individual an autonomous license to exercise the ministry of Word and Sacrament wherever, and
however that individual chooses. Ministers may serve in a variety of ministries, but those
ministries are exercised as authorized by the presbytery, and the minister remains accountable to
the presbytery in the performance of that ministry. G-2.0501 expressly states that ministers may
serve in a variety of ministries “as authorized by the presbytery,” while G-2.0502 provides that
the presbytery determines whether particular work is helpful to the Church in mission and
constitutes a call to validated ministry.

This authority is not confined to congregational pastoral relationships. G-3.0306 states plainly
that each presbytery “determines the ministers of the Word and Sacrament who are its members
and validates the ministries in which they are to be engaged.” It further authorizes presbyteries to
designate ministers to work as teachers, evangelists, administrators, chaplains, and in other forms
of ministry recognized as appropriate by the presbytery.

Accordingly, a presbytery has both the right and the responsibility to approve or disapprove
ministerial work undertaken by its members. It may determine that particular work does not
constitute validated ministry, withdraw a previous validation, decline to grant or continue
authorizations constitutionally assigned to the presbytery in connection with that work, or
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otherwise restrict the minister’s service within the bounds of its constitutional and duly adopted
administrative authority. Such decisions are administrative determinations concerning ministerial
membership, validation, authorization, and accountability. They do not necessarily require an
allegation or finding of an offense under Church Discipline.

(G-2.0508 is particularly important because a minister, whom the presbytery determines is no
longer engaged in validated ministry and who does not qualify as a member-at-large or as retired,
loses voice and vote in meetings of the presbytery except concerning the minister’s relationship
to the presbytery. If the situation continues for three years, the presbytery may delete the
minister’s name from the roll. This is an administrative constitutional process and does not
require a disciplinary proceeding or a judicial finding of guilt.

Constitutional Foundation
Presbyterian Ecclesiology

Presbyterian ordination is neither an individual possession nor an ecclesiastical credential
detached from the councils of the Church. The calling comes from Christ, but the Church
confirms that call through its constitutional processes. For ministers of the Word and Sacrament,
the council charged with that continuing relationship is the presbytery.

(G-2.0103 describes the call to ordered ministry as the act of the triune God, evidenced through
the movement of the Holy Spirit in the individual conscience, the approval of a community of
God’s people, and “the concurring judgment of a council of the Church.” The ordered ministry
of Word and Sacrament is therefore neither self-created nor self-authenticating. Personal
vocation and ecclesial discernment belong together.

(G-2.0501 establishes this principle at the beginning of the constitutional section governing
ministers of the Word and Sacrament. Ministers “may serve in a variety of ministries, as
authorized by the presbytery.” G-2.0502 then declares that the presbytery shall determine
whether particular work may be helpful to the Church in mission and constitutes a call to
validated ministry requiring ordination. It further provides that “[i]n the performance of that
ministry, the minister of the Word and Sacrament shall be accountable to the presbytery.”

The relationship is therefore more substantial than recordkeeping. The presbytery does not
simply certify that a person was once ordained or maintain a denominational roster of ministers.
It determines membership, recognizes and validates the ministries in which its members are
engaged, exercises oversight (episkope) of those ministries, and holds its members accountable
for the character and conduct of their ministerial work.

This is reinforced by G-2.0503a. A validated ministry must conform to the mission of God’s
people as expressed in Scripture, the Book of Confessions, and the Book of Order; serve and aid
others and enable their ministry; demonstrate theologically informed fidelity to God’s Word;
and, significantly, “be carried on in accountability for its character and conduct to the presbytery
in addition to any organizations, agencies, and institutions served.”
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G-3.0306 further requires the presbytery regularly to review the work of ministers engaged in
validated ministries outside the congregation. The constitutional relationship between presbytery
and minister therefore continues after an initial validation determination. Validation includes
continuing accountability.

Validation is an ecclesial judgment. It is not simply acknowledgment that an ordained person
happens to be employed somewhere.

Validation Extends Beyond Congregational Pastoral Relationships

The Constitution separately regulates installed and temporary pastoral relationships. Those
relationships require presbytery approval, and an installed pastoral relationship may be dissolved
only by the presbytery. Yet congregational pastoral ministry is only one form in which the
ministry of Word and Sacrament may be exercised.

G-3.0306 specifically contemplates ministers serving as teachers, evangelists, administrators,
chaplains, and in other forms of ministry the presbytery recognizes as appropriate. It also
regulates validated ministry outside the geographic bounds or jurisdiction of the presbytery and
requires appropriate permission when the work falls within the proper responsibility of another
presbytery.

A minister therefore cannot avoid presbytery oversight simply because the work occurs outside a
congregation, outside a PC(USA) institution, through a nonprofit organization, in an ecumenical
setting, through a chaplaincy, through a private ministry, or in some emerging form of ministry.
Where the person undertakes the work as a minister of the Word and Sacrament, relies upon
PC(USA) ministerial standing to perform it, or presents the work as the exercise of that ordered
ministry, the presbytery has a legitimate constitutional interest in determining whether and under
what circumstances that work is authorized and validated.

This principle is reinforced in Jackson v. Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley, Remedial Case 208-
9. There the General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission (GAPJC) emphasized the
cooperative and shared responsibility of the minister and the presbytery. The minister bears
responsibility for consulting with the presbytery, reporting changes in work status, and obtaining
appropriate permission when ministerial work is undertaken beyond the presbytery’s bounds or
beyond the jurisdiction of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Correspondingly, the presbytery is
responsible for reviewing the proposed ministerial function and determining whether the work is
approved and whether appropriate permission is granted.

This does not mean that every individual ministerial act requires a separate vote of presbytery. A
minister does not ordinarily require a new validation before every sermon, funeral, pastoral visit,
lecture, act of pastoral care, or other act falling naturally within a ministry already approved by
the presbytery. The constitutional question arises when a minister undertakes a continuing
ministry, position, appointment, relationship, or significant course of activity as an exercise of
ordered ministry or relies upon that work as the basis for ministerial standing.
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The Authority to Disapprove Ministerial Work

The authority to validate necessarily includes the authority not to validate. Otherwise, validation
would cease to be a meaningful act of ecclesial discernment and would become merely the
registration of whatever ministry an individual minister chose to undertake. This principle has
been recognized repeatedly in decisions of the General Assembly Permanent Judicial
Commission.

In Rice v. Presbytery of Philadelphia, Remedial Case 208-3, the GAPJC recognized that a
presbytery has the “right and responsibility to approve or disapprove of the ministerial tasks
undertaken by its members,” while also cautioning that this authority may not be exercised
arbitrarily.

In Jackson v. Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley, Remedial Case 208-9, the GAPJC further
recognized the reciprocal responsibilities inherent in the relationship between a minister and the
presbytery. The minister must maintain appropriate accountability to the presbytery, and the
presbytery must exercise its constitutional responsibility to determine whether particular
ministerial work is approved.

In Wolfe v. Presbytery of Winnebago, Remedial Case 219-04, Decision and Order, the GAPJC
expressly affirmed that a presbytery possesses authority to address the work of a minister of the
Word and Sacrament through administrative means. The Commission rejected the contention
that restrictions upon the exercise of ministerial functions necessarily require a disciplinary
proceeding. At the same time, Wolfe emphasized that administrative proceedings capable of
producing serious consequences must be conducted with fundamental fairness.

Presbytery oversight is therefore not limited to adjudicating misconduct after it has occurred. It
includes the prior and continuing ecclesiastical determination of whether particular ministerial
work is appropriate, authorized, and consistent with the mission and order of the Church.

A presbytery may therefore, consistent with the Constitution and its own duly adopted rules:

1. require a minister to disclose and describe work being undertaken as an exercise of
ordered ministry;

2. determine whether that work satisfies the constitutional and presbytery criteria for

validated ministry;

approve the work subject to reasonable conditions of accountability and review;

decline to validate the work or withdraw an existing validation;

disapprove particular ministerial activities undertaken by a member;

decline to grant, continue, or renew authorization for the administration of the

Sacraments or other functions for which presbytery authorization is constitutionally

required in connection with that ministry;

7. direct that disapproved work not be represented as a ministry authorized or validated by
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) or the presbytery;

8. 1impose appropriate administrative restrictions on service when authorized by the
Constitution and the presbytery’s duly adopted rules;

kW
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9. reconsider the minister’s category of membership when the minister is no longer engaged
in validated ministry; and

10. proceed under G-2.0508 or G-2.0509 when their respective constitutional conditions have
been satisfied.

The Constitution elsewhere recognizes that administrative restrictions upon ministerial service
may exist. D-7.0905, although arising within the specific context of allegations of sexual abuse
and therefore not the source of a presbytery’s general administrative authority over validated
ministry, provides that nothing in that section prevents a presbytery from establishing its own
rules for administrative leave or “other restrictions on a minister’s service.” The provision should
therefore be understood as corroborating, rather than establishing, the broader constitutional
distinction between administrative oversight and disciplinary censure.

G-2.0508 and Administrative Deletion from the Minister Roll

(G-2.0508 demonstrates particularly clearly that not every action affecting ministerial
membership is disciplinary. When the presbytery determines that a minister is no longer engaged
in validated ministry under G-2.0503a, does not satisfy the criteria for membership-at-large
under G-2.0503b, and is not retired under G-2.0503¢, the Constitution itself prescribes
administrative consequences. The minister ceases to have voice and vote in meetings of
presbytery except when the matter concerns the minister’s relationship to the presbytery. The
stated clerk reports the minister’s name annually. If, after three years, the minister still does not
satisfy the requirements for validated ministry or membership-at-large, the presbytery may delete
the minister’s name from the roll.

Nothing in G-2.0508 requires an investigating committee, charges, trial, finding of an offense, or
censure under Church Discipline. The question is whether the minister continues to satisfy a
constitutional category of presbytery membership permitting continuation on the minister roll.
This distinction should be maintained carefully. Deletion from the roll under G-2.0508 is not the
disciplinary censure of removal from ordered ministry. Removal from ordered ministry under
Church Discipline follows a finding of guilt and sets aside ordination and election. G-2.0508
instead establishes an administrative consequence when a minister no longer satisfies the
constitutional categories upon which continuing membership on the presbytery’s minister roll
rests.

At the same time, nothing in the administrative process under G-2.0508 forecloses a separate
disciplinary process in which the same or related facts give rise to an allegation of an offense
under Church Discipline. Administrative action and disciplinary proceedings answer different
constitutional questions and may, where appropriate, exist independently of one another. Jackson
v. Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley cautions that presbytery discretion in matters of ministerial
membership must not be exercised arbitrarily. Even though the Constitution grants authority to
alter a minister’s status or remove a person from the roll, the presbytery should consider the
constitutional alternatives available and establish a reasonable basis for its determination.
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Persistence in Work Disapproved by the Presbytery

G-2.0509 makes the presbytery’s authority over ministerial work even more explicit. It addresses
the circumstance in which “a minister of the Word and Sacrament persists in work disapproved
by the presbytery having jurisdiction.” The presbytery must consult with the minister and give
written notice of its disapproval. If the minister nevertheless persists in the work, the presbytery
may conclude that the minister has renounced the jurisdiction of the Church.

The constitutional sequence is significant. The provision presupposes that the presbytery with
jurisdiction has the authority to disapprove of the work. It then requires consultation and written
notice before further consequences may follow. The minister is thereby afforded both notice of
the presbytery’s determination, and an opportunity to respond before persistence in the work may
give rise to a conclusion that the minister has renounced the jurisdiction of the Church.

A minister faced with such a determination may cease the disapproved work, seek to bring the
work into conformity with the requirements established by the presbytery, pursue whatever
constitutional review may be available, or continue the work with knowledge of the possible
ecclesiastical consequences established by G-2.0509.

G-2.0509 would have little meaning if a minister possessed an independent constitutional right to
decide what work constituted the proper exercise of PC(USA) ministerial standing. The
provision assumes otherwise. The presbytery with jurisdiction makes the ecclesiastical
determination of whether a particular work is approved or disapproved, subject to constitutional
review and the requirements of fundamental fairness.

Administrative Authority and Church Discipline

Administrative oversight and Church Discipline must nevertheless remain distinct. A presbytery
does not need to initiate Church Discipline merely to decide that a particular position or activity
is not validated ministry, to withdraw validation, to decline authorization for particular functions
constitutionally assigned to the presbytery, to determine that a minister no longer satisfies the
requirements for a category of membership, or ultimately to act under G-2.0508. Likewise, G-
2.0509 establishes its own constitutional process where a minister persists in work expressly
disapproved by the presbytery.

Church Discipline becomes necessary when the Church seeks to determine whether a person has
committed an offense and to impose a disciplinary censure accordingly. A presbytery should
therefore avoid using administrative action as a disguised disciplinary conviction. The distinction
may be illustrated by the difference between two determinations. A presbytery may
administratively determine: “This work is not approved or validated by this presbytery, and the
minister may not rely upon presbytery validation or exercise functions requiring presbytery
authorization through it.” Such determination concerns the presbytery’s own responsibility for
ministerial validation, authorization, membership, and accountability.

A materially different determination would be: “The minister is guilty of an ecclesiastical
offense and is therefore censured.” That determination requires the processes and protections of
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Church Discipline. The same distinction protects the presbytery’s constitutional authority. If
every unfavorable administrative determination regarding a minister required a judicial
proceeding, G-2.0502, G-2.0503, G-2.0508, G-2.0509, and G-3.0306 would be substantially
deprived of their ordinary meaning. Wolfe confirms that the Constitution permits a presbytery to
address a minister’s work through administrative means, while also requiring that such authority
be exercised fairly.

Fundamental Fairness

Presbytery authority is substantial but not arbitrary. The GAPJC has consistently subjected the
exercise of administrative authority over ministers to principles of fairness. Rice v. Presbytery of
Philadelphia, Remedial Case 208-3, establishes that the presbytery’s authority to approve or
disapprove ministerial tasks may not be exercised arbitrarily.

Lewis v. Presbytery of New York City, Remedial Case 207-13, distinguishes administrative

decision-making from disciplinary adjudication while requiring fundamental fairness in the
administrative process. The affected parties must have an opportunity to be heard, and their
positions must receive fair consideration without prejudice.

Jackson v. Presbytery of Susquehanna Valley, Remedial Case 208-9, similarly demonstrates that
presbytery discretion concerning a minister’s status must be exercised reasonably and in light of
available constitutional alternatives.

Wolfe v. Presbytery of Winnebago, Remedial Case 219-04, applies these principles directly
where a presbytery administratively restricts a minister’s exercise of ministry. Where
administrative proceedings may result in consequences comparable to those associated with
disciplinary action, the minister must receive fair notice of the concerns and a reasonable
opportunity to be heard.

Accordingly, a minister whose work is under review should know the concern, understand what
ministry or activity the presbytery is considering disapproving or restricting, have a meaningful
opportunity to present information and respond, and receive a determination grounded in
constitutional provisions and duly adopted presbytery standards rather than personal preference,
prejudice, or arbitrary action.

Written validation criteria are specifically contemplated by G-2.0503 and G-3.0306. A
presbytery should therefore establish and regularly review clear policies governing validation,
annual review, permission to labor outside its bounds, administrative restrictions upon service,
withdrawal of validation, and procedures through which a minister may respond when the
presbytery questions or disapproves of ministerial work.

Where significant adverse administrative action is contemplated, written notice of the proposed
action, the constitutional or policy basis for it, a meaningful opportunity for the minister to
respond, and a clear record of the presbytery’s determination are prudent expressions of the
fundamental fairness required by the Constitution and the GAPJC’s authoritative interpretations.
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Fundamental fairness does not transfer the ultimate constitutional decision from the presbytery to
the minister. It governs how the presbytery reaches and implements that decision.

Conclusion

The relationship between a presbytery and its minister members is covenantal, constitutional, and
supervisory. A minister of the Word and Sacrament does not hold ministerial standing
independently of the presbytery. The Church confirms the minister’s call through the concurring
judgment of a council; the minister holds membership in the presbytery; and the minister
exercises ordered ministry under the accountability of that presbytery.

Consequently, the presbytery has both the constitutional right and responsibility to determine
which ministries its members may undertake as ministers of the Word and Sacrament, to validate
those ministries, to review them, to disapprove work it finds inappropriate, to withdraw or
withhold validation, and to withdraw or withhold such other authorizations as the Constitution
assigns to the presbytery.

G-2.0501, G-2.0502, G-2.0503, G-3.0306, and G-2.0509, together with the GAPJC decisions in

Rice, Jackson, and Wolfe, establish this authority directly. The exercise of that authority remains
subject to the Constitution, properly adopted presbytery rules and policies, constitutional review,
and the requirements of fundamental fairness recognized in Rice, Lewis, Jackson, and Wolfe.

Where a minister no longer engages in validated ministry, G-2.0508 provides an administrative
process that may ultimately result in deletion from the minister roll without a disciplinary
proceeding or disciplinary conviction. Such deletion is not the disciplinary censure of removal
from ordered ministry. Where facts also raise allegations of an ecclesiastical offense, Church
Discipline remains separately available and must be followed if the Church seeks an adjudication
of guilt and the imposition of disciplinary censure.

Where a minister persists in work expressly disapproved by the presbytery, G-2.0509 provides
for consultation, written notice, and ultimately the possibility that the presbytery may conclude
that the minister has renounced the jurisdiction of the Church. This provision itself demonstrates
that presbytery disapproval of ministerial work is a constitutional administrative determination
distinct from a disciplinary conviction.

The constitutional principle may therefore be stated succinctly: ordination is not a private
license to minister under the name and standing of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). The
exercise of the ordered ministry of Word and Sacrament is connectional. The minister is
accountable to the presbytery, and the presbytery is accountable to the Church for determining,
validating, reviewing, supervising, and, when necessary, disapproving of the ministries exercised
by its members.

Presbytery authority in this area is significant precisely because it is exercised on behalf of the
Church rather than as an assertion of institutional control over an individual. The purpose of
validation and oversight is to discern whether the work of ministers of the Word and Sacrament
participates faithfully in the mission of God’s people, conforms to the faith and order of the
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Church, and serves the building up of the body of Christ. Presbytery oversight and ministerial
accountability are therefore not incidental administrative requirements. They are expressions of
the connectional character of Presbyterian-ordered ministry itself.
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