
Constituting Us: Confessions and Polity in the PC(USA) 
Barry Ensign-George and Charles Wiley, Office of Theology and Worship 

 
During our last General Assembly in Pittsburgh we found ourselves facing a basic question: what is the 

relationship between our confession of faith and our polity?  This is not a new question.  We have faced 

this question repeatedly, since the early days of Presbyterians in the United States.  It is a central question 

raised by the way in which we have constituted our denomination.  During the General Assembly and in 

the time following GA there has been significant confusion about the relationship of our confessions to 

our polity.  It is important that we seek clarity on this central question.  

 

One Constitution . . . 

We can begin to address the confusion by starting with basics.  The Constitution of our denomination has 

two parts, not one: The Book of Confessions and the Book of Order.  These two Books constitute us as 

one distinct denomination in the wide expanse of the church.   

 

Furthermore, these two Books make up one Constitution, not two.  The two Books are ordered in a very 

particular way.  First we declare what together we believe (The Book of Confessions).  Then we set 

practices, procedures, instructions, and rules – in a word, polity – that will enable us together to live what 

we believe (Book of Order).  What we believe, and how together we will live those beliefs – making one 

Constitution. 

 

What we believe and how we structure our common life are symbiotically related.  There should be a 

constant flow between them: our shared beliefs guiding us in discerning how Jesus Christ calls us to live, 

our shared life as a denomination bringing insight into the truth God’s Word reveals to us.  When we fail 

to balance these two our common life becomes unhealthy.  When we make changes to our declaration of 

belief without embodying those changes in our life together, we raise doubts about whether we really 

believe what we say we believe.  A confession of faith that has no direct implications for the way we live 

together (polity) is a confession that has no direct implications for how we live our lives in the world 

(politics, social justice).  When we make changes to our polity without regard to their implications for our 

confession of faith, we set our beliefs and our life at odds and call into question who and what we are, 

what we believe, and whether there is any unity to what we intend to do.   

 

. . . made up of two distinct Books . . . 

The Books in our one Constitution are different in important ways.  

 

First, in The Book of Confessions, we say what we believe.  In The Book of Confessions our denomination 

“declares to its members and to the world who and what it is, what it believes, and what it resolves to do.” 

(Book of Order, F-2.01)  The verbs are all in the present tense.  The Book of Confessions is not merely a 

repository of tradition.  The Book is not merely an historical anthology of significant past views of the 

faith.  The Book of Confessions is not merely a record of what someone else once believed.  The Book of 

Confessions is revisable, so that as our shared beliefs change and (we hope) deepen and mature, we put 

significant changes in The Book of Confessions, declaring to one another and the world what we believe. 

 

The Book of Confessions is put together in a complex way, reflecting our abiding sense that while faith in 

Jesus Christ can be expressed in simple terms, yet it has depths to plumb.  Using The Book of Confessions 

well and richly requires learning about the documents within it, and about their original contexts.  It 

requires learning how to think the faith with multiple confessional voices together guiding us.  Putting a 

book of confessions into our Constitution is a challenge to us.  It challenges us to study these documents, 

to work with them long and patiently enough to be able to think the faith with all their voices (not just our 

favorites) guiding us, to teach others how to use them well, to strive to shape our life together so that 

together we embody what we believe. 



 

Second, in the Book of Order we assemble a set of instructions that enables us to embody what we’ve said 

we believe.  These instructions are not simply rules, set down to wag fingers at us.  They are our shared 

thinking about how to live the Christian life in our particular presbyterian way.  The contents of our Book 

of Order imagine a shared, common life as we follow Jesus Christ together, in our denomination’s 

distinct way.  The Book of Order provides a way to structure and maintain the relationships that are our 

life together. 

 

The ordering between these two Books is not always neat.  The two Books are distinct in function as well 

as content.   The Book of Confessions is not the Book of Order, nor vice versa.  We must not make 

changes to our polity without regard to the implications for our confession of faith.  Any changes to our 

confession need to be embodied in our polity.  The confessions take priority over the embodied practice, 

but we know that we have sometimes changed our practices only to realize later the implications for our 

confession of faith.  Such short-term dissonance needs to be resolved, but our history tells us that changes 

in our practice can help us better understand our confession and our faith in Jesus Christ.  

 

. . . in complex, dynamic relationship. 

Both Books of our Constitution are complex, and their inter-relationship is complex.   

 

One of the complexities is the need to balance freedom, on the one hand, with unity, on the other.  Our 

Constitution sets us to seeking freedom without each going our own way, and at the same time unity 

without uniformity.  This balance is challenging, lived out as much in wobbling as in steady, smooth 

flow.  It requires us to be alert to forces that pull us in one direction or the other. 

 

American Presbyterians have, since our early days (going back to the early 18th century), been deeply 

concerned for freedom, against attempts to require submission to human confessional documents.  As the 

Westminster Confession says, in words that are directly quoted in the Book of Order’s first section, 

Foundations of Presbyterian Polity, “God alone is the Lord of the conscience, and hath left if free from 

the doctrines and commandments of [human persons] which are in anything contrary to his Word, or 

beside it in matters of faith or worship.” (BoC 6.109; BoO F-3.0101a)  This refusal of submission to 

human statements that are at odds with God’s Word is rooted in our conviction that “All synods or 

councils since the apostles’ times, whether general or particular, may err, and many have erred; therefore 

they are not to be made the rule of faith or practice, but to be used as a help in both.” (BoC 6.175; cf. BoO 

F-3.0107) 

 

This concern about freedom, however, must be held it balance with its corresponding twin, unity.  Unity 

requires us to balance our desire for freedom with our commitment to one another and what our shared 

life requires of us, including the willingness to forgo some of what we would choose for ourselves, for the 

sake of our commitment to one another in Jesus Christ.   

 

Being a confessional denomination: an appeal. 

There have been times in the life of the church, and particularly in the life of this denomination, when we 

have been pulled toward a unity that is really uniformity.  But today our challenge is different.  Today our 

challenge is to articulate our unity.  We’ve worked hard on freedom; we have not worked nearly so 

intensely on unity, and how our Book of Confessions is designed to give us durable unity.  We find 

ourselves unable to articulate a compelling shared identity that would give us unity as this particular 

denomination within the wide expanse of the church.  Evidence of our lack of compelling shared identity 

is all around us: congregations and individuals are leaving our shared life together.  We are failing to 

articulate a vision of who and what we are, what we believe, and what we intend to do that is wide and 

deep enough to provide a place where all of us can stand and work and worship and follow Jesus Christ 

together as one denomination.  Our Constitution appears not to constitute an “us.”  The Book of 



Confessions exists to help us understand us – who we are, what we believe, what we (as united together) 

intend to do. 

 

Our Constitution, with its two parts, sets a challenge before us: to state what we together believe, and to 

order our shared life in a way that best embodies our beliefs.  Too often we have failed the challenge – 

particularly the challenge set before us by The Book of Confessions.  What should be for us a statement of 

the beliefs that enable us to think and act together we have instead used as an armory of one-liners to lob 

at one another.  Where we have identified contradictions – real and apparent – between documents within 

the Book of Confessions that invite us to clarify what we can say together about our distinctive 

proclamation of the Christian faith, we have instead too often treated them as though they nullify the 

authority of this Book.  (The possibility of conflicting statements has been part of the Book of Confessions 

from the beginning.  For help dealing with those contradictions, good guidance is found in the document 

“The Confessional Nature of the Church,” which is printed in The Book of Confessions.)  Where our 

disagreements with statements in The Book of Confessions invite us to think carefully together about how 

our understanding of the faith has changed or shifted, so that together we might bear clear witness today, 

we have instead too often taken disagreement with some part of The Book of Confessions to be a reason to 

set it off to the side, a fragile collection of statements of what our ancestors once believed.  The Book of 

Confessions is basic to that which constitutes us as one distinct group of followers of Jesus Christ within 

the church.  Our unity demands wrestling with the collection of confessions that are so central to what 

constitutes us, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).   
 

Ever since the 209th General Assembly, held in 1997, two documents that are not confessions have been 

printed in The Book of Confessions.  One of them, “The Confessional Nature of the Church,” reflects on 

what The Book of Confessions is, and how to live well with it, how to live up to the challenge it puts 

before us.  That document concludes with a vision worthy of us, our tradition, and our calling: “Our 

church will have become a truly confessional church when we no longer have to remind ourselves to test 

what we think and say and do by reference to The Book of Confessions, but when we do so automatically, 

and when it becomes so much a part of us that we are always unconsciously guided by our commitment to 

the Reformed tradition it expresses and serves.” 


