
WHAT IS UNIQUE ABOUT  

being presbyterian 
 

 

A Brief Presbyterian Church History 

 

The earliest Christian church consisted of Jews 
in the first century who had known Jesus and 
heard his teachings. It gradually grew and 
spread from the Middle East to other parts of 
the world, though not without controversy and 
hardship among its supporters.  
 

During the 4th century, after more than 300 
years of persecution under various Roman 
emperors, the church became established as a 
political as well as a spiritual power under the 
Emperor Constantine. Theological and political 
disagreements, however, served to widen the 
rift between members of the eastern (Greek-
speaking) & western (Latin-speaking) branches 
of the church. Eventually Western Europe came 
under the religious and political authority of the 
Roman Catholic Church, while Eastern Europe 
and parts of Asia came under the authority of 
the Eastern Orthodox Church.  
 

In western Europe, the authority of the Roman 
Catholic Church remained largely unquestioned 
until the Renaissance in the 15th century. The 
invention of the printing press in Germany c. 
1440 made it possible for ordinary people to 
have access to printed materials including the 
Bible. This, in turn, enabled many to discover 
religious thinkers who had begun to question 
the authority of the Roman Catholic Church. 
One such figure, Martin Luther, a German priest 
and professor, started the movement known as 
the Protestant Reformation when he posted a 
list of 95 grievances against the Roman Catholic 
Church on a local church door in Wittenberg, 
Germany, on October 31, 1517.   

Some 20 years later, a French/Swiss theologian, 
John Calvin, further refined the reformers' new 
way of thinking about the nature of God and 
God's relationship with humanity in what came 
to be known as Reformed theology. John Knox, 
a Scotsman who studied with Calvin in Geneva, 
Switzerland, took Calvin's teachings back to 
Scotland. The Presbyterian Church traces its 
roots back primarily to Scotland and England.  
 

The Rev. Francis Mackemie, who arrived in the 
U.S. from Ireland in 1683, helped to organize 
the first American Presbytery at Philadelphia in 
1706.   The first synod was organized in 1717; the 
first General Assembly was held in 1789.  
 

Today’s Presbyterian Church (USA) was created 
by the 1983 reunion of the two main branches 
of Presbyterians in America that had been 
separated since the Civil War: the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S. and the United Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A.  
 

Presbyterians are distinctive in two major 
ways: they adhere to a pattern of religious 
thought known as Reformed theology and they 
hold to a form of government that stresses the 
active, representational leadership of ministers 
and church members. The church has a mem-
bership of 1,952,287 (2011) in all 50 states and 
Puerto Rico.  
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Reformed Theology 
 

Theology is a way of thinking about God and 
God's relation to the world. Reformed theology 
evolved during the 16th century religious move-
ment known as the Protestant Reformation. It 
emphasizes God's supremacy over everything 
and humanity's chief purpose as being to 
glorify and enjoy God forever.  
 
Every Sunday, in many of our Presbyterian 
congregations, we reaffirm our faith using all or 
part of one of our confessions — often the 
Apostles' Creed or the Nicene Creed, or A Brief 
Statement of Faith. The first part of the 
constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
is the Book of Confessions, which contains 
eleven formal statements of faith structured as 
creeds, confessions and catechisms.  
 

 

I believe in God the Father the Almighty, 
Maker of heaven and earth.  And in 
Jesus Christ his only Son . . . . I believe in 
the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, 
the communion of saints . . . . 

 
Why do we have and use such  

statements of faith? 
 

We have confessions because we are a com-
munity of believers, not a random collection of 
individuals. The Confessions form and reflect 
our sense of community by describing our 
shared story and common values.  These state-
ments of faith proactively affirm our beliefs 
about God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, and 
about humanity, the church and the world (the 
context in which God, humanity, & the church 
interact). They also counter understandings in 
the surrounding culture that do not coincide 
with our faith.  
 

 The Book of Order states this purpose for our 
confessions: ‘These statements identify the 
church as a community of people known by its 
convictions as well as by its actions.’   

 

Denominations often differ over what 

they recognize as sacraments. 
 

Some recognize as many as seven sacraments, 
others have no sacraments in the life of the 
church. The Presbyterian Church (USA) has two 
sacraments, Baptism and the Lord's Supper.  
 

Baptism.  The Bible declares that God claimed 
humanity, as God's own “before the founda-
tion of the world” (Eph 1:4). Baptism, whether 
administered to those who profess their faith 
or to those presented for Baptism as children, 
is one and the same Sacrament. The Baptism of 
children witnesses to the truth that God's love 
claims us before we are able to respond in 
faith.  Baptism, therefore, usually occurs during 
infancy, though a person may be baptized at 
any age.  
 

Unlike some denominations, Presbyterians do 
not require a person to be entirely immersed in 
water during baptism. Baptism is received only 
once. Its effect is not tied to the moment when 
it is administered, for it signifies the beginning 
of life in Christ, not its completion. The Presby-
terian Church (USA) recognizes and accepts 
baptisms by other Christian churches.  
 

Lord’s Supper. The Lord's Supper is the sign 
and seal of eating and drinking in communion 
with the crucified and risen Lord.   Around the 
Table of the Lord, God's people are in commun-
ion with Christ and with one another.  All are to 
be welcomed to the Table, and none shall be 
excluded because of race, sex, age, economic 
status, social class, handicapping condition, 
difference of culture or language, or any barrier 
created by human injustice.  

 

The common ground for all followers in the 
Reformed tradition is the centrality of Christ—
his death and resurrection offering salvation 
from our alienation from God and one another. 
This is the message behind the symbols of 
Baptism and Communion.  
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Our participation in these two sacraments ex-
presses our acceptance of God's healing power 
on our behalf. The cross of Christ signifies hope 
at the center of our life together. 

 
 

Stewardship is the Lifestyle of Christian 

Discipleship 
 

• As stewards, our primary vocation is the 
pursuit of God, while our avocation—what we 
do in addition to the pursuit of God—takes any 
number of expressions in the workplace. 
 
•  As stewards following the example of Christ, 
we express compassion with respect for the 
dignity of those in need, with willingness to risk 
our own comfort and safety, and with readi-
ness to receive as well as give. 
 
•  As stewards, we give willingly of our time 
and abilities in our private lives and in the public 
order, using the gifts God has given us to 
assure that all creation is fulfilled. 
 
• As stewards, we are called to overcome the 
disparity between the rich and the poor, to 
share our wealth and possessions with those 
persons and agencies in ministry to people in 
need, and to exercise power for the common 
good. 
 
• As stewards, we are called to use the earth’s 
resources responsibly, to develop technology 
that works with-the-earth, and to consume in 
ways that make available to everyone what is 
sufficient for life.  
 
• As stewards, we assure that the world will 
remain a gift for future generations. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Form of Government 
 

One major contributor to Reformed theology 
was John Calvin, who converted from Roman 

Catholicism after training for the priesthood 
and in the law. In exile in Geneva, Switzerland,  
Calvin developed the presbyterian pattern of 
church government, which vests governing 
authority primarily in elected laypersons known 
as elders.  

Elders are chosen and elected by the 
people. Together with the minister they 
exercise leadership and have respon-
sibilities for the life of a local church as 
well as the church at large, including 
ecumenical relationships.  

Elders shall serve faithfully as members 
of the session.  When elected as com-
missioners to a higher governing body, 
they participate and vote with the same 
authority as ministers, and are eligible 
for any office.  

The body of elders elected to govern a local 
congregation is called a Session. Elders are 
elected by the congregation and in one sense 
are representatives of the other members of 
the congregation. On the other hand, their 
primary charge is to seek and represent the will 
of Christ as they govern.  
 

Presbyterian elders are both elected and 
ordained. Through ordination they are officially 
set apart for service. They retain their ordina-
tion beyond their term in office. Ministers who 
serve the congregation are also part of the 
session. The session is the smallest, most local 
governing body.  
 

The other governing bodies are presbyteries, 
which are composed of several churches; 
synods, which are composed of several pres-
byteries; and the General Assembly, which 
represents the entire denomination. Elders and 
ministers who serve on these governing bodies 
are also called presbyters.  
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How should the church be governed? 
 

All denominations believe in the orderly exer-
cise of governance, but they differ on where 
they vest decisive authority. Episcopal churches 
give primary decision-making power to bishops: 
for Lutherans, Episcopalians and Methodists, as 
for Catholics, policies are set and pastors are 
appointed by one designated leader.  
 

Congregationally governed churches place this 
authority in the individual congregation: Baptist 
and Congregational churches hire and fire their 
clergy and decide on their own bylaws and 
beliefs. Presbyterians set primary power in a 
presbytery made up of the clergy and elder 
representatives of the local churches of a given 
region.  
 

  What Presbyterian government is not:  
 

• We are not episcopal, with government from  
   the top down, where individual bishops exer-   
   cise significant authority.  

 

• We are not congregational, or government  
    from the bottom up. In congregational polity  
    the local church's decisions are final, with  
    everyone getting to vote on everything.  
 

Representative government 
 

Presbyterian polity is representative govern-
ment, similar to the United States government. 
Authority flows both up and down. We elect 
representatives to make decisions on our be-
half. The word presbyterian, therefore, refers 
to the practice of church governance consisting 
of clergy and laity elected by the church  
 

One difference between our national and 
church governments is that the persons Pres-
byterians elect to represent them are expected 
to vote according to their consciences as they 
are informed by the Holy Spirit.  
 

They cannot be instructed by their constituency 
on how to vote, nor are they bound to vote in 
the same way as the majority of those who 
elected them. 

Women in the Church 
 

One of the places where the church has had the 
opportunity to live up to its proclamations for 
the equality of all persons is in the status that it 
gives women in its life and work.  Although 
women were first ordained as elders in one of 
the predecessor denominations to the Presby-
terian Church (USA) in 1930, it was not until 
1956 that presbyteries were permitted to 
ordain women to the ministry.  
 

In a different predecessor denomination, the 
1956 General Assembly approved changes in 
the church's constitution to allow the election 
of women as deacons and ruling elders. Those 
changes were defeated by the presbyteries, 
but the 1957 General Assembly responded to 
the defeat by urging that women be included in 
all church committees including finances and 
budget.  
 

The first ordination of women as elders in this 
denomination occurred in 1962. Mrs. Catherine 
Rankin was ordained as Bethel’s first female 
elder in 1979. Since that initial inauguration in 
1979, twelve other women have been ordained 
at Bethel. As ministers, women were ordained 
beginning in 1965.   
 

Servant Leadership 
 

Leadership shall be understood not in terms of 
power but of service after the life of Christ. 
Servant leadership is a quality of character 
toward which to strive and develop. Personal 
imperfections do not disqualify us. Too many of 
us, for all of our strengths of character and 
accomplishments, are flawed at critical points. 
The presence of such imperfections does not 
disqualify us as servant leaders. God is not a 
perfectionist. God’s love and patience is akin to 
what Shakespeare’s Falstaff says about his 
horse, “She is a sorry beast, but she is mine.”  
Creation is a treasured old beast, knock-kneed 
and swayback, yet daily renewed by God’s 
compassion and the flawed leadership of good 
people.   


