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Essential Tenets 
 

Presbyterians have been of two minds about essential tenets. We recognize that just as there 
are some central and foundational truths of the gospel affirmed by Christians everywhere, so 
too there are particular understandings of the gospel that define the Presbyterian and 
Reformed tradition. All Christians must affirm the central mysteries of the faith, and all those 
who are called to ordered ministries in a Presbyterian church must also affirm the essential 
tenets of the Reformed tradition. Recognizing the danger in reducing the truth of the gospel to 
propositions that demand assent, we also recognize that when the essentials become a matter 
primarily of individual discernment and local affirmation, they lose all power to unite us in 
common mission and ministry. 
 
Essential tenets are tied to the teaching of the confessions as reliable expositions of Scripture. 
The essential tenets call out for explication, not as another confession, but as indispensable 
indicators of confessional convictions about what Scripture leads us to believe and do. Essential 
tenets do not replace the confessions, but rather witness to the confessions’ common core. This 
document is thus intended not as a new confession but as a guide to the corporate exploration 
of and commitment to the great themes of Scripture and to the historic Reformed confessions 
that set forth those themes. 
 
The great purpose toward which each human life is drawn is to glorify God and to enjoy 
Him forever. Each member of the church glorifies God by recognizing and naming His glory, 
which is the manifestation and revelation of His own nature. Each member of the church enjoys 
God by being so united with Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit as to become a 
participant in that divine nature, transformed from one degree of glory to another and escorted 
by Christ into the loving communion of the Trinity. So we confess our faith not as a matter of 
dispassionate intellectual assent,  
but rather as an act by which we give God glory and announce our membership in the body of 
Christ. We trust that when God’s glory is so lifted up and when His nature is thus made 
manifest in the life of the body, the church will be a light that draws people from every tribe 
and tongue and nation to be reconciled to God. 
 
I .  God’s Word: The Authority for Our Confession 
 

The clearest declaration of God’s glory is found in His Word, both incarnate and 
written. The Son eternally proceeds from the Father as His Word, the full expression of 
the Father’s nature, and since in the incarnation the Word became flesh all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge are offered to His disciples. The written Word 
grants us those treasures, proclaims the saving gospel of Jesus Christ, and graciously 
teaches all that is necessary for faith and life. We glorify God by recognizing and 
receiving His authoritative self- revelation, both in the infallible Scriptures of the 
Old and New Testaments and also in the incarnation of God the Son. We affirm that 
the same Holy Spirit who overshadowed the virgin Mary also inspired the writing and 
preservation of the Scriptures. The Holy Spirit testifies to the authority of God’s Word 
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and illumines our hearts and minds so that we might receive both the Scriptures and 
Christ Himself aright. 
 
We confess that God alone is Lord of the conscience, but this freedom is for the 
purpose of allowing us to be subject always and primarily to God’s Word. The Spirit 
will never prompt our conscience to conclusions that are at odds with the Scriptures 
that He has inspired. The revelation of the incarnate Word does not minimize, qualify, 
or set aside the authority of the written Word. We are happy to confess ourselves 
captive to the Word of God, not just individually, but also as members of a community 
of faith, extending through time and around the globe. In particular, we affirm the 
secondary authority of the following ECO Confessional Standards as faithful 
expositions of the Word of God: Nicene Creed, Apostles’ Creed, Heidelberg 
Catechism, Westminster Confession, Westminster Shorter Catechism, Westminster 
Larger Catechism and the Theological Declaration of Barmen. 

 
I I .  Trinity and Incarnation: The Two Central Christian Mysteries 
 
A. Trinity 

The triune nature of God is the first great mystery of the Christian faith. With 
Christ ians everywhere, we worship the only true God—Father, Son, and 
Holy Spir it—who is both one essence and three persons. God is infinite, 
eternal, immutable, impassible, and ineffable. He cannot be divided against Himself, 
nor is He becoming more than He has been, since there is no potential or becoming in 
Him. He is the source of all goodness, all truth and all beauty, of all love and all life, 
omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. The three persons are consubstantial with 
one another, being both coeternal, and coequal, such that there are not three gods, 
nor are there three parts of God, but rather three persons within the one Godhead. 
The Son is eternally begotten from the Father, and the Spirit proceeds eternally from 
the Father and the Son. All three persons are worthy of worship and praise.  

 
God has no need of anyone or anything beyond Himself. Yet in grace this Triune God 
is the one Creator of all things. The ongoing act of creation is further manifested in 
God’s gracious sovereignty and providence, maintaining the existence of the world 
and all living creatures for the sake of His own glory. He is the Holy One, the ground of 
all being, whose glory is so great that for us to see Him is to die. Yet He has made the 
creation to reflect His glory, and He has made human beings in His own image, with a 
unique desire to know Him and capacity for relationship with Him. Since our God is a 
consuming fire whom we in our sin cannot safely approach, He has approached us by 
entering into our humanity in Jesus Christ. 

	
B. Incarnation 

This is the second great mystery of the Christian faith, affirmed by all Christians 
everywhere: that Jesus Christ is both truly God and truly human. As to His divinity, 
He is the Son, the second person of the Trinity, being of one substance with the 
Father; as to His humanity, He is like us in every way but sin, of one substance with us, 
like us in having both a human soul and a human body. As to His divinity, He is 
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eternally begotten of the Father; as to His humanity, He is born of the virgin Mary, 
conceived by the Holy Spirit. As to His divinity, His glory fills heaven and earth; as to 
His humanity, His glory is shown in the form of a suffering servant, most clearly when 
He is lifted up on the cross in our place. 

 
We confess the mystery of His two natures, divine and human, in one person. We 
reject any understanding of the communication of attributes that must result in a 
blending of the two natures such that Jesus Christ is neither truly God nor truly human. 
We insist upon sufficient distinction between the two natures to preserve the truth of 
the incarnation, that Jesus Christ is indeed Immanuel, God-with-us, not one who used 
to be God, nor one who has merely been sent from God. Rather, in His coming we 
have seen God’s glory, for Jesus is the exact imprint of God’s very being and in Him 
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell. The divinity of the Son is in no way 
impaired, limited, or changed by His gracious act of assuming a human nature, and 
that His true humanity is in no way undermined by His continued divinity.  This is a 
mystery that we cannot explain, but we affirm it with joy and confidence. 

 
This mystery of the incarnation is ongoing, for the risen Jesus, who was sent from the 
Father, has now ascended to the Father in His resurrected body and remains truly 
human.  He is bodily present at the right hand of the Father. When we are promised 
that one day we will see Him face to face, we acknowledge that it is the face of Jesus 
of Nazareth we will someday see. The one who, for us and for our salvation, was born 
of Mary, died at Calvary, and walked with disciples to Emmaus is the same Jesus Christ 
who is now ascended and who will one day return visibly in the body to judge the 
living and the dead. 

 
Jesus promised His disciples that He would not leave them comfortless when He 
ascended into heaven, but would ask the Father to send them the Holy Spirit as a 
comforter and advocate. We are able to confess Jesus Christ as Lord and God only 
through the work of the Holy Spirit.  He comes to us as He came to the gathered 
disciples at Pentecost: to kindle our faith, to embolden our witness, and to accompany 
us in mission. 

 
I I I .  Essentials of the Reformed Tradition 
 
A. God’s grace in Christ 

God declared that the world He created was good and that human beings, made in 
His own image, were very good. The present disordered state of the world, in 
which we and all  things are subject to misery and to evil ,  is  not God’s 
doing, but is rather a result of humanity’s free, sinful rebell ion against 
God’s wil l .  God created human beings from the dust of the earth and His own 
breath, to be His images and representatives, conduits of God’s grace to the creation. 
Since the fall our natural tendency is to abuse and exploit the creation, preferring evil 
to goodness. God also created human beings to speak His grace and truth to one 
another, to be helpers who are fit for one another, so that our social relationships 
would strengthen our ability to serve and obey Him. Since the fall, our natural 
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tendency is to engage in relationships of tyranny and injustice with one another, in 
which power is used not to protect and serve but to demean. God further created 
human beings with the capacity for relationship with Him, with His law written on our 
hearts so that we had the ability to worship Him in love and obey Him by living holy 
lives. Since the fall, our natural tendency is to hate God and our neighbor, to worship 
idols of our own devising rather than the one true God. 

 
As a result of sin, human life is poisoned by everlasting death. No part of human 
l i fe is untouched by sin. Our desires are no longer trustworthy guides to 
goodness, and what seems natural to us no longer corresponds to God’s 
design. We are not merely wounded in our sin; we are dead, unable to save 
ourselves. Apart from God’s initiative, salvation is not possible for us. Our only hope is 
God’s grace. We discover in Scripture that this is a great hope, for our God is the One 
whose mercy is from everlasting to everlasting. 

 
This grace does not end when we turn to sin. Although we are each deserving of God’s 
eternal condemnation, the eternal Son assumed our human nature, joining us in our 
misery and offering Himself on the cross in order to free us from slavery to death and 
sin. Jesus takes our place both in bearing the weight of condemnation against our sin 
on the cross and in offering to God the perfect obedience that humanity owes to Him 
but is no longer able to give. All humanity participates in the fall into sin. Those who 
are united through faith with Jesus Christ are fully forgiven from all our sin, so that 
there is indeed a new creation. We are declared justified, not because of any good that 
we have done, but only because of God’s grace extended to us in Jesus Christ. In 
union with Christ through the power of the Spirit we are brought into right 
relation with the Father, who receives us as His adopted children. 

 
Jesus Christ is the only Way to this adoption, the sole path by which sinners 
become children of God, for He is the only-begotten Son, and it is only in union with 
Him that a believer is able to know God as Father. Only in Jesus Christ is the truth 
about the Triune God, fully and perfectly revealed, for only He is the Truth, only He has 
seen the Father, and only He can make the Father known. Only Jesus Christ is the new 
Life that is offered, for He is the bread from heaven and the fountain of living water, 
the one by whom all things were made, in whom all things hold together. The 
exclusivity of these claims establishes that God’s love is not impersonal, but a 
particular and intimate love in which each individual child of God is called by name and 
known as precious; that God’s love is not only acceptance, but a transforming and 
effective love in which His image within us is restored so that we are capable of holy 
living. 

 
B. Election for salvation and service 

The call of God to the individual Christian is not merely an invitation that each person 
may accept or reject by his or her own free will. Having lost true freedom of will in 
the fall, we are incapable of turning toward God of our own volition. God chooses 
us for Himself in grace before the foundation of the world, not because of any 
merit on our part, but only because of His love and mercy.  Each of us is chosen in 
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Christ, who is eternally appointed to be head of the body of the elect, our brother and 
our high priest. He is the one who is bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh, our divine 
Helper who is also Bridegroom, sharing our human nature so that we may see His 
glory. We who receive Him and believe in His name do so not by our own will or our 
wisdom, but because His glory compels us irresistibly to turn toward Him. By His 
enticing call on our lives, Jesus enlightens our minds, softens our hearts, and renews 
our wills, restoring the freedom that we lost in the fall. 

	
We are all sinners who fall short of God’s glory, and we all deserve God’s eternal 
judgment. Apart from the saving work of Jesus Christ, we are incapable of being in 
God’s presence, incapable of bearing the weight of His glory. We rejoice that Jesus 
Christ offers us safe conduct into the heart of God’s consuming and purifying fire, 
shielding us with His perfect humanity and transforming us by His divine power. Having 
received such grace, we extend grace to others. 

 
We are not elect for our own benefit alone. God gathers His covenant community to 
be an instrument of His saving purpose. Through His regenerating and 
sanctifying work, the Holy Spir it  grants us faith and enables holiness, so 
that we may be witnesses of God’s gracious presence to those who are 
lost. The Spirit gathers us in a community that is built up and equipped to be light, 
salt, and yeast in the world. Christ sends us into the world to make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and teaching them 
to obey everything that Christ has commanded us. We are now in service to God’s 
plan for the fullness of time: uniting all things in heaven and earth to Himself. To this 
end, we preach Christ, calling all persons to repent and believe the gospel. We also 
care for the natural world, claim all areas of culture in the name of Jesus, serve the 
poor, feed the hungry, visit the prisoner, and defend the helpless. We do this work not 
with any thought that we are able to bring in the kingdom, but in the confident hope 
that God’s kingdom is surely coming, a day when suffering and death will pass away 
and when God will live among His people.  

 
C. Covenant life in the church 

We are elect in Christ to become members of the community of the new covenant. 
This covenant, which God Himself guarantees, unites us to God and to one another. 
Already in the creation, we discover that we are made to live in relationships to others, 
male and female, created together in God’s image. In Christ, we are adopted into 
the family of God and find our new identity as brothers and sisters of one another, 
since we now share one Father.  Our faith requires our active participation in that 
covenant community. 

 
Jesus prays that His followers will all be one, and so we both pray and work for the 
union of the church throughout the world. Even where institutional unity does not seem 
possible, we are bound to other Christians as our brothers and sisters. In Christ the 
dividing wall of hostility created by nationality, ethnicity, gender, race, and language 
differences is brought down. God created people so that the rich variety of His wisdom 
might be reflected in the rich variety of human beings, and the church must already 
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now begin to reflect the eschatological reality of people from every tribe, and tongue, 
and nation bringing the treasures of their kingdoms into the new city of God. 

 
Within the covenant community of the church, God’s grace is extended 
through the preaching of the Word, the administration of the Sacraments, 
and the faithful practice of mutual discipline. First, through the work of the 
Holy Spirit, the word proclaimed may indeed become God’s address to us. The Spirit’s 
illuminating work is necessary both for the one who preaches and for those who listen. 
Second, the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are signs that are linked to 
the things signified, sealing to us the promises of Jesus. In the Baptism of infants, we 
confess our confidence in God’s gracious initiative, that a baby who cannot turn to 
God is nonetheless claimed as a member of the covenant community, a child of God, 
cleansed by grace and sealed by the Spirit; in the Baptism of adults, we confess our 
confidence that God’s grace can make us new creations at any stage of our lives. 
Baptism is a sign and seal of the covenant of grace, a mark of entrance into the visible 
church, and it is the Holy Spirit who makes this sacrament efficacious in God's time to 
those whom God has called. In the Lord’s Supper, we confess that as we eat the bread 
and share one cup the Spirit unites us to the ascended Christ, so that His resurrection 
life may nourish, strengthen, and transform us. Third, the community of the Church 
practices discipline in order to help one another along the path to new life, speaking 
the truth in love to one another, bearing one another’s burdens, and offering to one 
another the grace of Christ. 

 
D. Faithful stewardship of all of life 

The ministr ies of the church reflect the three-fold off ice of Christ as 
prophet, priest, and king – reflected in the church’s ordered ministr ies of 
teaching elders, deacons, and ruling elders. We affirm that men and women 
alike are called to all the ministries of the Church, and that every member is called to 
share in all of Christ’s offices within the world beyond the church. Every Christian is 
called to a prophetic life, proclaiming the good news to the world and enacting that 
good news. Every Christian is called to extend the lordship of Christ to every corner of 
the world. And every Christian is called to participate in Christ’s priestly, mediatorial 
work, sharing in the suffering of the world in ways that extend God’s blessing and 
offering intercession to God on behalf of the world. We are equipped to share in these 
offices by the Holy Spirit, who conforms us to the pattern of Christ’s life. 

 
Jesus teaches us that we are to love the Lord our God with al l  our heart, 
with al l  our soul, and with al l  our mind. There is no part of human l i fe 
that is off l imits to the sanctifying claims of God. We reject the claim that love 
of any sort is self-justifying; we affirm that all our affections and desires must be 
brought under God’s authority. We reject the claim that human souls are unaffected by 
the fall and remain naturally inclined to God; we affirm that soul and body alike must 
be cleansed and purified in order to love God properly. We reject the claim that the 
life of the mind is independent from faith; we affirm that unless we believe we cannot 
properly understand either God or the world around us. Historically, the Presbyterian 
tradition has been especially called to explore what it is to love God with all our minds, 
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being committed to the ongoing project of Christian education and study at all levels 
of Christian life.  

 
E. Living in obedience to the Word of God 

Progress in holiness is an expected response of gratitude to the grace of 
God, which is init iated, sustained, and fulf i l led by the sanctifying work of 
the Holy Spir it .  The first response of gratitude is prayer, and the daily discipline of 
prayer – both individually and together – should mark the Christian life. The life of 
prayer includes praise to God for His nature and works, sincere confession of our sin, 
and intercession for the needs of those we know and for the needs of the world. As we 
practice the discipline of regular self- examination and confession, we are especially 
guided by the Ten Commandments. We therefore hold one another accountable to: 

 
1. worship God alone, living all of life to His glory, renouncing all idolatry and all inordinate 

loves that might lead us to trust in any other help; 
 

2. worship God in humility, being reticent in either describing or picturing God, 
recognizing that right worship is best supported not by our own innovative practices but 
through the living preaching of the Word and the faithful administration of the 
Sacraments; 

 
3. eliminate from both speech and thought any blasphemy, irreverence, or impurity; 

 
4. observe the Sabbath as a day of worship and rest, being faithful in gathering with the 

people of God; 
 

5. give honor toward those set in authority over us and practice mutual submission within 
the community of the church; 

 
6. eradicate a spirit of anger, resentment, callousness, violence, or bitterness, and instead 

cultivate a spirit of gentleness, kindness, peace, and love; recognize and honor the 
image of God in every human being from conception to natural death. 

 
7. maintain chastity in thought and deed, being faithful within the covenant of marriage 

between a man and a woman as established by God at the creation or embracing a 
celibate life as established by Jesus in the new covenant; 

 
8. practice right stewardship of the goods we have been given, showing charity to those in 

need and offering generous support of the Church and its ministries; 
 
9. pursue truth, even when such pursuit is costly, and defend truth when it is challenged, 

recognizing that truth is in order to goodness and that its preservation matters; 
 

10.resist the pull of envy, greed, and acquisition, and instead cultivate a spirit of 
contentment with the gifts God has given us. 
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In Jesus Christ we see the perfect expression of God’s holy will for human beings 
offered to God in our place. His holy life must now become our holy life. In Christ, 
God’s will is now written on our hearts, and we look forward to the day when we will be 
so confirmed in holiness that we will no longer be able to sin. As the pioneer and 
perfecter of our faith, Jesus leads us along the path of life toward that goal, bringing us 
into ever deeper intimacy with the Triune God, in whose presence is fullness of joy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Congregations and Their Covenant Partners 

 
Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. 
And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” —Matthew 28:18-20 (NIV) 

 
In ECO’s Constitution, “shall” is used to describe that which is mandatory, “should” is used to 

express that which is expected to best practices, and “may” is used to express that which is 
permissible, but not required. 

 
 

1.01 The Congregation 
 

1.0101 Nature and Purpose 

 
The Church is visible whenever two or more are gathered in Jesus’ name. The 
congregation is composed of members of the body of Christ who have covenanted 
together to engage in the mission of God in their particular context, with Jesus Christ as 
Head. Each congregation should strive to be a tangible, if provisional, demonstration of 
the Kingdom of God. Congregations exist in a variety of forms yet have these ends in 
common: sharing the Good News of reconciliation to God in and through Jesus Christ, 
gathering people for divine worship and nurturing relationships for spiritual 
accountability and mutual ministry, all the while making disciples to be the sent people of 
God in the world. 

 
1.0102 Covenants of Accountability 

  
While believers may experience their membership in Christ’s body in spontaneous and 
unstructured gatherings, they fulfill the Lord’s purposes best when they covenant to fulfill 
the biblical vision of membership in particular congregations. These covenantal 
relationships provide the real-life context for the Holy Spirit’s ongoing transformation of 
believers into spiritual maturity, by nurturing understanding, encouragement, correction, 
and discipleship-in-mission. 
Similarly, though congregations discover that the Holy Spirit leads them to network with 
a variety of other congregations in order to fulfill the Lord’s purposes, they covenant with 
other ECO congregations to form a distinct expression of the Church universal. These 
covenantal relationships provide the context for the Holy Spirit’s continual reformation of 
the Church into a more faithful and effective participant in God’s mission. By submitting 
to the spiritual authority of their colleagues, leaders of congregations honor Christ as the 
Lord of the Church, and welcome the opportunity for renewal and refinement. 
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1.0103 Accountability to the Councils of ECO 
  

A “congregation,” as used in this Polity, refers to a formally organized community which 
is chartered and recognized by a presbytery as provided in this Polity which is part of the 
Constitution (as defines in 6.01), and which is governed by the Constitution pursuant to a 
membership agreement entered into between such community and the presbytery. In 
becoming covenant partners of the congregation, Christ-followers put themselves under 
the spiritual leadership of the session and wider councils. 

 
1.0104 Accountability within Mission Affinity Groups 

  
A congregation shall also be a part of a Mission Affinity Group in order to increase 
accountability and encouragement and spur one another on to love and good deeds. 
These Mission Affinity Groups are ordinarily comprised of three to five congregations 
who share similar ministry settings and contexts. These contexts may include but are not 
limited to: size, geographic location, cultural or demographic similarities, or future 
ministry goals. 

  
Mission Affinity Groups consist of session-to-session relationships. They shall meet 
together face-to-face at least once a year. They are also encouraged to find ways to 
connect throughout the year. During the annual meetings, each session should have at 
least 1/3 of the current elders in attendance. Mission Affinity Groups shall include the 
questions provided in the Narrative on the Health of Congregations, but may 
appropriately individualize those questions for their particular context. 

 
Mission Affinity Groups may be formed beyond presbytery boundaries. It is the 
responsibility of the presbytery to ensure that all congregations within its jurisdiction are 
appropriately participating in these groups. 

 
 
1.02  Church Planting and the Organizing of a New Congregation 
 

1.0201 Church Planting 
 

Jesus sent his disciples into the world to share the Gospel, baptize, and build the church. 
Today we continue to order our lives by the “Great Commission” in ECO by planting 
new churches. Church planting and becoming a church planter in ECO are guided by the 
latest edition of ECO’s Church Planting Manual. ECO churches may support church 
plants and church planters in a variety of ways and each ECO church is encouraged to 
create its own policy of how it will do so.  

 
1.0202 Organizing a New Congregation 

 
A congregation in ECO may be chartered only by the authority of a presbytery and shall 
function under the provisions of the Constitution. Ordinarily, new congregations will be 
formed from established church plants. New congregations may also be formed from 
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campuses of existing ECO congregations or church plants formed, supported, and 
nurtured by an ECO congregation. In order for a new congregation to be chartered there 
shall be a pastor and elected elders leading the church body who fully meet the criteria 
of those offices as described in this Polity. It shall be the sole discretion of the presbytery 
to declare them an organized congregation upon the examination and approval of the 
pastor and elders who form the session. After the presbytery’s approval, the 
congregation and the presbytery shall enter into a membership agreement and the 
officers and pastor shall be ordained and installed by the presbytery. 

  
1.03 The Membership of a Congregation 
  

1.0301 Baptism and Covenant Partnership 
  

Through baptism an individual (infant, child, youth or adult) is joined to the Church 
universal, the body of Christ. The sacrament of baptism shall be approved for an 
individual, by a session, one time and all Christian baptisms will be recognized by ECO 
congregations. Through covenant partnership an individual is joined to the local 
congregation, and is able to be fully involved in its mission to the local community and 
the world. 

 
1.0302 Openness to All 

  
The congregation’s fellowship shall be open to all who seek to explore spiritual life by 
participating in the fellowship of the risen Lord. The congregation shall be gracious in 
providing pastoral care to all who consider themselves a part of the congregation, in the 
hope that these spiritual friends might become members of Christ’s body. All who put 
their trust in Jesus Christ are welcomed to receive the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 

 
1.0303 Entry into Membership as Covenant Partners 

  
After completing a meaningful preparation process as determined by the session, those 
who wish to embrace the congregation’s covenantal expectations may become covenant 
partners by action of the session after hearing testimony of their faith in Jesus Christ as 
Lord and Savior. For those not previously baptized, the Sacrament of Baptism is to be 
provided for these new covenant partners and offered to children under their care. 
Individuals may testify to their faith in one of the following ways: 

 
a. Public profession of faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord, after the regenerating work of the 

Holy Spirit yields personal faith in Christ. 
 

b. Reaffirmation of faith, for those previously professing faith publicly and already baptized in 
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. If they are members or 
covenant partners of another congregation, this transfer of membership/covenant 
partnership shall be communicated to the former congregation. 
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1.0304 The Benefits of Covenantal Partnership 
 

Becoming a covenant partner is important not only to the  congregation but even 
more importantly for the covenant partner, as they are positioned to receive 
encouragement, support, and correction that the Lord promises to those who share 
spiritual fellowship. In committing to the cause of a life lived in and through Jesus Christ, 
covenant partners grow in Christian community together to become more Christ-like. In 
Christian community, we realize the fullness of life together and life in Christ, and 
discover our unique place in a common mission and narrative of God’s work. The 
covenant partner and the congregation are both blessed and become a great blessing as 
they covenant together, intentionally, in Christ’s work. 

 
1.0305 The Congregation’s Expectations of Covenantal Partnership 

 
Each covenant partner shall strive to be faithful to Christ by participating in the 
congregation’s worship, fellowship, and service on an ongoing basis. Faithfulness in 
Christ as a covenant partner, involves a commitment to growth into spiritual maturity as a 
disciple of Christ and dedication of time and talents to the congregation’s mission and 
ministry, in accordance to the gifts that God has bestowed upon him or her. Faithfulness 
also involves the stewardship of finances. As each covenant partner grows in the grace of 
giving, financial support of the congregation’s mission and ministry should grow, along 
with tangible support for other ministries that advance God’s Kingdom. Those who are 
invited to take significant leadership roles in the congregation should be spiritually 
mature, carefully selected, trained and/or mentored ordinarily be covenant partners for at 
least a year, and shall agree and adhere to the Essential Tenets of ECO. 

 
 
1.04 Categories of Membership 
 
The membership of a congregation of ECO includes baptized members and covenant partners. 
 

1.0401 Baptized Member 
 

A baptized member is a person who has received the Sacrament of Baptism, but either 
has not yet made a profession of faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior or has not 
become a covenant partner. 

 
1.0402 Covenant Partner 

 
A covenant partner is a person who has made a profession of faith in Christ, has been 
baptized, has been received into the membership of the church, has voluntary submitted 
to the government of this church, and participates in the church’s worship and work. 
Covenant partners are eligible to vote in congregational meetings. 
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1.05 Meetings of the Congregation 
 

Meetings of the congregation shall be governed by the latest edition of Robert’s Rules of 
Order, Newly Revised, unless by its own rule, the congregation has adopted other 
procedures and practices. 

 
1.0501 Quorum 
 
The congregation shall hold an annual meeting and special meetings, as needed, with a 
quorum of ten percent of the covenant partners, unless the congregation, by its own rule, 
decides to alter the quorum requirement. Only those covenant partners present may vote 
in a congregational meeting. 

 
1.0502 Calling Meetings 

 
Meetings of the congregation may be called by the session, by the presbytery, or by the 
session when requested in writing by one-fourth of the covenant partners. Adequate 
notice of the meeting shall be given including announcement in worship a minimum of 
two weeks prior, as well as the congregation’s other avenues of communication. 

 
1.0503 Business that shall be conducted at a Congregational Meeting 

  
The following business items shall be conducted at a congregational meeting, but not 
necessarily at every congregational meeting; nor are congregational meetings limited to 
just the following: 

 
a.  Electing elders and trustees (as well as deacons, if the congregation chooses [see 2.03]). 

  
b.  Calling a pastor/head of staff, associate pastor, or to request the dissolution of such calls. 

  
c. Buying, mortgaging, transferring, or selling real property. 

  
d.  Requesting that presbytery dismiss the congregation to another presbytery of ECO, or 

requesting that the presbytery dismiss the congregation to another Reformed body. 
(Either requires a super-majority of two-thirds of the covenant partners present). 
  

e.  Approving any amendments to the congregation’s articles of incorporation, bylaws or 
other corporate governing documents and dissolution, merger and any other corporate 
action requiring voting member approval. 
 

f. Authorizing assistant pastors to serve on session with voice and vote by the congregation’s 
own rule. 

 
Whenever permitted by law, both ecclesiastical and corporate business may be 
conducted at the same congregational meeting. 
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1.0504 Moderator 
  

The pastor/head of staff shall ordinarily moderate all meetings of the congregation. If it is 
impractical, or if considering actions pertaining to the pastor/head of staff, the pastor 
may ask another pastor or elder to preside with the session’s approval. 

 
1.0505 Secretary and Minutes 

  
The clerk of session shall ordinarily serve as secretary for all meetings of the 
congregation. If it is impractical, the congregation shall elect a secretary for that meeting. 
The session shall review and approve the final form of the minutes. 

 
 

1.06 The Session 
 

1.0601 Purpose and Composition 
 

Every congregation is governed by its session. The session consists of the elders duly 
elected by and from the covenant partners of the congregation, along with the 
congregation’s installed pastors, associate pastors and in accordance with the 
congregation’s own rule assistant pastors who have been elected by the congregation. 
Also, by its own rule, the congregation shall determine the number of elders, their length 
of service, and the ordering of the session. The minimum number shall be three active 
elders plus the moderator. 

 
1.0602 Meetings of the Session 
 
The pastor shall ordinarily moderate all meetings of the session. If it is impractical, the 
pastor may ask another pastor or an elder to preside, with the session’s approval. 

 
Meetings of the session, including its quorum, shall be governed by the latest edition of 
Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly Revised, unless by their own rule, a congregation has 
adopted other procedures and practices. 
 

The session shall hold stated meetings at least quarterly, and shall meet at the call of the 
moderator, at the request of two or more elders, or at the request of the presbytery. Full 
minutes of the meetings and actions of the session shall be maintained and shall be available 
to any covenant partner of the congregation or at the request of the presbytery. 
 

1.0603 The Responsibilities of the Session 
 

a.  The session has responsibility and authority for governing the congregation and guiding its 
mission for Christ in the world. In the Reformed tradition the marks of the church are the 
proclamation of the Word, the Sacraments rightly celebrated, and the exercise of 
discipline. Therefore, the session shall: Provide for the worship and educational life of the 
congregation; provide a place where the congregation may regularly worship; provide for 
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the regular preaching of the Word by persons properly approved; oversee the planning 
and the ordering of the worship services of the congregation; lead the congregation in 
ministries of evangelism, compassion, and justice; and develop and nurture relations with 
other congregations. 
  

b. Authorize and provide for the regular celebration of the Lord’s Supper; authorize the 
administration of Baptism; exercise due care and provide sufficient education to the 
congregation and to new believers that the Sacraments may be rightly received as means 
of grace. 
  

c. Plan for and provide an effective disciple-making, ministry-discernment process for the 
congregation and new believers, equipping them to be missional Christians and being 
faithful to nurture them into spiritual maturity and significant ministry. Provide for and 
nurture the common life of the congregation; receive and dismiss covenant partners; 
exercise oversight of all programs and finances of the congregation; train, examine, ordain 
and install those men and women chosen to serve as elders and deacons; lead and teach 
the congregation in matters of stewardship and Christian living; direct the ministry of 
deacons, trustees, and all other organizations of the congregation; bear witness against 
error in doctrine and practice; and serve in judicial matters pertaining to the congregation 
as specified in the Rules of Discipline. 
  

d. Elect elder commissioners to the presbytery and may propose to the presbytery matters of 
common interest or concern as well as proposals to amend this Constitution. The 
maximum number of elder commissioners which the session may elect shall be equal to 
the number of pastors with voting authority as set forth in Section 2.0401 serving the 
congregation. The session is encouraged in its selection of elder commissioners to 
promote representation in areas of difference recognized as the basis of discrimination 
and inequality in church and society, namely race, ethnicity, gender, ability/disability, and 
age. 
  

e. Maintain a roll of covenant partners and a roll of baptisms. The session may by its own rule 
grant affiliate status to members of a congregation in another Christian denomination. 
  

f. The session shall adopt and administer an annual budget and shall publish it to the 
congregation. The session shall purchase appropriate casualty and liability insurance for 
the program and property. The session shall arrange for the congregation to participate in 
the synod’s plan of health and welfare benefits and program of assistance and relief 
covering the congregation’s pastors and full-time lay employees, as such plan is described 
in the membership agreement (unless the congregation and the synod agree to an 
alternative plan providing comparable coverage). 
 

g. Arrange for an independent financial review annually, and shall publish the report to the 
congregation and to the presbytery. 
 

h. Evaluate the congregation’s ministry and mission and report to the presbytery for reasons 
of mutual accountability and the sharing of best practices. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Ordained and Commissioned Ministry 

 
For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do. So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the 
pastors and teachers, to equip his people for works and service, so that the body of Christ may 

be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and 
become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.  

—Ephesians 2:10, 4:11-13 (NIV) 
 
 

2.01  God’s mission requires ordered leadership 
 

Before the foundation of the world, God set a plan of mission to reconcile the world to 
Himself and chose to use the Church as His instrument of reconciliation. It is incumbent 
upon all members of the body of Christ to participate in the work of building one another 
up in Christ and be deployed for His work in the world. To that end, excellent leadership 
is critical in the Church today, and that is not limited to ordained leaders. God calls some 
individuals to exercise specific formal leadership, which is modeled after the mind of 
Christ. The Church should strive to develop strong leaders in every area of life and 
ministry who lead in the way of Jesus. While pastors, elders, and deacons have unique 
roles in the structure of the Church, we recognize the importance of ordained and lay 
leadership at every level. 
 
While the specific offices recognized in ECO are elder, deacon, and pastor, ECO 
acknowledges that additional lay leadership is needed for effective ministry. 

 
2.0101 Qualifications of officers 

 
Elders and deacons are ordained and installed by the session. Pastors are ordained and 
installed by the presbyteries. Ordaining bodies must ensure that all officers adhere to the 
Essential Tenets of ECO. Failure of officers to continue to adhere to these standards is 
grounds for a session or presbytery to remove an officer from service according to the 
Rules of Discipline in this Constitution. 

 
2.0102 Preparation and ordination of officers 

 
Ordaining bodies shall determine the appropriate course of preparation, ensuring that 
candidates for ordination meet all the requirements in this Polity. After demonstrating 
their readiness for service through an examination process, the candidates shall affirm 
their vows and be ordained by representatives of that ordaining body in a service of 
public worship. 
 



Polity 19 

2.0103 Ordination vows 
 

a. Do you believe in One God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and do you boldly declare Jesus 
Christ as Savior and Lord, and acknowledge Him Lord of all and Head of the Church? 

 
b. Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be the Word of God, 

and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, the unique witness to Jesus Christ and the authority 
for Christian faith and life? 

 
c.  Will you receive, adopt, and be bound by the Essential Tenets of ECO as a reliable 

exposition of what Scripture teaches us to do and to believe, and will you be guided by 
them in your life and ministry? 

 
d.  Relying on the Holy Spirit, do you humbly submit to God’s call on your life, committing 

yourself to God’s mission, and fulfilling your ministry in obedience to Jesus Christ, under 
the authority of Scripture and guided by our confessions? 

 
e.  Will you be governed by ECO’s polity and discipline? And will you be accountable to your 

fellow elders, deacons, and pastors as you lead? 
 
f.  Do you promise to be faithful in maintaining the truth of the Gospel and the peace, unity, 

and purity of the Church? 
 
g.  Will you pray for and seek to serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination, and 

love? 
 
h.  (1) (for elder) Will you be a faithful elder, watching over the people in their worship, 

nurture, and service to God? 
 
 (2) (for deacon) Will you be a faithful deacon, serving the people, urging concern and 

directing the people’s help to those in need? 
 
 (3) (for pastor) Will you be a faithful minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ by proclaiming 

the good news, teaching the faith, showing the people God’s mission, and caring for the 
people? 

 
2.0104 Questions to the congregation 

 
a. (for elders/deacons) Do we, the covenant partners of this congregation, accept (names) as 

elders or deacons, chosen by God through the voice of this congregation to lead us in the 
way of Jesus Christ according to the Word of God and the Constitution of ECO? 

 
 Do we agree to pray for them, to encourage them, to respect their decisions, and to follow 

as they guide us, serving Jesus Christ, who alone is Head of the Church? 
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 Having answered these questions in the affirmative, those to be ordained shall kneel, if 
able, for prayer and the laying on of hands by other ordained officers. 

 
 The Moderator will say to the ordained: You are now elders or deacons in the Church and 

for this congregation. Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the 
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him. Amen. 

 
b. (for pastor) Do we, the covenant partners of this congregation, accept (name) as our pastor 

(associate pastor, assistant pastor), chosen by God through the voice of this congregation 
to lead us in the way of Jesus Christ, according to the Word of God and the Constitution 
of ECO? 

 
 Do we agree to pray for him (her), to encourage him (her), to respect his (her) decisions 

and to follow as he (she) guides us, serving Jesus Christ, who alone is Head of the Church? 
 Do we agree to pay him (her) fairly and provide for his (her) welfare as he (she) works 

among us? 
 

 Will we listen to the word he (she) preaches, welcome his (her) pastoral care, and honor his 
(her) servant leadership and authority as he (she) seeks to honor Jesus Christ? 

  
 Having answered these questions in the affirmative, the candidate to be ordained and/or 

installed shall kneel, if able, and the presbytery shall, with prayer and the laying on of 
hands, ordain the candidate to the ministry of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and install him 
(her) to the particular pastoral responsibility. The presbytery will invite other ordained 
pastors and elders to join in the laying on of hands. 

 
 The presiding member of the presbytery will say: You are now a minister of the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ, a pastor (associate pastor, assistant pastor) for this congregation. Whatever 
you do, in word and deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through Him. Amen. 

 
  
 2.02 The Ministry of Elders 

  
Elders are given authority and responsibility, along with pastors, to oversee the spiritual 
health of the congregation as well as the congregation’s faithfulness to God’s mission. 
Elders may also be asked to preach and teach. Elders shall be elected by the 
congregation. 

 
  

2.03 The Ministry of Deacons 
 

Ordinarily, the biblical office of deacon shall be utilized by the congregation. Deacons 
lead ministries that nurture fellowship and caregiving within and beyond the 
congregation. Deacons may also be asked to preach and teach. The congregation shall 
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determine the manner in which they are selected for service. The session shall oversee 
and direct the ministry of the deacons. 

 
 

2.04 The Ministry of Pastors 
  

Pastors are to use their spiritual gifts for ministry, with a particular emphasis on the gifts 
of apostleship, prophecy, evangelism, shepherding, and teaching (Ephesians 4:11-12). A 
pastor is to nurture the spiritual health and maturity of the body of Christ in order that the 
body may be equipped to partner with God in His redemptive work in the world. In 
addition to adherence to the Essential Tenets, presbyteries shall ensure that candidates 
for ministry are adequately trained for their task. Training shall include a bachelor’s 
degree (or equivalent) and ordinarily a master’s degree from an accredited theological 
seminary in biblical or theological studies, as well as appropriate hands-on ministry 
experience and mentoring. Candidates for ministry must demonstrate significant 
theological and biblical competence as well as the necessary skills for pastoral ministry. 
All pastors (Pastor/Head of Staff, Associate Pastor, and Assistant Pastors) serving an ECO 
congregation must hold their ordination in ECO or be received as affiliate pastors by the 
presbytery of jurisdiction. 

 
2.0401 Categories and responsibilities of pastors 

 
Pastors are members of the presbytery. Thus, their ministry and calling is approved by 
the presbytery or its authorized team that is responsible for examining and credentialing 
pastors. All members of the presbytery have voice in its deliberations; and the right to 
vote is given to those serving in a pastoral capacity in a congregation. In order to ensure 
maximum deployment for the kingdom of God, as well as ensuring the core integrity of 
theology and ministry, categories and responsibilities of pastors are as follows: 

 
a. Pastor/Head of Staff – Pastors/Heads of Staff or Co-Pastors/Heads of Staff are called by the 

congregation and installed by the presbytery and shall have the responsibility to moderate 
session and congregational meetings. They are members of presbytery with voice and 
vote. 

 
b. Associate Pastor – Associate pastors are called by the congregation and installed by the 

presbytery upon recommendation of the session. They are members of presbytery with 
voice and vote. 

 
c. Assistant Pastor – Assistant pastors are called by the session or pastor/head of staff 

according to rule of the session. The session, acting as a pastor nominating committee, 
may propose to the congregation that an assistant pastor be called as an associate pastor. 
Assistant pastors are members of presbytery with voice and vote, and may, upon election 
by the congregation, serve on the session with voice and vote in accordance with the 
congregation’s own rule. 
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d. Transitional Pastor – Transitional pastors are called by the session and may be used in 
times of transition when a congregation is without a pastor/head of staff. Transitional 
pastors shall have the same responsibilities and privileges in presbytery as pastors/heads 
of staff. 

 
e.  Pastor in a Validated Ministry – Pastors may be authorized to serve in validated ministries 

outside a local congregation. Validated ministries might include service in a presbytery, 
educational institution, hospital, or a variety of mission fields. The presbytery shall validate 
and annually review the pastor’s ministry. Ordinarily, pastors in validated ministry will also 
be expected to take part in the life and ministry of a local ECO congregation. Pastors in 
validated ministries have voice and may be granted the right to vote if serving as a part-
time assistant pastor. 

  
f.  Affiliate Pastor – A pastor may be ordained in a different body and become an affiliate 

member of ECO. Affiliate pastors shall adhere to the Essential Tenets of ECO. The 
presbytery shall determine the suitability of an affiliate pastor. If an affiliate pastor serves as 
pastor/head of staff of a non-union ECO congregation, then the affiliate pastor shall have 
voice and vote in presbytery; otherwise the affiliate pastor shall just have voice. Affiliate 
membership ends when the pastor completes their call in the local ECO church. 

 
g. Honorably Retired Pastor – Pastors may request the status of honorably retired. Honorably 

retired pastors shall have voice but no vote in presbytery unless they are serving as an 
assistant or transitional pastor. Each honorably retired pastor is encouraged to become 
active in the life of congregation. A church session may commission an honorably retired 
pastor to administer the sacraments within that session’s congregation. Such commission 
shall be for a defined period not to exceed twelve months and may be renewed 
indefinitely in increments of twelve month or less. 

 
2.0402 Pastoral Covenant Groups 

  
Pastors and ministries are healthier when there are opportunities for mutually supportive 
relationships. Therefore, pastors shall participate in a pastoral covenant group with other 
pastors. The purpose of this group is to coach, encourage, and pray for one another as 
they strive for greater missional effectiveness. This pastoral covenant group shall: 

 
a. Explore the health of each other’s current ministry. 
 

b.  Explore the future objectives of each other’s ministry. 
  

c.  Address challenges and obstacles to meeting those objectives. 
  

d.  Share best practices and insights. 
  

e. Explore each other’s physical, spiritual, relational, and emotional health. 
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These pastoral covenant groups are self-selective. Under its Ministry Partnership Team 
(MPT), the presbytery shall ensure that all pastors are participating in a pastoral covenant 
group. 

 
2.05 Commissioning for particular service 
  

2.0501 Deployment of officers for greater missional ministry 
  

In order to better facilitate the mission and ministry of a presbytery and its 
congregations, as well as to maximize the gifts of the totality of the body of Christ, it is 
often advantageous to commission elders and deacons to more extensive levels of 
service than ordinarily afforded these offices. There are two general ways in which officers 
may be commissioned to provide pastoral leadership and administer the sacraments. 
First, they may serve in various ways within a congregation under the supervision of the 
session and a pastor/head of staff or transitional pastor. Second, an elder or deacon may 
be commissioned to serve in the role of pastor/head of staff for a congregation or a 
church plant. It is appropriate to refer to individuals serving in either capacity as “lay 
pastor.” The session shall pre-authorize the administration of the sacraments, and also 
determine the process by which pre-authorization occurs. 

  
2.0502 Service within a congregation under the session and Pastor/Head of Staff 

  
The Church exists wherever two or more are gathered in the name of Jesus. Therefore, it 
is appropriate to celebrate sacraments in these smaller units. These smaller units include, 
but are not limited to: small groups, missional communities, retreats, leaders of satellite 
congregations, and house church gatherings. If an officer has been commissioned by the 
session to lead these groups in mission or ministry and has been appropriately trained, 
he or she shall be authorized to administer the sacraments in these communities. The 
pastor and the session shall oversee those who are commissioned to such service within a 
congregation. This commission shall be for a period of twelve months and may be 
renewed indefinitely. 

 
2.0503 Service within a congregation as the Pastor/Head of Staff 

  
The presbytery, in consultation with the session or other responsible committee, may 
authorize an elder or deacon to be commissioned to serve in the role of pastor/head of 
staff of a local congregation or a church plant. With approval of the presbytery, these 
individuals could moderate session and congregational meetings, administer the 
sacraments and, where allowed by law, perform marriages. The presbytery shall ensure 
training to include theological education, and ministry skill development as well as 
continued mentorship during this commission. This commission shall be for a period of 
twelve months and may be renewed indefinitely. Because these officers are fulfilling the 
pastoral role for a congregation, they shall be enrolled as members of presbytery during 
their commission and be given voice and vote at presbytery meetings. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Councils of ECO 

 
Moses listened to his father-in-law and did everything he said. He chose capable men from all 

Israel and made them leaders of the people, officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. 
They served as judges for the people at all times. 

—Exodus 18:24-26 (NIV) 
 

 
3.01 Presbytery 
  

3.0101 Purpose 
  

The presbytery, as a covenant community, exercises apostolic authority by and for the 
nurture and benefit of its congregations, that the communities they serve may know the 
love and invitation of Christ. 

 
3.0102 Membership 

  
The members of the presbytery are its congregations, pastors installed in service to 
member congregations, pastors serving in validated ministries, and pastors honorably 
retired. Ordinarily, a presbytery shall be constituted of at least 10 but no more than 20 
congregations, and geographically connected. A group of congregations may petition to 
the synod executive council to form a non-geographical presbytery for first language and 
cultural considerations. 

 
3.0103 Duties 

  
The presbytery has the authority and pastoral responsibility to: 

  
a. Promote the health of the covenant community to the end that its congregations and 

members may bear fruit for the Kingdom of God. 
 
b. Charter and receive new congregations into the presbytery. 
 
c. Dismiss congregations to other presbyteries or denominations. 
 
d. Exercise special care and oversight of congregations that do not have an installed pastor, 

and appoint the moderator of such sessions. 
 
e. Dissolve congregations when their mission work has ceased. 
 
f. Authorize the celebration of the Lord’s Supper beyond particular congregations. 
 
g. Receive, dismiss, examine, install, provide pastoral care for, and discipline pastors. 
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h. Enroll, dismiss, and examine candidates and ordain them to called service. 
 
i. Validate the call of pastors to service beyond a congregation. 
 
j. Settle differences between congregations and pastors. 
 
k. Propose and vote on amendments to the Constitution. 
 
l. Elect commissioners to wider councils of ECO, including the synod. In the selection of such 

commissioners the presbytery is encouraged to promote representation in areas of 
difference recognized as the basis of discrimination and inequality in church and society, 
namely race, ethnicity, gender, ability/disability, and age. 

 
m. Promote and encourage the missional effectiveness of its congregations. Each presbytery 

shall develop an instrument to assist its congregations in their annual review and narrative 
report of their ministry and mission. These annual reports shall be reviewed and discussed 
by the presbytery with each congregation’s session. 

 
3.0104 Meetings 

  
The presbytery shall organize itself to accomplish these tasks and fulfill these 
responsibilities, and may delegate authority to elected committees, ministry teams, 
commissions. The presbytery shall hold stated meetings at least twice a year. Meetings of 
the presbytery, including its quorum, shall be governed by the latest edition of Robert’s 
Rules of Order, Newly Revised, unless by its own rule the presbytery has adopted other 
procedures and practices. Each elder commissioner elected by a member congregation 
shall be entitled to vote at stated meetings. In addition, member pastors with voting 
authority as set forth in Section 2.0401 shall also be entitled to vote at stated meetings. 
The voting members of the presbytery shall have the authority to elect a governing 
council and to vote on all matters set forth in Section 3.0103. The voting members may 
also delegate to the presbytery governing council authority with respect to any such 
matter, other than the election of members to the presbytery governing council and 
permanent judicial commission, or the approval or concurrence of proposed 
amendments to the Constitution. Notwithstanding the above, in the case of a vacancy in 
a position on a presbytery’s governing council or permanent judicial commission, the 
presbytery’s governing council may appoint a person to fill that vacancy until the next 
called meeting of the presbytery. Each presbytery shall develop a manual of 
administrative operations setting forth its structures and procedures. 

 
3.0105 Required Committees 

  
a.  Ministry Partnership Team 
 Each presbytery shall elect a Ministry Partnership Team which shall have broad 

responsibility for the pastoral relationships of the presbytery. The Ministry Partnership 
Team shall have at least eight members, all elected by the presbytery, with membership 
being made up of an equal number of elders and pastors. No more than two members 
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may be from the same congregation. Presbyteries who are unable to fulfill the minimum 
membership of the Ministry Partnership Team (MPT) may request an annual exception from 
the synod executive council. The Ministry Partnership Team shall be available to any 
session or member of the presbytery. The presbytery shall, by its own rule, delegate and 
determine the authority and functions of the Ministry Partnership Team. Included in this 
authority that may be delegated to the Ministry Partnership Team is the ability to approve 
ordination of candidates, transfer of pastors to and from its jurisdiction, and approve 
commissions for installation and ordination. 

 
b.  Permanent Judicial Commission 
  Each presbytery shall elect a Permanent Judicial Commission as specified in the Rules of 

Discipline. 
 

3.0106 Presbytery Governing Council 
  

The presbytery governing council shall consist of a number of individuals determined by 
the presbytery, and shall be composed of pastors and elders in numbers as nearly equal 
as possible. When the presbytery council consists of an odd number of members, the 
additional member may be either a pastor or an elder. The presbytery council shall be 
responsible for the records, finances, policies, and procedures of the presbytery and shall 
perform any functions delegated to such council by the presbytery. The presbytery 
council shall have the authority to elect corporate officers (including a chief executive 
officer) and to hire staff to perform any such functions. The council shall review the chief 
executive officer’s performance annually. 

 
3.0107 Records 

  
The presbytery shall keep full and accurate records of its proceedings and make them 
available on request to any session or member of the presbytery. Each presbytery shall 
annually arrange for an independent financial review and shall publish the report in its 
minutes. 

 
3.0108 Finances 

  
The presbytery may develop programs, engage staff, adopt budgets, and acquire and 
manage resources as it deems expedient to the mission of Christ. To support its function 
and ministry the presbytery may, by its own rule, apportion expenses to its function and 
ministry the presbytery may, by its own rule, apportion expenses to its congregations. 

 
3.0109 Policies and Procedures 

  
Each presbytery shall establish processes and procedures for recruiting, training, and 
encouraging candidates to the ministry. 
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Each presbytery shall adopt a policy for the prevention of sexual misconduct among its 
members. This policy shall govern the presbytery’s congregations unless a particular 
session, with the consent of the presbytery, adopts its own policy. 
3.0201 Purpose 

 
The synod is the widest council of ECO giving support and guidance to the presbyteries 
and congregations. The synod shall assess and proclaim the missional vision and 
theology of ECO. 

 
3.0202 Duties and Authority 

 
The synod shall: 

 
a.  Provide linkage of presbyteries to one another for mutual encouragement. 

 
b.  Correspond and connect with global mission partners, other denominations and ministry 

partners. 
 

c.  Maintain the Constitution and Essential Tenets of ECO. 
 

d.  Where appropriate and necessary, provide services (i.e., pension and health insurance) for 
ECO. 

 
3.0203 Meetings of Synod Commissioners 

 
The synod commissioners shall meet at least bi-annually. The meetings shall serve the 
purpose of encouraging presbyteries and churches in their mission as well as conducting 
the business necessary for the mission of ECO. Meetings of the synod, including its 
quorum shall be governed by the latest edition of Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly 
Revised, unless by its own rule the synod has adopted other procedures and practices. 
The synod commissioners shall have the authority to elect and remove members of the 
synod executive council and to amend and vote on proposed amendments to this 
Constitution submitted to the synod by at least two presbyteries. Voting members of the 
synod are those individuals commissioned by and from their presbyteries. Presbyteries 
shall commission an equal number of pastors and elders. The synod, by its own rule, shall 
determine the number of commissioners from each presbytery, and each presbytery shall 
be entitled to at least one elder and one pastor commissioner. 

 
3.0204 Synod Executive Council 

 
The synod executive council shall consist of between six and nine individuals, with at 
least three being elders and the remainder being ordained pastors. The synod executive 
council shall have the power to: 

 
a.  Constitute, divide, and dissolve presbyteries, and settle disputes between them, provided 

any such action is approved by two-thirds of the members of the council then in office. 
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b.  Receive and approve union presbyteries into ECO, provided any such action is approved 

by two-thirds of the members of the governing board then in office. 
 

c.  Adopt an annual budget and may receive, hold, manage, sell and expend funds and other 
assets. 

 
d.  Elect corporate officers (including a president) and hire staff. 

  
e.  Represent ECO to ecumenical and mission partners when needed. 

  
f.  Develop a manual of operations for its activities and functions. 

  
g.  Own the distinctive trademarks, trade names, and other intellectual property of ECO and 

protect against unauthorized use thereof. 
 

h.  Exercise all other powers of a nonprofit corporation under applicable law. 
  

3.0205 Records 
  

The synod shall keep full and accurate records of its proceedings and make them 
available on request to any member presbytery or congregation. The synod shall annually 
arrange for an independent financial review and shall publish the report in its minutes. 

 
3.0206 Finances 

  
To support its function and ministry, the synod may, by its own rule, apportion expenses 
to its presbyteries and/or affinity networks. 

 
3.0207 Policies and Procedures 

 
The synod shall develop a manual of administrative operations setting forth its structures 
and procedures. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Civil Authority and Property 

 
The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. 

—Psalm 24:1 (NIV) 
Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain.  

—Psalm 127:1 (NIV) 
 
 

4.01 Incorporation and Trustees 
 

Where permitted by civil law, each congregation, each presbytery, and the synod shall 
cause a nonprofit corporation to be formed and maintained through which it shall act 
legally. If incorporation of a particular congregation or presbytery is not permitted under 
applicable law, individual trustees shall be elected from the congregation’s membership 
in the same manner as for electing elders, or by rule of the presbytery for its trustees. 

 
4.0101 The Congregation 

 
The nonprofit corporation of a congregation so formed, or the individual trustees, shall 
have all powers of a nonprofit corporation under applicable law, including the power to: 

 
a. Receive, hold, encumber, manage, and transfer property, real or personal, provided that in 

buying, selling, and mortgaging real property, the trustees shall act only after the approval 
of the congregation, granted at a duly constituted meeting. 

 
b.  Accept and execute deeds of title to such property, and hold and defend title to such 

property. 
 

c.  Manage any permanent special funds for the mission of the congregation. 
 

A congregation’s session shall serve as the governing board of the nonprofit corporation 
of such congregation unless the corporation’s governing documents provide for a 
separate corporate governing board, in which case such governing board shall operate 
under the authority of the session. The session or other governing board shall elect an 
elder, pastor, or staff member to serve as the chief executive officer of the corporation 
and may elect other corporate officers as it deems appropriate or as required by law. The 
powers and duties of the trustees shall not infringe upon the powers and duties of the 
session. 

 
4.0102 The Presbytery 

 
The corporation of a presbytery so formed, or its individual trustees, shall have the power 
to receive, hold, encumber, manage and transfer property, real or personal. The 
presbytery shall not, however, direct the use of, co-sign, or guarantee any debt 
instrument issued by a member congregation or any other entity (except a subsidiary of 
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the presbytery), nor will it guarantee performance of any instrument securing such debt, 
be it mortgage or deed of trust or a security agreement. 

 
A presbytery’s governing council shall serve as the governing board of the corporation of 
such presbytery. Such governing board shall elect corporate officers as it deems 
appropriate or as required by applicable law. 

 
4.0103 The Synod 

 
The corporation of the synod so formed shall have the power to receive, hold, encumber, 
manage, and transfer property, real or personal, to accept and execute deeds of title to 
such property, and to defend title to such property. 

 
The corporation of the synod shall have the power to manage any permanent special 
funds accepted by and for purposes directed by the synod. 

 
The powers and duties of the synod corporation shall not infringe on the powers and 
duties of the synod, and the corporation shall in all matters be subject to the direction, 
review, and control of the synod exercised through the synod governing board. 

 
The synod’s executive council shall serve as the governing board of the corporation of 
the synod. Such governing board shall elect corporate officers as it deems appropriate or 
as required by applicable law. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Ecumenicity and Union 

 
Strive for full restoration, encourage one another, be of one mind, live in peace. And the God of 

love and peace will be with you.  
—2 Corinthians 13:11 (NIV) 

 
 
5.01 Ecumenicity 
 

ECO recognizes that God calls all to one faith, one Lord, one baptism in the body of 
Christ, the Church. The center of this life together is based in the covenant promises of 
the Lord, who is known as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We trust in Christ as Savior and 
commit to life together with Christ as our Lord. As the called people of God, we desire 
unity of ministry by the power of the Holy Spirit. As heirs of the Reformed tradition, we 
recognize that we are but one expression of that spiritual life together. We desire 
communication, cooperation, and partnership with other Christian groups, noting 
common goals where possible and conversation where core differences exist. 

 
5.02 Reformed and Presbyterian 
 

We cherish our common history with all expressions of Reformed and Presbyterian 
churches. We wish to partner in mission and ministry, while confessing the common 
historical biblical and orthodox faith as given to us in God’s Word, our authority for faith 
and life. 

 
5.0201 Union Congregations 

 
Congregations, historically members of the PC(USA) or other Reformed denominations, 
who wish to maintain that membership while joining with ECO and who recognize and 
teach the Essential Tenets may request to join a presbytery of ECO after a period and 
process of discernment, and a two-thirds vote of the congregation at a duly called 
meeting. This joint witness shall be formed in communication with the presbytery or 
comparable governing body of each denomination. Wherever the constitutions of the 
denominations differ, any mandatory provisions of one shall apply in all cases where the 
other is permissive. 

 
5.03 Other denominations 
 

Out of our common Protestant heritage, partnership and joint congregational witness will 
be encouraged where mission, ministry, and collegiality may be coordinated and 
approved by the appropriate governing bodies, and where the Constitution and Essential 
Tenets of ECO may be followed. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
The Constitution 

 
 
6.01 Composition of the Constitution 

 
The Constitution of ECO includes the Essential Tenets, the Polity, and the Rules of Discipline. 

 
6.02 Amending this Constitution 

 
Presbyteries may overture the synod of ECO for changes in this Constitution as follows: 

 
a. Two presbyteries must concur in the proposed changes and overture the larger body with 

changes. 
 

b. The synod may amend and transmit the proposed changes to the Constitution to the 
presbyteries for their affirmative or negative vote, and a two-thirds majority of the 
presbyteries shall be required for adoption. 

 
c. Any amendment to the Essential Tenets shall require an affirmative vote of two-thirds of 

the voting members of the synod present and voting. In addition, the affirmative vote of 
each presbytery for such amendment shall require an affirmative vote of two-thirds of the 
voting members of such presbytery present and voting.  



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

ECO Rules of Discipline 
2018 

 
Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit 

should restore that person gently. But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted. 

Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 

- Galatians 6:1-2 
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1.0 Purpose of Church Discipline 
 

1.1 All human beings are sinners by nature, by influence, by choice, and by action. Sin is 
destructive, contagious, parasitical, polluting, and disabling. The purpose of church 
discipline is redemptive: to correct and restrain sin; to help the spiritual growth of 
people; to achieve justice and compassion for all participants involved; to correct or 
restrain wrongdoing in order to bring covenant partners to repentance and restoration; 
and to correct the weaknesses, mistakes and offenses of individuals and councils. 
Appropriate reasons for discipline are actions contrary to the faith and practice to 
which, according to Scripture, all Christians are called, or which are contrary to the 
Constitution of ECO. 

 
1.2 Discipline in the church should be appropriate to the nature of the error or offense. All 

acts of discipline, both for individuals and councils, should be weighed carefully, 
keeping in mind the purpose of discipline. In all cases, the process and procedures 
used in church discipline shall afford all the opportunity to be heard and shall be fair 
and just to all participants. 

 
1.3 The traditional biblical obligation to conciliate, mediate, and adjust differences without 

strife is not diminished by these Rules of Discipline. The biblical duty of church people 
to “come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court...” 
(Matthew 5:25) is not abated or diminished. It remains the duty of every church 
member to try (prayerfully and seriously) to bring about an adjustment or settlement of 
the quarrel, complaint, delinquency, or irregularity asserted. 

 
2.0 Judicial Process 

 
2.1 Judicial process consists of two types of cases: remedial and disciplinary. A remedial 

case is one in which (a) an erroneous decision or action, or (b) an omission or failure to 
act, may be corrected by a council with higher or wider authority. A disciplinary case is 
one in which a church member or officer may be censured for an offense. Church 
officers are pastors, elders, and deacons. An offense is any act or omission by a 
member or officer of the church that is contrary to Scripture or the Constitution of 
ECO. 

 
2.2 The responsibility and authority for discipline in a particular church belongs to the 

session. The responsibility and authority for discipline of pastors and lay pastors 
belongs to the presbytery. The responsibility and authority for remedial cases and 
appeals is the presbytery and the synod. 

 
2.3 Each council shall enforce and recognize the judgments, decisions, and orders of every 

other council acting under the provisions of the Rules of Discipline. 
 
2.4 Judicial process ends when a church officer or a member renounces the jurisdiction of 

the church. Should the accused in a disciplinary case renounce the jurisdiction of the 
church, the clerk or stated clerk shall report to the governing body both the 
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renunciation and the status of the matter at that time, including the name of the 
accused, the date and fact of renunciation during an investigation or hearing, and the 
charges filed. 

 
3.0 Judicial Commissions 

 
3.1 Each presbytery shall elect a permanent judicial commission from the pastors and 

elders within the presbytery. Once five (5) presbyteries have been established, the 
synod shall elect a permanent judicial commission. Each commission shall be 
composed of pastors and elders in numbers as nearly equal as possible. When the 
commission consists of an odd number of members, the additional member may be 
either a pastor or an elder. The synod commission shall be composed of no fewer than 
five members distributed equally, insofar as possible, among the constituent 
presbyteries. The presbytery commission shall be composed of no fewer than five 
members, with no more than one of its elder members from any one of its constituent 
churches. 

 
3.2 The term of each member of a permanent judicial commission shall be six years. 

Commissioners shall be elected in three classes, with no more than one half of the 
members to be in one class. When established for the first time, one class shall serve 
for two years, the second class for four years, and the third class for six years. Any 
vacancy due to resignation, death, or any other cause may be filled by the electing 
governing body, which may elect a person to fill the unexpired term. 

 
3.3 No person who has served on a permanent judicial commission for a full term of six 

years shall be eligible for reelection until four years have elapsed after the expired six-
year term. No person shall serve on more than one judicial commission at the same 
time.  

 
3.4 The quorum of a judicial commission shall be a majority of the members. For judicial 

process, the session is a judicial commission and the quorum of a session for judicial 
process shall be the moderator of the session and a majority of the elder members. 

 
3.5 When a church or council is a party to a case, members of a judicial commission who 

are members of that church, or of that council, or of churches within that council shall 
not participate in the trial or appeal of that case. 

 
3.6 A judicial commission shall exercise the powers and responsibilities entrusted to it by 

these Rules of Discipline, and is authorized to deliberate upon and conclude any 
matters submitted to it under these Rules. A judicial commission may hold a pre-
hearing conference, require the exchange of lists of witnesses and exhibits, may 
request written briefs from the parties, provide for reasonable discovery of evidence, 
set reasonable schedules for discovery, briefs, and the hearing of the case, and take 
such other action as may be necessary to provide for a full and fair hearing for all 
participants. A judicial commission shall have full authority and power to control the 
conduct of the hearing and of all parties, witnesses, counsel, and the public, including 
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removal of them, to the end that proper dignity and decorum shall be maintained. 
Questions as to procedure, the competency of witnesses, or the admissibility of 
evidence arising in the course of a hearing shall be decided by the judicial commission 
after the parties have had an opportunity to be heard. 

 
4.0 Remedial Cases 

 
4.1 A remedial case is initiated by the filing of a complaint with the stated clerk of the 

governing body having jurisdiction. A complaint is a written statement alleging: (a) an 
erroneous decision or action, or (b) an omission or failure to act. The filing of a 
complaint does not, by itself, stay enforcement of the decision or action. 

 
4.2 The action or decision of a council or of a judicial commission may be suspended by a 

stay of enforcement. To seek a stay of enforcement, the complainant or appellant shall 
deliver to the stated clerk a copy of the complaint or notice of appeal and a request for 
stay containing a short statement of the basis for challenging the decision or action, 
and a short statement of the harm that will occur if the decision or action is not stayed. 
The stated clerk shall promptly transmit the request for stay to all members of the 
judicial commission eligible to participate in consideration of the complaint or appeal. 
A stay of enforcement shall be entered when it is signed by at least three of the 
members of the judicial commission having jurisdiction to hear the complaint or appeal 
on the decision or action. A stay of enforcement has no evidentiary or procedural 
effect on the merits of the case. 

 
4.3 Remedial complaints shall be filed within ninety days. Those eligible to file such a 

complaint are: (a) a pastor or an elder enrolled as a member of a presbytery, against 
that presbytery, and the complaint is filed with the synod; (b) a session against the 
presbytery, and the complaint is filed with the synod; (c) any council against any other 
council of the same level, and the complaint is filed with the council immediately wider 
than the council complained against; (d) a member of a church against the session of 
that church, and the complaint is filed with the presbytery; (e) a presbytery against the 
synod, and the complaint is filed with the synod. 

 
4.4 A complaint shall include the following: (a) the name of the complainant and the name 

of the respondent; (b) the alleged erroneous decision, action, omission, or failure to 
act which shall include the date, place, and circumstances thereof; (c) the reasons for 
the remedial complaint; (d) the interest or relationship of the complainant, showing 
why that party has a right to file the complaint; and (e) the relief requested. 

 
4.5 A copy of the complaint shall be delivered to the respondent and the complainant 

shall file with the stated clerk a receipt signed by the respondent or an affidavit of 
personal service. 

 
4.6 The respondent shall file with the stated clerk a concise answer within forty-five days 

after receipt of the complaint, and shall furnish a copy of the answer to the 
complainant. The answer shall admit those facts alleged in the complaint that are true, 
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deny those allegations that are not true or are mistakenly stated, and present other 
facts that may explain the situation. 

 
4.7 The hearing in a remedial case shall be conducted by the judicial commission. Each of 

the parties in a remedial case shall be entitled to appear and may be represented by 
counsel, provided, however, that no person shall act as counsel who is not a member 
of ECO. No member of a judicial commission shall appear as counsel before that 
commission while a member. Counsel need not be a paid representative or an 
attorney-at-law. 

 
4.8 A member of a judicial commission is disqualified if the member is personally 

interested in the case, is related by blood or marriage to any party, or has been active 
for or against any party. Any member of a judicial commission may be challenged by 
any party, and the validity of the challenge shall be determined by the remaining 
members of the permanent judicial commission. 

 
4.9 At the hearing on a remedial complaint, the parties shall be given an opportunity to 

make opening statements, present evidence, and the parties shall be given an 
opportunity to make final statements, the complainant having the right of opening and 
closing the argument. The judicial commission shall then meet privately to decide the 
case. 

 
4.10 The judicial commission shall then decide the case. If the complaint is sustained either 

in whole or in part, the commission shall either order such action as is appropriate or 
direct the lower governing body to conduct further proceedings in the matter. A 
written decision shall be prepared and shall become the final decision when a copy of 
the written decision is signed by the moderator of the judicial commission. A copy of 
the written decision shall be delivered to the parties to the case. The decision shall be 
filed with the stated clerk of the governing body that appointed the judicial 
commission. 

 
5.0 Disciplinary Cases 

 
5.1 A disciplinary case is initiated by submitting a written statement of an alleged offense 

to the clerk of session or the stated clerk of the presbytery. The statement shall give a 
clear narrative and allege facts with supporting information, that, if proven true, would 
likely result in disciplinary action. 

 
5.2 Upon receipt of a written statement of an alleged offense, the clerk of session or the 

stated clerk of presbytery, without undertaking further inquiry, shall report to the 
council only that an offense has been alleged without naming the accused or the 
nature of the alleged offense, and refer the statement immediately to an investigating 
committee. A session shall not grant a certificate of transfer to a member, nor shall a 
presbytery grant a certificate of transfer to a minister, while an inquiry or charges are 
pending. 
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5.3 When a written statement of an alleged offense of sexual abuse toward any person 
under the age of eighteen, or who it is alleged lacked the mental capacity to consent, 
has been received against a pastor, the stated clerk receiving the allegation shall 
immediately communicate the allegation to the judicial commission. The moderator of 
the judicial commission shall within three days designate two members of presbytery 
(who shall not be members of the investigating committee) to determine whether the 
accused shall be placed on a paid administrative leave during the resolution of the 
matter. The cost of such shall be borne by the employing entity whenever possible or 
be shared by the presbytery as necessary. While administrative leave is in effect, the 
pastor may not perform any pastoral, administrative, educational, or supervisory duties, 
and may not officiate at any functions such as Baptisms, funerals, or weddings. 

 
5.4 Upon receiving a written allegation of an offense, the council having jurisdiction over 

the accused member shall appoint an investigating committee to determine whether 
charges should be filed. An investigating committee shall have no more than five but 
no less than three members. A session shall not appoint members of the session as 
members of the investigating committee. A presbytery may provide by rule for 
appointment of an investigating committee. 

 
5.5 The investigating committee shall: (a) provide the accused with a copy of the 

statement of alleged offense; (b) make a thorough inquiry into the facts and 
circumstances of the alleged offense; (c) examine all relevant papers, documents, and 
records available to it; (d) ascertain all available witnesses and inquire of them; (e) 
determine whether there are probable grounds or cause to believe that an offense was 
committed by the accused; (f) decide whether the charge(s) filed can reasonably be 
proved, having due regard for the character, availability, and credibility of the 
witnesses and evidence available; (g) report to the governing body having jurisdiction 
over the accused only whether or not it will file charges; and (h) if charges are to be 
filed, prepare and file them and designate one or more persons (to be known as the 
prosecuting committee) from among its membership to prosecute the case. 

 
5.6 The investigating committee, prior to filing charges against an accused, may initiate 

alternative forms of resolution to determine if agreement can be reached among all 
parties involved concerning any charges which may be filed. If such agreement is 
reached, the investigating committee shall report it to the judicial commission for its 
approval. 

 
5.7 If the investigating committee decides to file charges, it shall inform the accused in 

writing of the charges it will make, including a summary of the facts it expects to prove 
at the hearing to support those charges. It shall ask the accused if that person wishes 
to plead guilty to the charges to avoid a full hearing and indicate the censure it will 
recommend to the judicial commission. 

5.8 If no charges are filed, the investigating committee shall file a written report of that fact 
alone with the clerk of session or stated clerk of the presbytery, and notify the person 
who submitted the written statement. If no charges are filed, the disposition of the 
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investigating committee’s records shall be in accordance with session or presbytery 
policy. 

 
5.9 No charges shall be filed later than three years from the time of the commission of the 

alleged offense, nor later than one year from the date the investigating committee was 
formed, whichever occurs first, except as follows. For instances of sexual abuse of 
another person, the three year time limit shall not apply. Charges may be brought 
regardless of the date on which an offense is alleged to have occurred. Sexual abuse 
of another person is any offense involving sexual conduct in relation to: (a) any person 
under the age of eighteen years or anyone over the age of eighteen years without the 
mental capacity to consent; or (b) any person when the conduct includes force, threat, 
coercion, intimidation, or misuse of office or position. 

 
5.10 All disciplinary cases shall be filed and prosecuted by a governing body through an 

investigating committee and a prosecuting committee. The prosecuting committee is 
the representative of the church and, as such, has all of the rights of the appropriate 
governing body in the case. Each charge shall be numbered and set forth the conduct 
that constituted the offense. Each charge shall state (as far as possible) the time, place, 
and circumstances of the commission of the alleged conduct. Each charge shall also be 
accompanied by a list of the names and addresses of the witnesses for the prosecution 
and a description of the records and documents to be cited for its support. Every 
charge shall be prepared in writing and filed with the clerk of session or stated clerk of 
the presbytery. Upon receipt of a charge, the clerk of a session shall present the 
charge to the session at its next meeting. Upon receipt of a charge, the stated clerk of 
the presbytery shall immediately forward it to the judicial commission of that 
presbytery. 

 
5.11 The hearing in a disciplinary case shall be conducted by a judicial commission. Each of 

the parties in a disciplinary case shall be entitled to appear and may be represented by 
counsel, provided, however, that no person shall act as counsel who is not a member 
of ECO. No member of a judicial commission shall appear as counsel before that 
commission while a member. If the accused in a disciplinary case is unable to secure 
counsel, the judicial commission shall appoint counsel for the accused. Reasonable 
expenses for defense shall be authorized and reimbursed by the governing body in 
which the case originated. Counsel need not be a paid representative or attorney-at-
law. 

 
5.12 A member of a judicial commission is disqualified if the member is personally 

interested in the case, is related by blood or marriage to any party, or has been active 
for or against any party. Any member of a judicial commission may be challenged by 
any party, and the validity of the challenge shall be determined by the remaining 
members of the judicial commission. 

 
5.13 The proceedings shall ordinarily be conducted in open session; however, at the 

request of any party, or on its own initiative, the judicial commission may determine at 
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any stage of the proceedings, by a vote of two-thirds of the members present, to 
exclude persons other than the parties and their counsel. 

 
5.14 The accused in a disciplinary case is presumed to be innocent until the contrary is 

proved, and unless guilt is established beyond a reasonable doubt, the accused is 
entitled to be found not guilty. 

 
5.15 The judicial commission shall determine all preliminary objections and any other 

objection affecting the order or regularity of the proceedings. It may dismiss the case 
or permit amendments to the charges in the furtherance of justice, provided that such 
amendments do not change the substance of the charges or prejudice the accused. If 
the proceedings are found to be in order, and the charges are considered sufficient, 
the accused shall be called upon to plead ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’ to each charge. The 
plea shall be entered on the record. If the accused declines to answer or pleads ‘not 
guilty,’ a plea of ‘not guilty’ shall be entered on the record and the hearing shall 
proceed. If the accused pleads ‘guilty,’ the council shall proceed to hear evidence of 
harm, mitigation, rehabilitation, and redemption, and to determine the degree of 
censure to be imposed. 

 
5.16 If a plea of not guilty is entered on the record, the parties shall then be given an 

opportunity to make opening statements. The prosecuting committee shall present its 
evidence in support of the charges, subject to objection and cross-examination by the 
accused. The accused shall have the opportunity to present evidence, subject to 
objection and cross-examination by the prosecuting committee. The prosecuting 
committee then may introduce additional evidence, but only to rebut evidence 
introduced on behalf of the accused. This additional evidence is subject to objection 
and cross-examination by the accused. The parties shall be given an opportunity to 
make final statements. The prosecuting committee shall have the right of opening and 
closing the argument. 

 
5.17 The judicial commission shall then meet privately. All persons not members of the 

session or permanent judicial commission shall be excluded. After careful deliberation, 
the judicial commission shall vote on each charge separately and record the vote in its 
minutes. In order to find the accused guilty of a charge, the judicial commission must 
find that the pertinent facts within that charge have been proven beyond a reasonable 
doubt. Proof beyond a reasonable doubt occurs when the comparison and 
consideration of all the evidence compels an abiding conviction that the material facts 
necessary to prove the charge are true. No judgment of guilt may be found on a 
charge unless at least two-thirds of the members of the judicial commission eligible to 
vote agree on the judgment. When a judicial commission has arrived at a decision, the 
moderator shall, in open meeting, announce the verdict for each charge separately. 

 
5.18 If the accused is found guilty or after a guilty plea, the judicial commission shall permit 

the parties to present evidence as to the extent of the injury suffered, mitigation, 
rehabilitation, and redemption. This evidence may be offered by either party or the 
original accuser or that person’s representative. The person who was directly harmed 
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by the offense may submit a victim impact statement. That statement shall not be 
subject to cross-examination. The judicial commission shall then meet privately to 
determine the degree of censure to be imposed. Following such determination and in 
an open meeting, the moderator of the judicial commission shall then pronounce the 
censure. A written decision stating the judgment on each charge and the 
determination of the degree of censure, if any, shall be prepared. It shall become the 
final decision when signed by the moderator of the judicial commission, and shall be 
filed with the clerk or stated clerk of the council. The clerk or stated clerk of the council 
shall deliver a copy of the decision to each party named in the decision. 

 
6.0 Censure and Restoration in a Disciplinary Case 

 
6.1 The degrees of church censure are rebuke, rebuke with supervised rehabilitation, 

temporary exclusion from exercise of ordained office or membership, and removal 
from ordained office or membership. Rebuke is the lowest degree of censure for an 
offense and is completed when pronounced. It consists of setting forth publicly the 
character of the offense, together with reproof. 

 
6.2 Rebuke with supervised rehabilitation is the next to lowest degree of censure. It 

consists of setting forth the character of the offense, together with reproof and 
mandating a period of supervised rehabilitation imposed by the judicial commission. 
The judicial commission shall formally communicate to the supervising entity and the 
person censured the goals of the rehabilitation and the specific authority conferred on 
the supervisor(s). The description of the rehabilitation program shall include a clear 
statement of how progress will be evaluated and how it will be determined when and if 
the supervised rehabilitation has been satisfactorily completed. 

 
6.3 Temporary exclusion from the exercise of ordained office or membership is a higher 

degree of censure for a more aggravated offense and shall be for a definite period of 
time, or for a period defined by completion of supervised rehabilitation imposed by 
the judicial commission. If the period of temporary exclusion is defined by completion 
of supervised rehabilitation, the judicial commission shall formally communicate to the 
supervising entity and the person found guilty the specific authority conferred on the 
supervisor. During the period of temporary exclusion from ordained office, the person 
found guilty shall refrain from the exercise of any function of ordained office. During 
the period of temporary exclusion from membership, the person found guilty shall 
refrain from participating and voting in meetings and from holding or exercising any 
office. If a pastor is temporarily excluded from the exercise of the office of ordained 
minister, the presbytery may, if no appeal from the case is pending, declare the 
pastoral relationship dissolved. A person under the censure of temporary exclusion 
shall apply in writing to the council, through the clerk of session or stated clerk, for 
restoration upon the expiration of the time of exclusion or completion of the 
supervised rehabilitation pronounced. The council that imposed the censure shall 
approve the restoration when the time of exclusion has expired or when the council is 
fully satisfied that the supervised rehabilitation pronounced has been completed. A 
person under the censure of temporary exclusion from the exercise of ordained office 
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or from membership may apply in writing to the council that imposed the censure 
(through its clerk) to be restored prior to the expiration of the time of exclusion or the 
completion of the supervised rehabilitation fixed in the censure. The council may 
approve such a restoration when it is fully satisfied that the action is justified. 

 
6.4 Removal from office or membership is the highest degree of censure. Removal from 

office is the censure by which the ordination and election of the person found guilty 
are set aside, and the person is removed from all offices without removal from 
membership. Removal from membership is the censure by which the membership of 
the person found guilty is terminated, the person is removed from all rolls, and the 
person’s ordination and election to all offices are set aside. If a pastor is removed from 
office without removal from membership, the presbytery shall give the pastor a 
certificate of membership to a church of the pastor’s choice. Any pastoral relationship 
is automatically dissolved by the censure. 

  
7.0 Appeal 

  
7.1 An appeal of a remedial or disciplinary case is the transfer to the next wider council of 

a case in which a decision has been rendered in a smaller council, for the purpose of 
obtaining a review of the proceedings and decision to correct, modify, set aside, or 
reverse the decision. Either party may initiate an appeal by the filing of a written notice 
of appeal. 

  
7.2 In a remedial case, the notice of appeal shall not suspend any further action 

implementing the decision being appealed unless a stay of enforcement has been 
obtained in accordance with the provisions of 4.2 above. 

  
7.3 In a disciplinary case, the notice of appeal, if properly and timely filed, shall suspend 

further proceedings by lower councils, except that, in the instance of temporary 
exclusion from exercise of ordained office or membership or removal from office or 
membership, the person against whom the judgment has been pronounced shall 
refrain from the exercise of office or from participating and voting in meetings until the 
appeal is finally decided. 

 
7.4 On application, the judicial commission of the wider council may grant a petition for 

withdrawal of an appeal. The judicial commission shall deny a petition if its approval 
would defeat the ends of justice. 

  
7.5 The grounds for appeal are: (a) irregularity in the proceedings; (b) refusing a party 

reasonable opportunity to be heard or to obtain or present evidence; (c) receiving 
improper, or declining to receive proper, evidence or testimony; (d) hastening to a 
decision before the evidence or testimony is fully received; (e) manifestation of 
prejudice in the conduct of the case; (f) injustice in the process or decision; (g) error in 
constitutional interpretation; and (h) in an appeal by a person found guilty, undue 
severity of censure. 
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7.6 A written notice of appeal shall be filed within forty-five days after a copy of the 
decision has been delivered to the party appealing. The written notice of appeal shall 
be filed with the clerk or stated clerk of the lower governing body that elected the 
judicial commission from whose decision the appeal is taken. The party appealing shall 
provide a copy of the notice of appeal to each of the other parties and to the stated 
clerk of the governing body that will hear the appeal. The written notice of appeal shall 
include the following: (a) the name of the party or parties filing the appeal, called the 
appellant or appellants, and their counsel if any; (b) the name of the other party or 
parties, called the appellee or appellees, and their counsel if any; (c) the governing 
body from whose decision the appeal is taken; (d) the decision, and date and place 
thereof, from which the appeal is taken (enclose a copy of the decision with the notice 
of appeal); and (e) a statement of the alleged errors of the judicial commission which 
conducted the hearing that are the grounds for appeal. 

  
7.7 A copy of the notice of appeal shall be delivered to each of the other parties and the 

appellant(s) shall file with the stated clerk a receipt signed by the other parties or an 
affidavit of personal service. 

  
7.8 Within forty-five days after the receipt of a written notice of appeal, the clerk of session 

or stated clerk of the lower governing body shall list in writing to the parties all of the 
papers and other materials that constitute the record of the case. Within fifteen days 
thereafter, any party may file with the stated clerk of the lower council a written 
statement challenging the accuracy or completeness of the record of the case as listed 
by the stated clerk. The written challenge shall state specifically the item or items 
which are claimed to be omitted from the record of the case. 

  
7.9 The stated clerk of the lower council shall certify and file the record of the case, which 

may include authenticated copies of parts of the record, and shall include any written 
challenges disputing the completeness or accuracy of the record, with the stated clerk 
of the wider council. If anything material to either party is omitted from the record by 
error or accident or is misstated therein, the omission or misstatement may be 
corrected. The parties may stipulate to the correction, or the judicial commission of the 
lower council may certify and transmit a supplemental record. All other questions as to 
the form and content of the record shall be presented to the judicial commission of the 
higher governing body. 

 
7.10 Within thirty days after the date of the filing of the record on appeal, the appellant 

shall file with the stated clerk of the wider council a written brief containing 
specifications of the errors alleged in the notice of appeal and arguments, reasons, 
and citations of authorities in support of the appellant’s contentions as to the alleged 
errors specified. The brief shall be accompanied by a certification that a copy has been 
furnished to the other party or parties. For good cause shown, the stated clerk of the 
wider council may extend this time limit for a reasonable period. Failure of appellant to 
file a brief within the time allowed, without good cause, shall be deemed by the 
judicial commission an abandonment of the appeal 
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7.11 Within thirty days after the filing of appellant’s brief, the appellee shall file with the 
stated clerk of the wider council a written brief responding to the appellant’s brief. The 
brief shall be accompanied by a certification that a copy has been furnished to the 
other party or parties. For good cause shown, the stated clerk of the higher governing 
body may extend this time limit for a reasonable period. Failure by appellee to file a 
brief within the time allowed, without good cause, shall constitute waiver of the rights 
to file a brief, to appear, and to be heard. 

  
7.12 Upon receipt of the record and the briefs, or upon the expiration of the time for filing 

them, the stated clerk of the wider council shall transmit the record and briefs to the 
judicial commission. At any time after an appeal is received by a judicial commission, 
the commission may direct the parties or their counsel, if any, to attend a prehearing 
conference, to seek agreement on any of the disputed issues in the appeal, and to 
take other action which might reasonably and impartially narrow the dispute and 
expedite its resolution. 

  
7.13 The moderator of the judicial commission shall notify the parties of the date when they 

may appear in person or by counsel before the judicial commission to present the 
appeal. Failure of a party to appear in person or by counsel shall constitute a waiver of 
participation in the hearing on appeal. 

  
7.14 At the hearing, the judicial commission shall determine whether to receive newly 

discovered evidence; and give opportunity to be heard on the grounds of the appeal 
to those parties who have not waived that right, the appellant having the right of 
opening and closing the argument. 

  
7.15 After the hearing and after deliberation, the judicial commission shall vote separately 

on each specification of error alleged. The vote shall be on the question, “Shall the 
specification of error be sustained?” The minutes shall record the numerical vote on 
each specification of error. If none of the specifications of error is sustained, and no 
other error is found, the decision of the lower governing body shall be affirmed. If one 
or more errors are found, the judicial commission shall determine whether the decision 
of the lower council shall be affirmed, set aside, reversed, modified, or the case 
remanded for a new hearing. 

  
7.16 A written decision shall be prepared, and shall become the final decision when a copy 

of the written decision is signed by the moderator of the commission. The decision 
shall be filed with the stated clerk of the council that appointed the judicial commission 
and delivered to the parties to the case. 

 


