Syllabus for PC(U.S.A.) Presbyterian Polity Course

Instructor: The Rev. Joyce MacKichan Walker

Schedule:
10 hours of synchronous learning online


12:00 p.m. (EST) – 2:00 p.m. (EST)


Thursdays October 3, 10, 17, 24, 31, 2024



5 hours of reading, preparation, and assignments

(NOTE: Those using this course as preparation for commissioning as a ruling elder/pastor must attend an additional online session to more fully explore G-3.01, G-4, and G-5. To be scheduled)
Course Description

This course in Presbyterian polity integrates the study of the Presbyterian Constitution (selected parts of the Book of Order and the relational context only of the Book of Confessions) into the context of the Christian educator, Commissioned Ruling Elder/Pastor, or others seeking to serve in leadership in the PC(U.S.A.). Critical examination, guided exploration, and careful integration of these key resources provides participants an opportunity to draw upon the richness of the Presbyterian tradition as they take leadership roles in their congregations and ministries. The course provides opportunities for participants to explore how Presbyterian polity will impact, guide, and influence their ministry in a Presbyterian congregation or related context.
Course Objectives
Course participants will be enabled to:
1. Define the mission of the PC(U.S.A.) as it is described in the Bible and in our polity, and describe why the PC(U.S.A.) “does” mission and how the PC(U.S.A.) embodies mission 
2. Define “polity” and the major types of polity, and describe Presbyterian polity and its component parts

3. Effectively use the indexes and the Table of Contents of the Book of Order to find relevant cites for needed information

4. Locate and state what the Book of Order mandates/implies/empowers regarding certified Christian educators and Commissioned Ruling Elders/Pastors
5. Identify, interpret, and apply principles found in the Foundations of Presbyterian Polity to ministry contexts. 

6. Explore polity related to congregations, their membership, and leadership, and the work of the councils of the PC(U.S.A.), and apply it to their own congregations and contexts
7. Connect the Directory for Worship to its larger context within the Book of Order, and identify the place of the Book of Confessions within the constitution
8. Discover the purpose and use of Church Discipline
NOTE: This course presumes the Directory for Worship is studied in a course on worship and the sacraments, and the content of the Book of Confessions is included in a theology course. 
Required Texts: 
Book of Order, 2023–2025; NOTE: Both downloaded version and print version required. Free download at https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/oga/pdf/boo_2023-2023_publishedversion_cover_and_boo_complete.pdf 

Print: https://www.pcusastore.com/Products/9798988550105/book-of-order-20232025.aspx
Required reading and assignments before and during the course:

1. Carefully read the following sections of the 2023-2025 Book of Order:
a) Preface, page 1 only; Explanation of the Reference Number System
b) The Foundations of Presbyterian Polity: Chapters 1, 2, and 3

c) The Form of Government:

i.  Chapter 1

ii.  Chapter 2: G-2.0101–2.0405;  G-2.0501–2.0502;  G-2.10;  G-2.11

iii.  Chapter 3: G-3.0101–0106;  3.02;  3.03;  3.04;  3.05

d) Directory for Worship:
i.  Preface
ii.  Bold Titles in the chapters
e) Church Discipline - Chapters 1 and 2; In chapter 7: D-7.0901
2. Light skim of:

a) The Form of Government: Section titles only in Chapter 2.05-2.09
b) Chapters G-4, G-5, and G-6, watching for the main topics you find there
3. As you read the Book of Order, prepare a list of ten ideas you have for using information in these sections for ministry purposes. For example, you might use the list of involvements of faithful members in G-1.0304 to organize a class for prospective members, or as an adult education offering. The due date and time are the beginning of the last day of class as part of your final project.
4. Write a final reflection paper that highlights your new understandings of the role and purpose of polity in the PCUSA, and at least three ways polity as a whole empowers the program and mission of congregations of the PCUSA. (Maximum of three pages double-spaced, 12-point font.) The due date and time are the beginning of our last class on October 31. As part of that class, insights and ideas from your two final submissions will be shared in discussion or small groups.

SUMMARY OF COURSE CONTENT EXPLORED IN ONLINE CLASSES:
Preparation for October 3:

In the Book of Order 

1. Read the first page of the “PREFACE.” (to, but not including the list of amendments)
2. Read the “EXPLANATION OF THE REFERENCE NUMBER SYSTEM…”
3. Find the two “Indexes” in the back of the book. Bookmark them both with sticky notes. They are about to become your best polity friends.
4. Read in The Form of Government, Chapter 2, G-2.10 and G-2.11

5. Quick skim (Maximum of 10 minutes) the CONTENTS. Look for the kinds of things you find in the Book of Order.
6. Prepare to introduce yourself using this guide. You will have 3 minutes. (Note: As you listen while participants introduce themselves, take notes on their major responsibilities, especially ones similar to your own.)
a) Your Name (and what you prefer to be called); the religious denomination of your childhood and beyond

b) The ministries in which you serve, and your primary responsibilities in your position

c) A  preconception you have of “polity” and your sense of why polity might matter to certified Christian educators and commissioned Ruling Elders/Pastors
d) On a scale of 1-10, how knowledgeable would you say you are about how things are decided in the PC(USA), and who makes those decisions? (Just a number and why you chose it.)

e) Where you are in the educator Certification process or in preparation to serve as a commissioned Ruling Elder/Pastor I.e., How many of the courses you have taken already, and whether “Theology” and “Worship and Sacraments” are included.
7. Print Handout 1 for use in class.

October 3

Introductions – Instructor and participants

Introduction to Polity types, terms, and characteristics


Book of Order Table of Contents, Indexes, citation form and use, Four Sections design


Book of Order content related to commissioning of ruling elders/pastors (G-2.10) and certification of Christian educators (G-2.11) 
Preparation for October 10:

In the Book of Order 

1. Read The Foundations of Presbyterian Polity (F): Chapter 1.

Watch for inspiring words about the mission of the PC(USA) that might be useful for shaping your understanding of the ministry to which you are called. Who is Jesus Christ? What is the church? In what important directions does the Holy Spirit – the Spirit of God and of Jesus – guide the church? Make brief notes of things that you want to think more about. Copy out two or three sentences that affirm something especially important to you about what you believe and want to live by. (We may read these aloud in class.)
2. Read G-1: ”Congregations and Their Membership.”
As you read, make a just-for-you-list in note form of “news to you” things about congregations that might shape or change how you educate for/form faith with and for a congregation you serve.
3. Print Handout 2 for use in class.
This handout will guide small group investigation of G-1 and subsequent reporting in class this week, so if it helps you to know what will be highlighted, feel free to skim through it to get a sense of things to watch for. 

4. Print Handout 3 Small Group Instructions for use in class
October 10

Biblical and Theological Exploration of the mission and program of the church (Chapter F-1, Bible)

Congregations and their membership (G-1)
Preparation for October 17:

1. Print Handout 4. Be guided by its instructions for what to do as you read F-3: “Principles of Order and Government.” 
2. Skim/read the two short chapters F-2 and G-6, which show the relationship between the Bible, the Book of Order, and the Book of Confessions. If you haven’t yet taken a preparatory course on Reformed Theology, that course includes the content of the Book of Confessions.
3. Print Handout 5 for use in class.

October 17
Foundational Principles of Church Order – F-3.01

Foundational Principles of Presbyterian Government – F-3.02
Book of Confessions in F-2 and G-6 (Role and importance)

Preparation for October 24:

In the Book of Order
1. Read The Form of Government, G-2.0101–2.0405;  G-2.0501–2.0502

Print Handout 6. Complete this worksheet in preparation for our exploration in class. 

2. Read in section 4, Church Discipline - Chapters 1 and 2; In chapter 7: D-7.0901


In light of the chapter 7 definition of “sexual abuse,” make some brief notes on precautions you and your church are taking or should be taking to protect against situations of abuse occurring. Print Handouts 7 and 8 for use in class.
3. Light skim The Form of Government, Chapter 2: Section titles only in 2.05-2.09;  Also, Chapters G-4, G-5 – Bold and italic section titles only.
October 24
Polity related to leadership (Ordered Ministry) particularly relevant to the work of Certified Christian Educators/ commissioned Ruling Elders/Pastors – G-2


G-4 and G-5 – Just a peek!

Church Discipline Purpose and Use of Judicial Process – D-1, D-2, D-7 definition
Preparation for October 31:

In the Book of Order
1. Read The Form of Government, Chapter 3: G-3.0101-0106;  3.02;  3.03;  3.04;  3.05

2. Print Handout 9 for use in class.
This handout will guide small group investigation of G-3 and subsequent reporting in class this week, so if it helps you to know what will be highlighted, skim through it to get a sense of things to watch for. 

October 31

Polity related to councils relevant to the work of Certified Christian Educators – G-3

Reflection on learnings and insights from Final Projects

FINAL PROJECT SUBMISSIONS
1. In list form, 10 specific cites and topics from the Book of Order and a 2-3 sentence description of an idea for a use of it in ministry. Due date and time are the beginning of our last class on October 31.
2. A reflection paper that highlights your new understandings of the role and purpose of polity in the PCUSA, and at least three ways polity as a whole empowers the program and mission of congregations of the PCUSA. (Maximum of three pages double-spaced, 12-point font.) The due date and time are the beginning of our last class on October 31. As part of that class, insights and ideas from your two final submissions will be shared in discussion or small groups.
Joyce MacKichan Walker 02-2024
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