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Unity, Confessions, and the Book of Order: the Constitution of the PC(USA) 
and How It Constitutes Us 
Barry Ensign-George 
 
The relationship between the two parts of our Constitution – The Book of Confessions and the 
Book of Order – is an abiding, persistent problem.  It reappeared at the 220th General Assembly 
in Pittsburgh (held in 2012), reminding us of the significance and depth of this problem, and the  
questions it brings into the open about the shape of our life together within the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.), about the commitments we make to one another, and to those all around us 
who are not part of the PC(USA). 
 
Soon after the General Assembly my colleague, Charles Wiley, and I began working on a 
reflection on the relationship between The Book of Confessions and the Book of Order.  That 
reflection was published online in the summer of 2013, titled “Constituting Us: Confessions and 
Polity in the PC(USA)”.1  
 
In what follows I include the text of “Constituting Us,” prefacing that document with some 
reflections on what it means to be a denomination that has confession of faith as the first part of 
its Constitution, and following that document with brief comments about the implications for our 
Constitution, and especially for our constituting confession of faith, of a possible change in our 
denomination’s definition of marriage. 
 
So, in the first part of my comments I want to probe some of the ways in which the official 
documents of our denomination that seek to understand The Book of Confessions have missed the 
constituting function of that Book.  In particular, the second chapter of the Book of Order, and 
the document “The Confessional Nature of the Church” fail to provide us with an understanding 
of the positive role of our confession of faith (The Book of Confessions) in constituting, together 
with the Book of Order, us – this particular denomination.  I will follow that by reading the 
markers in our Constitution that point the way to a better understanding of the constituting 
function of our confession of faith, The Book of Confessions.  Central to this better understanding 
is the role our confession of faith plays in shaping committed relationship with one another 
across this particular community of followers of Jesus Christ, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  
So that will be my first initiative. 
 
Second, I include “Constituting Us: Confessions and Polity in the PC(USA),” the document 
Charles Wiley and I together wrote, and published some months ago, which addresses more 
directly the strong and complex relationship between the two parts of our one Constitution. 
 
Finally, I will briefly address more specifically the consideration that will be given at our next 
General Assembly of the possibility of a change in our denomination’s definition of marriage, 
and the implications such a change would have for the complex relationship between the two 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  “Constituting Us: Confessions and Polity in the PC(USA) is available online at 
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/theologyandworship/docs/constituting_us_co
nfessions_and_polity.pdf	  
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parts of our one Constitution, and the complex relationships we have within this one 
denomination. 
 
 
Part I: The constituting function of The Book of Confessions 
 
Missing the constituting function of The Book of Confessions 
I will take two sources as central accounts of the relationship between The Book of Confessions 
and the Book of Order: first, the second chapter of the Book of Order, which is one of the 
chapters in the “The Foundations of Presbyterian Polity” section; as a second source I will take a 
document called “The Confessional Nature of the Church” which the 198th General Assembly in 
1986 commended for study within this denomination, and which since 1997 has been included in 
The Book of Confessions, as per the mandate of the 209th General Assembly which took place 
that year. 
 
The question of the relationship between the two parts of our one Constitution, between The 
Book of Confessions and the Book of Order would seem to be an obvious question, the kind of 
matter that a constitutional document would want to address with some precision.  And yet the 
striking thing about these two sources is that they fail directly to address the relationship between 
these two parts of our one Constitution.  As we all well know, our polity is perfectly willing to 
specify all sorts of matters – say, for example, specifying the precise words a group of people 
shall use when applying to a presbytery to become a new congregation (G-1.0201).  If it’s 
important to specify the precise words for such an application, how is it not important to give 
some reasoned reflection on the relationship between the two parts of the Constitution?  
Whatever the explanation may be, the fact remains that the issue is not discussed.  The problem 
with the failure to provide reasoned reflection on the relationship is that the failure to do so is 
precisely a failure to address the way in which The Book of Confessions helps to provide 
concrete unity to our denomination as we live together in the day-to-day.  By contrast, there can 
be little question, surely, about ways in which the Book of Order at least attempts to shape for us 
a common life together.    
 
Our two sources do, of course, say several things about what a confession of faith is, and about 
what The Book of Confessions is, some them profoundly helpful, as I hope the rest of my 
remarks will demonstrate.  Unfortunately, our two sources also view the The Book of 
Confessions in some ways that are unfortunate.  Let me specify three such unfortunate views of 
our confession of faith. 
 
First, our two sources are marked by a clear anxiety to protect our freedom from the documents 
of The Book of Confessions.  This anxiety is clear in “The Confessional Nature of the Church,” 
which has an entire section devoted to “The Historical Limitations of the Confessions,” as well 
as a long section about the authority of the confessions that seeks carefully to limit and constrain 
the authority of the documents in The Book of Confessions.  Let me be clear: both of these 
sections are right and good.  The problem is that these sections are not matched by an equally 
vigorous exploration of how it is that our confession of faith constitutes us as a distinct 
denomination. The Book of Confessions is not only a threat; it is also a positive agent of freedom 
for a particular life together with one another.  I will return to this positive role in a moment. 
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A second unfortunate view is this: the documents in The Book of Confessions are steadfastly 
regarded as external to us: they are received as belonging primarily to those who wrote them and 
to the context in and into which they were written.  They are always primarily “theirs,” 
belonging rightly to their authors and first receivers, addressing their context, their (past) 
historical moment, and only secondarily ours.  Thus, for example, The Book of Confessions is 
printed with Introductions to each of the documents which are long on historical information 
about those who wrote and first received these documents, and short on reflection on how, in 
these confessional documents, we are committing ourselves to a particular kind of life together.  
This means that we always read them with heightened attention to our differences from them. 
 
A third unfortunate view is this: when our two source do give The Book of Confessions some 
actual work to do in our actual life together, it is almost always negative, setting a boundary on 
freedom.  In particular, in our two sources, The Book of Confessions is to be used in deciding 
who shall be ordained, or who not; it is to be used in deciding when a group within our 
denomination holds views that really cannot be allowed to continue to be held and proclaimed; 
The Book of Confessions is used in a way that insists on the need for the denomination to be 
prepared “to instruct, counsel with, or even to discipline one ordained who seriously rejects the 
faith expressed in the confessions.” (F-2.02; see also “The Confessional Nature of the Church,” 
I.D.5, III.D.1, III.D.2.b, III.3.c,e,f).  The section of “The Confessional Nature of the Church” 
where the unity of the denomination is directly addressed is titled, tellingly and entirely 
accurately, “The Authority and Unity of the Church.”  Further, throughout this section of the 
paper, “unity” is a matter of enforcement: unity is again and again a matter of the denial of 
ordination, or a matter of the discipline of recalcitrant dissenting groups.  Unity is a matter of 
how majorities are to regulate and limit those who don’t adhere to the majority’s theological 
views.  “Unity” is swallowed by “authority.”    It should come as no surprise that this is a sub-
section of the part of the document that deals with “essential tenets.”   
 
Let me offer a side note at this point.  As it happens, the focus in these documents on 
enforcement especially at the point of ordination points to what could be part of a positive 
account of unity: the ordained (elders teaching and ruling, and deacons) are to be and can indeed 
be agents of unity by means of shared confession of faith.   
 
 
Pointers toward a better understanding of The Book of Confessions 
Fortunately, there are pointers to a better understanding of the constituting function of The Book 
of Confessions.  These are pointers, but in the absence of direct reflection from our sources, and 
in the face of the unfortunate views of the function of The Book of Confessions put forth in those 
sources, we will have to make do with pointers. 
 
I propose that we work with two pointers.  The first, already much repeated, is to take seriously 
the fact that The Book of Confessions is the first part of our denominational Constitution.  It 
didn’t have to be this way.  It is perfectly possible to imagine our denomination identifying a 
group of confessional documents that are said to be important articulations of our particular way 
of understanding and living the Christian faith.  This list of important articulations could serve as 
a sort of approved list of sources – primary sources, if you will.  We could have done so, but no, 
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we did not.  These documents are the first half of our Constitution.  Which means, as I keep 
saying, The Book of Confessions has a constituting role in our collective, or corporate life 
together. 
 
Secondly, it is important to note that our confession is voluntarily agreed to.  These documents 
are not imposed on us.  They are to be freely committed to.  “Do you sincerely receive and adopt 
the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confessions of our church as 
authentic and reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will you be 
instructed and led by those confessions as you lead the people of God?” (W-4.4003c)  Note that 
this is a commitment that is made not to some abstract institution floating out there in the realm 
of institutions.  No.  This is a commitment made to a particular community of people, to the 
members of this particular denomination, the PC(USA), a denomination which is nicely if very 
partially embodied by the particular members of that large community who are physically (or, 
now, perhaps live-streamingly) present.  This is a commitment made to and with people, freely 
entering into the web of committed relationship that is this particular community and its 
members. 
 
So let’s bring these two pointers together.  We are constituted as one denomination in part by our 
individual and corporate willingness to embrace, to follow, to be constituted by the particular 
way of following Jesus that is articulated by this specific group of documents, as they are read 
together.  Put this a different way: us, we are constituted by our willingness to be bound together 
by the particular way of following Jesus articulated in the confession of faith formed by The 
Book of Confessions. 
 
Three things that this means for us.  First, it means that we have given one another our solemn 
word – our vow (as the assigned words of ordination are sometimes and properly called) – that 
we will understand and proclaim and live out the Christian faith in the way articulated by this 
particular gathering of documents.  We have given our word to one another that we will 
articulate what it means to follow Jesus Christ in the rich set of words and concepts found in this 
particular book.  Failure to respect the content of The Book of Confessions is destructive of that 
which unites us.  Such failure implies that our vow no longer holds good. 
 
Second, we need to be mindful of practices that either support this view of our constituting 
confession of faith, or that undermine such a view (an example of undermining is found in the 
writing of personal statements of faith as part of the ordination process, statements that need not 
engage the specific content of our constituting confession of faith). 
 
Third, by constituting us as a denomination, The Book of Confessions gives us words and 
concepts for communicating with one another.  In them, so to speak, we are given a particular 
dialect in which to speak Christian.  This particular dialect should enable us to better understand 
one another. 
 
I noted above that Chapter 2 of the Form of Government, and the document “The Confessional 
Nature of the Church” tend to view The Book of Confessions in the context of enforcement.  I 
think that’s appropriate.  But it is never the only thing to be said about this book, nor should it 
ever be the primary thing said.  Our confession of faith is our freely accepted bonding to one 
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another, it is the particular, rich dialect in which we communicate the Gospel of Jesus Christ to 
the world, and therefore the language in which we talk with one another. 
 
This way of understanding the constituting function of The Book of Confessions can give us a 
way of seeing at least some of our disagreements with one another, and the intensity of those 
disagreements.  These disagreements embody, at their best (and love requires us to start with 
assuming the best of those with whom we disagree), a concern for our vows, for our 
commitments to one another, a wondering whether vows and commitments that one thought had 
been made to her or him are really still in effect. 
 
Further, this way of viewing our constituting confession of faith has implications for our polity.  
It raises the question of whether our polity is serving or obstructing that to which we are 
committed in freely agreeing to be constituted by, in part, The Book of Confessions.   
 
These matters are considered in “Constituting Us.” 
 
 
Part II: Constituting Us: Confessions and Polity in the PC(USA)  
[co-authored with Charles A. Wiley] 
 
During our last General Assembly in Pittsburgh we found ourselves facing a basic question: what 
is the relationship between our confession of faith and our polity? This is not a new question. We 
have faced this question repeatedly, since the early days of Presbyterians in the United States. It 
is a central question raised by the way in which we have constituted our denomination. During 
the General Assembly and in the time following GA there has been significant confusion about 
the relationship of our confessions to our polity. It is important that we seek clarity on this 
central question. 
 
One Constitution . . .  
We can begin to address the confusion by starting with basics. The Constitution of our 
denomination has two parts, not one: The Book of Confessions and the Book of Order. These two 
Books constitute us as one distinct denomination in the wide expanse of the church.  
 
Furthermore, these two Books make up one Constitution, not two. The two Books are ordered in 
a very particular way. First we declare what together we believe (The Book of Confessions). 
Then we set practices, procedures, instructions, and rules – in a word, polity – that will enable us 
together to live what we believe (Book of Order). What we believe, and how together we will 
live those beliefs – making one Constitution.  
 
What we believe and how we structure our common life are symbiotically related. There should 
be a constant flow between them: our shared beliefs guiding us in discerning how Jesus Christ 
calls us to live, our shared life as a denomination bringing insight into the truth God’s Word 
reveals to us. When we fail to balance these two our common life becomes unhealthy. When we 
make changes to our declaration of belief without embodying those changes in our life together, 
we raise doubts about whether we really believe what we say we believe. A confession of faith 
that has no direct implications for the way we live together (polity) is a confession that has no 
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direct implications for how we live our lives in the world (politics, social justice). When we 
make changes to our polity without regard to their implications for our confession of faith, we set 
our beliefs and our life at odds and call into question who and what we are, what we believe, and 
whether there is any unity to what we intend to do.  
 
. . . made up of two distinct Books . . .  
The Books in our one Constitution are different in important ways.  
 
First, in The Book of Confessions, we say what we believe. In The Book of Confessions our 
denomination “declares to its members and to the world who and what it is, what it believes, and 
what it resolves to do.” (Book of Order, F-2.01) The verbs are all in the present tense. The Book 
of Confessions is not merely a repository of tradition. The Book is not merely an historical 
anthology of significant past views of the faith. The Book of Confessions is not merely a record 
of what someone else once believed. The Book of Confessions is revisable, so that as our shared 
beliefs change and (we hope) deepen and mature, we put significant changes in The Book of 
Confessions, declaring to one another and the world what we believe.  
 
The Book of Confessions is put together in a complex way, reflecting our abiding sense that 
while faith in Jesus Christ can be expressed in simple terms, yet it has depths to plumb. Using 
The Book of Confessions well and richly requires learning about the documents within it, and 
about their original contexts. It requires learning how to think the faith with multiple 
confessional voices together guiding us. Putting a book of confessions into our Constitution is a 
challenge to us. It challenges us to study these documents, to work with them long and patiently 
enough to be able to think the faith with all their voices (not just our favorites) guiding us, to 
teach others how to use them well, to strive to shape our life together so that together we embody 
what we believe. 
 
Second, in the Book of Order we assemble a set of instructions that enables us to embody what 
we’ve said we believe. These instructions are not simply rules, set down to wag fingers at us. 
They are our shared thinking about how to live the Christian life in our particular presbyterian 
way. The contents of our Book of Order imagine a shared, common life as we follow Jesus 
Christ together, in our denomination’s distinct way. The Book of Order provides a way to 
structure and maintain the relationships that are our life together.  
 
The ordering between these two Books is not always neat. The two Books are distinct in function 
as well as content. The Book of Confessions is not the Book of Order, nor vice versa. We must 
not make changes to our polity without regard to the implications for our confession of faith. 
Any changes to our confession need to be embodied in our polity. The confessions take priority 
over the embodied practice, but we know that we have sometimes changed our practices only to 
realize later the implications for our confession of faith. Such short-term dissonance needs to be 
resolved, but our history tells us that changes in our practice can help us better understand our 
confession and our faith in Jesus Christ.  
 
. . . in complex, dynamic relationship.  
Both Books of our Constitution are complex, and their inter-relationship is complex.  
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One of the complexities is the need to balance freedom, on the one hand, with unity, on the other. 
Our Constitution sets us to seeking freedom without each going our own way, and at the same 
time unity without uniformity. This balance is challenging, lived out as much in wobbling as in 
steady, smooth flow. It requires us to be alert to forces that pull us in one direction or the other.  
 
American Presbyterians have, since our early days (going back to the early 18th century), been 
deeply concerned for freedom, against attempts to require submission to human confessional 
documents. As the Westminster Confession says, in words that are directly quoted in the Book of 
Order’s first section, Foundations of Presbyterian Polity, “God alone is the Lord of the 
conscience, and hath left if free from the doctrines and commandments of [human persons] 
which are in anything contrary to his Word, or beside it in matters of faith or worship.” (BoC 
6.109; BoO F-3.0101a) This refusal of submission to human statements that are at odds with 
God’s Word is rooted in our conviction that “All synods or councils since the apostles’ times, 
whether general or particular, may err, and many have erred; therefore they are not to be made 
the rule of faith or practice, but to be used as a help in both.” (BoC 6.175; cf. BoO F-3.0107)  
 
This concern about freedom, however, must be held it balance with its corresponding twin, unity. 
Unity requires us to balance our desire for freedom with our commitment to one another and 
what our shared life requires of us, including the willingness to forgo some of what we would 
choose for ourselves, for the sake of our commitment to one another in Jesus Christ.  
 
Being a confessional denomination: an appeal.  
There have been times in the life of the church, and particularly in the life of this denomination, 
when we have been pulled toward a unity that is really uniformity. But today our challenge is 
different. Today our challenge is to articulate our unity. We’ve worked hard on freedom; we 
have not worked nearly so intensely on unity, and how our Book of Confessions is designed to 
give us durable unity. We find ourselves unable to articulate a compelling shared identity that 
would give us unity as this particular denomination within the wide expanse of the church. 
Evidence of our lack of compelling shared identity is all around us: congregations and 
individuals are leaving our shared life together. We are failing to articulate a vision of who and 
what we are, what we believe, and what we intend to do that is wide and deep enough to provide 
a place where all of us can stand and work and worship and follow Jesus Christ together as one 
denomination. Our Constitution appears not to constitute an “us.” The Book of  
Confessions exists to help us understand us – who we are, what we believe, what we (as united 
together) intend to do.  
 
Our Constitution, with its two parts, sets a challenge before us: to state what we together believe, 
and to order our shared life in a way that best embodies our beliefs. Too often we have failed the 
challenge – particularly the challenge set before us by The Book of Confessions. What should be 
for us a statement of the beliefs that enable us to think and act together we have instead used as 
an armory of one-liners to lob at one another. Where we have identified contradictions – real and 
apparent – between documents within the Book of Confessions that invite us to clarify what we 
can say together about our distinctive proclamation of the Christian faith, we have instead too 
often treated them as though they nullify the authority of this Book. (The possibility of 
conflicting statements has been part of the Book of Confessions from the beginning. For help 
dealing with those contradictions, good guidance is found in the document “The Confessional 
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Nature of the Church,” which is printed in The Book of Confessions.) Where our disagreements 
with statements in The Book of Confessions invite us to think carefully together about how our 
understanding of the faith has changed or shifted, so that together we might bear clear witness 
today, we have instead too often taken disagreement with some part of The Book of Confessions 
to be a reason to set it off to the side, a fragile collection of statements of what our ancestors 
once believed. The Book of Confessions is basic to that which constitutes us as one distinct group 
of followers of Jesus Christ within the church. Our unity demands wrestling with the collection 
of confessions that are so central to what constitutes us, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  
 
Ever since the 209th General Assembly, held in 1997, two documents that are not confessions 
have been printed in The Book of Confessions. One of them, “The Confessional Nature of the 
Church,” reflects on what The Book of Confessions is, and how to live well with it, how to live 
up to the challenge it puts before us. That document concludes with a vision worthy of us, our 
tradition, and our calling: “Our church will have become a truly confessional church when we no 
longer have to remind ourselves to test what we think and say and do by reference to The Book of 
Confessions, but when we do so automatically, and when it becomes so much a part of us that we 
are always unconsciously guided by our commitment to the Reformed tradition it expresses and 
serves.” 
 
 
Part III: Finally . . . 
 
Finally, a word about the discussion of a change in our denomination’s understanding of 
marriage and the place of marriage in God’s good ordering of the world. 
 
It is clear that those passages of The Book of Confessions that directly address marriage view 
marriage as between one man and one woman.  This is what we are now committed to in our 
constituting document.  This view is coherent with other claims made in The Book of 
Confessions.  This view is rooted in Scripture and in a particular way of understanding Scripture.  
This is a reasoned view, and to believe that our shared confession of faith leads us to affirm this 
view is coherent and reasonable.  It is reasonable for some among us to be committed to this 
view and for them to believe that their view is part of our shared confession. 
 
Should the definition of marriage be changed in the Book of Order, that will put the two parts of 
our Constitution in conflict with one another.  Just as there is room for the documents in The 
Book of Confessions to contradict one another, the preceding has, I hope, made clear that there is 
room for some conflict between the two parts of our Constitution.  Eventually we recognized that 
the decision to endorse the ordination of women represented a significant change in us, and in 
what constitutes us, which led to placing affirmation of the faithfulness of ordaining women into 
The Book of Confessions.  Should the definition of marriage be changed, our love for one another 
should lead us to – indeed, I believe, demands – addressing this change in us and in what 
constitutes us, doing so in a way that revises The Book of Confessions in a way that displays not 
only new commitments made, but the coherence of those commitments with the rest of our 
constituting confession of faith.  This task is a task of love and respect – respect for those with 
whom we are bound together in this denomination and for the mutual commitments that we’ve 
made to one another. 


