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Introduction

ExprLorING PoLiTiEs TO UNDERSTAND
Farra TRADITIONS

T His 1S A BOOK about how churches are governed. Normally,
in thinking about various Christian groups, less attention
is given to their governance than to their beliefs. For instance,
in the monumental study of religious bodies written by Arthur
Carl Piepkorn, under the title Profiles in Belief,! the distinguishing
beliefs of various groups are described, together with the historical
background of the different ecclesial bodies, but less is said about
their governance.

To be sure, beliefs are important and often help to shape the
nature of the institutions in which they are held. Identifying be-
liefs are usually embodied in creeds—formally adopted statements
of doctrinal belief that constitute the core convictions of a partic-
ular group. Creeds do furnish one clue to the nature of particular
churches or church groups, but there are only a few churches—
for example, Unitarians—whose beliefs stand out so sharply from
other groups as to cause their doctrinal position to be the rea-
son for their names. Although there may be particular beliefs
associated with different Christian groupings—such as predesti-
nation associated with the Reformed tradition, moral earnestness
with holiness groups, and believer’s baptism with the Baptists—
the doctrinal positions of most mainline denominations are quite
similar. Even their disagreements about matters of faith and morals
are similar. But their polities are different.

1. Profiles in Belief: The Religious Bodies of the United States and Canada, vol. 1: Roman
Catholic, Old Catholic, and Eastern Orthodoxy; vol. 2: Protestant Denominations; vol. 3: Ho-
liness and Pentecostal; vol. 4: Evangelical, Fundamentalist, and Other Christian Bodies (New
York: Harper and Row, 1977-79).
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Introduction

BeLIEFs ABOUT GOVERNANCE

It is true that churches believe certain things about governance
as well as about doctrinal matters. These governance patterns
deserve to be better understood, for differences and contrasts
among mainline church groups may be seen more clearly by
comparing governance than by comparing doctrines. There are
clear and abiding differences in the patterns of governance—
generally called the “polities”—of different churches. Several of
the major denominations carry names that point to the proce-
dures by which they govern their affairs (for example, Episcopalian
for groups that govern with bishops; Presbyterian for churches
that govern with elders; and Congregationalist for groups that
place authority in the local membership). This means that gov-
ernance may be at least as important as creeds in understanding
denominations.

Polity provides institutional cohesion to many groups. Many
denominations manage to stay intact despite cleavages in doc-
trine, unresolved differences in moral positions, and debates about
social attitudes. They probably would not stay intact if equally
divisive controversy existed about matters of governance and pro-
cedure. The so-called right and left in a denomination may bitterly
disagree about a theological judgment or social witness but are
generally loyal to the same polity, though they may well argue
about the decisions by that polity. \

In thinking about one group’s polity, it is important to begin
with that group’s definition of its nature and purpose. How does
it define its reason for being? A group may express its reasons
for being in various ways. It may do so with creedal statements,
and it may do so in constitutions—particularly in preambles (or
prefaces) to such instruments. It may express its reason for being in
covenants of putpose that supplement constitutions and that are
frequently drawn up by local divisions of the denomination, rather
Fhan by its major governing body. Although such statements are
important clues to a group’s purposes, such groups seldom exist
merely to hold certain beliefs; they usually exist to do certain
things. The way groups do things frequently receives direction
from polity, which reveals how a group believes things should be
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done. Procedures therefore become as significant as affirmations,
polity as significant as doctrine.”

CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS AND Livine PROCESSES

The governance of ecclesiastical institutions is a complex mat-
ter that defies description in simple categories. Although formal
structure may be set forth in constitutional provisions, the con-
stitutions of church groups vary widely in how, and the extent
to which, they provide the definitive clue to the governance pat-
terns of those groups. Some constitutions are detailed and explicit;
others are general and leave much to inference and custom. Some
are left to stand as originally written; others are constantly revised
or amended as new occasions call for new responses.
Constitutional provisions cannot be ignored, but they do not
necessarily reveal the living processes within particular groups.
Just as it is necessary in the study of American government to
read both the Constitution and the Supreme Court decisions that
have interpreted the Constitution, it is necessary in dealing with
ecclesiastical governance to know not only the statutes that for-
mally define the polity, but also the decisions that have affected
the character and practices of the group. The governance of any
particular group may even have dimensions that go beyond the
juridical processes and decisions that have taken place in its his-
tory. Even more important than the allegiance to constitutions
and precedents are insights about how a group’s ecclesial machin-
ery works and into the many subtle factors that give a unique
“feel” or “flavor” to its ethos—that is, to the quality of its com-
munal being. This is especially true of churches, in contrast, for

2. Tn “Denominations: Who and What Are We Studying?” in Reimagining Denomina-
tionalism: Interpretive Essays, ed. Robert B. Mullin and Russell E. Richey (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 111-33, Nancy T. Ammerman suggests that three
factors must be considered in denominational studies: beliefs and practices; organizational
structures; and cultural identities. While it is probably impossible to understand a religious
group by any one of these factors, theologians likely have devoted more attention to the
first and social scientists more to the third; the second factor has received the least at-
tention. If this overview pays more attention to organizational structure than to the other
two factors, it may help redress an imbalance rather than achieve an adequate perspective

on the groups discussed.




4 Introduction

instance, to political units. The “feel” or “flavor” is difficult to ex-
plain by examining the constitutional (or equivalent) instrument
by which a group’s governance is formally described or histori-
cally interpreted. The behavioral patterns of the community and
the unofficial conventions that sustain and shape those patterns
have to be considered in understanding how the polity functions.
Polity in its broadest sense is a matter, not only of laws and juridi-
cal interpretations, but of conventions and community behavior.
Sometimes even the members of a denomination are not fully
aware how these subtle aspects affect them, which makes the effort
to understand various church bodies almost daunting.

In order to understand ecclesiastical polities, therefore, we must
look at the varied and complex set of factors that give any group
its unique identity. Not every factor operates in every case, and
the absence (or limited use) of any factor or group of factors may
be as much a clue to the nature of the group as its presence.
For instance, all groups have ways of determining membership.
These can vary from the most restrictive requirements to open
membership. Even a group that refuses to define membership re-
quirements does not thereby cease to have a polity; it simply has
a polity of claimed openness about this aspect of governance. By
what processes are members inculturated into the group (by birth,
by conversion, by instruction, by probationary participation, or
a combination thereof)? Is there any initiation process or ritual
passage in joining, and how extensive and how formal is it?

When thinking about membership it is important to know not
only how admission takes place but what prompts people to be-
long. Does a group seek new members or discourage them? What
expectations do the members have? What are the advantages and
obligations of belonging? Are the conditions of membership met at
entrance, or are conditions reviewed periodically and the standing
of members reexamined?

The polity of a particular church group is often more conge-
nial to persons with certain temperaments than to others. Some
groups appeal to those with aesthetic bents; others to those with
humanitarian passion; others to those who enjoy (or who can at
least tolerate) parliamentary maneuvering; still others to those
who find political interaction uncongenial and who are content

Exploring Polities to Understand Faith Traditions 5

to have decisions made for them. These factors become increas-
ingly important as people become actively involved in a church
group. Many people associate with local congregations for extra-
neous reasons that bear little or no relationship to polity. Many
persons may simply join a church because casual attendance seems
to show its appeal. However, a person cannot fully participate in
a church without paying attention to its polity and ethos. And
if a person assumes a leadership position there is no escape from
having to reckon with the polity and how it operates.

Polity determines how rules and procedures are developed,
sustained, and sanctioned. Although no polity is fixed and im-
mutable, church groups cannot reinvent their procedures for
every occasion. Although every polity undergoes developmental
change—sometimes significantly—at any given time the polity
usually determines how rules and procedures are enacted and/or
enforced. Most polities provide for changes, not only changes in
conformity with the ongoing polity, but sometimes changes in the
polity itself. The provisions that a constitution makes for amend-
ments to itself are a very important aspect of a polity. In some
polities such changes can occur easily; in others, they are very
difficult. Some of the greatest difficulties arise, not because the
polity is clear and specific about making changes, but because
the provisions are not spelled out and, hence, become matters of
contention.

Tae SIGNIFICANCE OF SYMBOLS

Groups frequently have symbols through which they point to their
reason (or reasons) for being. Although creeds are sometimes re-
ferred to as symbols, many other devices that give a group its
identity are determined by the polity, either directly or indirectly.
The utilization of symbols contributes significantly to group ethos.
Even if the group decries or repudiates the use of symbols, or at
least the use of overt symbols, that suggests an ethos or polity
characteristic rather than the absence of a polity. The absence of
symbols does not necessarily mean they have no bearing on spiri-
tuality. Quakers and some of the Reformed bodies in Europe have
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made a powerful symbolism out of austerity—that is, out of the
lack of symbols.

Liturgical events have symbolic significance. The observance of
the Last Supper of Christ is present in most Christian groups, but
the manner of its celebration and, more particularly, the symbolic
role it occupies vary enormously. In some polities, the celebration
of the Eucharist is carefully preserved as a function of the clergy; in
others, the sacrament (or celebration) is done by laity, sometimes
even without the clergy. Apart from the doctrinal interpretation
given to this liturgical act, a set of meanings attaches to the cele-
bration by the frequency (or infrequency) of its observation, by
the provisions of the polity that define who can celebrate, and by
the manner in which it observed. Some of the most scrupulous
ways of celebrating this liturgical act are associated with groups
that are rather loose in defining it doctrinally—though this is not
always the case, and the converse can be true as well.

Attire, whether of clergy or of all group members, has important
symbolic functions. Not only does it identify persons as belonging
to the group or as exercising leadership, but clothing creates an
aura, with powerful functional significance. Matters of attire differ
from denomination to denomination (and sometimes even within
a denomination). In some cases a particular practice is required;
in other cases, it is optional. Such differences often create strong
responses and overt controversies, especially when the practice
differs within a denomination. Even the non-use of special attire
gives a group its own feel or flavor.

MEeMBERsHIP, CONFLICT, AND AUTHORITY

What provisions exist in the group for rendering care and nur-
ture to members? There may be wide differences not only among
different Christian groups but even between local congregations
belonging to a denomination with the same polity. Nevertheless,
polity does bear on pastoral care, particularly on whether churches
assume the task of caring for the temporal as well as spiritual needs
of their members, or whether the clergy alone are qualified to ren-
der certain services. There is also the question whether such care
is primarily sacramental and formal, or therapeutic and personal.

Exploring Polities to Understand Faith Traditions 7

Some of the groups in which mutual aid and support are practiced
most fully provide that aid and support through laypersons rather
than clergy.

In thinking about the forms and meaning of membership, it
is necessary to ask about the possibility of alternative roles. Is
there only one kind of belonging, or are there different levels (or
orders) of membership? Are such differences related in a commu-
nal, complementary, or hierarchical fashion? How do members
relate to the group and to each other? What roles do subgroups
play? Are ad hoc groups encouraged or discouraged?

Polities also differ greatly in the extent to which conformity
and obedience are expected. Some presuppose rigid conformity to
the group’s official beliefs or practices; others tolerate diversity
and even encourage alternative patterns of fidelity as a desir-
able aspect of discipleship. While clearly defined and formally
applied sanctions generally are associated with groups that have
the most explicit rules and expect the greatest conformity to those
rules, even this relationship has to be looked at on a case-by-
case basis rather than as an inevitable function of any particular
kind of formal governance. The judicatories that oversee individ-
ual congregations in a given district or convention can enforce
the same polity in widely different ways. The existence of a rigid
rule sometimes brings about a decision not to invoke it, whereas
a looser polity can be become a matter of contention between
parties as they seek to legitimize vindictive strategies aimed at
driving out opposition. It is necessary to examine how groups
deal with variances from polity, whether willful and explicit, or
casual and unexpected (even unintended). When are such vari-
ations handled as pastoral concerns, and when are they handled
as punishable offenses? These decisions may differ from instance
to instance within the same polity. Although generalizations are
therefore difficult to make, churches nevertheless develop his-
tories that give clues as to how such matters are dealt with.
Those histories have much to do with determining the nature
of a religious group.

One of the important aspects of any polity is the provision for
handling conflicts and disputes. Are there formal processes for
resolving disputes, or are disputes handled in ways that politicize
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the issues? Do disputes persist until one side caves in? Will groups
split when differences arise that cannot be resolved within the
polity’s processes! Are such splits likely to come about because
one side is ousted or because one side withdraws? How does group
polity determine the most likely result?

Behind several of the previous considerations lies the matter
of authority. How is authority created in each of the polities? Do
leaders function by fiat and/or domination, or by example and/or
persuasion? What happens when authority is challenged? One
source of authority stems from the loyalty of members. Authority
can be maintained by threatening to oust, or by ousting, those
who do not conform to the polity. This approach is effective only
if members care about membership. Do the provisions for remov-
ing members yield slow and cumbersome decisions or quick and
easy decisions? But ousting nonconformers may not be the pri-
mary pattern. Can churches handle ecclesiastical disobedience,
and to what degree can the polity (or the ethos) allow membership
among persons with sharply different views and practices?

What provisions in the polity, whether formally specified or
adhered to as convention, specify the accountability of leaders?
Many churches have procedures for measuring the performance
and for monitoring the professionalism and spirituality of their
leaders. In other polities, leaders develop their own ways of doing
things. One of the differences, for instance, between Billy Graham
and many other evangelists lies in this area. Graham believed
in having an association monitor his activities, account for his
monetary intake and outlays, and otherwise insure the responsible
conduct of his affairs. This is not true of every publicly visible or
individual evangelist, many of whom need answer only to them-
selves and who can operate without regard to the responsibilities
that attend institutional definition.

Major ForMms oF GOVERNANCE

The chapters that follow are arranged according to the three com-
monly acknowledged patterns of governance—rule by bishops, rule
by elders, and rule by congregational decisions. Each pattern exists
in a wide variety of forms, requiring separate chapters within each
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division. The nature of episcopacy, for instance, is very different
in the polity and ethos of the Episcopal Church than in the polity
and ethos of the Methodist tradition; eldership means something
quite different in Presbyterian churches than among the Amish
and the Quakers; congregationalism runs the gamut from connec-
tionalism—approaching the interaction in the other major forms
of governance—to completely autonomous groups. A bishop may
or may not have significant power; elders may or may not be rul-
ing officials; congregations may or may not be free to set their
own rules and to define their own procedures. One of the curious
facts about polity is the extent to which some of the same titles—
such as “bishop” and “elder”—are used in polities for offices with
different functions. Unless one has a clear sense of what a term
means in one tradition there is a danger of misunderstanding that
tradition.

All of these factors make the analysis of ecclesiastical polity
complex. The chapters that follow do not use just one sequence
in describing these many factors. Instead, the descriptions will, as
much as possible, start with an exposition of features in a polity
that provide its most distinctive character. Those qualities will
then be clues by which to understand how other factors, as they
are incorporated, are shaped.

REsOURCEs FOR UNDERSTANDING
THE NATURE OF PoLity

Dulles, Avery. Models of the Church. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1974.

Mead, Frank S. Handbook of Denominations in the United States. Revised
by Samuel S. Hill. New 10th ed. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995.

Mudge, Lewis S. The Church as Moral Community: Ecclesiology and
Ethics in Ecumenical Debate. Geneva: WCC Publications; New York:
Continuum, 1998.

Mullin, Robert Bruce, and Russell E. Richey, eds., Reimagining De-
nominations: Interpretive Essays. New York: Oxford University Press,
1994.

Niebuhr, H. Richard. Social Sources of Denominationalism. New York:
Henry Holt, 1929.

Piepkorn, Arthur Carl. Profiles in Belief: The Religious Bodies of the United
States and Canada. Vol. 1: Roman Catholic, Old Catholic, and East-




8

ASSOCIATIONAL
CONGREGATIONALISM

P ROVISIONS FOR ECCLESIAL CONTROL are present in different
forms and to various degrees in each of the polities described
in the previous chapters. This control may be said to operate
either from the top down or from the sides in, but, in any case,
the local parish is subject to requirements or expectations that
come from its denomination. Procedures for monitoring local con-
gregations are provided explicitly in polities with bishops and in
polities with presbyteries (or their counterparts). Forms of control
also develop with less explicit provisions in connectional congre-
gationalism, in which churches monitor each other in ways that
create considerable pressures for allegiance to what constitutes
that denomination’s understanding of the gospel.

Tue Free CHURCH TRADITION

We now come to polities in which freedom is given greater
emphasis than control. Such freedom is reserved for the local
congregation, so that members may follow their consciences in
working out their own ways of being faithful to the gospel. De-
nominations of such polity come in a number of variations but
together are commonly described as “churches in the free church
tradition.” Although these churches differ in the ways they work
out faithfulness, they are similar in locating ecclesial authority
within the community of believers. We might, therefore, say that
authority comes from the bottom up in their polities.

The term independency has sometimes been used to describe the
free church tradition—often in a polemical way. For instance, a
Presbyterian, writing in the early nineteenth century when church
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polity was a source of much controversy, made this unsympathetic
comment:

Independents and Congregationalists commit the whole govern-
ment and discipline of their churches immediately to the body c?f
the communicants. In some of their churches all the communi-
cants, male and female, have an equal voice. In others, the male's
only take part in discipline. In the estimation of. Presbyterians th?s
mode of conducting ecclesiastical discipline is liable to most seri-
ous objection. They consider it wholly unsupported by Scripture;
as “setting those to judge, in many cases, who are least esteem'ed
in the church”; as extremely unfavorable to the calm and wise
administration of justice; nay, as of all the forms of e?clésiastlcal
discipline, most exposed to the sway of ignorance, Pre]uch?e, pas-
sion, and artful intrigue; that, under the guise of liberty, it often
leads to the most grievous tyranny; and is adapted to exert an
injurious influence on the character both of the pastor and the

people.!

For Independents, on the other hand, the freedom of the
local community has been devoutly espoused, not only as most
consistent with the practice of the early Christians and hence
more biblical than alternatives, but as a view that fosters the
regeneration of life among all members. o

Independents have argued that other pohtles'exther encourage
or allow a special class to carry the burden of being Chnsuap and
tend to create a laity that is lax or callous in living according to
Christian standards. Although the kind of polemic against the free
church tradition cited above would likely not be written today,
it indicates the extent to which congregational po‘litie.s reverse
assumptions about the most functional ways of maintaining the
purity and vitality of the churches. In cpngregauonal polity, 'Fhe
vitality of the church is held to depend on a firm founda}uon
of zealous fidelity within a local community of truly committed
bel}[?lti?semphasis on the regenerated life of all mem.be}rs of the
believing community is crucial to understanding the origins of free

i “ fanism: imitive Apostolical Constitution
1. S | Miller, “Presbyterianism: The Truly and Primitive '
of the C?E::h of Christ,” reprinted in David W. Hall and Joseph H. Hall, eds., Paradigms
in Polity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994), 98.
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church polities. James H. Rigg, whose advocacy of free church
polity was influential in the late nineteenth century, citing an
important treatise of the time wrote:

The leading principles of Congregational Independency are three,
of which, however, the first is not always taken account of, even by
Congregational writers, although Dr. Dale, in his Manual of Con-
gregational Principles, gives its true position and importance. They
are (1) That every member of a Church must profess, and must
be assumed, to be a spiritual believer in Christ Jesus, a believer
“renewed in the spirit of his mind,” and accepted as such by the
fellowship of the Church. (2) That the members of every Christian
Church form one distinct collective assembly, self-governing, and
independent of every other Church. (3) That the Church meeting
as a spiritual republic is the fountain of all authority and official
position in the Church; and that in regard to questions of Church
government and discipline coming before the Church, each several
Church member possesses equal rights with every other member.”

In commenting on Dale’s principles, Rigg suggests that the first
is the most important yet the least emphasized. Churches whose
polity places the entire burden (or at least the major part of the
burden) for being true and authentic Christian communities on
the parish are consistent when they expect all members of local
congregations (or at least those who deliberate and vote) to have
spiritual competency (the term commonly used by Baptists is “soul
competency”), which enables them to conduct their affairs in ways
faithful to the gospel. No special class of leaders provides assurance
or takes over the task of achieving a faithful witness.

The obligations and the burdens of making such a polity work as
intended are not inconsiderable. It is easy enough to hold in prin-
ciple that every member of the Christian community is responsible
for living by the requirements of the gospel, but putting this prin-
ciple into practice is not easy. It can lead to concern for personal
rectitude (and perhaps for spiritual enthusiasms) rather than to

2. James H. Rigg, D.D., A Comparative View of Church Organizations: Primitive and Prot-
estant, with a Supplement on Methodist Successions and Methodist Union (London: Charles H.
Kelly, 1897), 162f. The book referred to in this passage was authored by R. W. Dale, LL.D.,
and published in 1884 by Quinta Press, Shropshire, England, under the title A Manual

of Congregational Principles. It was reprinted in 1996 by the Conservative Congregational
Christian Conference.
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theological learning or scholarly acumen. Moreoverz it would be
difficult to prove that, as they operate in modern circumstances,
free church polities are distinguished by a more apparent ﬁdel_lty in
church members than that in denominations with other pol1t1§s.

The emergence of the free church movement in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries was in no small measure a
reaction against politically established and centrally cqntrolled
religion. The freedom sought by the groups that form.ed this move-
ment had two dimensions. One dimension involved mdgpendence
from control by political authorities; the other dimension sought
independence from ccclesiastical authorities. Not all conﬁre—
gationalism has been equally adamant about both of these
dimensions. Some groups with congregational governance, in the
United States at least, have repudiated the idea of an estabhshed
church more consistently than others. Some have been especla.\lly
conscious of their heritage in the left wing of the Reforrpa}tlon
(which generally disapproved of politically estgbhs_hed rghgmn);
others have kept in mind their heritage in Purltamsr.n (willing to
be the established religion wherever it managed to gain the power
© CSIgr;Oe) congregational groups have insisted so strongly on the
freedom and autonomy of the local community that they _havg de-
liberately refrained from joining efforts to become somethmg like a
denomination. I look at these groups in chapter 9. In th.1s chaptf:r,
the concern is with associational congregationalism——wuh pohtl.es
that affirm the freedom of the local parish to conducF its affa}us
yet that utilize associations of local parishes to accomplish s.pec':lﬁc
objectives (such as cooperative mission work). Sth assoc1at1on§
may also provide local parishes with greater collegial support an
a mote impressive denominational identity than one commg(;nty
could have by itself. This pattern has begn most fglly evi erI1t
in the polities of Congregational and Baptist denom¥na.t1ons.hn
these denominations, local congregations form asso.c1at1ons that
do much to carry the weight of denominational id.enUt?f. Although
such associations do not control local congregations in the slgrpe
ways or to the same extent as such control operates in the p(;rl ities
discussed above, they can offer special opportunities to achieve
mutual covenantal responsibility.
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Tre UNitep CHURCH oF CHRIST

Although the terms episcopal and presbyterian are still widely used,
it has been nearly fifty years since congregational has been used to
name a major denomination.” This is because, during the 1940s
and early 1950s, the denomination called Congregational Chris-
tian Churches held extensive negotiations with the Evangelical
and Reformed Church (both groups having been created earlier by
mergers) to form the United Church of Christ, which was officially
founded in 1957. This organic union brought together a denom-
ination in which a General Synod (subject to concurrence of its
regional synods) had the power to take actions binding on local
churches, with a denomination in which the actions of its General
Council were merely advisory to local congregations. This union is
sometimes referred to as “combining a church with churches.” On
the “church” side, the merger needed to be ratified only by central
governing bodies; on the “churches” side, it had to be accepted
by a majority vote of individual congregations. At the time, many
people doubted such a union was possible—combining, as it did,
elements of presbyterian and congregational polities—but it has
resulted in a major body with strong denominational identity and a
highly functional example of effective associational congregation-
alism. Many members of the United Church of Christ cherish this
mutuality and regard it as more distinctive of the denomination
than local autonomy.*

Article IIT of the Constitution of the United Church of Christ
makes it clear that decision making is to be consultative and col-
laborative among all parts of the church’s structure. Article IV
declares that officers of the church are to meet as peers. Both of
these articles are safeguards against development of a hierarchical
order. Not only does the UCC constitution guard against hierar-
chical control, but the ethos of the denomination demonstrates
that congregational polity, not infrequently found in theologically
conservative groups, can be associated with generally liberal the-

3. The term congregational is still used by some small groups that refused to enter the
merger that created the United Church of Christ.

4. See Reuben A. Shears II, “A Covenant Polity,” in Theology and Identity: Traditions,
Movements, and Polity in the United Church of Christ, ed. Daniel L. Johnson and Charles
Hambrick-Stowe (Cleveland: United Church Press, 1990), 67-77.
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ology, open church practice, and forwarcylooking social agendfas.
Not only was the United Church of Christ one of the first major
denominations to encourage the ordination of women, but.lt. is
one of the few currently to permit the ordination of practicing
gays and lesbians who are qualified to be ministers. It also has a
history of liberal social witness pronouncements. Thesse are aspects
of a strong ethos of united witness and united effort. .
Nevertheless, the local congregation is the starting point for the
polity of the United Church of Christ. The aut(?nor.ny of the local
congregation is protected by this strong constitutional 1anguage
from Article V, section 18. “The autonomy of the Local Church is
inherent and modifiable only by its own action.” The governance
of the local parish is carried on by a board of deacons, which
has responsibility for spiritual matters, and by a board of trustees,
which has responsibility for the finances and property. Both are
elected by the congregation and function accordmg to the pro-
visions of the constitution or bylaws of the local parish. Tensions
can develop between these two groups, eacl.l of which can mielzt
by itself and create its own agenda. There is also a churchwide
council consisting of the officers and chairpersons of. the congre-
gation’s committees. There is no office of elderh in this pohty, nor
are local parishes subject to supervision by a higher agthonty.
Congregations come together with other congregations to form
an association. Ordained ministers who work in the area but who
do not pastor churches are also members of the assoctation as w‘ell
as members of local churches. Associations are regional bodl'es
that range in size from counties to parts of states. Each associa-
tion writes its own constitution, even as each congregation makes
many decisions on its own. The idea of freedom centraI' to con-
gregationally governed churches is thereby upheld by this aspect

of the polity.
An Association elects its own officers, and it elects or appoints

such committees as it deems necessary for the transaction of its
business and the correlation of its work with that of the Confer-

i i ity like that of the UCC but holding
LA f churches with congregational polity h' :
confewatf\t:iiei)logical and social views has formed a different national body, called the

Conservative Congregational Christian Conference.
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ence and the General Synod [explained below]. It determines its
own method for securing financial support. It is concerned with
the welfare of all local churches within its boundaries, and seeks
ways and means to assist them when they are undergoing unusual
difficulties requiring help beyond their own resources. It offers en-
couragement, guidance, and assistance in the organization of new
local churches, and, with the counsel of the Conference, receives
local churches into the United Church of Christ.S

The same ministers and churches also belong to conferences,
which cover larger areas (such as states or contiguous states) than
associations. These bodies provide fellowship and mutual support
among congregations; they undertake joint projects that would be
too large for individual parishes or local associations to manage;
and they help provide a denominational reality that moves from
the bottom up. Both associations and conferences derive their
being from the congregations which come together to form them.
The membership of ministers is not transferred from the local
church to the associations or conferences. Indeed, in keeping with
the congregational premise that ministers are part of the local
body they are called to serve, all ministers have membership in
congregations.” There is no prohibition, as in Presbyterian polity,
of a minister without a parish, who attends a particular church,
being on the membership roll or serving on one of its committees.

The main official of the conference is called a conference minis-
ter (although the term president is used in some conferences). The
position does not involve a higher order of ministry or carry life
tenure. Although it may sound strange, the administrative and
pastoral work of the conference minister may be somewhat anal-
ogous to that of a pastoral bishop. The effectiveness of the office
depends largely on persuasion rather than control. The office of
conference minister must be held by an ordained person authorized
for sacerdotal ministry in and on behalf of the whole church. While

6. Douglas Horton, The United Church of Christ: Its Origins, Organization, and Role in
the World Today (New York: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1962), 171.

7. Interestingly, as the United Church of Christ has worked out ministerial ex-
changes with denominations such as the Presbyterians, Evangelical Lutherans, and
Reformed Church in America, UCC ministers become members of the local churches they

serve—even those in other denominations—whereas ministers in those denominations do
not.

l !
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the power of ordination is not lodged in the co.nf.erenc§: mini§ter in
the same way as in a bishop, the conference minister, like a’b1sh9p,
participates in ordinations as a visible symbol of the church’s unity.

The national body is called the General Synod. The term came
from the Evangelical and Reformed tradition, even as the term as-
sociation came from the Congregational Christian side. The synod
is composed of many constituencies: elected delegates from the
conferences; representatives of the agencies that conduct de-
nominational affairs (called covenanted ministries); and other
representatives. While in some polities a synod hgs 'controllll.ng
power, in the United Church of Christ, the constitution exF 1}?
itly prohibits the synod from interfering with the autonomy o the
conferences, associations, and local churches, or impairing their
right to acquire, own, manage, and dispose of property and funds.

The General Synod elects the individuals who serve as officers
of the church: a general minister and president; an associate gen-
eral minister; an executive minister for local church ministries; an
executive minister for wider church ministries; and an executive
minister for justice and witness ministries. It may also elect other
officers. These officers setve as a collegium. The Ger@tal SYnod
also chooses a moderator to preside over its next meeting, assisted
by two assistant moderators. An executive council has Fhe power to
act on behalf of the General Synod between its b1enma¥ me(?tlngs.

The General Synod, working in covenanted collegiaht.y with in-
terested constituencies in the church, establishes the major boards
and agencies that carry on the work of the church and Fhat pro-
vide its most visible denominational identity. It can receive fu.nds
for churchwide endeavors, and it bears responsibﬂity for relau.on(i
ships with other churches and ecumenical agencies. The Umte
Church of Christ, reflecting its own origins, is generally in the
forefront of ecumenical efforts.

AssociaTionaL Aspects oF THE UCC

The polity of the United Church of Christ exhibits its associatiopal
aspect in two ways. Each association has the power to .determme
whether to confer membership status on any congregation. .It also
determines, confers, and verifies ministerial standing within the
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denomination—one of its most important functions. Although the
United Church strongly upholds the priesthood of all believers,
and affirms that the laity have an apostolic role as important as
the clergy’s role, it makes special efforts to see that the church has
a learned ministry. Three forms exist for the ministry—ordained,
licensed, and commissioned. The ordained ministry consists of per-
sons who have been ordained to ongoing preaching of the gospel,
administration of sacraments and other rites of the church, and
exercise of pastoral care and leadership. Licensed ministers, who are
not necessarily ordained, can perform these functions for a desig-
nated period under supervision of the association. Commissioned
ministers, who may be laypersons, carry on other church-related ac-
tivities. All three forms carry voting membership in the association.
They are not, however, steps in a hierarchy.

A local church can call and ordain persons to ministry without
being credentialed by the association. However, ordinations au-
thorized and carried out only by local parishes provide no standing
in the church as a whole and have not been widely practiced since
the early days of New England Congregationalism.

The first step in seeking ordination in the United Church of
Christ is to come under care of the association. This involves
examination on fitness and motives for seeking to become a min-
ister. Those accepted are supported and supervised in their formal
preparation, which generally includes graduation from both col-
lege and seminary. Although this has been the normal pattern,
the UCC increasingly acknowledges the validity of other forms of
preparation or experience as fitting persons for ministry. When
a person nears the end of seminary training, or seeks ordination
on the basis of special experience and skills, she or he prepares a
paper setting forth his or her religious experience and understand-
ing of basic theological affirmations. On the basis of this paper,
the candidate is examined by the association’s Committee on the
Ministry. There is probably less emphasis in this examination on
proving orthodoxy than on demonstrating deep religious motiva-
tions and on understanding the meaning of faith. In this process,
as described many years ago, “the Church seeks to learn the can-
didate’s own insights into the Gospel. Here there is a two-way
motion of the spirit, the church seeking to understand the man
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[sic] and the man seeking to understanding the church, all withir;
their mutual commitment to God as he reveals himself in Christ.”
Laity have a part in examining the candidate’s suitability..O.rdi—
nation is by the laying on of hands of ministers of the association,
a group of whom assemble for the service, and often by Fhe hands
of some layperson or laypersons delegated for the function.

The way candidates are examined for ordination is a clue to thf:
way theology is viewed in the United Church of Christ. There is
freedom to understand the gospel and the Christian life in ways
that are especially meaningful for the individual—though such be-
liefs are to be informed by the ancient creeds of the church and the
insights of the reformers. Many individual congregations write a'nd
adopt their own covenants of purpose. Richness of understanding
tends to be valued more than theological correctness. At times, a
desire has arisen for a more explicit identification of foundational
beliefs. Eatly in the life of the new denomination, a committee
was appointed to draw up a brief statement of faith as a means of
witnessing to common convictions. It was decided that the state-
ment would not be used for testing the orthodoxy of members.
The result was a statement of faith designed for liturgical use.
Many members of the church have found that its cadences and
affirmations lift the heart more than bind the mind. That the lan-
guage of this statement has been revised for inclusiveness shows
that it is part of a dynamic process of growth and development.
It is a testimonial rather than a test of faith.

We believe in you, O God, Eternal Spirit,
God of our Savior Jesus Christ, and our God,
and to your deeds we testify:
You call the worlds into being,
create persons in your own image,
and set before each one the ways of life and death.
You seek in holy love to save all people from aimlessness and sin.
You judge people and nations by your righteous will
declared through prophets and apostles. .
In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, our crucified and risen

Savior,

8. Horton, United Church of Christ, 142.
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you have come to us

and shared our common lot,
conquering sin and death,

and reconciling the world to yourself.

You bestow upon us your Holy Spirit,
creating and renewing the Church of Jesus Christ,

binding in covenant faithful people of all ages, tongues
and races. ’

You call us into your church
to accept the cost and joy of discipleship,
to be your servants in the service of others,
to proclaim the gospel to all the world
and resist the powers of evil,
to share in Christ’s baptism and eat at his table,
to join him in his passion and victory.

You promise to all who trust you
forgiveness of sins and fullness of grace,
courage in the struggle for justice and peace,
your presence in trial and rejoicing,
and eternal life in your realm which has no end.

Blessing and honor, glory and power, be unto you. Amen.’

‘ The dialectical tension between the freedom of local congrega-
tions and the impulse to have a corporate denominational identity
is not easy to maintain. Those who work in the denomination’s
burea}lcracy must deal with such tensions when they arise between
c9n5t1tuencies. “Pressures mount when those various constituen-
cies want their views of proper beliefs and practices to be adopted
by the denomination as a whole.”"® That tension has been charac-
teristic of the United Church of Christ from its beginning, and it is
dealt with creatively and with goodwill in an ethos char:clcterized
equally by freedom and covenanted mutuality.

9. United Church of Christ Statement of Faith i
' fC in the Form of a Doxology.
by the Exq:utlve Council in 1981 for use in connection with the tvien?y)f?if?ﬁyarﬁxpproved
of the United Church of Christ. e
10. W. Widrick Schroeder, “The United Chur i
. . der, ch of Christ: The for D ina-
tional Identity and the Limits of Pluralism,” in The United ChmclglQ (L)l]S SCt)h(r);t: §?;5231sn?n

Identity and Polity, ed. i i
1987)?'2 ;1 olity, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Kenneth B. Smith (Chicago: Exploration Press,
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BartisT TRADITIONS

The other major example of associational congregationalism is
provided by Baptist churches. The principles of the Baptist doc-
trine of the church, as found in A Baptist Manual of Polity and
Practice, suggest the importance of both the local congregation
and of the associational dimension.

The most distinctive emphasis of the early Baptists was their
threefold formulation addressing the relationship of the church to
the churches:

1. They believed that the latter should reproduce, as nearly as pos-
sible in this imperfect world, the life of faith, obedience, and
fellowship which characterizes the former. To this end they rejected
infant baptism, insisting upon believer’s baptism.

2. Holding firmly to the primacy of the universal church, they also
insisted that each individual church represented the larger church
in its locality, and had all necessary powers of self-government.

3. At the same time, they devised ways to express the interdepen-
dence of local churches, so that the tendency to an isolated
self-sufficiency would be avoided. Around these three points the
Baptist doctrine of the church revolved.'!

The foundational unit of Baptist ecclesiology is the local con-
gregation. While the local congregation enjoys the right to govern
its own affairs—to admit (and dismiss) members, to call (and,
if necessary, ordain) its own ministers, to possess (or dispose
of) its own property, and to write its own covenants of pur-
pose (which in some sense serve as doctrinal standards)—most
Baptist churches conform to recognizable patterns that do much
to counteract the othe