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Is the minister allowed to design the order of worship without consulting session?

A longer version of the question might sound something like, “Our minister removed the hymn books from the sanctuary and installed a PowerPoint projector.  Is the minister permitted to do that?  Shouldn’t s/he get permission from the session before making this change?”

It has been said that the authority of the session stops at the chancel steps.  In other words the minister has authority to lead worship as s/he deems appropriate.  This is true for Presbyterians.  Book of Forms section 111 states, “…the minister is responsible for the conduct and content of public worship…”  The same section states that the session regulates “the hours and forms of public worship…”

What does this mean?
The “conduct and content” of worship is understood to refer to the choice of music, the translation of the Bible used, the style of worship - whether traditional, contemporary or a blend of the two, and so on.  The “hours and forms” of worship is understood to refer to the time of day the service is held and whether it will be a baptismal service or a Thanksgiving service, and the like.  In most congregations no one pays attention to this distinction until the minister, claiming responsibility for the conduct and content of worship, makes a significant change to the service that upsets the congregation.  At this point the elders may want to know what say they have in the matter.

While, legally, it is the minister’s right to shape the worship, pragmatically, if the session is not in agreement any change could meet significant resistance at best and may be doomed to failure.  The decision of a minister to modify the worship service without explanation or consultation with the session could prove to be divisive and destructive rather than helpful and meaningful.  In my experience, there is wisdom to be found in discussing potential changes with the session.  Sometimes it is best to try the change for a prescribed number of weeks then assess it after the trial period.  It is when God’s people prayerfully discuss matters under the guidance of the Holy Spirit that meaningful worship reformation can take place.

It should also be noted that, ultimately, it is the presbytery’s responsibility to ensure public worship is suitable (see Book of Forms 198-198.1).  The minister is answerable to the presbytery.      
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Blessings,
Don Muir
((
What’s on your mind?  Do you have a question about the polity of our church?  Do you wonder why Presbyterians do things the way they do?  Are you confused by something that happened at session, presbytery, synod or General Assembly?  Puzzling over a section of the Book of Forms?

If you send your questions to The Rev. Don Muir he will included answers in issues of For Elders in a manner that maintains confidentiality and seeks to be helpful to the church at large.  
Contact Don at:
dmuir@presbyterian.ca
  50 Wynford Dr.,  Toronto, Ontario   M3C 1J7

416-441-1111 ext 223     1-800-619-7301 ext 223
