
COMMISSIONED LA Y PASTORS  
Preparation Program  

 
* All passages which are in small font, and italicized are only illustrative, and are not to be considered part of the 
main text, or policy.  
 
1. Introduction:  
 

The Theology and Leadership Development Committee (T&L D), Committee on Preparation for 
Ministry (CPM) and Committee on Ministry (COM) jointly propose that the Presbytery of Albany 
sponsor and conduct a program to prepare Commissioned Lay Pastors (CLPs), as defined in the Book of 
Order (G-14.0801). 
 

This proposal is the result of a lengthy process of consultation:  
¥ In 2001 Barbara Lucia (CPM), Lois Ann Wolff (COM), and Barbara Wheeler (T&LD) met at the 

request of COM and CPM to address the need for preparing Commissioned Lay Pastors in 
Albany Presbytery.  

¥ By 2002 the drafting sub-committee had grown and changed, as did the proposal itself. Now David 
Moore from CPM; Earl Johnson (Capital Region Theological Center and T&LD), Viki Brooks 
McDonald (a member of the Board of the Capital Region Theological Center), and Cass Shaw 
(Presbytery staff) joined the drafting group.  

¥ In 2003 the content of the proposal shifted from a program based on academic course work to a 
group formation and competency demonstration base for preparation, evaluation, and continued 
commissioning.  

¥ Extensive conversations in T&LD and CPM have continued, and COM has been informed all along 
the way;  

¥ In June 2003 there was an open discussion of policies for the use of Commissioned Lay Pastors at 
the Silver Bay Presbytery meeting.  

¥ In June 2004, a draft proposal for CLP preparation, commissioning, and continued education 
 was presented for a first reading at the Silver Bay Presbytery meeting. 
¥ At the September 2004 Presbytery meeting, a draft job description for a CLP Dean was presented for 

a first reading. 
¥ At Presbytery Day, October 16, 2004, representatives of T&LD and CPM met with elders who had 

previously expressed interest in preparing to serve as CLPs. 
¥ Now, in November 2004, after considering all comments received and incorporating further 

revisions, the three committees present this policy to Presbytery for a vote. 
 

In the course of these consultations it has become clear that Albany Presbytery will need to make 
use of Commissioned Lay Pastors for several purposes: to staff certain functions of larger and yoked 
parishes, to develop new ethnic fellowships, and to serve as pastoral leadership for congregations that 
cannot afford full-time installed pastors or find part-time Ministers of Word and Sacrament who can 
serve them. It is also clear that some ministers and elders, both on our committees and in the wide 
presbytery, have reservations about the wisdom of asking persons who do not have seminary 
preparation to serve in pastoral roles, especially where they are practicing solo. This proposal is an 
attempt to address both the perceived need for CLPs and the reservations about their use. The 
preparation of persons to serve congregations is a serious responsibility.  

 
This proposal is based on the CommitteesÕ conviction that a responsible and effective program 

must be highly selective, intensely formative, educationally demanding and flexible.  
 

 1



Selective. The Constitution now gives presbyteries the option of commissioning lay pastors to 
carry out virtually all the functions of Ministers of Word and Sacrament. The range of tasks that 
might be assigned will require a high level of ability and skill. Therefore the proposed program 
focuses on identifying and preparing a small group of specifically gifted elders to be available for 
service as CLPs.  

 
Formative. CLPs, like other pastoral ministers, wil l be called upon to care for persons at the most 

difficult and joyful times of their live and to lead religious communities in discerning GodÕs will for 
them. Thorough spiritual and psychological grounding is required to fulfill these functions. Therefore 
a formation group that will last the length of the period of preparation and, for those who are 
commissioned, will continue to support them in ministry is a key element of the proposed program.  

 
Demanding. Functions of CLPs such as preaching and teaching the word of God and 

representing the denomination and its faith tradition in the larger community require knowledge of 
Bible and Reformed tradition and the capacity to exercise good theological judgment. CLPs must 
have solid basic preparation in Bible, theology, ethics, Church polity and other practical disciplines, 
and this programÕs goals (see section 11) set a high standard.  

 
Flexible. Prospective CLPs are likely to come from a variety of backgrounds and have different 

levels of experience and prior preparation. For this reason, our committees have decided to propose 
an individualized process of formation that is defined by learning goals rather than a fixed program. 
Successful completion of the process will be measured not by completing courses and attending 
events but by demonstrating adequate knowledge of material relevant for ministry, sufficient capacity 
to carry out the functions of ministry, and enough personal maturity to meet the demands of ministry 
practice.  

 
2. The Basic Premise  
 

A group of elders preparing to be commissioned, or already commissioned (we envision a group 
of about five persons in the process of preparation, plus several already commissioned and currently 
serving) will be engaged in basic and continuing theological learning and formation under the supervision 
of a Dean and Program Committee.  

 
The Dean and committee will work with each elder participant to develop an individual education 

plan, which may include a variety of experiences such as courses offered through CRTC or local colleges 
or seminaries, national and local workshops, and instruction available on-line as well as courses and 
workshops offered especially for the CLP program group.  
 

Completion of the program will be achieved by competency demonstrations (see section 13 
below) that show that the educational goals of the program (see sections 11 and 12 below) have been met.  
 
3. The Commissioned Pastors Formation Group  
 

All participantsÑ those preparing to be commissioned as well as those already commissionedÑ
will be required to participate in an on-going group, facilitated by the Dean. This group will be the 
context for professional and spiritual formation and might also provide instruction in a number of areas, 
including leadership and administration, conflict management, evangelism, stewardship, and professional 
ethics.  
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4. Supervised Experience  
 

Participants will be required to complete a period of supervised ministry practice in a 
congregation.  
 

The dean will work with each individual to determine the appropriate length and focus of supervised 
ministry, as well as preparation in pastoral care or counseling.  

 
5. The Program Committee  
 

A program oversight committee will be formed as a committee of Presbytery, consisting of the 
Dean, one representative or liaison each from COM, CPM and T&LD, and three members elected at 
large. The functions of this Committee are to include:  

 
¥ Nominating a Dean, to be approved by Presbytery as adjunct staff, who will then function as 

staff to and a member of the Program Committee. 
¥ Approving individual education plans.  
¥ Designing a system of supervision and mentoring for participants.  
¥ Ensuring adequate evaluation of the demonstrations of knowledge and competence that the 

program requires.  
¥ Conducting annual performance evaluation of candidates. 
¥ Resourcing COM in the annual performance evaluation of current CLPs.  
¥ Contracting for an evaluation of the CLP program itself.  

 
6. The Dean  
 

The program will have a Dean to provide administrative direction, work with participants to 
develop educational plans, recruit supervisors and oversee the system of supervision, as well as conduct 
the Commissioned Pastors Formation Group. The Dean should have had relevant prior experience as an 
educator and group facilitator as well as posses the skills needed to guide participants in setting and 
achieving learning goals. The Dean would advise the Program Committee as to the strengths and 
weaknesses of each candidate, leaving the final recommendation to the whole of the Program Committee. 
This position would require a masterÕs level diploma in theology, education or other relevant field.  

 
7. Relationship to Session  
 

Applications to enter the program for preparation of CLPs must be accompanied by a 
recommendation from a session within Albany Presbytery.  In cases of financial need, sessions are 
encouraged to contribute toward the costs of preparation as part of local mission; however, a 
recommendation from a session does not in itself entail any obligation of financial support.   
 
8. Relationship to COM  
 

The Dean will maintain regular communication with COM regarding potential need for CLPs, the 
continuing formation of current CLPs participating in the program, and the education of congregations 
regarding the function of CLPs. The Program Committee and COM will cooperate in the annual 
performance evaluation of candidates and current CLPs. COM will determine whether a participant who 
has completed the program is suited for a particular assignment and will recommend to Presbytery any 
commissions to be conferred. COM is final determiner of which commissions shall be renewed.  
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9. Relationship to CPM  
 

CPM will furnish a liaison to sit on the Program Committee and ensure that two distinct 
responsibilities, Competency Demonstration, and the 5 Growth Areas (Education for Ministry, Spiritual 
Development, Interpersonal Relationships, Personal Growth, Professional Development) are adequately 
addressed. 
 
10. Relationship to T& LD 
 
 T&LD will receive regular reports from the Dean on the status of the program and, through 
communication with the Dean, will monitor the coordinated efforts of all bodies directly involved in the 
operation of the program.  
 
11. The Knowledge Base for Ministry   
 

Participants will be expected to have the following basic theological and practical knowledge:  
¥ Biblical knowledge and understanding, including a general acquaintance with the Hebrew and 

Christian scriptures; an overview of Biblical history and sources of various texts; and a 
mastery of the basic skills of exegesis of English texts, including acquaintance with a range 
of secondary resources.  

¥ Knowledge of major topics in Christian theology and understanding of key themes in Reformed 
theology.  

¥ General knowledge of Christian history, including a basic knowledge of Presbyterian history 
and the content and significance of the Presbyterian confessions.  

¥ Fundamentals of preaching, worship leadership, pastoral care, organizational leadership, 
Presbyterian polity and Christian education.  

¥ Ability to write and speak clear, correct English.  
 

Candidates might be expected not only to pass certain courses, like those offered at the Capital Region 
Theological Center, but to pass with distinction, and/or to submit papers and exams written for these 
courses to the Dean and Program Committee for review.  
 

12. Skills and Character for Ministry   
 

Participants will be expected to demonstrate the following skills:  
 

¥ The capacity regularly to preach clear, engaging sermons that are faithful to their biblical texts and 
theologically sound  

A candidate might be required to submit 2 sermons (video or audio), preached in congregations who 
provide feedback, and 1 sermon preached in person to Program Committee  
 

¥ The ability to administer the sacraments and to plan and lead worship  
A candidate might be required to submit complete plans for 3 services, with bulletins and explanation of 
how decisions were madeÉ  according to lectionary, short sermon series, or holiday services not in 
sanctuary, ie Maundy Thursday  

 
¥ The ability to function as an educator in the local church, organizing a church school program, 

leading adult Bible studies, and instructing members in the basics of Christian faith and 
Presbyterian and Reformed tradition.  
The candidate might be required to do one or more of the following:  

o Create leadership preparation curriculum for church officers, using Book of Order and ordination 
questions (including those for congregation)  
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o Design, with the church officers, above course for adult education, led by the officers  
o Create a plan for teacher recruitment, preparation and support for one year of programming  
o Design a series of intergenerational events based on liturgical year  
o Plan basic outline for confirmation class  
o Design a series of new member classes  
o Create outline for parent / student classes regarding the sacraments  
o Design a spiritual development series for congregation  
o Explore a number of curricula (provided) and select one based on solid Presbyterian and Reformed 

theologyÑ one for elementary students, one for youth, one for adults 
 

¥ The skills of leadership and administration and the knowledge of Presbyterian polity and procedures 
needed to enable a local church to function smoothly and to make progress toward achieving its 
mission.  
The candidate might be required to take a written or oral polity exam  
 

¥ The pastoral skill required to care for persons at critical points in their lives and the capacity to 
identify problems that require referral.  
The candidate might be required to respond to several case studies, written by a certified pastoral 
counselor, who would also review their responses  
 

¥ The stability and maturity needed to withstand the pressures of ministry, and the spiritual grounding 
and strong character required to provide a good example and guide others in Christian living.  
The candidate might be required to undergo career evaluation and testing at an accredited site, like the 
Danielson Institute in Boston  

 
¥ Understanding of and willingness to observe the standards of ministerial ethics.  

The candidate might be required to take a course in boundary issues, and respond to a case study in 
writing  
 

¥ Commitment to collegiality with other religious leaders and cooperation with other churches.  
 
13. Competency Demonstrations  
 

For each learning goal, the Program Committee will design a competency demonstration that tests 
the achievement of each goal. Completion of the process, and final application to be deemed ready to 
receive a commission, or renewal of a current commission will depend on satisfactory competency 
demonstrations in all areas, not on completion of courses and workshops offered or recommended for 
participants. Participants who do not perform adequately on the competency demonstrations may be 
required to undertake additional preparation and some may be counseled not to seek commissioning as a 
lay pastor.  
 
14. Implementation 
 
 From the initial date of the DeanÕs appointment, a period of one year shall be allowed to recruit a 
minimum of five candidates into the preparation program.  A level of interest below that minimum level 
shall be taken as grounds for termination or suspension of the program.

 
 
 
 

Adopted by Presbytery 11/16/04 
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