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The 2016 General Synod adopted the following amendments to the Constitution of the 
Reformed Church in America and recommended them to the classes for their approval in 
accordance with the Rules and Amendments of the Government of the Reformed Church in 
America and the Disciplinary Procedures (Book of Church Order [BCO], 2016 edition, p. 73). A 
brief explanatory comment (not in bold) precedes each proposed amendment; it is not part of 
the proposed change to the Constitution and is not being voted on by the classes. For further 
background information about the proposed amendments, refer to the 2016 Minutes of the 
General Synod. The minutes are available online at www.rca.org/minutes. They contain General 
Synod reports that are referenced in this document. 
  
The first proposed amendment results from work done by a combination of (a) the Special 
Council formed by the 2015 General Synod, (b) the “Group of Five” that worked with the Special 
Council and reported on the council’s work, and (c) the 2016 General Synod’s all-synod 
advisory committees and their summarizing team. The second proposed amendment results 
from a recommendation made to the 2016 General Synod by its Call, Care, and Standards 
Collaboration Group. The third proposed amendment results from the 2016 General Synod’s 
actions on a recommendation originally made by the Commission on Church Order to the 2015 
General Synod (consideration of which was postponed to the 2016 General Synod). The fourth 
through seventh proposed amendments result from recommendations made to the 2016 
General Synod by its Commission on Church Order. 
 
The amendments in the text below are indicated with proposed deletions stricken out and 
additions underlined.  
 
1. Adoption of “Order for Christian Marriage” as part of the Liturgy of the Reformed 
Church in America (MGS 2016, R 16-14, p. 84 and pp. 87-102) 
 
The 2015 General Synod acted to “form a special council to meet for the express purpose of 
describing a constitutional pathway forward for the Reformed Church in America to address the 
questions of human sexuality as it relates to ordination and marriage, and to empower this 
council to bring recommendations to General Synod 2016” (MGS 2015, R-26, pp. 102-103).   
The special council met in April 2016, and a report regarding the results of that meeting was 
prepared by the Group of Five, whose task included, among other things, setting the time for the 
meeting, preparing the meeting, preparing the members of the special council, officiating at the 
meeting, and informing the church of the results. The 2016 General Synod received a report 
and recommendations from the Group of Five, discussed the recommendations through an all-
synod advisory committee process, and, after receiving a report from the all-synod advisory 
committees summarizing team, took the following action: 

 
To adopt the “Order for Christian Marriage” that was approved and commended 
for use in the church by the 2002 General Synod (MGS 2002, pp. 181-192) for 
recommendation to the classes for approval as part of the Liturgy of the Reformed 
Church in America.  

 
 



2. Supervision of Candidates for Ministry who are Not Members of a Local Church (MGS 
2016, R 16-30, pp. 157-158) 
 
The General Synod’s Call, Care, and Standards Collaboration Group (CCSC) sought a 
modification to the BCO which would permit a candidate who is not a member of a local RCA 
church to apply for the Certificate of Fitness for Ministry. A representative of the CCSC met with 
the Commission on Church Order to discuss possible ways in which access to the Certificate of 
Fitness for Ministry process can be improved. The commission assisted the CCSC with 
proposed language for the BCO, and the CCSC brought the following recommendation to the 
General Synod to address this issue. The General Synod approved the recommendation and 
offers the following amendments to the classes for approval: 

 
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 11 (p. 44 of 2016 edition)  

 
Article 11. Supervision of Students of TheologyCandidates for Ministry  
   Sec. 1. A confessing member of a congregation in the Reformed Church in 
America who desires to become a minister shall apply to the classis with 
jurisdiction over the church in which membership is held to be enrolled as a 
candidate for the ministry. This application shall be made through the consistory 
of the church in which membership is held.  
 
   Sec. 2. A person who is not a confessing member of a congregation in the 
Reformed Church in America who desires to become a minister shall present to a 
classis a letter of recommendation from the ruling body of the church in which 
membership is held. The letter of recommendation shall contain at least the 
information required by the classis from an RCA consistory.  
 
   Sec. 23. Upon the consistory’s or ruling body’s recommendation, the candidate 
shall appear in person before the classis or its committee for examination in order 
to be considered to be taken under care. The classis or its committee shall inquire 
into the applicant’s character and behavior; physical, emotional, intellectual, 
spiritual, and educational qualifications; and the motives which led the applicant 
to seek the ministry as a vocation. If the classis is satisfied by the examination, 
the applicant shall be received under its care and enrolled as a candidate for the 
ministry.  
 
   Sec. 34. Immediately following the enrollment of a candidate for the ministry, the 
classis, through its stated clerk, shall petition the General Synod on behalf of the 
candidate for a Certificate of Fitness for Ministry. Such a petition must be received 
a minimum of twenty-four months prior to the time it is to be given final 
disposition by the General Synod through its agent (the board of trustees of an 
RCA seminary or the Ministerial Formation Certification Agency). However, in 
instances where completion of theological training takes place prior to the 
required period of twenty-four months, the classis may petition the appropriate 
agent of the General Synod to substitute a period of ministry supervised by the 
General Synod agent for all or part of its twenty-four-month requirement. The 
agent shall report its actions to the next General Synod.  
 
   Sec. 45. The candidate shall be under the supervision of the classis while in 
seminary, but. 



a. Candidates who are members of an RCA congregation shall remain subject to 
the ecclesiastical discipline of the board of elders of the church in which 
membership is held.  

b. Candidates who are not members of an RCA congregation shall be subject to 
the ecclesiastical discipline of the classis as well as to the church in which 
membership is held.  

c. The classis shall show a continuing sympathetic interest by appointing a 
committee for each candidate to guide the candidate’s study program and 
practical training providing appropriate mentoring, direction, and support to 
each candidate under its care.  

d. The classis may evaluate and discontinue the enrollment of any candidate at 
any time. 

 
   Sec. 56. If the candidate’s membership is transferred to a an RCA church under 
the jurisdiction of another classis, enrollment shall likewise be transferred to that 
classis. However, upon completion of seminary training, the candidate shall be 
examined for licensure and ordination by the classis that received the candidate 
under carein which church membership was held upon entering seminary studies, 
unless in the judgment of saidthat classis it is appropriate for examination for 
licensure and ordination to be administered by the classis in which the candidate 
is presently enrolled. The approval of both classes shall be required to permit the 
classis in which the candidate is enrolled to administer the examinations.  
 
[Subsequent sections renumbered] 

 
3. Marriages Solemnized in a Church or Congregation (MGS 2016, R 16-32, p. 164) 
 
In 2015, the Commission on Church Order offered a proposed change to the Book of Church 
Order (MGS 2015, R-41, pp. 191-192). The 2015 General Synod decided to postpone 
consideration of the change until the 2016 General Synod because of the formation of the 
Special Council (MGS 2015, p. 192). The General Synod Council presented this postponed 
action from the 2015 General Synod to the 2016 General Synod. 
 
The Commission on Church Order’s full report to the 2015 General Synod is in the Minutes of 
the 2015 General Synod, pp. 188-192, and is reproduced in the Minutes of the 2016 General 
Synod, pp. 159-163.  
 
The 2016 General Synod received the proposed BCO amendment, then voted to adopt the 
following substitute and present it to the classes for approval: 

 
Chapter 1, Part I, Article 2 (p. 15 of 2016 edition)  

 
    Sec. 11. The consistory shall be guided by the following requirements in their 
provision of services of worship: 

 
[subsections a-f remain unchanged] 

 
g.  The consistory or governing body shall assure that marriages solemnized in a 

church or congregation are between a man and a woman. 
 



4. Regional Synod Responsibilities (MGS 2016, R 16-49, p. 259)   
 
The 2015 General Synod voted “[t]o direct the Commission on Church Order to review the 
provisions of the BCO that empower the regional synods to form, combine, and disband 
classes, and to transfer churches from one classis to another; to determine if changes in the 
BCO are appropriate; and to report to the General Synod of 2016” (MGS 2015, R-16, p. 90).  
The commission discussed R-16 with representatives from the Council of Synod Executives and 
subsequently offered the following recommendation to General Synod 2016. General Synod 
approved the amendment and presents it to the classes for approval: 
 
Chapter 1, Part III, Article 2, Section 3 (p. 61 of 2016 edition) 

 
The regional synod shall, after reasonable and timely consultation with all parties 
involved, form, combine, and or disband classes., The regional synod, after 
reasonable and timely consultation with all parties involved, andmay also transfer 
churches from one classis to another within its bounds. 

 
5. Appointment of Candidates to Churches without Installed Minister or Minister under 
Contract (MGS 2016, R 16-50, p. 262)  
 
The Commission on Church Order reviewed a communication from the director of the General 
Synod’s Ministerial Formation Certification Agency regarding BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, 
Sections 7 and 8. The MFCA has experienced instances when the current wording has 
excluded consultation with MFCA from the classis or the local church considering a student 
candidate for placement in a church. The current wording doesn’t specify which seminary is to 
provide approval for the placement. The current BCO language precedes the formation of the 
MFCA and the current Certificate of Fitness for Ministry process. The newly proposed wording 
provides for the appropriate General Synod agent to provide oversight for the involvement of 
candidates who may assist a congregation. The General Synod approved the following 
amendments and offers the amendments to the classes for approval: 
  
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7 (p. 34 of 2016 edition) 

 
   Sec. 7. The classis may appoint a candidate enrolled in the Certificate of Fitness 
for Ministry processtheological student to a church without an installed minister 
or minister under contract, to furnish the service for which the candidatestudent 
is qualified. Before the appointment is made, the candidatestudent must secure 
the approval of the General Synod agent supervising the candidate’s Certificate of 
Fitness for Ministry processappointment by the seminary the student attends. 

 
   Sec. 8. A church shall not enter into a contract with a minister, a licensed 
candidate, or a candidate for the Certificate of Fitness for Ministrystudent except 
by approval of the classis. Between sessions of classis the approval may be given 
by the president and the clerk of classis. 

 
6. Church Membership (MGS 2016, R 16-52, pp. 263-264)   
 
The Commission on Church Order considered an inquiry that raised questions regarding the 
membership status of individuals who are members of a church that is being disbanded by a 
classis. The present Book of Church Order list of items to be addressed when disbanding a 
church does not include membership. The commission offered the following recommendation to 



correct this omission. The General Synod approved the recommendation and offers the 
following amendment to the classes for approval:  
 
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 10, Section 2 (pp. 39-40 of 2016 edition) 
 

d. The determination of the membership status of all persons affiliated with the 
church, followed by a determination of the process for transfer or other 
disposition of the memberships. 
 

7. Appendix, Formulary No. 5, and Related Constitutional Provisions Applicable to 
Consistories and Classes (MGS 2016, R 16-53, pp. 264-266) 
 
The executive director of the Board of Benefits Services met with the Commission on Church 
Order to discuss possible revisions to Formulary 5 and other parts of the Book of Church Order. 
The revisions serve two purposes. First, they properly align requirements of the Book of Church 
Order regarding certain insurance benefits (including long term disability and group life) with that 
which is in fact available from third party insurers. Second, they revise Formulary 5 regarding 
reimbursement of premiums paid by ministers for medical insurance when the minister’s 
employer does not offer a group medical insurance plan. The commission agreed that the 
revisions regarding reimbursement of premiums should, if possible, (a) eliminate the concept of 
“reimbursement” and (b) result in similar financial consequences for all ministers regardless of 
the method by which they obtain or receive the insurance coverage described in Formulary 5. 
The commission offered a recommendation with the following amendments. The General Synod 
adopted the recommendation and offers the following amendments to the classes for approval:  
 
Chapter 1, Part I, Article 2, Section 7 (p. 15 of 2016 edition) 
 

A consistory shall fulfill the provisions of the call form (Appendix, Formulary No. 
5) for retirement and insurance for all ministers serving the church under call or 
contract unless (a) regarding retirement, the minister is covered by the retirement 
plan sponsored by the Regional Synod of Canada or the retirement plan of the 
communion where the minister’s membership is held, or (b) the classis 
determines that the minister is serving the church part-time, as defined by the 
Board of Benefits Services, and that circumstances warrant that the consistory be 
exempt from this requirement, or (c) the minister is serving less than part-time as 
defined by the Board of Benefits Services. 

 
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 15, Section 3 (p. 53 of 2016 edition) 
 

The classis shall be responsible for the pastoral care of each enrolled minister 
and the minister’s immediate family. Pastoral care shall be exercised by such 
means as the classis deems appropriate, which shall be reported to the classis 
annually in order to assess its adequacy and effectiveness. The classis shall 
assure that the provisions of the call form (Appendix, Formulary No. 5) for 
retirement and insurance are fulfilled for all of its ministers serving in 
congregations or employed by an assembly, institution, or agency of the 
Reformed Church in America under call or contract, unless (a) regarding 
retirement, the minister is covered by the retirement plan sponsored by the 
Regional Synod of Canada or the retirement plan of the communion where the 
minister’s membership is held, or (b) the classis determines that the minister is 
serving the church or other assembly, institution, or agency part-time, as 
defined by the Board of Benefits Services, and that circumstances warrant that 



the consistory or employing assembly, institution, or agency be exempt from 
this requirement, or (c) the minister is serving less than part-time as defined by 
the Board of Benefits Services. 

 
Appendix, Formulary No. 5, Paragraph 5 (pp. 132-133 of 2016 edition) 
 

We promise you in the name of this church all proper attention, love, and 
obedience in the Lord. We promise and oblige ourselves to encourage you in the 
discharge of the duties of your important office, and to free you from worldly 
avocation while you are dispensing spiritual blessings to us, to pay you the sum 
of $_______ in _____ payments yearly and every year, and to consider annually 
whether such payments are adequate, as long as you continue to be the minister 
of the church, together with (here insert particulars which refer to a parsonage 
or residence, or other emoluments).  As long as you continue to be the minister 
of this church, we also promise to pay the stipulated contributions to the 
Reformed Church retirement plan and the premiums forprovide benefits 
including group life insurance, and long-term disability insurance, and the cost 
of group medical insurance for you as stipulated by the Board of Benefits 
Services if group medical insurance is elected. If not electing to offer a group 
medical insurance plan, we promise to reimburse you the cost of the premiums 
paid for medical insurance for you and your immediate family.* Such medical 
insurance coverages shall meet or exceed the minimum standards stipulated by 
the Board of Benefits Services. The foregoing shall not apply whereIf you and 
your immediate family elect medical coverage through your spouse’s employer-
sponsored group plan, we will not be required to provide medical insurance. In 
addition we promise to provide a minimum of one week and a stipend equal to 
not less than the equivalent of 1/52 of the minimum cash salary established by 
the classis for a study program mutually agreed upon by you and us for your 
professional development, for each year in service with our congregation. By 
mutual agreement this time and money may be accumulated to a maximum 
equivalent of four years of service. We hereby bind ourselves and our 
successors for the performance of all the foregoing by the underwritten 
signatures of the consistory members to this instrument. 

 
*“Immediate family” is understood to mean those dependents eligible for family 
medical insurance according to the insurance plan document of the Reformed 
Benefits Association. 

 
 
 


