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Introduction

In 1872, Charles Hodge completed his Systematic Theology after nearly fifty 
years of teaching at Princeton Theological Seminary. At this point in his 
storied career, the venerable Presbyterian scholar had taught over three 
thousand students; preached in countless churches; contributed a plethora 
of writings on religion, politics, and denominational affairs; and served as 
Moderator of the General Assembly. But he had yet to collect all his articles, 
insights, lectures, and notes into one comprehensive account. Hodge delayed 
this endeavor in part because some of his seminary colleagues worried that its 
publication would reduce the school’s enrollment. They surmised prospective 
students might not come to study under Hodge if they could simply read 
the distillation of his theological instruction in a tome. Hodge ended up 
writing over two thousand pages across three volumes. The volumes sold for 
three dollars apiece, and eager readers purchased more than two thousand 
copies within the first two years of its printing, which was considered a 
significant achievement for an academic work covering dense topics like 
supralapsarianism and soteriology. Proponents and critics of Hodge alike 
benefited from the publication of Systematic Theology because it gave them an 
opportunity to receive or refute his ideas as they proliferated beyond the walls 
of the professor’s classroom into the world.

In compiling thirty-five documents from the colonial period to the twenty-
first century, this sourcebook similarly invites readers to better understand 
what it has meant to be Presbyterian in the United States. According to 
Charles Hodge, the task of the theologian is to interpret the facts of the Bible 
using the inductive method of science with reliance on the inward call of 
the Holy Spirit. The task of the historian is to comb through a seemingly 
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inexhaustible trove of historical sources to find the documents that most 
clearly and vividly represent important developments and viewpoints. 
Presbyterians in the United States have been criticized, fairly and unfairly, 
on a number of fronts, ranging from accusations of practicing insufficient 
religious piety to prioritizing conformity to middle-class American values 
at the expense of faithful witness. But one thing Presbyterians have never 
been charged with is writing too little about their experiences. Thus this 
sourcebook does not aspire to detail an exhaustive account of every moment 
in Presbyterian history, but rather it provides a representative account with a 
rich array of documents—such as sermons, theological treatises, constitutional 
records, private letters, and ecumenical conversations—that capture the 
internal dynamics, increasing diversity, and external influence of American 
Presbyterianism. It presents Presbyterians in their own words, telling the 
story of how a tradition progressed from its modest origins as an immigrant 
church to national institutions with international reach. 

The documentary history also reveals the complexity of the Presbyterian 
experience in relation to American culture. Readers will observe firsthand the 
prophetic witness of Presbyterians who reformed social injustices and pursued 
racial reconciliation as well as the moral failings of others who defended 
slavery and attacked their fellow Presbyterian opponents with belligerent 
vitriol. Because the last book of this kind, The Presbyterian Enterprise: Sources of 
American Presbyterian History, was published in 1956, this volume accounts for 
the last sixty years of American Presbyterianism and revises the past historical 
record to shine light on essential yet previously overlooked developments 
in women’s leadership, interreligious dialogue, racial-ethnic diversity, and 
transnational peacemaking. It is also intentional about the inclusion of women 
and Presbyterians of color alongside the more recognized writings of white 
men like Charles Augustus Briggs and Robert Lewis Dabney. 

One of the best ways, if not the best way, to study history is through the 
immediacy of primary sources. Even the finest secondary interpretations 
of Presbyterian history cannot replicate the vibrant effect of reading the 
convictions of pioneers like Lucy Craft Laney and Charles Stelzle or studying 
the words of pastors like Louisa M. Woosley and Jonathan Dickinson. The 
structure of this book is therefore chronological and thematic. It moves across 
time, and each chapter covers different features and formative experiences 
that have created the many streams of Presbyterianism then and now. The 
first three chapters examine confessionalism, revivalism, and the Reformed 
shape of Presbyterian worship during the eighteenth century and early 
nineteenth century. The next three chapters treat distinctive elements of 
Presbyterian polity and theology in the eighteenth century and nineteenth 
century, contestations over slavery and the Civil War, and theological 
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controversies over women in ministry and the doctrine of Scripture in the late 
nineteenth century. The final three chapters explore the following subjects 
from the late nineteenth century to the early twenty-first century: emerging 
understandings of mission and ministry; denominational reunions, divisions, 
and differing ecclesial emphases; and increasing racial, ethnic, and global 
diversities in church leadership. Because of the unfolding nature of recent 
developments on human sexuality—and the ready availability of numerous 
works from Presbyterians on the matter in print and online—they are not 
included within the pages of this book. I am hopeful the next documentary 
history will incorporate the robust and generative theological reflections that 
continue to arise from prayerful Presbyterian communities seeking divine 
wisdom and direction concerning sexuality and gender identity.

The Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. produced a brief pamphlet for 
congregational Sunday school instruction in 1908 titled “Ten Reasons for 
Being a Presbyterian,” which included many of the topics plainly covered in 
this book, such as a high view of the Scriptures, a republican form of church 
governance, and the right administration of the sacraments. But this book 
also provides much-needed nuance and depth to one of the ten reasons: to 
enact and embody Christ’s call for unity through the Presbyterian Church. 
The documents reflect both the shared commitments and contrasting 
interpretations of Presbyterians on a host of beliefs and practices. In doing 
so, this volume takes readers on a journey through the past, to see what unites 
and divides Presbyterians in the United States. 
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1

Contestations over  
Confessional Subscription

JONATHAN DICKINSON

“A Sermon Preached at the Opening  
of the Synod at Philadelphia,” 1722 

Jonathan Dickinson (1688–1747) was born in Massachusetts, graduated from Yale 
College in 1706, and ordained in 1709. Like many influential theologians in the 
eighteenth century, he did much of his writing while serving as the pastor of a local 
congregation. After a long career as a pastor in Elizabethtown (now Elizabeth), New 
Jersey, he was elected the first president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton 
University), and the school’s first classes took place in his home in 1747. Among his 
early publications is this sermon, in which Dickinson, as moderator of the Synod of 
Philadelphia, began the meeting with a strong argument that Presbyterians must 
adhere to the sole authority of the Holy Scriptures in the making of church polity. 
Dickinson also opposed clerical subscription to the Westminster Confession of Faith on 
the grounds that it violated the Christian conscience.

IT’s a bold invasion of Christ’s Royal Power, and a rude reflection upon his 
Wisdom and Faithfulness, for proud Worms to make any Addition to that 
perfect Pattern, which he has given us: For how artfully soever this Mischief 
may be painted over, with the fair Colours of Apostolick Tradition, Antiq-
uity, Order and Decency, The band of Union and Communion, The well 
Government or greater Good of the Church, or whatever other Pretence; it 
may be justly challenged with a WHO HAS REQUIRED THIS AT YOUR 
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HANDS. Since he who is faithful to him that appointed him, as Moses was 
in all his House, has given us a compleat Rule for Doctrine, Worship and 
Discipline, sufficient to make the Man of God perfect, throughly furnished 
to all good Works.

. . . THAT the Holy Scriptures are every way sufficient, to make the Man 
of GOD perfect in, and throughly furnish him for, the whole Work of his 
Ministry. — For the illustrating this Proposition, let us take a short view of 
the Man of GOD, in the discharge of the several Duties of his Function, and 
we shall find full and compleat Furniture from this Sacred Treasury, for every 
part thereof.

IF we consider him as a Teacher and Instructor of poor ignorant Souls, in 
the way to the Kingdom of God. Labouring to store their dark Understand-
ings with the knowledge of the Doctrines and Practice of Christianity, and to 
unfold the Mysteries of Salvation. The Scripture is profitable for Instruction. 
2 Tim. III. 16. Thence may he bring to the Sinners view, his fallen State 
and native Misery, with the blessed Remedy provided, and glorious Salvation 
exhibited. Thence may he shew the Sinner the dreadful Perils of Impenitency, 
and his last Necessity of accepting offered Mercy. Thence may he mark out 
the path of Life, and discover the many Precipices, Errors and Mistakes, to 
which the poor Pilgrim is exposed in his way to Heaven. In a Word, Thence 
may he be furnish’d with whatever is necessary for Faith or Practice, and out 
of these Treasures may he bring forth things new and old. There is nothing 
Needful, nothing Lawful to be added. But if an Angel from Heaven preach 
any other Doctrine, let him be accursed. Gal. I. 8.

. . . AND now I come to the main thing intended, to make some Improve-
ment of this Proposition.

WE are hence instructed, that the Man of GOD has no Power or Author-
ity to make any New Laws or Constitutions in the Affairs of God’s House; or 
to make any Additions unto, or Alterations of those Laws, that Christ has left 
us in the Divine Oracles. This being an Affair that has caused much Struggle 
and Debate; and that has been (as I observed before) throughout all succeed-
ing ages of the Church, the source of innumerable Mischiefs and Confusions. 
I shall take liberty to be something particular upon this head, and consider 
what it is to make New Laws; and as I pass along, disprove our Claim to that 
Authority.

THEN the devising and imposing any PART or MODE of Worship that 
wants a Divine Institution, is a Legislature that we have no just claim to. — 
There are indeed several circumstantial Appendages to the Worship of God, 
such as Time, Place, &c. that are not, nor is it possible they should be, par-
ticularly provided for in the Word of God. Wisdom is therefore profitable 
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to direct, and determine these things, conformable to those general Rules, 
that require all things to be done to Edification, Decently and in Order.

BUT then to Institute any new PART of Worship, or to bring any thing 
into God[’]s immediate Service, not expressly instituted by Christ, is a bold 
Invasion of his Royalty, who is Head over all things to his Church; Eph. I. 22; 
and whose Prerogative it is, to give Laws and Ordinances to his House. And 
no pretence of Innocency, Indifferency, or the like, will legitimate our thus 
setting our Thresholds by God[’]s Thresholds, and our Posts by his Posts. 
Ezek. XLIII. 8. What more Innocent, what more Indifferent, than the cleanly 
Ceremony of washing Hands before Meat? Yet when Religion comes to be 
placed in it, and it’s made a Decree of the Sanhedrin, God[’]s Commandment 
is transgressed by this Tradition. Mat. XV. 3.

. . . THE forming and imposing any New Acts or Constitutions, in the 
Government or Discipline of the Church, I take to be an unwarrantable Leg-
islature.—That I may clear this somthing particularly, I shall premise. . . .

1. THAT Christ has appointed a Government or Discipline in his Church. 
Christ has not left his Church to be a Garden without Enclosure, a City with-
out Walls, or a Vineyard without a Hedge; nor has he left his Disciples to 
be Lambs in a large place, an ungovern’d Mobile; that (as when there was 
no King in Israel) every one should do what is good in his own eyes, take 
his swing in sinful and licentious Courses; to the scandal of Religion, profa-
nation of sacred Ordinances, and destruction of his own Soul. — But that 
Offenders may be reduced, rotten Members cut off, Scandal restrain’d, and 
the Church edified; Christ has constituted an Ecclesiastical Regiment, and for 
that end appointed his own proper Officers, Laws, Ordinances, and Censures. 
The Necessity of which is manifest, from the Constitution of the Church, 
which consists of barren, and fruitful Branches; of Sound and Unsound; Tares 
and Wheat; Sheep and Goats; and must therefore quickly become a Babel, if 
without Discipline. The truth of which is also abundantly evident from many 
places of Scripture, particularly from Mat. XVIII. from 15 to 20 Verse, Tit. 
III. 10. and I. 13, 2 Cor. II. 6, I Tim. V. 20. cum multis aliis.

I don’t now design a Dispute upon the controverted Modes of Church 
Government; but will venture to say with due deferrence and respect to those 
otherwise minded, that the Presbyterian Government appears to me the most 
conformed to the Laws of Christ, of any whatsoever; and does, for ought I 
know, as exactly quadrate with the Rule, as may be hoped for in this state of 
Imperfection.

But I go on to premise,
2. THAT there are some External Circumstances of Discipline, that are 

not set down precisely, or expressly provided for in the Word of God; but are 
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left to the prudent Conduct of Church Governours. To exemplify this, we 
in these Parts manage the Discipline of the Church in Sessions, Presbyter-
ies, and Synods; and have doubtless the Divine Warrant for our so doing. In 
order to this, there must be Time and Place appointed for such Conventions, 
and some Order and Method for carrying on our Consultations decently, 
and without Confusion: And in this case there being only general Rules left 
us in the Scripture, it necessarily belongs to us to consult and agree upon 
such Methods, as may best subserve the great Ends of Discipline, the Glory 
of God, and the Churches Weal. — The Synod at Jerusalem mention’d Acts 
XV. does indeed give us considerable Light, even in this case; but leaves many 
necessary Circumstances to be provided for, by Humane Wisdom and Pru-
dence. . . .

IT may be objected, How can Ministers be said to represent Christ, to 
preach in his Name, and by his Authority; and yet their Hearers not be obliged 
to receive their Doctrine; but at liberty to follow their several Sentiments, and 
(oftentimes) erring and misguided Consciences? But the Answer is easy.

THE Ministers of Christ do come to us in his Name, and by his Author-
ity, when they preach nothing but what is contain’d in his Word, and we 
are under indispensible Obligation to receive the manifest Truths of God 
by them preached, not as the Word of Man, but as (it is in truth) the Word 
of God. I Thes. II. 13. But they have no Commission to teach us to observe 
any thing, but what Christ has commanded them. See Mat. XXVIII. 20. 
And when they teach any other Doctrine, they come in their own Names, 
and not in Christ[’]s. — So then, we are to esteem them as Christ[’]s Ambas-
sadors, and with awful Reverence to attend their preaching, as if Christ 
was speaking to us by them, when we are convinced that they declare the 
Counsel of God: But are not bound to an implicite Faith, against contrary 
Convictions. It concerns them therefore, to justify their Interpretations 
of God[’]s Word, by clear Scripture Evidence, to the Conviction of their 
Hearers; and thereby lay ’em under Obligations to Observance and Obedi-
ence. . . .

But to make this Case, if possible, a little plainer:
THOUGH some plain and comprehensive Creed or Confession of Faith 

(for distinguishing such as receive, from those who reject the Faith once 
delivered to the Saints) may be useful and necessary, since the worst of Her-
esies may take shelter under the express Words of Scripture. Yet we are by no 
means to force these credenda, upon any of differing Sentiments.

Source: Jonathan Dickinson, “A Sermon Preached at the Opening of the Synod at 
Philadelphia, September 19, 1722, Whererein [sic] is Considered the Character of 
the Man of God, and his Furniture for the Exercise both of Doctrine and Discipline, 
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with the True Boundaries of the Churches Power” (Boston: T. Fleet, 1723), 2, 8–9, 
11–15, 20–22.

JOHN THOMSON

An Overture Presented to the Reverend Synod  
of Dissenting Ministers, 1729

John Thomson (ca. 1690–1753) emigrated from Ireland to colonial North America 
in 1715. After his ordination in Delaware in 1717, he emerged as an influential 
minister as the fledgling Presbyterian Church wrestled over matters of theology and 
polity. He was elected moderator of the New Castle Presbytery three times and mod-
erator of the Synod of Philadelphia twice from 1718 to 1730. In 1724, the New Cas-
tle Presbytery required all of its ministerial candidates for ordination to confessional 
subscription with the following words: “I do own the Westminster Confession as the 
Confession of my faith.” Thomson advocated for the implementation of confessional 
subscription for all Presbyterian clergy in colonial North America. The following 
overture to the synod, initially introduced by the New Castle Presbytery in 1727 and 
then published by Thomson with a new preface in 1729, articulates how subscription 
would guide Presbyterians in their pursuit to create an ordered, organized, and uni-
fied Church in their new North American context. 

Let us then consider our present Condition as we are a Church. As it is 
observed in the Overture, we are an intire Church of our selves, so as not to be 
a Part of any particular Church in the World, with which we are joyned as a 
Part. Now every Collection of People which are united together unto a Poli-
tick Body, whether Ecclesiastical or Civil, must have some Bond of Union, by 
which the several Parts are joyned together, to make or constitute them one 
intire Whole; as Kingdoms and Commonwealths are joyned, linked together 
by the same Government, Laws and Privileges, &c. Churches by the same 
Faith, Worship and Government: Now, until we fulfil the Intent of the fol-
lowing Overture, I am at a Loss where to find any sufficient External Bond of 
Union, by which we are united, and by Virtue of which we may be properly 
denominated one Church, as particular Churches are so denominated, either 
in Scripture or in the common Way of speaking; seeing that we, as a Church, 
have never yet so much as agreed, either about our Principles of Faith, Wor-
ship, or Form of Government.

If it be said first, That we all own the Westminster Confession . . . 
2dly, If it be said, That we all take the Scripture for our Rule, and so are 
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United thereby. I answer, we are thereby no more united together as one par-
ticular Church, than to all other Christian Churches in the World; for they all 
own the Scriptures for their Rule . . . I answer, it’s true the Scripture or writ-
ten Word of God, is the only Rule and infallible Foundation of our Faith and 
Practice; but whether is it the bare Letter, or the Letter together with its true 
and proper Sense and Meaning, intended by the Holy Ghost, which is this 
Rule? Surely the latter. Now how is it possible for us to know concerning one 
another, or others to know concerning us, in what Sense we take or under-
stand the Scriptures, or believe them as a Church, unless we joyn together to 
declare in what Sense we understand them; which I cannot see how it can be 
possibly done, but by agreeing upon a common Confession of our Faith, in 
some Form or other. . . .

Another Objection, made against subscribing the Confession, strikes in 
general against all subscribing of any Thing of that Kind; the Force thereof 
(that I may give it all the Advantage that I can) may be conceived to run thus; 
For a Synod to oblige their Members to subscribe the confession, is an impos-
ing upon Men[’]s Consciences, Things that are of a humane and not of divine 
Authority; which is Tyranny and Persecution, for which we justly blame the 
Church of Rome; Why then should we, or how can we be justified, while 
we are guilty of an Evil of the same Nature? How can a Person warrantably 
subscribe any Thing as containing the Articles of their Faith, but the Word 
of God, without being guilty of idolizing or too much exalting of Men[’]s 
Works or Words? However specious this Objection may seem to be at the 
first Glance, to such as have not duly considered it; yet I dare say it will plainly 
appear to be not only salacious and sophistical, but in part nonsensical and 
trifling, if the following Answers be duly considered.

Answ. For a Church to oblige their Members to receive, embrace, acknowl-
edge, subscribe, or practice any thing that is not founded upon the Word of 
God, is indeed Tyranny and Persecution; but to impose what Christ in and by 
his Word hath already imposed, is their indispensible Duty; and therefore if 
the Confession, &c. be according to the Word of God, (as I will venture to say 
it is, until the Contrary be made appear) it is our Duty to impose or require 
the Acknowledg[m]ent of it, or what is contained therein in other Words.

If it be urged, That the Confession is a humane Composure, and there-
fore, tho’ sound, yet not of divine Authority, and therefore ought not to be 
imposed. 

I answer, the Matter is of divine Authority, being contained in the Word 
of God, and the Words, tho’ composed by fallible Men, being agreeable to 
the divine Matter, tho’ falling short of that Perfection that the Scripture justly 
claims, must of Necessity have the divine Approbation; and so far as they are 
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agreeable to the infallible Word, are themselves infallible, as to the Truth 
contained in them, tho’ as hath been acknowledged, they fall short of scrip-
tural Perfection, as to manner of Expression; for whatsoever is agreeable to an 
infallible Rule, in so far is itself infallible.

And further, if Persons would but consider the Nature of a Confession, 
truly and properly so called, they might see that the very intrinsick Nature 
of the Thing requires that it should be expressed in our own, tho’ imperfect 
Words, (viz. Words that are our own by Acknowledgment and Assumption, 
tho’ we did not compose them, as a Person who can neither write nor indite 
makes the Words, composed by his Clerk or Scribe, his own, by setting his 
Name or Mark to them, tho’ he composed none of them) [t]his will appear 
evident, if we consider First, that when we exhibit, acknowledge, or subscribe 
a Confession of our Faith; we thereby acknowledge such a Confession to be 
our Act and Deed, viz. our Confession of our Faith, or our own Declaration of 
our Sentiments, and Belief in Matters of Religion; and therefore, both Words 
and Sense must be our own, at least by Assumption; whereas the Scripture, 
as such, is God’s Act and Deed, viz. his Declaration of his Mind to us, and 
thereby prescribing a Rule for our Faith and Practice; and therefore the Scrip-
ture as such, cannot possibly be the Confession of our Faith, in a true and 
proper Sense. Our Confession is a Manifestation of our Thoughts; but the 
Scripture is the Declaration of God’s Thoughts; our Faith and Knowledge 
is but dark and imperfect, and therefore our Confession may be so too; but 
the Scripture is every way perfect, being a divine infallible Declaration of his 
Thoughts who is Perfection itself. The Scripture is the divine Rule, but our 
Faith and Confession too is the Thing ruled; from all which it may appear, 
that it’s but a trifling Sophistication, to alledge that Christians should own or 
subscribe the Scriptures, and nothing else as their Confession of Faith, which 
they neither are or can be in a proper Sense. . . .

And how nonsensical (as I may say) is it for any to make this Evasion, that 
they are willing to subscribe the Scriptures; the Spirit of God (so to speak with 
reverence) hath already sufficiently subscribed them by the many Marks and 
Characters of the Author’s Image instamp’d upon them; and therefore for us 
to talk of subscribing them in any otherwise than thereby to testify that we 
believe them to be divine, is I think (to say no worse) to cast a great Affront 
upon the Scriptures and their Author too: For to subscribe an Instrument is 
to own it by writing as our Act and Deed, in which Sense we are to under-
stand the subscribing Confessions; and in this Sense it would be oft blas-
phemous Presumption to pretend to subscribe the Scriptures; and for such 
to say, that they only intend or mean that they are willing to subscribe the 
Scriptures as a Witness, viz. by writing to bear Witness that they acknowledge 
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the Scriptures to be the Word of God; in so saying they only trifle. For First, 
if they acknowledge such or such a Confession to be sound and orthodox, 
they can have no shadow of a Scruple to subscribe it in that Sense, that is, 
by subscribing to declare, that they believe such a Confession to be found 
according to the Word of God. But however, the Act of subscribing a Confes-
sion doth necessarily presuppose, that the Subscriber believes the Contents 
of such a Confession to be true; yet the true and proper Meaning, and Design 
of the Act itself, is thereby to assume or (if I may so express it) adopt such a 
Confession to be our own Act and Deed, (i.e.) our Confession of our Faith, 
as if at the Beginning of the Confession, or at the Beginning of every Article 
we had written, the Word Credo, I believe, and our Name at the End of all 
is to signify who or what Person this (1) is, who says he believes so and so. 
Now, altho’ every Christian will readily acknowledge, that he believes the 
Scriptures to be true, to be the Word of God, &c. yet who ever dreamt of 
subscribing the Scriptures as their Act and Deed, or a Declaration of their 
Acts of Faith or Believing, altho’ indeed, as is before noted, they contain the 
Object of our Faith, viz. the Truths believed, and that not as believed by us, 
but as revealed by God; whereas our Confessions, tho’ they contain the same 
Truth, yet they express them not immediately as revealed by God to us, but 
as understood, received and believed by us.

Source: John Thomson, An Overture Presented to the Reverend Synod of Dissenting Min-
isters, Sitting in Philadelphia, in the Month of September, 1728, and is Now Under the 
Consideration of the Several Members of the Said Synod, in Order to Come to a Determina-
tion Concerning It at Next Meeting, Together with a Preface, or an Epistle Containing Some 
Further Reasons to Strengthen the Overture, and an Answer to Some Objections Against It 
(Philadelphia, 1729), 7–8, 13–16, 18–20.

SYNOD OF PHILADELPHIA

Adopting Act, 1729

As the Synod of Philadelphia convened in 1729, members representing diverse 
positions on confessional subscription—there were strict subscriptionists, anti- 
subscriptionists, and moderates calling for compromise—gathered to pray, deliber-
ate, and decide together. Opting against schism, these church leaders, including both 
Jonathan Dickinson and John Thomson, produced an action, known as the Adopting 
Act, which advanced the benefits of subscription for the propagation of right doc-
trine and administration of good governance in the Presbyterian Church yet main-
tained freedom of conscience as a crucial principle of the Christian faith. The act also 
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introduced a method whereby a ministerial candidate with reservations about certain 
articles from the Westminster Confession of Faith could share this “scruple” with the 
governing body. If the presbytery or synod determined the scruple pertained “only 
about articles not essential and necessary in doctrine, worship, or government,” the 
candidate could be ordained. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) today continues to 
use language from this act in its constitutional question asking deacons and elders to 
“receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confes-
sions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to 
believe and do.” 

Although the Synod do not claim or pretend to any authority of imposing 
our faith upon other men’s consciences, but do profess our just dissatisfac-
tion with, and abhorrence of such impositions, and do utterly disclaim all 
legislative power and authority in the Church, being willing to receive one 
another as Christ has received us to the glory of God, and admit to fellow-
ship in sacred ordinances, all such as we have grounds to believe Christ will at 
last admit to the kingdom of heaven, yet we are undoubtedly obliged to take 
care that the faith once delivered to the saints be kept pure and uncorrupt 
among us, and so handed down to our posterity; and do therefore agree that 
all the ministers of this Synod, or that shall hereafter be admitted into this 
Synod, shall declare their agreement in, and approbation of, the Confession 
of Faith, with the Larger and Shorter Catechisms of the Assembly of Divines 
at Westminster, as being in all the essential and necessary articles, good forms 
of sound words and systems of Christian doctrine, and do also adopt the said 
Confession and Catechisms as the confession of our faith. And we do also 
agree, that all the Presbyteries within our bounds shall always take care not 
to admit any candidate of the ministry into the exercise of the sacred function 
but what declares his agreement in opinion with all the essential and neces-
sary articles of said Confession, either by subscribing the said Confession of 
Faith and Catechisms, or by a verbal declaration of their assent thereto, as 
such minister or candidate shall think best. And in case any minister of this 
Synod, or any candidate for the ministry, shall have any scruple with respect 
to any article or articles of said Confession or Catechisms, he shall at the time 
of his making said declaration declare his sentiments to the Presbytery or 
Synod, who shall, notwithstanding, admit him to the exercise of the ministry 
within our bounds, and to ministerial communion, if the Synod or Presbytery 
shall judge his scruple or mistake to be only about articles not essential and 
necessary in doctrine, worship, or government. But if the Synod or Presby-
tery shall judge such ministers or candidates erroneous in essential and neces-
sary articles of faith, the Synod or Presbytery shall declare them uncapable 
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of communion with them. And the Synod do solemnly agree, that none of us 
will traduce or use any opprobrious terms of those that differ from us in these 
extra-essential and not necessary points of doctrine, but treat them with the 
same friendship, kindness, and brotherly love, as if they had not differed from 
us in such sentiments.

Source: Records of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America: Embrac-
ing the Minutes of the General Presbytery and General Synod 1706–1788 Together 
with an Index and the Minutes of the General Convention for Religious Liberty, 
1766–1775 (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath-School 
Work, 1904), 94.
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