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The following is the short, fast, messy summary of “Presbyterian Theology,” 
as led and discussed by Young Adult Ministry during Theology Thursdays 
during the fall of 2018. It was taught over pizza and beer to ensure 
fullness of body and mind. We share it with you with the hope it will be 
helpful. If it is not, we invite you to never look at it again. 

To use this guide most effectively:

1: Have a sense of humor. 
Theology is our best guess at something too large to fully know (God). Any 
learning requires humility and laughter.
2: Find a friend.
Each of these pages was used as a discussion guide for a gathering of 
young adults. We believe all things theology are best learned together. 
Find a friend. Find a drink. Look at this together. (Or call us. We like 
friends.)
3: Do not treat as gospel.
This information is compiled by an MDiv. and a PhD. Nevertheless, we 
mess up. We leave crap out. Neither of us can spell. We have particular 
perspectives that are mostly PCUSA, but also a little “us.” So we share 
this as a starter, not a finisher. Follow up. Ask questions. Wonder if we’re 
completely lying to you. Curiosity is fun.
4: Know God loves you.
It’s the center of all we believe to be true. We don’t understand it. But we 
trust it. Know that the God we confess in the following pages is one who 
loves the entire universe. If anything sounds contrary to that truth, you’re 
reading it wrong (or we wrote it wrong). God = Love. Always.

So keep going. Read. Look. Wonder. Search. Ask. We believe the pursuit 
to know God is something we will spend our entire lives doing. So keep 
pursuing. 

XOXO,

Rev. Hallie Hottle & Dr. Trenton Smith
Village Pres. Young Adult Ministry, Fall 2018



The Nicene Creed
We believe in one God,

the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth, of all that is,
seen and unseen.

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, 
Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made,
of one Being with the Father; through him all things were made. 
For us and for our salvation

he came down from heaven,
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary
and became truly human.
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
he suffered death and was buried.
On the third day he rose again
in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his 
kingdom will have no end.

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 
who proceeds from the Father and the Son,
who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, 
who has spoken through the prophets.
We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
We look for the resurrection of the dead,
and the life of the world to come. Amen.

For continued study we suggest:

Presbyterian Questions, Presbyterian Answers, Donald K. McKim, Geneva 
   Press, 2003.
      *The creation of this series relied heavily on this book.

Holding Faith: A Practical Introduction to Christian Doctrine, Cynthia L. Rigby, 
   Abingdon Press, 2018.

What Is The Bible?, Rob Bell, Harper Collins, 2017.

Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis, (various publishers), Originally 1952.

Thinking about God: An Introduction to Theology, Dorothee Sollee, Wipf and 
   Stock, 2016.



(0 - present)

(RIDICULOUSLY SIMPLIFIED)TIMELINE:

30 AD(ish): Jesus crucified
64: Nero’s persecution of Christians

70: Emperor Titus destroys Jerusalem & the Temple
312: Emperor Constantine is converted, begins to defend (use) Christianity
325: Council of Nicaea- argues Jesus’s relationship to God (Nicene Creed)
386: Saint Augustine of Hippo converted, theology shapes western thought

400: Saint Jerome translates Bible to Latin
451: Council of Chalcedon- argues Jesus as both God and human

590: Pope Gregory establishes the papacy as united religious and political force
800: Charlemagne crowned Holy Roman Emperor by Pope, 

establishes papacy as bestower of divine right for rule
1054: East West Schism - divides Eastern and Western Churches 

(think East: philosophy, West: law)
1095: Pope Urban II launches the First Crusade

1273: Saint Thomas Aquinas completes “Summa Theologica”
1455: Gutenberg prints Bible

1478: Spanish Inquisition is established
1517: Martin Luther nails 95 thesis to Church at Wittenberg

1534: King Henry VIII signs the Supremacy Act, names the King as head of the 
English Church instead of Pope

1536: John Calvin publishes “Institutes of the Christian Religion”
1545: Council of Trent begins “counter-reformation”

1611: Kings James Bible is published
1706: First presbytery organized in Philadelphia

1753: “Seceders” Scottish Presbyterians come to America
774: “Covenanters” Scottish Presbyterians come to America

1741-58: New Side/Old Side split over revivals (1st Great Awakening)
1837-70: Old School/New School split over revivals and Westminster Standards 

(2nd Great Awakening)
1861: Creation of Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States (yep, pro-slavery)

1956: First woman ordained, (“northern” PC)
1973: Creation of PCA, refusal to ordain women

1983: Reunion of the UPCUSA and PCUS to create PCUSA, 
largest Presbyterian denomination (that’s us)

2012: Creation of ECO, refusal to ordain and marry homosexual people



THEMES: 
Power
Early church history plagued by power struggle - power of state/
goverment vs. power of the church. Is this for the good of the people, or the 
control of the people? (or...maybe not so early?)

Protest
Presbyterianism born in Protestant Reformation - “protest” in our roots

Migration
American protestantism is influenced by migrations of different theologies 
into new nation. Different “brands” of presbyterian are present from the 
beginning. We’ve always been migrating. Our ideas come with us. 

(A few) People (from a list of manY):
Augustine
(354-430) from northern Africa, influenced by Plato, philosophy shapes 
Western thought, Patron Saint of Brewers, Think: sinful pagan to doctor 
of the church.

Aquinas
(1225-1274) from Italy, influenced by Aristotle, philosophy shapes natural 

law & ethics, Patron Saint of Academics, Think: reason is found in God.
Luther
1483 - 1546, German professor of theology, monk, “started” (not really) 
reformation with 95 thesis on the Wittenberg door in 1517, Think: Drunk 
monk and outlaw of the Holy Roman Emperor.

Calvin
1509 - 1564, French theologian, pastor, reformer,  wrote “Institutes of the 

Christian Religion,” Think: Papa of Presbyterianism.

Terms:
Reformed

Points to birth during the Protestant 
Reformation, and our belief that our 
faith must be constantly reimagined 
and rearticulated. We are “reformed” 

and “always reforming.”

Confessional
We write “confessions” that point 
to who we believe God to be in 

particular places at particular times. 
God has not stopped working. God 
is revealed again and again, so we 
“confess” our faith again and again.



What is the Bible?
The story of our collective human experience of God.

What’s the point of the Bible?
To teach us something about the identity of God, 
so might know what to believe and how to live.

Terms:
Revelation
Definition: how God is made known to humanity. We believe God’s 
identity is “revealed” in scripture. God’s full revelation happened in Jesus. 
How do we know? Through scripture.

Inspiration
Definition: God’s interaction with particular humans at particular times. 
We believe scripture is written by humans, but that God “inspired” that 

writing. (We don’t claim to know fully what that means.)
Authority
Definition: importance on what we do and how we believe. There is 
nothing else like the Bible. We believe it is the revealed and inspired 
Word of God, and therefore has unique authority over what we believe 
and what we do. (It is not the only authority, but it is unlike any other. 
“God alone is Lord of the conscience.” - Westminster Confession 6.109)

The Scriptures 
are not a witness among others, 
but the witness without parallel.

 - Confession of 1967



Literalism
Everything in the Bible 
is what it says it is, and 

should not be questioned 
- i.e. the earth was really 
created in 7 days, Jonah 

was really swallowed by a 
whale, etc. 

Inerrancy
The Bible is always right. 
Contradictions to itself, 

science, history, or laws of 
logic are intentional, and 
put up against any other 

source of knowledge, 
Bible wins.

Infallibility
The Bible is still reliable 
and true as a source of 
revelation of who God 

is and what we are 
meant to do. Perfection 

and inerrency is not 
required for this end, 
and knowledge of 

science, history, culture, 
language, etc. are all 

helpful for interpretation. 
(This is us.)

Interpretive Disagreement:

PCUSA guidelines for interpretation:
*Presbyterian Understanding and Use of Holy Scripture and Biblical Authority in 

Interpretation, 1992 (much shortened)

1. Recognize that Jesus Christ is the center of scripture.
God’s full revelation is in Jesus Christ. All scripture points to that.

2. Focus on the plain text of scripture.
Some texts are symbolic. Some are literary. All are colored with culture of the 
time. Good interpretation happens with an understanding of context.

3. Depend on the Holy Spirit’s guidance.
God’s Word and God’s Spirit go together. Prayer for illumination is required.

4. Be guided by the Church’s doctrinal consensus.
Look at how the Church has interpreted scripture throughout history, and be 
informed by past understanding, as well as new light.

5. Let all interpretations be in accord with the “Rule of Love.”
When asked about the “greatest” amendment, Jesus said to “love God and 
neighbor.” If interpretation leads to harm of others, it is invalid.

6. Remember that Biblical interpretation requires earnest study.
Piety and prayer < resourced study. Theological training isn’t required, but 
accurate, tested resources are. Use what you’re given (including your brain).

7. Seek to interpret a particular passage in light of the whole Bible.
Individual interpretations should not be contrary to larger Biblical themes. Let 
scripture interpret scripture.

*+Our rule: Read together. God’s word lives and breathes always and only in 
community. It’s meant to be read together, so do that when you can.



God
Father

(Creator)

Son
Jesus

(Redeemer)

Holy Spirit
Holy Ghost
(Sustainer)

One God in three persons.

Why?
Being Monotheistic was important. It was different than surrounding 

cultures (both for Jewish ancestors, and early Christians). But Christians 
struggled with language to describe their experience of God, which 

seemed to exist in 3 forms. God was “Father*,” creator of the universe. And 
God was “Jesus the Christ,” who died on the cross and rose again. And 
God was “Holy Spirit,” the presence that entered the world at Pentecost 

and never left. How would we talk about that without sounding like we’re 
worshipping 3 different gods? So, we call it “Trinity.” Boom.

* A Note about Language
God isn’t a dude. We know that, so we practice “expansive” (gender neutral) language for 
God. But for the sake of consistency with history and other denominations, in speaking of 

Trinity we often still use the male “Father.”



Themes:
Mystery
The Trinity is confusing. It’s supposed to be. It’s our attempt to put language 
around a big, giant, undefinable thing we can’t entirely know. Mystery is 
part of the point. Welcome it.

Equality
If the 3 persons of the Trinity exist in a divine equality, we can also believe 

this is a pattern God wants humans to follow in relationship with each other. 
No heirachy. All equality.

Relationship
When we describe God existing in 3 “persons,” we’re also saying God can’t 
exist without all 3. Relationship between the “persons” is essential. So, our 
relationships are too. We are not the Church unless we’re together. 

As a Framework for faith:
God created me (and everything else).

God redeems me.
God sustains me.

God is with me and for me. Amen.

know <  Part ic i pat e
History of note:

110: Ignatius of Antioch, “Father, Son, Holy Spirit.”
312: Emperor Constantine made Christianity the religion of the empire.

“One God, one Lord, one Faith, one church, one empire, one emperor.” 
But, it wasn’t “one.” Argument existed around the “nature of Christ.” 
Priest Arius of Alexandria = Christ was created by God
Bishop Alexander & Athanasius = Christ was the same as God, if not, 
danger of Polytheism

325: Council of Nicaea: Nicene Creed
1274: St. Thomas Aquinas, “Summa Theologica,” provides “proofs” of nature 

of God and Trinitarian formula
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#life For I do not do the good I want, 
   but the evil I do not want is what I do. 

- Paul (Romans 7:19)

Terms: 
Imago Dei
Genesis 1:26 speaks of humans being created in the “image of God.” There’s 
lots of thoughts on this. Perhaps it refers more to the physical characteristics, 
maybe it refers to reason and intellect. Presbyterians don’t subscribe to 
one theory entirely, but we believe there is something “god-like” in human 
creatures.

Original Sin
In short: they ate the apple. It all went to shit. So, we’re all doomed to be 

touched by the shittiness too. Presbyterians hold this theory in a general way. 
There is something inherently sinful about our nature. We know it. We feel it. 

Sin is a choice, but it’s also a condition. We’ll be touched by the shittiness until 
we see God face to face. 

Total Depravity
We got this from Calvin (thanks dude). Basically, we think sin touches every 
aspect of life. Nothing is free from it. Why does that matter? It means we 
cannot save ourselves. Which means we also cannot condemn or save anyone 
else. Sounds bad, but there’s some wisdom in there.

Free Will
“Freedom” here doesn’t mean “all the choices.” Instead, think of it as the ability 

to make the choice to do good. Do we have free will? (Hold on here...) We 
say no. We’re too bound by sin to be fully free to choose good. Per Augustine, 
God’s promised day will be when we’re “free to choose for the good, always.” 

So we have freedom, but our free will (our ability to choose good, comes from 
God alone.  



Made beautiful...

"Humanity's chief end is to glorify God, 
   and to enjoy God forever."

 - Westminster Shorter Catechism

...God forgives
Jesus atones

Holy Spirit Sanctifies.

...sin drives us to break
 and be broken...

...sometimes we try to get back 
to the beauty on our own...

(Hypocrisy)

So what's the point of life?



Ekklesia

We cannot be Christian alone.
Terms:

Priesthood of all Believers
This is a post-Reformation concept essential to our understanding of 
“church.” Contrary to the Roman Catholic Church’s hierarchy that kept 
believers dependent on the Priest for salvation, the Reformers said no, we 
all have access to salvation through Jesus Christ.

Communion of Saints
This is the idea that we’re a small part of a big thing. The Church extends 
through time and place. It doesn’t mean we’re saintly. Rather, we’re sinners 
made saints through grace and our communion together.

Eschatological Tension (The Already, and the Not Yet)
We often say: God loves you as you are, but loves you too much to leave 
you that way. This is also our theology of Church. We acknowledge the 
realities the world, but work for a better day. It’s too grounded to be 
idealistic. And too idealistic to be realistic. It’s the already, and the not 
yet. Our worship is an expression of the already (we confess we’re part 
of the shit-stirring), and an acting out of the not yet (through sacrements 
practiced and word proclaimed).

The Visible Church
the thing we can see and participate in.

Koinonia The Invisible Church
The thing God sees, loves, and provokes

 through the Holy Spirit.



We cannot be Christian alone.
The Great Ends of the Church:

The proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of humankind.
The shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship of the children of God.

The maintenance of divine worship.
The preservation of truth.

The promotion of social righteousness.
The exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the world.

PCUSA Book of Order, F-1.0304, from 1910 UPCNA

Questions of Membership:

Who is your Lord and Savior?
Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.

Do you promise to be Christ’s faithful disciple, 
obeying his Word and showing his love?

I do.

The CHurch is the Body of Christ, 
therefore we will be a community of...

...faith, entrusting itself to God alone, even at the risk of losing its life.

...hope, rejoicing in the sure and certain knowledge that, in Christ, God is 
making a new creation.

...love, where sin is forgiven, reconciliation is accomplished, and the divid-
ing walls of hostility are torn down.

...witness, pointing beyond itself through word and work to the good 
news of God’s transforming grace in Jesus Christ.

 PCUSA Book of Order, F-1.0301

  
4 Marks of the Church:

From the Nicene Creed

   One              holy              catholic            apostolic 
unity sentforgiven universal



Forgiveness
The work of God. We ask for it.

Atonement
The work of Christ. Done once, done forever.

Sanctification
The work of the Spirit. Happening constantly, saving our asses 

whether or not we ask for it.

God giving us what we don’t deserve, 
and not giving us what we do.

(This came from somewhere eloquent.)

Salvation: The continuous and ongoing process by 
which our relationship with God is reconciled. 

Works Righteousness
The idea that if we do all the right things, we can earn our 

salvation. Right work = Righteousness. We think this is a bunch 
of hooey. Salvation is out of our hands, and in God’s alone. If 

not, Jesus died for nothing. (This is good news.)

yes this
!

not this!



(unsatisfying explanation of some) Terms:
Heaven
Heaven is right relationship with God. Can be experienced here and 
now (though rare and fleeting). Will forever be experienced in the 
forever.

Hell
Unsatisfying explanation: Hell is distance from God. Can be 

experienced here and now (more common than heaven). Will never be 
experienced in the forever, because Jesus.

Predestination
Calvin’s confusing & necessary addition to our faith that says we’re all 
“predestined” for heaven or hell. It’s not about what we do. We have no 
choice in the matter. It’s all up to God. Why? Because when we start 
giving humans choices in the matters of salvation, things get hairy. 
Calvin did not intend to say “do whatever ya want, it doesn’t matter any 
way.” He just meant to take away our power in the matter, because: 
total depravity.

Live with an awareness of your ongoing salvation.

How does it work?
Atonement Theories:

1. Christ as Priest
11th Century - Anselm of Canterbury. Most commonly known as 
“substitutionary atonement.” A debt needed to be paid to God to restore 
order and honor because of our sin. Christ paid that debt.

2. Christ as Prophet
12th Century - Peter Abelard. Most commonly known as 

“representational theory.” We are not saved by Christ’s death on the 
cross, but by Christ’s life as an example for our own. God is love, and 

that love is displayed in Christ’s perfect life.
3. Christ as King/Victor
(specific thinking/time unknown) Shows up in Irenaeus (2nd C.), Luther 
(16th C.), Wesley (19th C.), C.S. Lewis. God and Satan are in battle with 
one another because humans have sinned. Good vs. Evil. In sinning, we 
succomb to Satan’s power. Christ releases us from sin, and defeats Evil 
in his death and resurrection. Think cosmic battle.



but will they?They'll know we are Christians by our love...

Being Christian is not something we do on Sundays (or Thursday nights). It’s 
an identity, an intentional attempt to follow Jesus in our words and actions, 
every...stinking...day. So it is true that in every time and place we’ve had to 

make choices about how we will follow, in a world that is beautiful but oh-so-
broken. Based on some of the “conflict points” raised by you this season, here 
are some thoughts from our denomination that help us navigate this journey. 

What happens if you disagree? That’s fine. The PCUSA fancies herself a “big 
tent,” where we can faithfully disagree, and still love each other.

How do we decide? Check out “Polity” next week. We elect people, they serve 
as leaders, occasionally that leadership involves intense study and prayer 
over particular issues, and we vote on what our collective voice will say. 

All is subject to human error (we’ve screwed up before.) But all is come to 
thoughtfully, and collectively.

Environment
“And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it...’” 
(Genesis 1:28). We believe all of creation belongs to God, and that we are uniquely 
called to care for it. Dogs are great, but they can’t recycle, ya know?  Village Church 
(that’s us) is an “Earth Care Congregation,” a special distinction given to churches 
who commit to leaving the smallest imprint on the earth possible. (https://www.
presbyterianmission.org/ministries/environment/earth-care-congregations.)

Abortion
In short, we don’t like abortion (no one does), but we acknowledge it’s a symptom 
of greater societal breakdown, and therefore shouldn’t be resistricted by law. 1970 
GA: “the artificial or induced termination of a pregnancy is a matter of careful 
ethical decision...and therefore should not be restricted by law...” 2006 GA: “When 
an individual woman faces the decision whether to terminate a pregnancy, the 
issue is intensely personal, and may manifest itself in ways that do not reflect public 
rhetoric, or do not fit neatly into medical, legal, or policy guidelines. ...Human 
choices should not be made in a moral vacuum, but must be based on Scripture, 
faith, and Christian ethics. For any choice, we are accountable to God; however, 
even when we err, God offers to forgive us.” (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/
blog/2016/02/23/abortion-issues-2/)



but will they?

Gun Violence
We have a long history of support for gun control legislation. Beginning in the late 
1960s, the GA called for “…control [of] the sale and possession of fire arms of all 
kinds.”  In 1990 the GA went on record as: “Support[ing] gun control at federal, state, 
and local levels as the most effective response to the present crisis of gun violence …” 
In 2010 the GA adopted the resolution, “Gun Violence, Gospel Values: Mobilizing in 
Response to God’s Call.” (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/1-
gun-violence-policy-2010.pdf)

Sexual Identity
The GA of 2018 made some big statements here, confessing past sin and apologizing 
on behalf of the Church for not including all gender identities, celebrating the “full 
dignity and humanity of people of all gender identities,” making specific statements 
on the beauty of gender identity diversity, and disavowing any use of the term 
“religious freedom” that leads to the denying of basic human rights and discrimination 
of LGBTQ people. Basically, we believe all humans are children of God, equal and 
lovely. Period. (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/what-we-believe/sexuality-and-
same-gender-relationships/)

Women in leadership
We’ve been ordaining women (officially, earlier unofficially) since 1962. People of all 
gender identities are able to serve in any and every capacity in the PCUSA, and we 
think our leadership is stronger when they do. The 1971 GA implored all governing 
bodies to strive for equal represenation of male and female leadership. We’re not quite 
there. Women make up about 58% of our PCUSA membership, and only 29% of our 
pastors. We have some work to do. (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/
uploads/Final-Report-Gender-Leadership-101916.pdf)

Church vs. state
In short: the separation is required for both the Church and the State to live into their 
separate calls. The call of the Church = to proclaim the gospel. The call of the State 
= to create and keep order in society. “While this does not mean that we have put 
our faith aside as Christian citizens, it does mean that we have not only felt free to 
challenge those in authority but also have resisted efforts to impose the beliefs of 
any particular religion, including our own, upon the whole of society through the use 
of governmental authority.” What happens when this conflicts? “Our loyalty to God 
trumps our allegiance to every civil authority when their edicts and actions run counter 
to our understanding of what God requires in terms of justice, truth and ultimate 
loyalty.” (https://www.presbyterianmission.org/what-we-believe/faith-and-patriotism/)

Immigration
We’re called to love the “stranger,” because our faith story is one of us being strangers 
too. This convo. often knocks on the “church vs. state” door, and our denomination 
consistently sides with the migrant. Sometimes that’s through advocacy, sometimes 
through caregiving, sometimes through protest at policies and people. It’s important, 
so we have an “Office of Immigration Issues” just for this. (http://oga.pcusa.org/
section/mid-council-ministries/immigration)



Who we are is reflected in how we govern.

Forms of Church Government
Hierarchical

Congregational

Representational

Authority in each congregation, each congregation 
autonomous from one another. Think: United Church of Christ, 

Congregational, (some) Baptist, etc.

Authority in elected representatives from each congregation, 
congregations connected through geographical bodies into one 

General Assembly. Think: U.S. Government (at its best...)

Authority at the top, usually in the office of a Bishop, 
congregations connected by geographical authorities.
Think: Roman Catholic, Episcopal, Methodist, etc.

Ordination

Elders (Ruling Elders) | The ministry of discernment & Governance
Elected to govern the local church, and participate in the connectional church. 
The church’s “head.” Number set by each church’s bylaws. 50% +1 rules. 

Deacons | The Ministry of Compassion & Service 
Elected to care for the local church. Each church defines role differently. The 
church’s “heart.” Number set up church’s bylaws (typically same as Session).

Trustees | The Ministry of civil power
Elected to operate as the local church’s “corporation,” manage the property and 
assets of the local church. Must be members of the Session.

Teaching Elders | The Ministry of the Word and Sacrament 
Elected to “teach the faith and equip the saints for the work of ministry.” Members 
of the presbytery (not congregation), and are the only persons authorized to 
preach and administer the sacraments.



Local Church

Presbytery
Ruling & Teaching Elders from a geographical 

region of churches

Synod
Ruling & Teaching Elders from a geographical 

region of Presbyteries

General Assembly

Session

Diaconate Pastor(s)

 » Office of the General Assembly
 » Presbyterian Mission Agency
 » Presbyterian Investment and Loan Program
 » Presbyterian Publishing Corporation
 » Presbyterian (USA) Foundation
 » Board of Pensions

Baptized Members Baptized, but havn’t professed the faith. (Children)
Active Members Baptized and professed the faith, eligable for 
ordination and vote.
Affiliate Members Member in good standing of another PCUSA church, 
or other church, temporarily active in local congregation. Not eligable for 
ordination or vote.
Other Participants Nonmember active persons, or nonactive members. 
Not eligable for ordination or vote. 
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