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An opinion for the Assembly Executive Secretary from the Book of Order Advisory 
Committee 
 
Introduction 
Public health experts suggest that the present lock-down directed by the Government 
and a subsequent limitation on public gatherings may mean that congregations and 
presbyteries may not be able to physically meet for some months.  However, there is a 
need for congregations and presbyteries to meet to attend to matters.  This opinion 
aims to offer guidance on how bodies can adhere to the principles of the polity (the way 
of doing things) of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand in relation to 
meetings when a physical gathering is not possible.  This opinion does not give practical 
advice, for example about which software to use for voting, which is for a church council 
or presbytery to decide.  
 
Meetings of congregations 
The Book of Order provides that at congregational meetings “Voters must be physically 
present at the meeting, and neither absentee votes nor postal votes may be accepted.” 
(Book of Order 5.3 (6))   
 
This provision reflects a long-standing and widespread Presbyterian understanding.  It is 
stated in one of the leading authorities on Presbyterian practice, The Constitution and 
Laws of the Church of Scotland, written by a former Principal Clerk of the Church of 
Scotland, the Very Rev’d Dr James Weatherhead. In a paragraph headed ‘Entitlement to 
Vote’- he writes: ‘At any church meeting the practice of the courts of the Church should 
be followed, namely that only those present with the right to vote are entitled to do so. 
There is no provision for proxy vote, or for any other form of referendum or plebiscite. 
The reason for this is that those present are the only ones who are part of a meeting 
which has been constituted with prayer, and the only ones who hear any argument or 
debate on the matter to be decided.’(Weatherhead, page 85). 
 
Things have changed radically since the Book of Order provision was enacted and since 
Dr Weatherhead wrote his book over twenty years ago.  It is now possible through 
modern technology to include individuals in different locations in an electronic meeting 
which is constituted with prayer and where everyone who will vote will hear the 
arguments and debate.  The critical point, on which all are agreed, is that those who 
vote should be part of the debate.  There are ways of facilitating that without everyone 
being physically in the same room.  
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It is the opinion of the Committee that an electronic meeting where everyone who will 
vote will hear the arguments, be able to speak at the meeting and vote is consistent 
with the polity of the Presbyterian Church.   
 
The Committee advises that it would be wise to take a further step, namely, that at the 
electronic meeting there be a resolution that any decisions made electronically, be 
ratified at the first meeting that would comply with the Book of Order provision.  The 
procedural reason for adopting this approach to the exceptional circumstances should 
also be recorded in the resolution. 
 
Church councils are also advised to carefully prepare for such a meeting to enable full 
participation.  The Book of Order outlines the notice that needs to be given.  At least ten 
working days’ notice needs to be given which normally means notice over three 
Sundays.  The agenda, papers and reports for the meeting need to be provided well in 
advance, preferably applying the same timeline. Church Councils are encouraged to 
anticipate the kind of questions and concerns that might be raised and seek to attend to 
them in their documentation.  It would be helpful to elicit questions and comments in 
advance of the meeting so that the issues are clarified before the electronic meeting, as 
far as possible.  In the meeting itself, the moderator will need to constitute the meeting 
with prayer and ensure that everyone is able to participate. 
 
Church councils will also need to attend to how people vote and how votes are 
recorded, especially where it is wise to vote by secret ballot.   There are now means by 
which people can vote online.  Church councils will need to choose a voting mechanism 
that complies with the advice offered in this opinion. 
 
Please note that neither absentee nor postal votes are allowed. 
 
Meetings of Presbytery and Presbytery Councils 
The guidance offered to church councils is also relevant to presbyteries. 
The Book of Order provides that “a full presbytery must meet at a physical location at 
least once a year and at other times that the presbytery may determine. At these other 
times, meetings may be conducted by electronic communication.” (Book of Order 8.13 
(3)) 
 
It is the opinion of the Committee that the same principles apply for meetings of 
presbyteries and presbytery councils as for congregations, namely that an electronic 
meeting where everyone who will vote will hear the arguments, be able to participate in 
the meeting and vote, is consistent with the polity of the Presbyterian Church and the 
Presbyterian understanding of how decisions are properly made. 
 
Ordinations and Inductions of deacons, elders and ministers of word and sacrament 
Deacons, elders and ministers must be ordained and/or inducted in a public service of 
worship.  



 
In relation to licentiates to be ordained, the Book of Order provides: 
“The presbytery must conduct a service of ordination for the licentiate, having regard to 
the supplementary provisions, which must include 

(a) The signing of the Formula and 

(b) The preaching of the Word, and 

(c) A prayer of ordination, and 

(d) The laying on of hands, joined in by all ministers, who are present, and 

(e) A declaration of ordination.” (Book of Order 9.11 (2)) 

Similar provisions relate to other forms of ministry and office in the church. 
In normal circumstances, a service of ordination and/or induction should be conducted 
with people physically present.  
 
It is now possible through modern technology to include individuals in different 
locations in an electronic meeting and service of worship that contains the elements 
outlined in the Book of Order.  Such  technology now provides for several screens to be 
shared and with such equipment the licentiate or person to be ordained and inducted 
can be part of the whole service and be projected at crucial points. 
 
Where such a service is deemed to be absolutely necessary, a presbytery may decide 
that a person will be ordained and/or inducted in the location in which they are required 
to stay.  Where necessary and in relation to the elements outlined above, for example,  

(a) The Formula can be signed in the place in which the licentiate lives during or at 

the conclusion of the service (note the Formula does not need to be read in the 

service and can be included in the written notice of the meeting prior to the 

service); 

(b) The Word can be preached online; 

(c) The prayer of ordination led by the moderator can be led online; 

(d) Ministers who are present, though not physically able to lay their hands on  the 

ordinand, can reach out their hands online to the person being ordained; 

(e) The Moderator can declare the person ordained online. 

The physicality of ordination as represented in the laying on of hands is important in 
such a service,  however a presbytery or church council may determine that because of 
the exceptional circumstances and the particular need, it be wise to conduct such a 
service online. 
 
Services of induction contain some of the same elements but not the laying on of hands.  
In electronic services, the moderator’s role in leading the service including in the prayer 
of ordination and/or induction and the declaration is important. It is also important that 
it be clear, with the informality that could creep into an electronic service, that the 
person being ordained and/or inducted is the deacon, elder, licentiate or minister, not 
that person’s family or partner. 



The crucial elements of such an electronic service of worship are that the presbytery or 
congregation can gather and jointly participate, that it contains the elements outlined in 
the Book of Order, that the service is live (not pre-recorded) and that it is conducted 
with reverence and dignity, reflecting the seriousness of the occasion. 
It is the opinion of the Committee that where such a service is absolutely necessary, 
such an electronic gathering in which there is such a service of worship is consistent 
with the polity of the Presbyterian Church. 
 
As outlined for congregations, it would be wise to have a resolution in relation to 
ratification. 
 
Disciplinary Processes 
The disciplinary processes of the Church are set out in chapter 15 of the Book of Order. 
The secular courts have adapted to the limitations imposed on public gatherings by the 
Government. The practices of the secular courts can inform the approach taken by the 
disciplinary committees and commissions of the Church. 
 
Participation 
The church council or presbytery will need to enable those who have the right to 
participate in a meeting to do so if they choose. If a facility such as ZOOM is used, there 
are ways that can extend participation beyond those who have online access. 
The church council or presbytery will also need to ensure that attendance, speaking 
rights and voting is in accord with the relevant provisions of the Book of Order. 
 
Summary 
Congregational meetings can be held electronically provided everyone who will vote at 
the meeting will hear the arguments, be able to speak at the meeting and vote.  
Presbytery and presbytery council meetings can be held electronically provided 
everyone who will vote at the meeting will hear the arguments, be able to speak at the 
meeting and vote. 
Services of ordination and/or induction deemed necessary by the church council or 
presbytery can be held using online facilities, provided the elements outlined in the 
Book of Order are included, members of the congregation or presbytery can gather and 
jointly participate online, that the service is live (not pre-recorded) and that it is 
conducted with reverence and dignity, reflecting the seriousness of the occasion.    
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