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Christian discipline is the exercise of that authority and the application of those laws which the 

Lord Jesus Christ has established in His Church, to preserve its purity and honor, and to promote 

the spiritual welfare of its members.  (Art. 112)1 

I. Is the offense alleged contrary to the Word of God OR the regulations of the church founded 

on the Word of God?  (Art. 113) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Process Ends. 

II. Is the accuser a communicant member or a judicatory2 finding it necessary to investigate an 

offense?  (Art. 125) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

a. If the accuser is an individual, he or she shall be named as the accuser and the 

person against whom the accusation is brought shall be named as the accused.  (Art. 

126) 

b. If the accuser is a judicatory, "The Reformed Church in the United States" shall be 

named as the accuser and the person against whom the accusation is brought shall 

be named as the accused.  (Art. 126) 

i. The judicatory shall then appoint one or more of its members as a committee to 

conduct the proceeding until the final determination.  (Art. 127) 

ii. The judicatory may subsequently modify the committee at any stage of the 

proceeding.  (Art. 127) 

iii. The judicatory may appoint assistant counsel (Art. 137) at any stage of the 

proceeding. 

B. No 

 
1 It should be noted that the purpose of this document is to provide a guide to the process of church discipline.  It is 

not intended to prejudice any matter of discipline, to override a judicatory's obligation to follow the constitution, and 

should not be considered to be above the constitution.  Thus, each step in the process is annotated with the appropriate 

constitutional article so that each judicatory may consult the constitution at each point in the process. 

 
2 The judicatories of the church are described in Part II, Sections 1-5 of the Constitution of the Reformed Church in 

the United States.  Also see the Glossary at the end of this document. 
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1. If an individual outside of the church accuses a member of the church, that person does 

not have standing in the judicatory but the judicatory may take up the matter upon 

hearing such a report.  (Art. 125) 

a. Such an accuser may be called as a witness if he or she meets the qualifications 

listed in Article 141 and detailed in XVII, ad intra. 

2. If the judicatory declines to take up the matter, the process ends. 

III. Is the offender a minister who is involved in a grave public scandal?  (Art. 120) 

1. Yes 

a. The Spiritual Council shall temporarily prevent him from performing ministerial 

duties. 

b. The Spiritual council shall immediately refer the matter to his Classis for trial. 

c. Proceed to XXXIV. 

2. No 

a. Proceed 

IV. Has the accused desired representation by counsel?  (Art. 127) 

A. Yes 

1. The accused shall have the privilege of engaging counsel or assistant counsel (Art. 127) 

at any point in the proceeding. 

2. The accused may be represented by counsel only by ministers and elders in good 

standing of the Reformed Church in the United States.  (Art. 137) 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

V. Has the accuser desired representation by counsel? 

A. Yes 

1. The accuser shall have the privilege of engaging counsel or assistant counsel (Art. 127) 

at any point in the proceeding 

2. An accuser may be represented by counsel only by ministers and elders in good 

standing of the Reformed church in the United States.  (Art. 137) 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

VI. Is the offender an unconfirmed member?  (Art. 117) 
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A. Yes 

1. The pastor and elders shall remind the parents of their duty, and also by direct approach, 

seek to bring them [the unconfirmed, offending member] to obedience to Christ. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

VII. Is the case a matter of alleged personal injury?3 (Art. 128) 

A. Yes 

1. The proceeding will not be allowed unless means of reconciliation have been tried and 

failed according to Matthew 18:15, 17. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

VIII. Is the grievance other than that which would necessitate an accusation and a judicial trial? 

A. Yes 

1. Any member of the Church in good and regular standing shall have the right of 

complaint, provided that due notice is given to the party against whom complaint is 

made.  (Art. 150)  Go to LII below. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

IX. Are the charge (or charges) in writing, setting forth the alleged offense(s), and containing the 

facts relied upon?4  (Art. 129) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Process ends. 

X. Are the alleged offenses and specifications set forth as separate charges including time, place 

and circumstances of the offense (as far as possible), and accompanied by the names of 

witnesses?  (Art. 129) 

 
3 "Personal Injury" is used here in distinction to other offenses such as the promotion of heresy or public scandalous 

sin, et al. 

 
4 The Synod approved forms for written charges, citation of witnesses, taking depositions, etc., are available at: 

http://www.rcus.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Certificates.pdf. 
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A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Process ends until charges and specifications are enumerated and details provided. 

XI. While the matter is yet pending, has it been referred to the next higher judicatory for advice or 

for ultimate decision?  (Art. 146) 

A. Yes 

1. The members of the lower judicatory may vote in the higher judicatory.  (Art. 147) 

B. No 

1. Proceed to XIII below. 

XII. If the matter has been referred to the next higher judicatory, have the records of the 

proceedings in the lower judicatory been transmitted to the higher judicatory? 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

2. The judicatory to which a reference is made shall determine the method of procedure 

to be adopted for hearing and disposing of such reference.  (Art. 149)  NOTE: The 

higher judicatory may remit the whole case with or without advice back to the lower 

judicatory. 

B. No 

1. The Stated Clerk of the lower judicatory (or his replacement according to Art. 131) 

shall transmit the record of the proceedings in the lower judicatory to the higher 

judicatory, and the judicatory to which a reference is made shall determine the method 

of procedure to be adopted for hearing and disposing of such reference. 

XIII. Is the Stated Clerk (or Secretary) named as the accused in the charges?  (Art. 131) 

A. Yes 

1. The charges shall be filed with the presiding officer of the judicatory and he shall 

proceed to perform the duties of the Stated Clerk (or Secretary) in the matter until 

another shall have been appointed. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XIV. Is the presiding officer of the judicatory named as the accused in the charges?  (Art. 131) 

A. Yes 
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1. The Stated Clerk (or Secretary) shall perform the duties of the presiding officer in the 

matter until judicatory meets and appoints another officer for the occasion. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XV. Have the written charges been filed with the Stated Clerk (or Secretary) of the judicatory to 

which they are directed?  (Art. 130) 

A. Yes 

1. The Stated clerk shall provide one copy to the accuser and one copy to the accused. 

2. The Stated clerk shall immediately inform the President of the judicatory of the filing. 

3. The President of the judicatory (or his replacement according to Art. 131) shall call a 

meeting to hear the case according to the ordinary manner of calling a meeting of the 

judicatory.  (Art. 132) 

4. The Stated Clerk (or Secretary) of the judicatory (or his replacement according to Art. 

131) shall issue a citation using the form prescribed by the Synod. 

a. The citation shall include one copy of the charges, with the names of witnesses. 

b. The citation shall be served on the accused at least thirty days before the date of the 

trial and must include the time and place of the trial. 

c. The citation shall be served in person, if possible. 

i. If it is not possible to serve the citation in person: 

• The citation may be left at his or her last known place of residence with an 

adult member of his or her family or household, or… 

• The citation may be mailed by certified letter with return receipt requested. 

5. The Stated Clerk (or Secretary) of the judicatory (or his replacement according to Art. 

131), at least ten days prior to the trial, shall notify the accuser of the time and place of 

the trial. 

B. No 

1. Process ends. 

XVI. Have the accused or accuser requested the citation of witnesses? (Art. 134) 

A. Yes 

1. The President or Stated Clerk (or Secretary) of the judicatory shall issue citations to the 

witness or witnesses according to the form prescribed by Synod. 
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2. The service of the citations to each witness shall follow the same procedure as the 

citation to the accused in Article 132. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XVII. Has the cited witness failed to appear or refused to appear? 

A. Yes 

1. Is the witness unable to appear due to distance, ill health or other unavoidable 

circumstance? (Art. 135) 

a. Yes 

i. The testimony may be taken by either party before a notary public, a justice of 

the peace, or before a member of the Church designated as a commissioner by 

the judicatory provided that: 

• the opposite party, which may be present, is given ten days notification of 

the time and place and what the testimony is expected to prove. 

• the opposite party be permitted to cross-examine the witness(es) either in 

person or by written questions. 

ii. The testimony may be read at any and all points of the trial provided that: 

• The notary, justice, or commissioner has certified: 

 That the witness was qualified to testify according to Article 141. 

 That the testimony is their testimony. 

 That the testimony was reduced to writing by him. 

 That the testimony was taken at the time and place specified in the 

citation. 

b. No 

i. The witness is guilty of disobedience and contempt.  (Art. 134) 

ii. The witness may be suspended from the rights and privileges of the church or 

be reprimanded by the judicatory if such is a member of the Church. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XVIII. Has the accused refused to obey the citation to appear? (Art. 133) 

A. Yes 
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1. He shall be cited to appear a second time not within less than ten days. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XIX. Has the accused refused to obey a second citation to appear? 

A. Yes 

1. The accused shall be liable for censure for contumacy. 

2. The Judicatory may proceed with the investigation and decision as if the accused were 

present. 

a. The judicatory shall appoint one or more persons to represent him as counsel.  (Art. 

137) 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XX. Is the trial for an alleged heresy?  (Art. 136) 

A. Yes 

1. The trial shall be in open session. 

B. No 

1. The trial may be open or closed as the majority of the judicatory may determine. 

XXI. Are there exceptions to the jurisdiction of the judicatory, to the regularity of its organization, 

to the sufficiency of the charges and specifications?5  (Art. 138) 

A. Yes 

1. The exceptions must be brought at the meeting named in the citation(s). 

2. The exceptions may be made before or after charges are made. 

3. The judicatory shall determine all such preliminary objections and may: 

a. Dismiss the case. 

b. Permit amendments to the specifications or charges which do not change their 

nature. 

B. No 

 
5 Examples:  1) An exception to the jurisdiction would be a classis or synod sitting in judgment on a judicial 

proceeding which has not been appealed or referred to it; 2) An objection to the regularity would be the seating of 

the members of another Spiritual Council to adjudicate the case or holding the trial in a prejudicial location – the 

home of the accuser, e.g. 
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1. Proceed 

XXII. Have the proceedings been found in order and have the charges been deemed sufficient? 

(Art. 139) 

A. Yes 

1. Has the accused acknowledged guilt? 

a. Yes 

i. The judicatory shall pronounce sentence without further process of trial. 

b. No 

i. Proceed to trial. 

B. No 

1. Process ends. 

XXIII. Have witnesses been summoned (and appeared)? (Art. 140) 

A. Yes 

1. The witness(es) shall be sworn or affirmed by the President or his appointed substitute.  

All persons are considered competent witnesses except those noted in Art. 141. 

a. Is the witness a member of the judicatory? (Art. 142) 

i. Yes 

• He shall be qualified as other witnesses and may resume his seat after 

testifying, but shall not have a vote in the case in any judicatory of the 

church. 

ii. No 

• Proceed 

2. The witnesses shall be examined and, if desired, cross-examined. 

3. The President shall decide all questions of order or evidence, and the judicatory shall 

decide questions of witness competency if challenged by either party.  (Art. 140, 141) 

a. Exceptions to any such decision may be made by either party at the time the 

decision is rendered and may be entered upon the records of the case if desired by 

either party. 

B. No 

1. Is there other competent evidence? 

a. Yes 
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i. Other competent evidence may be presented. 

b. No 

i. Proceed 

XXIV. Have there been exceptions lodged in regard to order, the witness(es), evidence, or any 

ruling or proceeding 

A. Yes 

1. The exceptions by either party shall be entered into the records of the case, if desired, 

and shall be available in case of appeal (Art. 143) 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XXV. Is the offender a minister, elder, or deacon?  (Art. 120, 121) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed to XXXIII below. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XXVI. Is the offense a matter of neglect of partaking in the Holy Communion, support of the 

church, or continual absence from public worship?  (Art. 119) 

A. Yes 

1. Has the offender been admonished by the pastor or elders? 

a. Yes 

i. Proceed 

b. No 

i. Admonish the offender. 

B. Has the offender continued in neglect of duty?  (Art. 119) 

1. Yes 

a. Inform the offender that he is no longer in good and regular standing. 

2. No 

a. Process Ends. 

C. Has the offender persisted in neglect of duty for at least six months and no more than one 

year from notice of no longer being in good and regular standing, OR has the offender 



The Process of Church Discipline According to 

The Constitution of the Reformed Church in the United States 
 

11 
 

united with another congregation in the Reformed Church or of another denomination 

without a certificate of dismission?  (Art. 119) 

1. Yes 

a. The Spiritual Council shall erase his or her name.  (The Spiritual Council will note 

in its minutes whether the action is administrative or judicial.) 

2. No 

a. Offender's standing is restored and the process ends. 

XXVII. If an offender has been admonished, censured, erased, suspended, deposed, or 

excommunicated, have they been informed by the Spiritual Council (or Classis in the 

case of ministerial suspension or deposition) of:  1) their right of appeal, 2) the right to 

counsel by a minister or elder of the Reformed Church in the United States in good and 

regular standing (Art. 137), 3) the procedures for filing an appeal?  (Art. 114)  

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

a. NOTE:  If a minister shall have been deposed but not excommunicated, he shall be 

entitled to the rights of a communicant member; and Classis shall furnish him with 

a certificate to any congregation with which he may desire to connect himself. Such 

certificate shall state his exact relation to the Church.  (Art. 175) 

B. No 

1. The Spiritual Council (or Classis in the case of ministerial suspension or deposition) 

shall notify the offender of his or her rights. 

XXVIII. Was the censure or reproof passed in absentia?  (Art. 115) 

A. Yes 

1. Was the offender immediately notified of the action?  (Art. 115) 

a. Yes 

i. Proceed to XXIX below. 

b. No 

i. Immediately notify the offender of the action and his or her right of appeal.  

(Art. 114) 

B. No 

1. Proceed 
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XXIX. Was the offender given thirty days from notice of action to file an appeal with the 

judicatory passing the act of censure or reproof?  (Art. 115) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Thirty days will be given to file appeal. 

XXX. Was the offender given an ADDITIONAL thirty days for lodging the reasons for the 

appeal?  (Art. 115) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Give offender an ADDITIONAL thirty days for lodging reasons for appeal. 

XXXI. Has the admonition and suspension of the convicted offender, or one guilty of public 

scandal, been ineffectual?  (Art. 118) 

A. Yes 

1. The offender shall be excommunicated. 

B. No 

1. The offender is restored and the process ends. 

XXXII. If a sentence of excommunication was passed, was the sentence publically pronounced?  

(Art. 118) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Sentence of excommunication shall be publically pronounced 

XXXIII. Is the convicted offender a minister, elder or deacon?  (Art. 120) 

A. Yes 

1. Upon conviction, he will be removed from office; if an elder or deacon, by the Spiritual 

Council; if a minister, by his Classis. 

B. No 

1. Proceed to LI below. 
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XXXIV. Are ill reports regarding moral conduct circulating regarding a minister, elder or deacon?  

(Art. 121)  (Prosecution shall not proceed unless the rumors are specific, particular, 

generally circulated, permanent and not transient, and with a strong presumption of 

truth.) 

A. Yes 

1. The Spiritual Council shall immediately investigate. 

2. The Classis shall investigate if the Spiritual Council neglects to investigate such reports 

regarding a minister without waiting for referral. 

3. The Classis will wait for a result for a reasonable time if it discovers that the Spiritual 

Council is already making an inquiry. 

4. Proceed 

a. NOTE:  The accused minister, elder, or deacon retains the right to counsel and to 

summon witnesses as detailed from IVff above. 

B. No 

1. If the ill reports are regarding the moral conduct of one other than a minister, elder, or 

deacon, return to II above. 

XXXV. Has one year passed since the alleged scandalous behavior of the accused minister?  

(Art. 124) 

A. Yes 

1. The accusation shall not be heard unless insurmountable difficulties existed. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XXXVI. Has the accused minister (or his counsel [Art. 137]) refused to appear after two citations?  

(Art. 123) 

A. Yes 

1. He shall be suspended from office for contumacy. 

2. His previously existing relationship with his pastoral charge shall be dissolved.  (Art. 

122) 

3. His previous charge shall be declared vacant.  (Art. 122) 

B. No 

1. Proceed to XXXVII below. 
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XXXVII. Has the accused minister (or his counsel [Art. 137]) refused to appear after a third 

citation? 

A. Yes 

1. He shall be suspended from the communion of the church if the alleged offense 

warrants. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XXXVIII. Have the decisions of the judicial proceedings been rendered by a majority of those 

present during the entire proceeding? (Art. 145)  NOTE:  If the vote is regarding a 

sentence of excommunication of a member, or of suspension or deposition of a 

minister, elder, or deacon from office, it shall require a two-thirds vote. 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Exclude from voting those members who have been absent for any of the proceedings 

and re-vote if necessary. 

XXXIX. Has a separate vote been taken on each charge? (Art. 145) 

1. Yes 

a. Proceed 

2. No 

a. The judicatory shall vote on each charge separately. 

XL. Was the decision and sentence publically pronounced by the President of the judicatory 

at the conclusion of the trial? 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. The decision and sentence shall be publically pronounced by the President of the 

judicatory at the conclusion of the trial. 

XLI. Has a motion for a new trial or for a mitigation of sentence been made after the conclusion 

of the trial?  (Art. 145) 

A. Yes 
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1. The motion shall be heard and decided upon immediately. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

XLII. Have the decisions, sentence, exceptions, motions and further proceedings on them, and 

notice of appeal been duly recorded in the minutes of the trial in the order in which they 

occur?  (Art. 145) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. The decisions, sentence, exceptions, motions and further proceedings on them, and 

notice of appeal shall be duly recorded in the minutes of the trial in the order in which 

they occur. 

XLIII. Have the charge(s) and specifications, the decision of the judicatory, and the notice of 

appeal, if any, been entered on the minutes of the judicatory, and have these items been 

filed and authenticated by the clerk as a record of the case and promptly made available to 

the parties at their expense if demanded?  (Art. 144) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Enter the charge(s) and specifications, the decision of the judicatory, and the notice of 

appeal in the minutes of the judicatory, and file these authenticated items as a record of 

the case and promptly made available to the parties at their expense if demanded. 

XLIV. Do either of the original parties wish to appeal a decision in a judicial case?  (Art. 160) 

A. Yes 

1. The judicatory that rendered the decision shall defend its position in the higher 

judicatory by and through such representatives as it may deem proper to appoint; said 

representatives, however, shall be ministers or elders, or both, of the Reformed Church 

in the United States.  (Art. 161) 

B. No 

1. Proceed to LI below. 

XLV. Was written notice of appeal, with a copy of specifications or errors alleged, given within 

thirty days after the adjournment of the judicatory, to the Stated Clerk or Secretary of the 
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judicatory appealed from, and in the case of his absence or disability or death, to the 

President of it?  (Art. 163) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

a. The necessary effect of an appeal is to stay all further proceedings in the case of 

admonition, of censure, or of erasure of name; but in the case of suspension, or of 

deposition, or of excommunication, the judgment shall remain in force until finally 

reversed.  (Art. 171) 

B. No 

1. Process Ends. 

XLVI. Has the Stated Clerk or Secretary filed the appeal, with the records and all papers 

appertaining to the case, or a certified copy of them, with the Stated Clerk of the next higher 

judicatory, on or before the second day of its next regular meeting after the day of reception 

of said notice?  (Art. 163) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. The Stated Clerk or Secretary shall file the appeal, with the records and all papers 

appertaining to the case, or a certified copy of them, with the Stated Clerk of the next 

higher judicatory, on or before the second day of its next regular meeting after the day 

of reception of said notice. 

XLVII. Has the Stated Clerk or Secretary furnished the chairman of the committee appointed to 

defend the judicatory with a copy of the specifications of errors alleged?  (Art. 163) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. The Stated Clerk or Secretary shall furnish the chairman of the committee appointed to 

defend the judicatory with a copy of the specifications of errors alleged. 

XLVIII. Has the appellant appeared, in person or by counsel, before the judicatory appealed to, at 

or before the close of the second day’s session of its next stated meeting after the date of 

filing of the notice of appeal, prepared to proceed with the appeal?  (Art. 164) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 
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B. No 

1. If the appellant does not appear before the judicatory appealed to, and fails to show, to 

the satisfaction of the judicatory, that said appellant was unavoidably prevented from 

so doing, the appeal shall be considered abandoned, and the judgment of the lower 

judicatory shall stand. 

XLIX. Has the judicatory appealed from failed to appear before the higher judicatory?  (Art. 

164) 

A. Yes 

1. The judicatory appealed to shall proceed to hear an appeal whether the judicatory 

appealed from appears or not, unless it is shown that notice of appeal was not properly 

served on the judicatory appealed from. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

L. Has the Stated Clerk or Secretary of the lower judicatory failed to file the records of an 

appeal as provided in Article 163?  (Art. 166) 

A. Yes 

1. He shall be referred to his judicatory to be dealt with as the case may require. 

2. The appellant or the judicatory appealed from may furnish a copy of said records, and, 

provided both shall agree as to its correctness, the same shall be taken as if it had been 

filed by the Stated Clerk or Secretary. 

B. No 

1. Proceed 

a. All cases of appeal of which the records and papers, or certified copies of them, 

have been placed in the hands of the Stated Clerk of the judicatory appealed to, 

shall be called up by him as soon as possible after the permanent organization of 

the judicatory; he shall state the names of the original parties, read the accusation 

and decision and sentence, state the name of the judicatory appealed from and the 

names of the appellants, and read the reasons filed for the appeal.  (Art. 165) 

b. After an appeal shall have been called up and stated by the clerk, the presiding 

officer shall appoint a committee whose duty it shall be to take charge of all the 

records and papers in the case, examine the same thoroughly, and report on them:  

(Art. 168) 

i. Whether or not the appeal is regular and ready for hearing. 
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• Is the appellant filing his or her appeal on the basis of irregularities in the 

proceedings; refusal to entertain an appeal, refusal of reasonable indulgence 

to a party on trial; receiving improper, or declining to receive important 

testimony; undue haste; manifestation of prejudice in the conduct of a case; 

mistake or injustice in the decision or in any of the rulings of the judicatory 

in the matters appertaining to the case; undue severity of sentence?  (Art. 

162) 

 Yes 

 The committee shall report that appeal is regular and ready for 

hearing. 

 No 

 The committee shall report that the appeal is irregular and not ready 

for hearing. 

ii. Propose to the judicatory the day and hour the appeal shall be heard. 

iii. The time to be granted to each party to present the case. 

• When the time appointed for the hearing of an appeal arrives, it shall have 

precedence over all other business and shall be heard as follows:  (Art. 169)  

NOTE:  Testimony that has not been brought before the lower judicatory 

shall not be admitted in the higher, except by consent of both parties. If new 

evidence arises which is likely to alter the aspect of the case materially, the 

case must be sent back to the lower judicatory for a new investigation.  (Art. 

167) 

 1. The papers and records in the case shall be read in proper order, 

except such parts as may be omitted by consent. 

 2. The parties shall be heard, the appellant opening and closing. 

 3. Opportunity shall be given to the members of the judicatory appealed 

from to be heard. 

 4. Opportunity shall be given to the members of the higher judicatory to 

be heard. 

c. The vote shall then be taken, without further debate, separately on each 

specification, the question being put in the form: 

i. Shall the specification be sustained? 

• The specification having been read by the clerk and the question put by the 

President, the roll shall be called and the vote be taken.  Neither the 

appellant nor the members of the judicatory appealed from shall vote in the 

case in any judicatories of the Church.  (Art. 170) 
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ii. If not one of the specifications shall be sustained and no error be found, the 

judgment of the lower judicatory shall stand. 

iii. If an error or errors shall be found, the judicatory appealed to shall determine 

whether the judgment of the lower judicatory shall be: 

• Reversed 

• Modified 

• The case remanded for a new trial. 

iv. The decision, accompanied with a recital of the error or errors found, shall be 

entered on the record. If the judicatory deems it wise, a definition of its action 

may be adopted, which shall be a part of the record of the case.  (Art. 169) 

C. The decisions of the last judicatory to which an appeal has been taken shall be valid and 

binding.  (Art. 172) 

LI. Does a member of the Church, deacon, elder, licentiate, or minister who is under discipline 

desire to be reinstated?  (Art. 173) 

A. Yes 

1. Members of the Church, deacons, elders, licentiates, or ministers who are under 

discipline may be reinstated: 

a. Either by the judicatory which disciplines them or, 

b. With its official consent, by a co-ordinate judicatory; provided, however, that the 

evidence of their repentance and amendment is satisfactory. 

2. The reinstatement of a minister shall not be final until it shall have been approved by 

the Synod. 

a. A minister or a licentiate who has been deposed for the sin of adultery or of 

fornication, or for any offense that affixes a public scandal to his character, shall 

not be restored to the ministry unless it shall clearly appear to the judicatory which 

deposed him that the restoration can be effected without injury to the cause of 

religion.  (Art. 174) 

B. No 

1. The disciplined member, deacon, elder, licentiate, or minister remains under the 

sentence of discipline. 

LII. Is the grievance other than that which would necessitate an accusation and a judicial trial?  

(Art. 150) 

A. Yes. 

1. Any member of the Church in good and regular standing shall have the right of 

complaint. 



The Process of Church Discipline According to 

The Constitution of the Reformed Church in the United States 
 

20 
 

2. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Proceed with a judicial complaint as detailed in VIII above. 

LIII. Has due notice been given to the party against whom complaint is made?  (Art. 150) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. Process ends. 

LIV. Is an official act or decision of an officer of the Church the ground of complaint?  (Art. 152) 

A. Yes 

1. The complaint shall be brought before the judicatory in whose name or by whose 

authority he acted. 

B. No 

1. If the complaint is not brought before the judicatory in whose name or by whose 

authority he acted, the process ends or, 

2. If the complaint is regarding an official act of decision of a church judicatory 

3. Proceed to LV below. 

LV. Have ten days elapsed from the date of the filing of the grievance before the complaint is 

heard?  (Art. 152) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 

B. No 

1. The judicatory shall wait until ten days have elapsed before hearing the complaint. 

LVI. Is an official act or decision of a church judicatory being complained of? 6  (Art. 153) 

A. Yes 

1. If the official decision of a church judicatory is complained of, the complaint shall be 

brought, in writing, before the next higher judicatory. 

 
6 The distinction being made is between the actions or decisions of a judicatory as a whole (in this case a "yes" answer 

to the question posed in LV), and the actions or decisions of an individual office-bearer acting alone (in this case a 

"no" answer to the question posed in LV).  Complaints cannot be filed against a member of the church in his or her 

capacity as a member. 
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2. Immediate notice of complaint shall be given, and shall be recorded by the Stated Clerk 

or Secretary, and the President shall at once appoint a committee to defend the action 

of the judicatory before the next higher tribunal. 

3. The judicatory against which a complaint is made shall forward its records to the higher 

judicatory, together with all papers relating to the matter of the complaint.  (Art. 156) 

4. Whenever a complaint is entered against a decision of a judicatory by at least one-third 

of the members recorded as present when the decision was made, the execution of the 

decision shall be stayed until the final issue of the case in a higher judicatory.  (Art. 

159) 

5. Proceed to LVII below. 

B. No 

1. The complainant must file a complaint with the appropriate judicatory according to 

Article 152. 

2. Proceed 

LVII. Have the complaint and the reasons for it been filed with the judicatory complained of by 

the complainant within thirty days of the final adjournment of the body?  (Art. 153) 

A. Yes 

1. If reasons of complaint shall have been filed with the Stated Clerk or Secretary within 

the prescribed time… 

a. He shall at once inform the chairman of the committee appointed to defend the 

judicatory. 

b. He shall furnish him with a copy of the complaint and the reasons for it. 

c. He shall file notice of complaint, together with the complaint and the reasons for it 

with the Stated Clerk or Secretary and shall be certified by him to the next higher 

tribunal, before which at its next session such complaint shall be heard. 

d. The judicatory against which a complaint is made shall forward its records to the 

higher judicatory, together with all papers relating to the matter of the complaint. 

B. No 

1. Process ends. 

LVIII. Has the complaint been lodged (in writing [Art. 150]) by the complainant with the Stated 

Clerk or Secretary of the judicatory?  (Art. 152) 

A. Yes 

1. Proceed 
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B. No 

1. Process ends. 

LIX. Have the constitutional requirements for the regularity of the complaint been met?  (Art. 

151) 

A. Yes 

1. The judicatory to which the complaint has been made shall declare it in order; and all 

complaints shall be so disposed of by the judicatory to which they are made that a just, 

correct and intelligent conclusion may be reached with the following restrictions: 

a. Neither the complainant, nor the persons complained of, nor the members of the 

judicatory complained of shall vote in the case in any of the judicatories of the 

Church.  (Art. 154) 

b. The same method of procedure in the hearing of a complaint shall prevail as in the 

case of an appeal, as provided in Articles 168 and 169.  (Art. 157) 

B. No 

1. The complaint is declared to be out of order and the process ends. 

LX. Has the complaint been sustained? 

A. Yes 

1. The effect of a complaint, if sustained, may be the reversal in whole or in part of the 

action or decision complained of.  (Art. 158) 

2. When a complaint is sustained, the lower judicatory shall be directed how to dispose 

of the matter.  (Art. 158) 

3. Either of the parties to a complaint may complain to the next higher judicatory.  (Art. 

155) 

B. No 

1. Process ends or, 

2. Either of the parties to a complaint may complain to the next higher judicatory.  (Art. 

155)  Go to LII above.  
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GLOSSARY 

CASE, JUDICIAL: 

Every case in which there is a charge of offense against a church member or officer shall 

be known, in its original and appellate stages, as a judicial case.  (Art. 116) 

 

CASE, NONJUDICIAL or ADMINISTRATIVE: 

Every case other than a judicial case shall be known as a nonjudicial or administrative case 

in its original and appellate stages.  (Art. 116) 

 

CITATION: 

A citation is a summons to appear before a judicatory to answer charges or provide 

testimony (or to provide testimony before a notary public, a justice of the peace, or before 

a member of the Church designated as a commissioner [Art. 135]). 

 

FORM: 

The Synod of the Reformed Church in the United States has approved forms for the writing 

of charges, the citation of witnesses, taking depositions, etc.  These forms are available at:  

http://www.rcus.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Certificates.pdf 

 

JUDICATORY: 

Judicatories may refer to a Consistory in reference to non-judicial actions, and to the 

Spiritual Council, Classis, and Synod in both judicial and non-judicial actions. 

 

The judicatories are: 

 

1.  The Consistory. 

2.  The Spiritual Council. 

3.  The Classis. 

4.  The Synod. 

 

They take cognizance only of ecclesiastical matters, and have authority to require 

obedience to the laws of Christ and His Church and to discipline the disobedient. 

Consistories do not adjudicate or have a judicial capacity. Only the Spiritual Council, 

Classis, and Synod adjudicate in disciplinary and doctrinal matters.  (Art. 49) 

 

WITNESS: 

All persons, including the accuser and the accused, are competent witnesses, except such 

as do not believe in the existence of God or in a future state of reward and punishment, or 

have not sufficient intelligence to understand the obligation of an oath.  (Art. 141) 
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