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 Dismissed congregations | Deposit and digitization  
by David Staniunas - Wednesday, 24 June 2015, 11:46 AM 

  Greetings from the Presbyterian Historical Society! We'd like to take a moment to refresh 

what you've learned as clerks about handling the records of departing congregations. 

Beginning in June of 2012, PHS promoted to stated clerks and executive presbyters paths to 

preservation of the records of departing congregations. Where a congregation declined to 

deposit original records, we indicated that presbyteries could have the original records – 

specifically the complete run of session minutes – imaged here in Philadelphia, at a cost to 

the congregation. At the end of the process, original records would be returned to the 

congregation. The principle here was that the presbytery could fulfill its obligation to 

preserve records by having a faithful archival surrogate made. Church polity now explicitly 

holds that congregations can carry surrogates with them, but that original records stay with 

the denomination – see GAPJC 221-08 – but from 2012 until that ruling, we promoted 

digitization-and-return. 

 

As you well know, the Book of Order, G-3.0107 states plainly that when a council ceases to 

exist – meaning, per G-3.0101, as a council of the PC(USA) – all of its original records from 

organization to dismissal become the property of the next highest council, in this case, the 

presbytery. This past summer, in remedial case 221-08, the General Assembly Permanent 

Judicial Commission held that departing churches’ minutes and registers are the property 

and responsibility of the presbytery, that a congregation may have copies made for itself, and 

that any gracious dismissal policy which allows the return of original records to a congrega-

tion contravenes the Book of Order. You can read the decision here: [NYC Presbytery v 

McGee] http://oga.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/oga/pdf/pjc221-08.pdf. Precedent 

for this goes back to the first PC(USA) Book of Order of 1789. 

 

We shoot up to 16 x 24” in 24-bit RGB color at 600 dpi, compile the images to PDF, and 

deliver them by DVD or download, at a cost of $0.35 per page. Where a departing 

congregation and presbytery agree that original records may be returned to the congregation, 

we will print microfilm from digital images and hold that as a secure copy, using the PDFs 

for access. 

 

When a congregation and presbytery have reached agreement, the congregation may ship 

records to us; we will complete an estimate of the project and return an invoice for one-half 

the estimated cost. Upon receipt of this deposit payment, we will queue the records for 

imaging. Our current turnaround time is approximately six months. You can view a sample 

of our work here: 

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/66312944/ThirdPC_PhiladelphiaPA_session_1809-

1828_sample.pdf 

 

http://moodle.pcusa.org/user/view.php?id=660&course=39
http://oga.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/oga/pdf/pjc221-08.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/66312944/ThirdPC_PhiladelphiaPA_session_1809-1828_sample.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/66312944/ThirdPC_PhiladelphiaPA_session_1809-1828_sample.pdf


Anecdotally, among congregations departing to EPC or ECO, many more are opting to 

deposit records with PHS outright. Last month, for example, a church in southern Illinois 

leaving for the EPC hand-delivered its full run of records to us, as they determined that PHS 

was the best place for them. 

 

We aim in our work to preserve the historic records of the denomination, and to make them 

broadly accessible, and we thank you for your ongoing labor on behalf of Presbyterian 

history. 
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