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Lord, 

Grant them the gift of your Holy Spirit

That their hearts may be set on fire with love for you 
and those committed to their care. 

Make them pure in heart 
as those who have the mind of Christ. 

Give them vision to discern your purpose 
for the Church and for the world you love. 

Keep them faithful to the end in all their service, 
that when the Chief Shepherd appears, 
they may receive glory, 
a crown that never fades. 

Book of Common Order, 1944
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Who this handbook is for

This handbook is a resource for elders
 in Presbyterian and Reformed churches seeking a deeper understanding of their core responsibilities as leaders in congregations and the wider courts of the Church. It is concerned with key tasks and underlying principles and is intended to be a supplement to formal denominational resources. It seeks to help elders place themselves in an ongoing story of Christian leadership which engages with the Scriptures and the times in which we live. You will note that a number of sections are still in process of being written.

Church elders often find themselves in in-between spaces - sometimes described as “liminal” – between the holy and the ordinary, between the modern and the post-modern, and between the local and a bigger picture. Presbyterianism thrived in an era where truth was defined by education and science and we could pride ourselves on being a religion that rejected “superstition.” Someone said that “In the 1950s we knew how to do church – and if the 1950s ever come again, we’ll be ready!” However in an era where authorities and institutions are suspect and science is no longer king, maps of reality are being re-drawn. Sometimes it seems as if Christian traditions which value the mysteries and experiences of faith know better how to adjust. We struggle with change only to find we are not on some new plateau, but in a dynamic state of ongoing revolution. Yet this is where the people of God have often been. Liminal space, like adolescence, is confusing yet transforming. 

Elders have been a key feature of Reformed and Presbyterian Churches from the early decades of the tradition, yet today many are uncertain of their role. It is not simply a loss of spiritual nerve. If the world has changed so has the church.  In many cultures, church life is less formal and leadership roles more fluid. Large churches demand sophisticated and responsive management structures, small churches need informal and appropriate ways of providing for worship and mission. Both put strains on the models of ministry and governance we have inherited. 
Church constitutions are in catch-up mode to adjust. Society has different organizational cultures and new and challenging spiritualities. We need a sense of the foundational principles of Christian leadership which are often more about character than technique or skill. We also need confidence that the Holy Spirit will continue provide us with the gifts we need for the times and the places in which we live.
The elder in the Reformation era was often a leader in civic society elected to watch over everything affecting the religious life of the community. Elders were the key to making Reformed faith a power for change in the whole of society. They were involved in the politics of the day and of the church. They were charged with administering poor relief and overseeing education long before these became the responsibilities of secular welfare states. By the 20th century the role of parish visitors had shifted from moral discipline to pastoral support and the major burden of social welfare is carried by governments. 
Contemporary lists of elders’ responsibilities can be so broad as to be impossible and may include everything the church is doing - from police checks on youth workers and collecting statistics, to leading worship and trying to meet new requirements for health and safety. What a person is now permitted or encouraged do in church is frequently more about gifting and inclination than office, and boundaries and responsibilities are often fuzzy. It is no longer so obvious what being an elder actually means. In the face of complexity and choice, even those keen to do the right thing feel lost. Meetings focus on the routine or the urgent and elders find it hard to have a sense of working together. 
In terms of organizational culture, our governance and management are confused and our core business is unclear. While the language of “healthy congregations” and “purpose-driven churches” may offer some promise for a congregation as a whole, the role of the elder within such a vision may be far from obvious.
A partial response in turbulent times may be constitutional. Presbyterian and Reformed Churches have their Books of Order and rules of procedure, (not only John Calvin, but many elders through history, were lawyers by training). Somebody has to keep these up to date, and boards of elders need to know where to find constitutional and procedural information and who to turn to for advice when it is required. However the study and revision of documents ordering the life of the church suits some as a solution to role confusion, but not all. Change is about the culture of the church not just regulation - it is easier to make decisions than to change how the church operates. Where the Acts of General Assembly are like parliamentary statues, change adds to complexity and detail, and interpretative rule books fatten. Those who try to start again may discover how much wisdom is easily lost in the process. When constitutions lag behind reality, it may empower the experts of past lore, or the advocates of change unwilling to wait for due process. It does not help that the situation can also empower those who ignore it all and make their own rules. These are the troubled waters elders need to navigate.
Another possible response in keeping with a Reformed heritage is to look to education and training. But in what? Theology? Social sciences? Conflict resolution? Church history? Spiritual growth? Do we need more seminars or more prayer meetings? Or does our prayer need to be for the wisdom to know where to start?

The wisdom of the Elders

Constitutional and contextual complexities underline the importance of knowing that with God’s help we can cope. There is a strong Scottish tradition of trusting the common sense spiritual judgement of faithful elders. It is possible to have a sense of church governance as an art of faith within the reach of those seriously committed to Christ and his Church whether they are professional experts in law, history or theology or not. 
It may not be as paradoxical as it seems to note that it is as deeply Presbyterian to believe in the capacity of its people for responsible choice as it is to believe in human depravity and an educated ministry. This was particularly understood in relation to the capacity of congregations to choose their ministers and not leave that to landed wealth and patronage, but it runs more broadly than that. It is connected to a sense of the “priesthood of all believers.” It has been embodied in the revival of eldership and deacons in addressing social issues in the 19th century, and of women seeking the vote to make the world a better place. But if this is today to be more than romanticism, memory and wishful thinking it is important that elders are not overwhelmed or overawed by the expertise of others and or fail to recognise the value of their own gifts needed to address the challenges of our times.
Of course there are enormous differences between the churches of Asia, Africa, Europe, the Pacific, and North America, yet there are common features which are important to highlight as Reformed Christianities generally address the challenge of a 21st century multicultural world which is both more secular and more religious than the historic European challenges of science and enlightenment. Presbyterianism in its European origins and North American development believed it understood the world of education at the highest level, and to a certain extent it did. Now its elders and people not just its ministers, need to provide wise leadership and good governance in an era where public and personal issues are again seen to be religious. 
To reappropriate the biblical gift of wisdom, we need a sense of being called, ministers and elders and congregations together, into the discernment of God’s will in our time and place.
This handbook does not claim to be the embodiment of that wisdom, but it does claim that wisdom can be found. A key to this lies not only in the normal criteria of spiritual health – faith, prayer, openness to the Scriptures, awareness that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” but in being clear about core responsibilities, the importance of local ways of doing things, and the emphases of one’s own particular denomination within the Reformed family

Building the spiritual capacity of a congregation to support one another in worship and mission is one of the most worthwhile things one can be part of in life. Good governance depends on understanding values and core beliefs, of seeing beyond rules to principles, of being committed to people and knowing how to help ordinary Christians rise above hurt and unbelief.

“We are moving to a global village and yet we don’t have our global elders” http://www.theelders.org/
We are part of a world-wide Christian family making the transition from Western to non-Western in its dominant membership, and from modern to post-modern in its intellectual environment. As Nelson Mandela, Jimmy Carter, Desmond Tutu, Mary Robinson and others have formed a group of “global elders” for the global village, so it is possible that Presbyterian elders in both the village of their congregation and the global village of our faith, can have a sense of belonging and responsibility which reaches beyond their own congregation and country, however important they may be. 

Every generation in the church needs to renew its faith in Jesus Christ and discover anew what it means to work as a community whose worship and leadership engage in sharing in God’s mission in their local community and the wider world. Leadership is about renewing the community and renewing the leadership itself. Both require understanding as well as commitment. It is our prayer that Understanding Eldership will contribute in some measure to that renewal.

1.2 How to use this handbook

It is our hope that “ruling elders” will be able to connect their sense of call to Christian leadership and service, to the role of the elder today, to the Biblical and historical heritage which informs our understanding, and to models of best practice which help equip congregations for worship and mission in contemporary situations.

There are several possibilities for using this handbook.
1. A team of elders in a particular congregation may decide to write their own Church Council Manual. It will summarise the requirements of their denomination and the priorities and values of that particular church. Material from this handbook may be included and modified to meet local needs.

2. This handbook may be studied by elders and ministers individually or together.
3. It may be the basis for a self-study or group training project for new elders
4. As a stepping stone for identifying training resources which take eldership seriously. How is the role defined? What does the resource you need actually look like? What questions should it address? What learning processes should it work with? 
It would be helpful if you could provide feedback using the form at the rear of the Handbook so that it may better address the needs you experience.
While this has been written out of experience with one particular church - the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, it also draws on experience with Presbyterian churches in Scotland, England, and Malaysia and material from Australia and elsewhere. 
As a working document this handbook will be evaluated and critiqued at the Colloquium of Trainers and Writers of Training Resources for Ruling Elders hosted by the Elders’ Institute, St Andrew’s Hall, Vancouver School of Theology, November 29 to December 2, 2007. It is expected that a revised edition will be available for free electronic distribution following the Colloquium.


1.3 The story of this handbook

The idea for having a working document which could be critiqued at a trainers' conference arose in conversation between John Roxborogh and Roberta Clare during early stages of planning for the Elders’ Institute consultation. John had been involved with a similar project at a consultation hosted by the Documentation Archives and Bibliography Network of the International Association for Mission Studies in Rome in 2002 where the aim was to produce a globally relevant handbook which could be translated and adapted for other languages and cultures.
 The idea of producing and “open source code” – a “Linux” vision, rather than a “Microsoft” one had worked well for mission archives – could we do something similar for elders?
In the mission archives situation there was a document in existence which had proven itself and could be modified. In the case of elders, John, somewhat rashly, offered to prepare a fresh working document for the occasion. This has proved more challenging than expected, and attaining the clarity if not the deceptive simplicity of the Archives Manual is going to take more time yet. However this is a step. Mary-Jane Konings’ connecting ideas to life with telling vignettes and Bruce Fraser’s experience training elders, trouble shooting and engagement with how elders apply scriptures to what they actually do, have been an inspiration. Lynn Baab’s probing and sensitive research around elders training needs has helped enormously. We look forward to the results of her work.
Mary Jane has experience as an elder, youth worker, musician, teacher and editorial advisor as well as being a perceptive observer of congregational life. For John, the contents and philosophy of this handbook grew out of seminars for elders he has led in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand since 2000 and with courses he teaches which seek to make the heritage of our faith available in a way that connects with our times and the wider story of Christ’s church. From interaction with sessions and elders he has been struck not only by the frustrations of changing expectations, but also by evidence of a spiritual wisdom which again and again shows the fruit of growth in Christ which has been tested and formed by engagement with life, church, and community - the “wisdom of the elders.” 
The project is ongoing. Hopefully this marker of progress on the journey will contribute in a modest way towards increasing commonality in training resources for elders globally, and provide a basis for helping elders see their core responsibilities as things they can seek to do well in the face of cultural and social change and necessarily detailed and complex church regulations.





2. What elders are called to do
2.1 Called
 and ordained to serve

Elders are members of congregations called to share in the spiritual leadership and governance of churches in the Reformed tradition. 

The Church has set aside ministers and elders to guide and govern the Church’s life.

Baptism invites us to share in God's mission through our own vocation and commitment to God's new and coming world. This vocation and commitment take shape in a range of occupations and activities in society. Within this framework the Church sets people apart to undertake specific ministries. These include the ministry of word and sacrament and that of eldership. Ordination to these offices is for life. However, election or induction to a church council or charge may be for a fixed period.

The calling of all Christians is grounded in baptism. If you are a Christian you are already “full-time” – it is just a matter of where God wants you to serve. 

Elders set apart in accordance with the “order” of the church. Together as members of a Session, Consistory, or Parish Council, they have responsibility for the spiritual direction and health of the congregation. They are expected, according to their gifts, to share in leadership in worship, leadership in mission, in pastoral care, and in spiritual nurture or Christian education.
 They may also be called on to participate in the work of the wider church as Presbytery Elder or at General Assembly.
At ordination, elders, like ministers, are required to sign a statement such as the following used in New Zealand, commonly called “the Formula”: 

“I believe the fundamental doctrines of the Christian Faith

contained in the Westminster Confession of Faith and other

subordinate standards of this Church. 
I acknowledge the Presbyterian government of this Church 
to be agreeable to the Word of God, and I promise that I will
submit to and agree with that government. 
I promise to observe the order and administration of worship
and public ritual as these are or may be allowed in this Church.”
The wording is a little archaic and needs to be read carefully – it is about core beliefs, not about everything in the Westminster Confession. It does not claim that Presbyterianism government is the only way to organise a church, only that it is believed to be consistent with biblical models. It is an affirmation that we are willing to respect and work with the Church and accept its authority, but it still allows that we may work for change within it. Boundaries of what constitutes acceptable Christian worship are nowadays broad and mostly we are content to let ministers and congregations exercise their own choices in matters of taste and style – but it was not always so and this does not mean that anything goes. 
To become an elder or a parish councillor is first of all a matter for others to decide. It is others who approach us, not we who put our hands up. We can put our hands up to be willing to assist in the ministry of the church in other areas, but not this. Our willingness and ability to serve reliably elsewhere is a guide to others and ourselves whether God may be calling us to the eldership or other ongoing commitment. 
If we are approached we may well ask the question "Why me?" and we need to make sure that it is in fact God's call for us, not just the congregation scrapping the barrel or looking to the "obvious" people without sufficient careful regard to their suitability. It is wise to take time to respond. Pray. Talk to a Christian person who knows you. There is seldom a need to rush a decision.
The common Presbyterian tradition is that ordination is for life, just as baptism is – these are not things which can be readily undone, even if more churches are accepting the practice of appointments for fixed terms of service at a time in order to allow for a break in the exercise of active leadership responsibility. 

2.2 Belonging to a team
: Session, Consistory, Parish Council

Elders are a way in which the leadership of a particular congregation is shared between minister and people, sometimes taking as its model the way in which Moses was advised to share leadership.
 It is often said that the eldership is a call to service not to status. It is perhaps reflected in the way we seldom use elder as a title – we would say John McKenzie is a Presbyterian elder, but we would not usually refer to him as “Elder McKenzie”. This does not mean that elders are not expected to exercise leadership or never raise ideas that are challenging for the church. Nevertheless there is a sense of loyalty to the team. Egos are parked at the door.
Elders and parish councillors are central to the spiritual and practical life of a congregation and church as it seeks to know God's will for its time and place and build up the body of Christ. Releasing the gifts of the people of God is demanding, especially given all the other pressures of life, but it is also a high calling which may require that some other valid callings and engagements be set aside. 
Elders are key committed leaders in any congregation. They generally serve longer in a parish than ministers. Their faith, vision, pastoral leadership and wisdom are central to a church's identity and mission. In a time of uncertainty and change, sharing in the life of the Christian community in this way is an opportunity to be part of a team which is making a Christian difference. If elders are sometimes seen as gatekeepers preventing change, they can also be sources of wisdom guiding the church about what changes are really needed and which require more careful consideration. 
2.3 Sharing responsibilities 
a) Being an active member of Session and Congregation.

The way in which the leadership, worship, governance, pastoral care and spiritual nurture functions of elders are spelt out is often in terms of the responsibilities of the body of elders and minister (or ministers) of a congregation as a whole. 

In the United Reformed Church in the United Kingdom there are twelve “Functions of the Elder’s Meeting” which cover the following areas
:
1. Mission 
2. Ensuring that public worship takes place and the sacraments administered.

3. Ensure pastoral care takes place, including through elders’ districts or groups.

4. Nominate secretaries for the Church Meeting and the Elders’ Meeting

5. Arrange for preachers when the congregation is without a minister.

6. Keep rolls of members, adherents, and children, and advise on admission of members, suspension, and removal.
7. Children, young people, and all organisations.

8. New elders

9. Candidates for ministry.

10. Property and Finance

11. To act on behalf of the congregation and take concerns to the wider church.

12. Responsibility for the Common Life.

It is an interesting exercise to rank these in importance or in the order most likely will add to the effectiveness of the eldership as a whole.

Some of these functions reflect the Congregationalist as well as the Presbyterian heritage of the URC – when Congregationalists and Presbyterians joined in 1972 the “Church Meeting” (rather like a standing AGM) became part of the new constitution. 
Some items are routine and not particularly controversial, but there is plenty of scope for getting collectively bogged down in details (for instance in discussions over rolls or pastoral care). At the same time there is the opportunity for acting creatively to address the major responsibilities of mission, worship, pastoral care and leadership development. 
A great deal depends on delegation, mentoring, focus on areas of gifting and strategic need, and a mission shaped agenda. A sense of purpose and movement in the life of the congregation depends on the facilitation and moderation of the minister as chair, and the culture of the particular session in how differences are processed and minority viewpoints respected. As in any gathering where all can participate all have a responsibility for the tone, focus, and direction of the discussion, and whether there is a sense of direction and achievement meeting by meeting. 
Some congregations may incorporate the formal requirements of their Book of Order in a locally formulated statement of what is expected of elders. Calvin Presbyterian Church, Gore, Southland, New Zealand, has job descriptions for each role in the church and the following list for elders:

· Support the Pastor and overall ministry direction of the Church 
· Be committed to each other as a team
· Assume responsibility in terms of leadership and support for one or more of the small group leaders*
· Take on a visionary/planning role for matters that affect the “whole Church” 
· Be committed to leading Godly lives based on the word of God and helping others to do likewise.
· Be involved in a ministry of some kind
· To perhaps be part of the Core Group
· Be pastorally available for anyone 
· Be available to serve Communion
· Be committed to Elders’ Meetings
This has a strong sense of mutual support, and of commitment to the vision of the congregation as a whole and the ministry leadership. As in other churches, formally elders are expected attend worship, go to meetings, accept responsibility for the pastoral care of a small group or district, and be involved in some ministry. 
b) Making sure pastoral care happens and that the church is a safe environment

Of these core responsibilities pastoral care is a major concern. It is an area where elders often feel inadequate, and those involved need training and support. On the other hand sometimes elders who are gifted with pastoral skills, at least to the level of being competent parish visitors, are not comfortable when they are expected to exercise more leadership in the business of the congregation through the session/elders meeting, or in share in the leadership of public worship.
Although visiting parishioners was the core function around which eldership developed, some feel that both eldership and pastoral care benefit when pastoral care is the responsibility of a separate group in the congregation. It is only possible to consider this when pastoral care ceases to be associated with discipline before communion when the historic role of the elder was to ensure that people were not living in a state of sin and more positively that they knew the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles Creed, the Ten Commandments, and that children were learning their catechism. 

Whether the move away from discipline is a good thing or not, it can clear space in meetings to delegate pastoral care to a group which includes some elders, but not all, or to place it in the hands of small group / home group ministries rather than personal visiting by an elder. 
At the same time elders who do not have or want pastoral care as one of their responsibilities may be insufficiently sensitive to pastoral needs. A lack of pastoral sensitivity is seldom an asset in any church leader, and it is unwise to set up a polarity between exercising leadership and being pastoral. 
Although placing pastoral care with another group which reports to session can free the agenda up to give space to the overall direction and development of the parish, discipline is still a concern. A required responsibility being added to the tasks of the session is the health and safety of members of the congregation. The scandal of sexual abuse by religious leaders exposed in recent years, means that elders need to actively ensure that their church is a safe space for children and women in particular, that police checks for those with responsibility for youth are routine, and that any accusations of sexual impropriety or the abuse of spiritual power by minister or elder is promptly and fairly addressed by independent assessors and if necessary by the police. We are in a situation that is almost the exact reverse of the discipline of the Reformation Church.  The reasonable expectation that church leaders will protect not abuse those who are vulnerable and the need for the restoration of moral authority in the church demand that we put our house in order.
c) Governance and getting things done
Pastoral care highlights a tension in understanding of what the elders’ meeting or session actually is. Is it the executive committee of the congregation, the place where tasks are coordinated, the vision implemented and things get done? Or is it the place where policy is formulated, values maintained, direction set, and only major rather than operational decisions made as the will of God for the congregation is collectively sought? These roles are often separated in organizations, can elders do both effectively? The answer is probably yes – but not at the same time.
This distinction between governance and management is common in organizational and political theory and the language of governance is easily attached to the elders of a congregation. How we are used to doing things in schools, business and politics provides a basis for saying that the life of the congregation is likely to be enhanced by elders avoiding the detail of management, including pastoral care, and that they should concentrate on governance functions as defined by corporate / “MBA” culture, assuming it is theologically neutral in this case at least. But is this right?
Possibly, but there are traps. Elders cannot and should not avoid being involved in tasks which need to be done for the church to church. But if management tasks have to be done every week, governance must happen as well, perhaps only every month or so. For Presbyterians, some “governance” responsibilities also lie outside the congregation, with elders and ministers together meeting as Presbytery, Synod and General Assembly. 
Whether elders do the management tasks themselves or as elders primarily ensure that the church is a community where those tasks can be done, may not matter in a small congregation. In larger and multicultural congregations, the language and practice of governance in organisations we are familiar with may have something important to offer. 
There is something more to being an elder than accepting what can be quite time consuming activities for busy people. Sharing in both management and governance increases the potential for formation for elders and growth in the ministry capacity of the congregation. 
One of the most important things a congregation can offer its eldership, not just its membership in general, is the sense of a coherent common purpose which goes beyond vision and mission statements. A session may help achieve this more by in some meetings delibertely focusing on governance not management. For instance on the question of pastoral care they might spend one meeting a year on the theology of pastoral care, reading again what Jesus did and taught, determining how they can ensure that pastoral care takes place, and planning training for visitors.
d) Sharing in the life of the wider church

It is sometimes a surprise to elders in Presbyterian churches that there is a life beyond their own congregation where their own participation and leadership will from time to time be required. An elder from each congregation is chosen to be presbytery elder, to participate in the life of the presbytery and its committees, and to report back to their fellow elders on what is happening in the church regionally. 

The presbytery as a judicatory or regional church body is important for elders. It is a way in which the wisdom of the elders can be drawn on by others. It is a key to elders sharing in the total life of the church. Where presbyteries are politicised or conflicted they can be unhappy experiences, but sharing in presbytery can also be positive, educational, and even inspiring. 
2.4 Spiritual Governance: the “wisdom of the elders”

Sharing in the discernment of God’s will in our time and place

Identifying and developing our gifts and the gifts of others

Exercising leadership in worship and mission



3. Shaped by our heritage and context
It is important to be able to say that we are Christian before we are Presbyterian. We may today avoid establishing our identity at the expense of others, but we cannot deny that our history has involved conflict with other Christians and among ourselves. 

We are Reformed Christians because historically we are in the Reformation heritage from Knox, Calvin and Zwingli and we continue to seek to align our life and the life of society to an informed understanding of Scriptures. 

We are Presbyterian because we believe in governance by presbyters who include both ministers and elders, and our congregations are accountable to one another through regional and national assemblies. 

Reformed theology remains shaped by its deep conviction that at the end of the day the Word of God stands over the Church even at the same time as the People of God are the recipients and interpreters of that Word in the light of their different contexts.
The Bible contains many stories of leadership being shared with people designated as elders, from those appointed to share responsibilities with Moses to the visions of John in Revelation. The leadership model provided by the Synagogue, references in Acts and the Pastoral letters speak of situations that Presbyterians and others seeking to recognise the “priesthood of all believers” have found important. While a sense of clearly defined or fixed office in the church is lacking, for the leaders of congregations, Christian character matters. So do the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

In the 16th century eldership was an innovative way of involving laity in the leadership of the church and the pastoral care of each congregation. It also provided checks and balances in decision making processes and acknowledged the importance of lay people in the support and defence of the church. Today the renewal of the ministry of eldership is an important dimension in the renewal of the health of our congregations. 
Our understanding owes much to John Calvin and the Reformation. Calvin described a true church as one marked by the preaching of the word, the offering of the sacraments of communion and baptism, and discipline, by which he meant the life of the community within and beyond the church should be in accord with the word of God. Although preaching was seen as the special responsibility of the theologically trained minister, elders were essential if a Christian lifestyle was to be possible in the community. Although the role of the elder has changed, that concern remains. The story of how it has changed varies from church to church and it is important that the stories of elders in that is identified and told.



4. Doing things well: what “best practice” might look like
4.1 Part of a team
The elders were grumpy. More and more they felt shut out of the decision making process. It seemed the paid staff were taking on more responsibility and listening less and less to the old hands. Responses varied. 

The Thompsons and the Vercoes kept their heads down, attending church but little else. George McCredy had a huge argument with the minister and left the church, but he’d done that in two other churches in town, so no one was too surprised. Elsa kept bringing the matter up in inappropriate situations so that the staff stopped taking her calls and started to avoid her. Joe Simpson went to see the minister and each staff member privately, but came away feeling discouraged and put down. 

The relationship between the minister and elders is a dynamic one which will be affected by personalities, gifting, tradition, experience and conflicts. As in any shared leadership, there needs to be some negotiation about roles and what is appropriate, based on respect and trust.

Ruling elders generally carry the vision for the parish in the long term. They are a part of the history and tradition of the parish and have a deep knowledge of and relationship with their congregation. The Ministerial Team are called by the eldership to teach and preach, usually after specialist training for ministry. In some important ways, elders and ministers are similar – both are called, both are ordained. In other ways, there is a distinction – elders often have less training, and while experts in their congregation or parts of their congregation, do not always have an awareness of issues in the wider church.

As in all relationships, clear communication is essential between the Ministerial Team and the eldership. Relationships need to be built up over time, and probably require more than involvement in a session meeting once a month. Disagreements need to be faced clearly and resolved quickly, using external mediation if required. Elders and ministerial staff have experience and expertise in different areas, both of which are valued and these insights need to be listened to carefully.

Elders have a clear role in mediating disputes and will often be in the situation of hearing complaints, sometimes about the minister, sometimes about other elders, sometimes about other parishioners. Care must be taken not to inflame situations. Elders also need to be aware of their own responses – it can be difficult to remain even-handed when you agree with the complainant! 

In many situations elders function as bridges or translators between groups. In some cases, elders may find themselves with rather more or rather less influence than they might want. 

It wasn’t until he and his wife passed away that the parish began to realise just how much this couple had done. 
It wasn’t that they weren’t loved. Their work was well known and well regarded. But the sheer scope of it! Milk stopped appearing in the church kitchen and the tea towel roster collapsed. Significant birthdays for older folk were now overlooked. The home group they had led managed to find another leader from among their ranks, and another place to meet, but conversations about families and grandchildren, gardens and retirement moves didn’t happen. Now, there was no one who could remember what had happened to the original foundation stone – was hidden by the twenty year old access ramp or had someone thought to move it? What exactly were the circumstances that had led to the new church plant?
4.2 Navigating the wider church
“Who do I talk to if I want to get some money for Easter Camp?”
“Well, usually you would talk to the Education Committee but that has gone into recess because they couldn’t find a convenor so at the moment you need to talk to Stuart.”
“Who is on leave at the moment.”
“Yes, and I think you’ll find they won’t be supportive because there wasn’t a report from the camp last year.”
“Report? What report? No one said anything about having to give a report?”
“Well, you should have known. And of course, the cut off date for applications for funding was the 31st of last month, and they really don’t like having to look at late applications.”
“Last month? How was I supposed to know that? Are these things advertised?”
“It was in the Presbytery minutes the month before. It does pay to read these things, you know.”
“But I wasn’t on the mailing list! They took 6 months to get my details right. ARRGH!”

Elders can struggle with the breadth and diversity of the wider church. Attending Presbytery or General Assembly for the first time can be a bewildering experience. A mentor or buddy can be helpful to identify issues, procedures and personalities for novices. 

The Presbyterian structure can seem slow and cumbersome but it is a system of checks and balances which works well when used appropriately. 

It is not realistic to expect elders to become experts in all spheres but what can happen is the development of an expertise in an area of interest. Again, networks and relationships are important and attendance at regional and national meetings, rather than a burden, should be seen as an opportunity to meet with like (and sometimes not like!) minded people. 

It should also be kept in mind that despite all evidence to the contrary, regional and national church structures are actually designed to be helpful. On occasion, the insight and wisdom available in a wider context can be useful. 

The signs of stress were unmistakable. Reverend Fuimoana was not sleeping well, snapping at people and making some poor decisions. The Session Clerk suggested that perhaps a holiday was in order, but he refused to entertain the idea. His wife was at her wit’s end. Finally, she called the Session Clerk and together they talked to the Moderator of Presbytery. She set up a time and visited the Fuimoana’s and explained their concerns, insisting that he take a month’s stress leave. 
Reverend Fuimoana was reluctant to leave his parish, but after the Moderator explained that preaching cover would be provided, he accepted the decision. 
4.3 Renewing leadership across generations
Reverend Whittiker was an outstanding preacher, with a fine command of language and an ability to share the gospel in accessible ways.

“I preached my first sermon when I was twelve” he was fond of saying.

The youth leader asked him one day, “Look, John is showing some signs of promise, could he have the opportunity to preach this year. I think he can do it.”

“I really don’t think he is mature enough,” came the reply.

“What about Levi then, he spoke at Easter Camp and did well.”

“Well, it’s probably not the right time just now. I have the next series all planned, and it is important that the preaching goes well. It isn’t as easy as it looks. Those young people, they don’t have the education or the experience required.”

What age were you when you became an elder? This is an important question to ask around sessions and churches. It is often forgotten that many of our current elders were called into ministry at a young age.

There are various pathways into eldership and healthy congregations provide a variety of opportunities for lay people to participate in leadership, with appropriate training and support. A good case can be made for “youth elders” but care must be taken to resource and encourage young leaders, through intentional and targeted discipling and mentoring. Senior members have much to offer, but both parties often need firm encouragement from a third party to listen to one another and continue in conversation. 

Part of the role of elders is to recognise, affirm and encourage leadership within the church membership. This can be complicated by cultural change. What leaders looked like twenty years ago may not be the same now. There is a greater recognition of various styles of leadership. Elders should also look for people who are influential, encouraging and nurturing them as appropriate. 

Church leaders are also beginning to re-learn the importance of paying attention to the spiritual growth of the leadership. Elders are expected to some extent to take responsibility for their own growth, but there is also a part to play in encouraging the spiritual maturity of one another, through the disciplines of regular Bible study, prayer and fellowship. 

Careful attention must be paid to how welcoming a church is to young people and their leaders. While few would say they didn’t want young people, many churches simply have no idea how difficult it is for them. Existing elders need to be intentional about valuing and respecting emerging leaders, while recognising they have much to learn. 

Gemma didn’t stand out in a crowd but after a while, the youth pastor recognised that she was a key part to the success of his ministry with her age group. Gemma was a social magnet. If she was going to an event, she pulled in five or six other girls and managed to unconsciously create a positive atmosphere. He tried unsuccessfully to encourage his older female leaders to build a relationship with Gemma. Once Gemma turned fourteen and was given the option of staying home from church by her parents, she chose not to come. Neither did her circle of influence.  

4.4 Pastoral care

The call to Pastoral Care is heard reluctantly by some and with enthusiasm by others. Whatever the case, there are two aspects to consider. Firstly, pastoral care must be undertaken with integrity, respecting the dignity of all involved. Secondly, there is always more to be learnt through reflection and training. 

Pastoral Care can take a number of forms, from phone calls, visits and cards to more organised activities such as “Singles Lunches”. Care must be taken in larger churches that people don’t fall between the cracks. House groups are very helpful in terms of providing good pastoral care for their members. Pastoral care should also occur in the context of specific ministries such as youth ministry. 

It is the responsibility of elders to ensure that all ministries take responsibility for the safety of the people in their care, both leaders and participants. There are four main areas to be considered; physical, psychological, sexual and spiritual safety. Attention to preventative guidelines can be helpful.

Guidelines for prevention and crisis management are provided by many ministries e.g. Presbyterian Youth Ministry, Kidsfriendly. Elders need to ensure these guidelines are clear, consistent, revised regularly and followed. First and foremost, elders have a responsibility to lead by example, in particular, in appropriate behaviour and use of their influence. Codes of conduct and codes of ethics are useful ways to outline the expectations for people involved in caring ministries and Police Checks are mandatory for anyone wanting to work with young people or children. 

There are of course a variety of ways in which pastoral care can occur, from low key to crisis care. Elders are not expected to ‘do it all’, but they have a responsibility to ensure pastoral care occurs appropriately, which may include referring to professional help such as counsellors, ensuring staff have appropriate, professional supervision, debriefing crisis incidents and maintaining an overview of the parish. Some elders will have gifts in organising systems to ensure adequate care. Others will simply undertake care as needed. 

“I’m just not cut out for this caring stuff” muttered Neville crossly, “I’d much rather be hunting or fishing. I had to have another cup of tea this afternoon and I can’t stand the stuff.”
“Yes, I was going to have a talk to you about that visit. Mrs Robson was quite upset about the broken cup.”
“Well, she should have proper tables, not those flimsy things that tip over. She’s lucky it’s only the cup that was broken.”
“Yes, visiting the elderly doesn’t seem to be your thing. I was rather hoping we could reorganise the pastoral visiting. Could you look after Charlie, Tony and the rest of that group of guys.”
“The men’s group? But I already hang out with them and we’ve done a couple of trips away together.”
“Yes, they’ve really enjoyed that. And so have the friends they bring along. The prayer you do at the beginning has had a big impact, I’ve heard of lots of conversations about it. So, I’d like you to focus on that and we’ll find someone else to check on Mrs Robson.”
“But – I’m doing the men’s stuff anyway. I enjoy it. It doesn’t feel like work.”
“That’s wonderful. Keep it up!”


4.6 Conflict Resolution “God is always blessing people I disagree with!”
Controversy at General Assembly

On her way to General Assembly, Margie was apprehensive. She wasn’t a big fan of controversy and a number of the papers beforehand raised some difficult issues. 

The actual meeting was different to what she expected. On some issues, there was careful, considered debated. Margie listened carefully, and found, to her surprise, that she understood things in a whole different light. There were more nuances than she had realised. 

Then, out of the blue, a completely unexpected argument blew up over a seemingly unimportant issue. Tempers flared and unfortunate things were said. Margie was shocked at the behaviour. It wasn’t until she got home that she realised that, for her, that discussion was the end of the Assembly. She spent so much time processing her personal reaction to the discussion she wasn’t listening to the debates anymore…

Conflict may be about many things, involving generations and tastes within the congregation, and issues dividing the wider church or the wider community. A considerable amount of conflict management relates less to theology than to personality. Whatever the theological family of the congregation, elders are going to be involved in conflict management. 

Best practice for elders relates to how conflict is handled, not whether we have it or not. We cannot avoid some measure of significant differences within a congregation; we are likely to have to manage some serious incidents within the congregation. We may not always succeed, but what we can seek to do by facing issues and addressing them is preventing these things leading to a conflicted congregation when trust evaporates and simple communications are misunderstood.

It is worthwhile making some distinctions - there are degrees of conflict we all have to deal with. 

i) disagreement - we see things differently, but we express our views, reach a decision on action, and move on. 

ii) moderate conflict - the disagreements are more long standing, they affect us emotionally, people may form groups advocating different positions, the issue dominants conversations and colours other interaction within the group. Life becomes politicized. Trust reduces. 

iii) abuse, bullying, harassment - likely to be more personal - an individual is abused, bullied or harassed by a group or an individual in power. The individual may be attacked because they represent a group (race / gender) which is perceived as a threat, or because they are seen as weak and unable to resist, or flawed by the standards / needs of the group in power and therefore in the warped logic of aggressors somehow "deserving" of abuse. Of course minority groups can also experience this, not just individuals. 

In the church we have to manage each of these 

a) in terms of the culture and rules of the church / presbytery etc; 
b) in terms of the law of the land 
c) pastorally with both abusers and victims, and 
d) as people who ourselves are likely to be on the receiving end and may at some point if surprisingly and unwittingly be perceived as being on the perpetuating side of the equation. 

As Christians we have perspectives which make conflict both better and worse. Better because of Jesus teaching about loving your enemy. Worse when we believe that God is on our side and that that gives us the right to give our opponents hell. Worse also because we can be naive about the reality and complexity of Christian conflict where personal interests, theology and personality intertwine and whether people are nice or nasty tells us little about the validity of their views. 

It is important to note the provisions the church has in place for responding to complaints about harassment. Safety in congregations is a real issue which needs to be explicitly addressed. 

There is plenty of material in the Bible about conflict, including Jesus' example and his teaching. 

Whatever its failings, Presbyterianism does seek to provide constructive ways by which Christians in the one church can handle differences and resolve conflicts. 

There are skills which can help us and strategies which help make it possible to deal with it more rather than less constructively. 

Conflict brings out the best as well as the worst in people. Groups in conflict quickly feed off the human failings of the other more than the merits of the case. The peace of Christ is a ministry of the Holy Spirit that does not so much take us out of places of difference and disagreement as give us grace to see God in unexpected people and places. God is always blessing people I disagree with! 

The website http://www.schoolofministry.ac.nz/reformed/conflict.htm has material and links.

The day the drum kit appeared in church. 

There it sat, all red and shiny. A drum kit, right in the middle of the sanctuary. Three microphones stood in front of it, and a large foldback amp.  The young people grinned and nudged each other. Most of the older folk glanced at the gear and looked away in disapproval. After the service, anxious groups talked at the back of the church. 
Finally someone asked the minister “When are they packing up all that – equipment?”

“We thought we might try leaving it there in the meantime” she replied. “It takes a long time setting up for practices and the service, and we really want to encourage our young people. It makes church a bit more welcoming for them.”

4.7 Managing Change

Change management matters. We change or we die, but that does not mean that all change is a good thing. Change can be managed well or managed badly. 
People react to a new proposal not just in terms of whether they think it is a good or a bad idea, but in terms of whether they have been give time and opportunity to own decisions and not have them forced upon them.
A key tip is to frequently invite people back to discussion of questions of purpose, mission and theology, and then return to the practical matter at hand. What is our mission? Why do we worship? What do we believe about God? What then do we need to do? This helps us see hesitations or opposition to change as an opportunity to understand better what people are concerned about. 

Here are some other pointers for managing change in a congregation. A change proposal may be about large things or small. A seemingly trivial modification to congregational life can have a strong emotional or symbolic importance. What is to many a sign of promise and hope about new styles of music, different times of service, the facilities of a new building, or the redecoration of space, or the benefits of a Christian education or outreach program, may be the last straw in their sense of ownership and security for someone else. 

Decisions which have failed to take people along have wrecked ministries and damaged congregations. Yet it is possible to do it right, and turn the risk of change into an exercise of faith which grows people's trust in God and confidence in each other.

  Who are the "stakeholders" - the families or individuals that invested in things being as they are? 

  Who are the "gatekeepers" - the people whose views matter to others, whose opinions should be sought and respected? 

  What are the options which the congregation needs to consider? 

  What process is needed to give people time to consider those options? 

  How will reactions, recommendations and ideas be heard? 

  What formal decision making process will eventually be used to make a decision? 

  Is it possible to give space for alternative visions to exist together for an experimental period? 

  Can the ministerial leadership focus on shepherding the process and listening to people rather than on taking sides on a particular project before the congregation has worked it through? If something is to be given up, what process of grieving and celebration is needed to affirm the past and let it go? 
When St Columba was looking at a new building before they moved from Pakuranga to Botany Downs, one day they put the congregation in buses and toured round other churches. They then met to discuss what they saw, what it said, what they liked, and what they did not like, and made suggestions to the planning committee. The whole church were on the journey.

4.8 Worship with the People of God
Frank was a brash newcomer to the church. He was a trauma specialty nurse, regularly involved in running training courses who responded eagerly to the offer of preaching. However, no one checked with him on his preparation for his first sermon. As it turned out, Frank discovered the hard way that preaching was a very different matter to running a practical training session. He stepped down from the pulpit after eight minutes, mortified, and gradually drifted away from church altogether. 

The call to corporate worship is a key part of the life and mission of the church. Growing churches identify lively and inspiring worship as one of their key characteristics. Worship, and in particular music, can at times, be controversial. It is important to remember that God calls his people to worship, provides the means for adequate worship in Christ, and empowers worship through the Holy Spirit. 

Some elders will be gifted and called to leadership in worship, while others serve in others ways, as appropriate. Elders play a significant role in community worship in three areas. Firstly, elders lead by example as worshippers, participating in regular community worship. Secondly, elders may lead by leading worship, in prayer and Scripture reading, preaching, and assisting at or celebrating communion and baptizing, when authorized to administer the sacraments. Thirdly, elders may lead by facilitating the identification and development of worship leaders. 

An important element of each of these roles is regular reflection, training and evaluation of both one’s own practice and the practice of others in leading worship. Part of the discernment of elders involves an awareness of worship traditions that are a part of the reformed heritage and the particular congregation they are called to serve. Further discernment involves reflection on current worship practice and future directions.

Music is an illustration of the need to carefully reflect on the application of appropriate principles and guidelines, but applies equally to all parts of the worship service. Elders have a responsibility to be aware of the diversity of worshipping styles in any congregation, as well as a developing awareness of their own personal preferences. Discussion on various styles and approaches need to retain some balance between nurturing the congregation as it is and providing for future growth and change, as the Holy Spirit may lead. Considerable wisdom is needed to balance the diversity of preferences and the needs of the congregation as a whole. 

Elders may find the following suggestions helpful:

· Developing a culture of nurture and support as new worship leaders are mentored into their roles

· Developing a “Philosophy of Worship” that articulates what is unique and distinctive about worship in this church

· Developing a culture of thoughtful reflection about worship that is faithful and excellent

· Foster conversations about worship and listen carefully

Lay leadership of worship varies in churches, but where appropriate, may be exercised in scripture reading, leadership in prayer, both formal and informal, administering the sacraments, and in creative contributions to corporate worship through visual media, music, dance and drama. Elders have a role in nurturing the development of the distinctive participation in worship that is authentic for their particular congregation. Their experience in the history of their congregation and an awareness and understanding of the current context are particular gifts to the church. Elders are also required to exercise openness, wisdom and discernment in establishing whether changes are moves of God, or fads. 

Nicola leapt at the chance to lead her first worship service. She’d been a part of her music team for several years and, inspired by a training event, stepped up to lead the whole service. Both the preacher and elder with responsibility for the service worked with her carefully, ensuring the structure of the service was consistent with the ethos of the congregation. 
The music practice was a disaster, ending with the pianist storming off in disgust at all the new music. A replacement pianist was found, the service itself went well and in the following round of debriefing, Nicola’s music team rediscovered their initial vision and passion for leading worship. The relationship with the pianist was restored and Nicola began planning well in advance for the next time she led worship. 

4.9 Looking out for “elephants in the room”

Shhh!

There’s an elephant in the room, but we’re not going to talk about it. Some of us have lived with this animal for so long we forget it’s there, distorting our perception, twisting reality. Some of us know that we don’t go there, either because we are good at picking up hints or because we stumbled into it, a painful experience that we don’t care to repeat. We partner with one another, dancing around the elephant. It probably takes more energy to ignore the elephant, to feed the elephant and to clean up the inexplicable messes which appear with monotonous regularity than it would to deal with the elephant. But we don’t go there. There’s an elephant in the room. 

Shhhhh!

“This is not a conversation we could have at session.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is too difficult. It’s threatening. It might not go well. It can’t go well! I just know that Some People will Get Upset! Surely if we just leave things alone, it will go away…”

“Do you really think that?” 

“It does seem to keep coming up, in different ways. But, I just don’t know even how to start. I like both these people, and to start the conversation means people are going to be hurt.”

“Do you not think people might be hurting anyway?”

“Maybe, but I can’t think about that. There are plenty of other things to be going on with. It’ll be all right. I don’t want to stir things up…”

“Now, when I was in my old church, did I tell you I was an elder there for thirty-five years, when I was in my old church, we used to..”

“Yes, thanks, Les, we’ve heard this story before. But here, we’ve had a different history and a different way of doing things.”

“I’d noticed and to be honest, I think it doesn’t work. When I was an elder, we…”

“Thanks Les. Now, I don’t want to be rude, but we need to listen to the story of this place first. That’s why I’ve asked Edgar Longtree along. You all know Edgar, he is an elder emeritus, but he is one of our story tellers. I’ve asked him along tonight specially to speak about this issue, and how our church has got to where it is. And Les, I know much of this story is going to be new to you, and I’m looking forward to hearing what you make of it later. Now, Edgar, the floor is yours.”

4.10 A training event for every person in every role in every year

Kelvin peeked nervously in the door. The rest of the session members were standing around talking. “Where do I sit?” he wondered. “What is expected?” He sat quietly through his first meeting, listening to the discussion and refraining from voting on any of the issues. This was a different side to the church. After the meeting, the minister called him over.
“How was that?” he asked.
“I didn’t really understand much of what was going on. And I thought session would be a bit more – well, holy!” replied Kelvin. 
“Yes, session can be -  interesting . Look, I’m going to arrange for Lloyd to be your session buddy for a while. It’s a shame he couldn’t be here tonight. He’ll help you to get your head around what we are doing. I’m sure you will learn a lot from him. And now that you have been to a session meeting, I am sure that next month’s training event will make more sense for you.”
4.11 Health and Safety
(coming!)
4.12 Encouraging everybody, developing an area of expertise
“Joyce, Mrs Woodside is ill. Can you come with me and pray for her?”

Joyce paused. “Well, it’s not really my thing, you know.”

The minister replied “ This is one of the tasks of the elders. I want you to come with me, both for safety and as an opportunity for you to learn. Remember we talked about this when you were considering accepting the call.”

“I just didn’t expect it quite yet. I really don’t know what to say. Isn’t there someone else?”

“No, I really think you will be fine. We’ll ease our way into it. You can just watch this time, and pray next time.” 

“NEXT time?”
4.13 Elders, Managers and Finance

How we handle being short of money

Session stared glumly at the papers in front of them. Bank statements told a gloomy story.

“I’m afraid we can no longer afford full time ministry in this parish” explained the treasurer. 

“What if we don’t pay the General Assembly assessment?” asked an elder.

“We haven’t paid that for two years” said the Session Clerk. “We’ve cut back on insurance, power, running costs.” Everyone shivered, remembering the cold end to services in winter because the heaters were shut off early.
“Fewer people are coming, and most of our congregation are on fixed incomes. They can’t give any more than they are.”
“If you hadn’t upset that new family 3 years ago, this wouldn’t be happening”
The Session Clerk interrupted firmly. “We are not going to start blaming one another. It is important that we support each other in a very difficult time. And we are going to have to start discussions with Presbytery and set a finishing time for our minister.”
It is common for property and finance to be handled by a separate group or subcommittee of Session. It is also common for Sessions to find it hard to delegate that responsibility and avoid rehearsing debates that the managers have already had in coming to a decision. Yet Session has overall responsibility for the strategic direction and financial health of the congregation. The distinction between matters of governance (policy, direction, values) and operational management (implementation) common in corporate, educational and political structures may be helpful. 

Some elders will have more experience than others with business, finance, and administration. These are gifts to be valued in the church. It is also important to ask when an item comes before Session, “Who is responsible for making this sort of decision?” “Is this actually a matter of policy?” 

In the situation above, who is responsible? Is this a matter of money or faith? Does being responsible mean calling the church to “dig deeper” or does it mean facing the possibility of downsizing? These are questions for denominations, faith based organizations and for congregations. Sometimes our prayers are not answered in the way we want. Ministers may or may not be those best placed to provide the leadership required, yet they may not necessarily call on the expertise that is available to them. 

Is this a case for the “wisdom of the elders”? What would best practice be?

· If elders have avoided interfering in operational management yet have kept themselves fully briefed on the financial health of the congregation, there is more likely to be a high level of trust between minister, session and managers in a time of financial difficulty.

· If elders have ensured that it is policy of the church to communicate fully the financial needs and mission and administrative expenditure to the congregation, there is a basis for working together with the congregation to determine the faith based financial capacity. 

· If elders have a policy about the essential purpose of the congregation in terms of worship and mission in a particular community, it will be better placed to consider changes in how that purpose is realised that are positive rather than those which risk closure.

4.14 Mission

It started out as a discussion over changing the lock on the front door of the church, but soon became a long conversation about who had keys, who needed keys and where various keys were kept. There were so many options and so many points of view. Finally, the moderator called a halt. “We need to focus on some pastoral issues and I’d really like to discuss the mission of our church for next year. Let’s delegate this matter to Les – can we trust him with this responsibility?” There was a stunned silence before someone muttered, “Good idea. Pity we didn’t do this half an hour ago!”
4.15 Good Governance, Effective Management

The distinction between governance and management is common in organizational life today. Elders at different times, and elders’ meetings at different times will be operating more as governance and other times as management. The distinction can be powerful in helping clarify what the church is trying to do in terms of policy, values and direction, and in giving people freedom and responsibility to act within that framework. But there is confusion. The following is developed from material written for School Boards in New Zealand.

What is Governance?
A great many people think they are thinking when they are merely rearranging their prejudices. 
William James
This is one way of describing governance and management: 

	Governance 
	Management 

	Session  
	Minister/Managers/staff

	The what do we want to achieve/Ends
	How we get there/Means


Example Definition: 

The session is entrusted to work on behalf of the congregation and is accountable for the church life and mission. It emphasizes strategic leadership, sets the vision and ensures that the church complies with legal and policy requirements. Policies are at a governance level and outline clear delegations to the minister, staff and Board of Manager. The session and minister form the leadership team with the role of each documented and understood. The Minister reports to the session as a whole with committees used sparingly and only when a need is identified in order to contribute to session work. The session is proactive rather than reactive in its operations and decision making and does not involve itself in the administrative details of the day to day running of the church.  
 
Thus, a session’s roles and responsibilities policy could look something like this:
The Session’s key areas of contribution are to:

• Set and, as needed, modify the vision, mission and values.
• Set the times and places for worship

• Discern the needs of the congregation 

• Ensure a sensible and feasible Strategic Plan.
• ensure the sacraments of baptism and communion are provided

• Approve and monitor the Annual Plan
• Develop and review the general policy direction.
• Monitor and evaluate church life
• Appoint, assess the performance of and support the minister
• Act as good employers
• Provide financial stewardship.
• Approve major policies and programme initiatives.
• Manage risk
• The session is committed to a programme of professional development that includes new elder induction
One way the Session could be organized

Book of Order

(Session’s rules / policies for how it will organise itself)

Operational Policies
( Outcomes that the board wants to achieve in certain areas. 
Delegated authorities to the minister, staff and Board of Managers

The board’s committees should do board work not management work. 

For some sessions, there are many committees who spend hours doing what is essentially management work. These can include property and finance committees. This is particularly tricky in a Parish Council which incorporates a Board of Managers. With the best intentions in the world these sessions take on or continue to do these tasks before asking is appropriate?

It is easy to get sidetracked onto small tasks. The session’s job is to keep the big picture in mind. This doesn’t mean that session members can’t offer their expert knowledge or practical expertise in an area. It is important that major decisions come back to session and that session isn’t overwhelmed with lots of small decisions.

Knowledge is power, and the whole session needs to receive all the governance information to enable elders to fulfill their role and make decisions effectively. Committees run a risk of allowing some members to receive more information than others. The whole session needs to understand the finances and take responsibility for them rather than leaving this to one or two board members.

Sessions must focus on what they determine governance to be and concentrate on enabling the church to be the church. If sessions meet as a session for 11 times a year for 2.5 hours that’s 27.5 hours a year to fulfill their role! It isn’t much, so the time needs to be focused and productive. Reducing the clutter of receiving and discussing reports and information that they have deemed not to be governance or supporting governance should be one aim.

Governance, like everything, is not set in concrete and the session needs to be flexible to the needs of the church. A robust and deliberate review cycle will quickly pick up problems so that the session can work to minimize these.

“One size does not necessarily fit all” and what may be suitable/applicable for one session is not necessarily going to be for another. One session may be operating a relatively “hands on” model of governance, while another may be operating a “more purist” hands off model. The ultimate test or measure of success will always be the life of the church. 

A question: 
Have you identified what good governance should look like at your church
- and would you know it if you fell over it? 

Once you discuss, understand and document this, the rest is easy……… well, maybe easier!
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2.2 Belonging to a team: session, consistory, parish council 
	Like best


	

	What might be added, changed or removed


	

	Any other comments?
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Any other general comments
Name 

Contact details 

� Sometimes designated “ruling elders” to distinguish them from “teaching elders” or pastors. We will use the term “elder” for “ruling elder”, and “minister” for “teaching elder.”


� Rescuing the Memory of our Peoples Archives Manual. Available for download in various languages from http://www.library.yale.edu/div/RTMmanuallinks.html


� United Reformed Church, A Course for Elders, Unit 1. Church of Scotland, video “Why me?”


� PCANZ Book of Order 1.4 (5)


� PCANZ Book of Order 6.1 (4)


� PCANZ Book of Order 6.9 – 6.15


� United Reformed Church, A Course for Elders, Unit 3.


� Numbers 11:1-30; Exodus 3:16, 18.


� Adapted from United Reformed Church, A Course for Elders, Unit3-2. 


� “The elder as pastor” United Reformed Church, A Course for Elders, Unit 4. Sheilah Steven, Caring for God’s People, video and study guide, Church of Scotland.


� http://www.nzsta.org.nz/RexDefault.aspx?pid=48d43baf-6d77-40ee-8b68-45be543c823a&TabID=f81819ee-aeec-4497-a203-6def704b3df5
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