I. CONGREGATIONAL POLITY
A. The Nature and Mission of the Church

The church is the assembly of those who have accepted God’s offer of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  The church is the new community of disciples sent into the world to proclaim the reign of God and to provide a foretaste of the church’s glorious hope.  The church is the new society established and sustained by the Holy Spirit.  The church, the body of Christ, is called to become ever more like Jesus Christ, its head, in its worship, ministry, witness, mutual love and care, and the ordering of its common life.  (Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, Article 10)
The church is a variety of assemblies which meet regularly, including local congregations and larger conferences.  This diversity in unity evokes gratitude to God and appreciation for one another.  According to the example of the apostolic church, the local congregation seeks the counsel of the wider church in important matters relating to faith and life, as they work together in their common mission.  (Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, Article 16)
Decisions made at larger assemblies and conferences are confirmed by constituent groups, and local ministries are encouraged and supported by the wider gatherings.  Authority and responsibility are delegated by common and voluntary agreement, so that the churches hold each other accountable to Christ and to one another on all levels of church life.  (Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, Article 16)
Mennonite Church Bylaws identify the local congregation as the primary unit of church life.  It is not the whole picture.  Yet in the congregation we experience all aspects of being the family of God, with responsibilities to God, to each other in the faith community and to the society around us.  It is in the congregation that we work out on a regular basis all those realities pictured in the first paragraph above.
Additionally, we recognize the important role of the Virginia Mennonite Conference and its component districts in the common life and mission of affiliated congregations.  Since the New Testament does not provide a pattern for conference/district/congregation relationships and since we live and witness in a constantly changing society, church structures and lines of responsibility need to be kept under constant observation.  Changes in mutual responsibility must always be with prayer and guidance of the Holy Spirit and discernment within the faith community.
We affirm the interdependence of the church at all levels of administration, striving to actualize the concept of mutual responsibility for the life and welfare of the total church in congregational, district, and conference settings.  In this quest, we affirm the essential role of district councils as “regional administrative units” of the conference, linking congregations with the broader conference structures.  And we commend the particular responsibilities of bishops/overseers and other district representatives in implementing those relationships which are mutually supportive.
B. Member Gifts and Congregational Mission

Every member of the body of Christ is a gift to the church and has gifts to utilize in the church’s ministry.  Gifts are provided to the church by our Lord, enabling it to equip God’s people for ministry.   Congregations should discover and discern the gifts of members by charging a group of competent persons with this responsibility.
Congregational leadership will equip and enable members to use their gifts for the benefit of the congregation and for ministry in the world.  In the process, the congregation will evaluate age, training, experience, and maturity of individuals in discerning particular ministry assignments.  Opportunities should be given young believers to develop latent gifts within the congregation’s worship, nurture and service activities.
Similarly, congregations need to evaluate their situation and resources.  Geographic, demographic and economic parameters will affect the nature of the life and ministry of each congregation.  The needs and resources of the surrounding community are important factors.  Finances and skills available within the congregation, larger church bodies, and other sources need to be assessed. All of these factors, impelled by the mandate of the gospel, help a congregation in discerning its overall mission and specific goals.
C. Reception and Inclusion of Believers as Members of Congregations

1. Membership Integrity

At the time of reception, all prospective members should give evidence of a salvation experience and of a present living commitment to Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the written Word.  The pastor or his/her assistant should use this opportunity to teach or review the beliefs and practices of the Mennonite Church and of the local congregation.  Those who are baptized are simultaneously received as members of the congregation.  Those transferring from another Mennonite congregation should bring letters of transfer from their former church. Those from another denomination may be received by confession of faith or letter of transfer and should notify the congregation where they formerly held membership of their new allegiance.  Those who were formerly baptized as infants should be re-baptized as adult believers.  Former members being reinstated to active membership should be received with the recognition of their repentance of sin or negligence.

2. Membership Covenants.
Membership covenants should be formulated in harmony with the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective and statements, such as those on divorce and remarriage, homosexuality, and membership for military personnel, which have been adopted by the Virginia Mennonite Conference and are included in the “Policy Statements” section of this “Leadership Handbook.”

3. Associate Membership
Associate membership is a category for persons who, for a short period of time, are absent from their home base but who relate regularly to a group or congregation of their choice.  This arrangement offers opportunities to participate in local activities without severing membership ties with the “home congregation.”  The extent of participation is determined by the receiving congregation.  Associate members may be publicly welcomed and received, based upon a policy adopted by the congregation such as the following:

Associate membership assumes the entering of a temporary relationship with our congregation.  Persons holding membership in good standing in another congregation may be received into fellowship and activities as an associate member of this congregation upon giving expression of agreement with the doctrinal position, covenant, and practices of this congregation.

D. Pastoral Care of Members

Congregational leaders, including pastors, deacons, elders and teachers, should encourage and provide for the periodic visitation of every member of the congregation under their care.  Such visits should include encouragement and spiritual counsel, and should promote enthusiastic participation in the various church functions.

1. Discipline

Congregational discipline should always be a part of church life, with members admonishing and challenging one another to purity of life and the deeper spiritual experience.  When church members fall into known and open transgression, and show no repentance when admonished, they should be dealt with by the designated congregational leadership.  When sin and rebellion persist, exclusion from the fellowship of believers may become necessary.  Such action should always be with the purpose of redemption rather than punishment.

2. Inactive Members
Members who lose interest in the church and willfully absent themselves from the worship and service activities should be contacted to seek their reenlistment.  Should such inactivity continue, their names may be placed on an inactive list.  Members moving to another area or attending another church should move their membership to their new location.  If the transfer is not made within a reasonable time, they too may be placed on the inactive list.  Members who cannot be involved because of old age, infirmity, student status, and the like, should be continued on the active membership roll.

3. Records and Statistics

Those who are placed on an inactive list should be notified of their status if possible.  Inactive members should not be forgotten but every effort made to restore them to active involvement in the life of a congregation.  For statistical purposes, only the members on the active roll are to be counted in the annual membership reports for conference records and for the Mennonite Directory.
E. Reception and Inclusion of Congregations as Members of Conference

Congregational membership in Virginia Mennonite Conference is through affiliation with one of the conference districts.  Requirements for inclusion and the procedure for reception into conference is outlined in Article V of the Constitution and Article l, sections 1 and 2, of the Bylaws.

F. Shared Congregational Leadership and Three-fold Ministry

The Bible records, in both Old and New Testaments, that God called persons from the ranks of their faith community to serve as leaders under God’s direction.  At times, particularly in the first-century church, God called leaders through discernment within the community of faith.
From the beginning, church leadership was regularly shared among multiple persons:  at first the apostles, then those appointed or elected to serve the various emerging churches.  Originally in the New Testament, the terms elders (“presbuteroi” from the synagogue tradition), pastors (figuratively, “shepherds” of the flock) and overseers/bishops (“episcopoi” reflecting Greek concepts of functional leadership) were used interchangeably as titles for the first office.  Additionally, the ministry of deacons is visible as a second office in the New Testament.

Starting from these two offices, threefold concepts of leadership appeared very early in the development of the church.  In addition to presbyters and deacons, some presbyters, such as Peter and Paul and the other apostles, came to be recognized as exercising a third office in their broader based responsibilities for oversight and regional coordination.
To the middle of the twentieth century, Mennonite leadership patterns typically embraced a threefold model in the particular offices of bishop, minister/preacher, and deacon.  In most cases, persons were called to one of the three offices by lot and ordained to minister in the congregation(s) from which they were selected as long as life and capacity endured.  Assignments of deacons or ministers could be expanded by subsequent ordination to another office.

Since World War II, however, major changes have occurred in understandings of ministry in Mennonite Church conferences across North America.  Most notable was a move away from the self-supported bishop-minister-deacon hierarchy toward solo-pastors, who increasingly were equipped with seminary training, vested with authority previously reserved for bishops, provided with income for their labors, and installed for time-limited terms of service.

Outside of Virginia, Lancaster, and Franklin conferences, the earlier role of “bishop” has been largely abandoned, and even in Virginia the language of “overseer” in most cases superseded the earlier understandings.  Simultaneously, the role and function of deacon became ambiguous with a diminishing demand for assistance to indigent persons and assisting the bishop/minister with church discipline.  The terminology of “deacon” generally gave way to “elder,” while length of service changed from “ordained for life” to multiple-year elected terms.  (Cf. A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership, Faith & Life Press, pp. 41-46)
The time-honored vision of shared three-fold ministry, however, has continued and re-emerged in significant forms.  Most prominent have been the ordained offices processed and monitored by conference credentialing policies.  Pastors of congregations have become the prototype for ordained ministry, some of whom may be subsequently installed and charged for service as overseers, conference ministers or regional ministers.

Because other congregational officers are not examined for ordination, the “third” office of the current three-fold leadership model is rarely guided by conference polity or discernment.  It is appropriate that congregations have freedom to empower lay leadership as the Spirit leads.  It is also important that the conference affirms these offices as a vital component of shared leadership in the church, along with those who are affirmed by ordination.
In harmony with most Mennonite Church patterns in North America, then, Virginia Mennonite Conference affirms three generic offices for leadership ministry in the church, each of which is vital for healthy congregational life.  (See also pages 74-79 in A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership.)

1. Oversight Ministries

Oversight ministries reflect the broader church perspective and support-systems of ordained overseers, bishops, and conference minister.

2. Pastoral Ministries
Pastoral ministries reflect the general equipping perspective of credentialed pastors, evangelists, missionaries, chaplains, etc.

3. Deacon/Elder Ministries
Deacon/Elder ministries reflect the local ministry perspective of deacons, elders, council members, cell leaders, and such, who may or may not be ordained, who primarily perform discerning, implementing, and care giving leadership within a particular congregation.

II. DISTRICT POLITY

A. Introduction

The congregation is the primary unit in church life.  Its mission is enhanced by inter-congregational relationships.  In Virginia Mennonite Conference these relationships are provided by clusters of congregations and districts which recognize geographical location and/or other significant factors.
These guidelines are presented so that the administration of church life may be graciously expedited with clarity of purpose.  They assume the following understandings:

1. The New Testament presents shared pastoral leadership as the pattern for ministry.  It does not endorse a pattern where authority resides in a lone leader but affirms one in which leadership is shared.
2. Christ, Himself, did not give the Church a specific pattern of organization.  The early church met organizational needs and chose persons to serve in various roles as needs arose.  There were apostles, elders, overseers, pastors, deacons, evangelists, etc.  Their specific roles are not clearly defined.  The responsibility of some was largely congregational, while others provided a ministry of general oversight so as to insure broader Christian identity and unity.

B. The District:  An Organizational Unit

1. District Function

Virginia Mennonite Conference has established districts as administrative units of conference.  Districts provide inter-congregational relationships which enhance communication and interaction between congregations, districts, and conference to accomplish mutually endorsed objectives.  District purposes and functions are further defined in Article VI, “District Councils,” of the Conference Constitution, and Articles V, “Districts,” and VI, “Clusters of Congregations,” of Conference Bylaws.

2. District Composition

a. The District shall typically be composed of one or more cluster(s) of congregations, which for geographical or other reasons of affinity find it advantageous to share in a district relationship.

b. The formation of a new district should have the mutual consent of any districts affected and the approval of Conference Council.
c. Districts are administrative units of conference and are responsible to establish a council which shall function as a deliberative and administrative body.
d. Districts shall formulate an instrument of operational guidelines which set forth a plan of operation.
e. District councils shall be composed of persons with leadership responsibilities    in district congregations and congregational delegates to Assembly.  Persons in the special ministries category of conference may be invited to become members.  Persons whose ordination credentials have been accepted by the district but have no leadership assignment may become members of the council upon invitation.

3. District Leadership
a. Districts are encouraged to establish an executive committee composed of a chairperson, a vice-chairperson, secretary, and additional members as determined by the district council.
b. Bishops/overseers should serve as ex-officio members of the executive committee and council.  It is preferable that they not be district officers.
c. The secretary shall keep accurate records of the proceedings of all meetings, compile the annual district reports and such other duties as may be assigned.
d. The council shall make provision for a treasurer who shall receive and disburse any monies forwarded from any source, in accordance with the district constitution.
e. The council officers shall plan each district meeting, preparing an agenda which may be circulated among members in advance of each meeting.

4. District Council Responsibilities

a. Serve as an administrative unit of conference, expediting recommendations and resolutions of the Conference Assembly under the direction of Conference Council.
b. Give guidance to district congregations in matters of nurture, discipline and unity of practice.
c. Be sensitive to the spiritual needs within district congregations, endeavoring to meet those needs through special emphases in congregational, cluster, or district meetings, or by other applicable methods.
d. Provide opportunities for the development and recruitment of leadership persons.
e. Develop appropriate mechanisms to promote outreach and to establish new congregations and service programs.
f. Appoint persons to serve on the boards and subsidiary organizations of conference and report the appointments to the conference office by May 1 of each year.
g. Assist the congregations in matters of finance, encouraging fiscal responsibility for meeting congregational needs and the needs of the other church agencies.  Special attention should be given to the needs of smaller congregations, especially emerging ones.
h. Provide a context of arbitration in case of tension or division within a congregation.

5. Clusters

Virginia Mennonite Conference affirms the congregation as the primary unit of church life and witness.  Congregational dynamics are enriched when the pastoral leadership from several congregations meet for stimulation, reflection, interaction, and fellowship.  To promote such interaction, conference encourages the formation of clusters of congregations within districts as outlined in Article VI, “Clusters of Congregations,” of its Bylaws (see Appendix G).


III. GUIDELINES FOR THE CONFERENCE FAITH AND LIFE COMMISSION
A. Responsibilities and Accountability

The Faith and Life Commission is one of four program commissions established by Article IX of the Virginia Conference Constitution.  It is responsible to provide leadership for spiritual, doctrinal, and faith and life issues, establish guidelines for ministerial leadership within the Conference, and exercise responsibility for granting, maintaining, and discontinuing ministry credentials.

In addition, Article X of the Constitution, “Leadership Ministries,” provides that conference shall provide guidelines for congregational leadership, pastoral care and nurture of believers in affiliated congregations by recommending leadership patterns consistent with a biblical model.  Conference may appoint persons for special ministries and shall establish patterns of oversight for congregations through the Faith and Life Commission.  
Since “all commissions are accountable to Conference Assembly through the Conference Council,” the functions and duties of the Faith and Life Commission are to be “outlined by Conference Council and approved by Conference Assembly.”  (Bylaws Article IX, Section 1)

B. Membership and Organization

The Faith and Life Commission is composed of:

1. All active bishops and overseers as well as special ministries bishops and overseers, with terms as outlined in Conference Bylaws or specified by District Guidelines.
2. Special ministries bishops and overseers with only one or two persons in their cluster shall not be members of the Faith and Life Commission but shall report in writing to the Conference Minister.
3. Three members-at-large, one member being elected annually, for a three-year term by Conference Assembly.
4. An additional person may be co-opted from outside the commission to serve as chair.
The qualifications of members and the organization of the Faith and Life Commission are outlined in Article IX, “Commissions,” Conference Bylaws.
C. Procedures for Working Relationships

It is important that overseers will have opportunity as a group to interact with openness regarding their own spiritual pilgrimage.  The commission should appropriately practice and role model personal ministry to their colleagues when they are in need.

An internal committee structure for the Faith and Life Commission will help to facilitate the agenda of the commission and give each member an opportunity for deeper involvement.  Bishop/Overseer reports will normally be given in a beginning plenary session followed by the meeting of committees to process agenda items that fall in their category of interest and concern.

1. Officers

The chairperson of Faith and Life Commission should not be an overseer nor serve on any one subcommittee but be available for general direction and to assist any committee needing broader counsel.  The chairperson may be a co-opted member if needed.  The vice-chairperson and the secretary shall be chosen from members of the Faith and Life Commission.  The officers will serve three year rotating terms of office.  The Virginia Mennonite Conference Constitution designates the chair and secretary from each commission as members of the Conference Council.  Exceptions are provided for in the Bylaws, Article IV, “Conference Council,” Section 1.3.

The officers may meet between meetings of the Faith and Life Commission for the following duties:

a. Give guidance to the staff on issues beyond the routine

b. Act on behalf of the commission between meetings

c. Prepare the agenda for the regular commission meetings

d. Assign the appropriate agenda items to the internal committees
e. Function as the implementation group for the Ministerial Sexual Misconduct Policy.

2. Gift Discernment Committee

a. Composition

This committee is selected by the full commission, three persons are assigned three-year terms on a rotating basis. 
b. Duties

1) Provide recommendations for officer appointments
2) Provide recommendations for chairs of standing sub-committees with two year terms on an alternating basis
3) Assign new Faith and Life Commission members to committees
4) Monitor committee membership and provide opportunity every three years for changes in committee membership, taking into account the interests of Faith and Life Commission members
5) Bring recommendations to the spring meeting so those selected can begin responsibility September 1 of the year elected

3. Special Ministries Coordinators

Overseers and Bishops who have oversight over Special Ministries Clusters shall form the Special Ministries Coordinators. Clusters will be provided for such ministries as leadership/administration, teaching, chaplaincy, and evangelistic/prophetic. They shall serve as follows with the Commission:

a. Processing applications for membership in the special ministry category
b. Make appropriate recommendation to the Personnel Committee regarding applications
c. Along with conference staff, monitor the response of cluster members for reports and payment of fees
d. Respond at the request of the Commission for the evaluation of concerns arising in any of the Special Ministries clusters
e. Report regularly to the Commission
4. Standing Committees
Some items of commission business may be assigned to working committees. The committees will be formed in accordance with the areas of responsibilities given to the Faith and Life Commission (FLC).  Each committee will give its agenda items adequate consideration in order to bring recommendations to the full commission for response and/or action. Three such committees are as follows:

a. Leadership Enrichment Committee
This committee will be responsible to direct various approaches in providing training and enrichment for church leaders.

1) Recommend persons to FLC for appointment to plan the Ministry Retreat
2) Assign a member of the committee to serve on the Ministerial Training Trust Fund Committee
3) Recommend programs to FLC for bishop/overseer seminars or workshops
4) Plan for congregational leadership training opportunities
5) Promote area programs designed to enhance and strengthen church leadership

b. Personnel Committee

This committee will give attention to the calling and certification of credentialed leaders in conference.

1) Process requests for ministerial credentials from Bishops/Overseers of districts and special ministries clusters
2) Recommend licensing renewals
3) Authorize transfer of ministerial credentials between conferences
4) Review and report the district recommendations for the appointment and reappointment of bishops and overseers
5) Relate by way of the Bishop/Overseer and Congregational Leadership to situations of ministerial discipline and terminations of credentials.
6) Maintain guidelines on ministerial credentials
7) Monitor records and authenticate reports on credentialed persons

c. Spiritual Discernment Committee
This committee will process those issues that are pertinent to the spiritual life of the church in maintaining growing and faithful congregations.

1) Monitor the theological trends in the church
2) Process faith statements for the Conference Assembly to consider
3) Provide approaches to critical issues for congregations
4) Clarify guidelines that are needed to correct false teachings
5) Deal with current issues that influence our Mennonite life and witness


IV. OVERSIGHT MINISTRIES

A. Philosophy of Oversight

In keeping with Anabaptist tradition and New Testament example, the bishop/overseer role is to provide mentoring, encouragement, resourcing, and accountability for credentialed persons in pastoral and diaconate ministries.  A bishop/overseer is to be a pastor to the pastors, deacons/elders within a specific cluster, district or special ministries cluster in Virginia Mennonite Conference.  A bishop/overseer needs to be a spiritually mature person who has been ordained, and has had sufficient experience in ministry to be able to provide ongoing counsel for congregational leadership.  The bishop/overseer will serve the congregation in leadership reviews, transitions, terminations, and arrange for special resources from beyond the cluster/district, when appropriate.  The bishop/overseer will be accountable to the Faith and Life Commission of Virginia Mennonite Conference.   

B. Personal Qualifications

A bishop/overseer shall be a person whose walk with Christ Jesus is characterized by spiritual maturity as described in I Timothy 3:1-7.  Additional qualifications are a thorough knowledge of the Word of God, a meaningful prayer life, wisdom and guidance from the Holy Spirit, the ability to listen actively and discern carefully, skills in counseling and in conflict management, and the ability to communicate effectively.

(cf.   BYLAWS OF VIRGINIA MENNONITE CONFERENCE, 

        ARTICLE VII.  Leadership Ministry, Section 1. Bishops and Overseers)

C. District Bishop/Overseer Job Description in Terms of Relationships

1. Relationship to Credentialed Leadership in the District

a. Serve as a resource
b. Serve as a spiritual mentor
c. Provide counsel and support in times of personal stress or crisis
d. Schedule regular visits with each credentialed person, including the spouse  on occasion
e. Encourage personal and vocational development through conferences, retreats, seminars and formal educational opportunities
f. Arrange, with the conference office, for an orientation of new pastors to conference policies and avenues of accountability
g. Provide counsel and support to the pastor when a change in ministerial assignment is indicated


2.  Relationship to Congregations
a. Serve as the primary channel for spiritual accountability of the congregation to district council and conference
b. Communicate with congregations regarding spiritual resources available through the conference
c. Encourage congregations to develop a schedule and process for regular pastoral review
d. Encourage congregations to establish a Pastoral-Congregational Relations Committee (PCRC) to monitor and enhance pastoral-congregational relationships
e. Participate in significant events in the life of congregations
f. Serve as a member of all pastoral search committees
g. Serve as a member of all pastoral evaluation committees
h. Officiate at all licensings, ordinations and installations of pastors
i. Be available to preach on invitation
j. Attend meetings of the congregation, elders, or church council upon invitation
k. Remain aware of congregational life by receiving minutes of congregational and church council meetings
l. Provide counsel in the early stages of congregational conflict and suggest appropriate resources when conflict becomes adversarial or polarized
m. Maintain personal objectivity in circumstances of congregational tension or conflict

3.  Relationship to Clusters
a. Arrange for regular meetings of the pastoral leadership of cluster congregations
b. Facilitate sharing and fellowship of cluster participants
c. Serve as the primary channel of communication between the cluster, district council, and the Faith and Life Commission about spiritual issues and concerns
d. Arrange resourcing events as appropriate
e. Promote the exchange of vision and goals of congregations within the cluster
f. Promote interchange between clusters within the district

4.  Relationship to District
a. Assist the district chairperson to prepare district agenda
b. Serve as an ex-officio member of the district executive committee and district council 
c. Arrange for issues of faith and discipleship to be considered by district council
d. Report congregational requests for ministerial credentials and pastoral appointments inviting advice from the district council
e. Promote conference and denominational agenda and programs

5.  Relationship to Faith and Life Commission (FLC)
a. Attend meetings of the FLC
b. Promote environment of mutual trust, respect and support among colleagues
c. Monitor developments in the religious arena and secular sphere, bringing issues with moral and ethical dimensions to the FLC for discussion and discernment
d. Participate with integrity in discerning the mind of Christ on issues brought to the FLC, facilitating decision-making
e. Request approval from FLC for conferring ministerial credentials and making any changes in credential status (e.g., changes to different categories of credentials, transfers within VMC, and inter-conference transfers)

6. Relationship to Conference

a. Participate in delegate sessions of conference
b. Provide reports as required by conference agencies, boards and commissions
c. Promote and support conference and denominational agenda and programs

             D.  Special Ministries Bishop/Overseer Job Description in Terms of Relationships

      1.  Relationship to Cluster Members
a. Serve as a resource and spiritual mentor to cluster members
b. Schedule regular meetings with individual members of the cluster
c. Call regular meetings of the cluster for fellowship and discussion of relevant topics as desired and appropriate
d. Keep cluster members advised of relevant FLC agenda and developments

     2.  Relationship to the Faith and Life Commission
a. Attend the meetings of  FLC and participate in its fellowship and assignments
b. Promote environment of mutual trust, respect and support among colleagues
c. Bring regular reports regarding the concerns, activities and developments of the cluster
d. Monitor developments in the religious arena and secular sphere, bringing issues with moral and ethical dimensions to the FLC for discussion and discernment
e. Participate with integrity in discerning the mind of Christ on issues brought to the FLC, facilitating decision-making
f. Request approval from FLC for conferring ministerial credentials and making any changes in credential status (e.g., changes to different categories of credentials, transfers within VMC, and inter-conference transfers)

     3.  Relationship to Virginia Mennonite Conference
a. Participate in delegate sessions of conference
b. Provide reports as required by conference agencies, boards and commissions
c. Promote and support conference and denominational agenda, as appropriate 
(see Policy statement 6: Special Ministries, adopted by FLC, 2003)
E.  Selection and Appointment of Bishops/Overseers

1. Selection and Appointment

The selection and placement of bishops and overseers shall be facilitated by the district chairperson in consultation with and by approval of the pastors, the congregations to be served and the Faith and Life Commission.  They shall be commissioned by Conference Assembly for three-year terms.  District councils shall be responsible for the expense of the bishop and overseer function.
Article VII, Section 1.3, Conference Bylaws

a. The selection process for a new bishop/overseer may be initiated by either the district chair or a cluster/district overseer who together will recommend action by the district council.
b. Upon affirmation by the district council, the district chair will inform the Faith and Life Commission of the plan to select a bishop/overseer for a cluster/district, eliciting counsel.
c. The cluster/district will appoint a bishop/overseer selection committee composed of one member from each cluster/district congregation.  Additional members may be co-opted.
d. Normally the active bishop/overseer of the cluster/district seeking a bishop/overseer and that district’s chairperson will not serve as members of the selection committee, but committees are strongly encouraged to solicit their counsel.
e. The chairperson of the Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee will contact the conference minister regarding appointing a member of  the Faith and Life Commission to relate to the selection committee and as the channel of communication with the commission.
f. The chairperson of the Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee will consult regularly with the conference minister, using resources from his office to facilitate the search process.
g. The Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee chair will inform congregational leadership that the search is in process, inviting each congregation to submit names of potential candidates.
h. Ordained persons with experience in leadership ministry and/or including currently active pastors, are eligible for appointment.
i. The Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee will consider all potential candidates, consulting District Council and cluster pastors as appropriate, before bringing the name of one candidate to the Personnel Committee of Faith and Life Commission for counsel and further processing.
j. A recommendation will be brought by the Personnel Committee to the Faith and Life Commission for review and action.
k. Upon approval of the candidate by the Faith and Life Commission, the conference minister will inform the chair of the Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee of the Commission’s action.
l. The Bishop/Overseer Selection Committee chair will inform District Council and congregational leadership of the commission’s action for congregational response and affirmation.
m. Upon District Council and congregational affirmation, the Faith and Life Commission shall appoint the bishop/overseer for the term specified.  The newly appointed bishop/overseer will be recognized in the annual commissioning by Conference Assembly.

n. The District Council in consultation with the Conference Minister will arrange for a service of installation of the newly appointed bishop/overseer.

2. Reappointment

a. Clusters/districts are advised to review the ministry of their bishop/overseer prior to completion of the agreed upon term.
b. The review shall be initiated by the district chair who will assist the District Council or cluster in organizing the review process.
c. Upon completion of the review the district chair will present a recommendation to the Personnel Committee of the Faith and Life Commission.
d. Upon reappointment by the Faith and Life Commission, the conference minister will inform respective cluster/district leadership and relevant conference entities.
e. Affirmation of reappointment is asked from clusters, congregations, and congregational leadership in accordance with district policy.
3. Remuneration

District councils will determine the type and level of remuneration of bishop/overseer, covering all expenses associated with the exercise of those responsibilities.

4. Termination

A bishop/overseer desiring to discontinue service shall notify the district council chair six to nine months before the end of the term of service which will initiate the search process outlined in these guidelines.

5. Retirement

a. Bishops/overseers should anticipate retirement between the ages of 68 and 70.
b. Service beyond age 70 should be determined on an annual basis. 
V. PASTORAL MINISTRIES

**see Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee yellow folder available at the 

Conference Office or find the information on the web

(www.mennoniteusa.org/executive/ministerial_leadership/docs/4_pastor_congregation_relations.htm)
A. Patterns and Functions of Pastoral Leadership

Pastoral leadership in the congregation may be provided in a variety of ways based on size, program, location and resources of the congregation. A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership addresses these issues in an extensive way. 
Pastor-leaders are servants.  Following Christ’s example and New Testament teaching, pastors take a servant stance as they fulfill pastoral functions.  Pastors are not to do the work of the congregation but are servant models as they shepherd and equip members to carry out Christ’s missionary mandate and facilitate and coordinate ministry in their context.  The ministry of a congregation is the responsibility of the whole congregation, utilizing the gifts of the Spirit resident in that faith community.
What are the functions of pastoral leadership in the life and mission of our congregation?   There appear to be four possible pastor-leader functions for which one or more persons in a congregation may be responsible.

These include:

1. Shepherding:  This includes counseling, pastoral visiting, crises ministry, and life-cycle ministries, such as baptisms, weddings, parent-child dedications, funerals, etc.
2.  Equipping:  This implies the preacher-teacher role to nurture persons in the faith and 
prepare them for the work of ministry.
3. Facilitating: This is an administrative process of helping people to fulfill their ministry as the Church is both gathered and scattered.
4. Coordinating:  This includes bringing the total ministry of the Church together so the parts fit into the whole.  It requires being in touch with the various groups that are planning and working in the Church’s program.
Some congregations will call one person to provide pastoral leadership.  A team of several persons may better provide the gifts and time needed for congregational leadership.  Congregations may arrange a combination of part-time and full-time persons with the pastoral leadership functions being assigned according to individual gifts.  Each congregation will decide on the pattern which best fits their situation and interests.
B. Preparation for Pastoral Ministry

In addition to a solid biblical theological foundation, qualifications for pastoral ministry encompass three essential ingredients: personal character and integrity, denominational membership, and gifts and skills for pastoral ministry.
Personal character is shaped by values communicated within the family system, reinforced by educational pursuits and religious experience.  These three factors are foundational in enabling persons to respond to an inner call to pastoral ministry.
Inasmuch as a pastor’s teaching/preaching ministry reflects the faith and practice of the denomination he or she serves, it is essential in our context that a pastor hold active ministerial credentials in Virginia Mennonite Conference and be a member of a Virginia Mennonite Conference congregation.

An inner call to pastoral ministry is an important preparation for that task along with the discerning and confirmation of the congregation.  Persons become aware that they have received gifts from the Holy Spirit leading them to educational pursuits to cultivate those gifts and gain skills for pastoral ministry.

Virginia Mennonite Conference has not established minimal educational requirements for pastoral ministry.  It strongly encourages persons who sense a call to pastoral ministry to further prepare with college and/or seminary training. Pastors are encouraged to develop life-long learning patterns and to keep current with developments in society by taking advantage of opportunities for in-service training.

C. Calling A Pastor

Leadership for calling a pastor to serve a congregation is the cooperative work of the bishop/overseer and the congregational committee assigned the task.  The initiative for conversation between the bishop/overseer and the congregational committee may be taken by either party.
If a congregation does not already have a committee, such as the Pastoral-Congregation Relations Committee, charged with the responsibilities for calling, evaluating and working with pastoral assignments, its first step after dialogue with the bishop/overseer should be to appoint or designate a pastoral search committee.  They may wish to designate an existing committee, such as, the church council, board of elders or a pastoral council.  It is important that this committee include a cross-section of persons (age, gender, viewpoints, interests) of the congregation. 
The procedure for the work of the bishop/overseer or the committee and who will take leadership in the various tasks to be done will vary by districts and congregations.  The committee and the bishop/overseer should agree early in the search committee’s process as to who will carry what roles and assignments.  The process will be facilitated by using “Ministry Transition” materials available from Mennonite Church USA (www.mennoniteusa.org) and the Conference office (www.vmconf.org).
In some situations, congregational leadership in consultation with its bishop/overseer, may choose to commission a minister for a particular leadership role, rather than requesting licensing by the conference.  Where such commissioning is for primary pastoral leadership, the guidelines in this section of the handbook may be applicable.
In Virginia Mennonite Conference, authorization for licensing or ordination is given by the Faith and Life Commission upon request by a congregation, cluster or district bishop/overseer.  The bishop/overseer is responsible to guide the candidate in responding to the “Ministerial Leadership Information” online and other forms required by the Conference (www.vmconf.org), as outlined in section VII.D.3., “Suggested Regular Procedures”.
.
When consideration is being given to calling a person who currently has a leadership assignment in another VMC congregation or a church agency, the committee and bishop/overseer are encouraged to report their interest to the respective bishop/overseer or agency administrator where the individual is serving.
Persons holding ministerial credentials in an Anabaptist/Mennonite affiliated conference or denomination who have been affirmed for accepting a ministerial assignment in Virginia Mennonite Conference will be requested to submit a completed Ministerial Leadership Information (MLI) form online.
The following pattern for choosing and calling a pastoral leader is suggested.

1. The committee should acquaint itself with the following criteria for selection of pastor and leaders:
a. View of the Ministry

Attention should be given to how the individual perceives the role of the ministry, particularly the Anabaptist/Mennonite view of the priesthood of all believers, our view of the pastor’s role in equipping congregational members for ministry, and our stance that the pastor is a servant/minister rather than an authoritarian leader.
b. Personal Christian faith

The prospective pastor should give testimony to a faith which is meaningful and growing.  It should be a sound doctrinal faith expressed by a dynamic life.

c. Personal maturation and self-understanding

Persons considered should demonstrate self-understanding in terms of their behavior and mood patterns, unresolved growth issues, their pattern of coping with stress, conflict resolution, and money management.

d. Interpersonal relationships

There should be some understanding of how the potential candidate interacts with others and where particular problems may emerge in working with people.

e. Academic training

Even though the conference does not require a certain level of academic training, a college or seminary education provides helpful preparation for the ministry.  Candidates should demonstrate a good understanding of the biblical material, theological and doctrinal issues, Anabaptist/Mennonite history, and the Mennonite Church USA and its ministry.  See Appendix E/F for a list of basic courses/areas of knowledge helpful for pastoring.

f. Professional training

It is desirable that the person have some form of supervised pastoral training or previous experience in related ministry.  The candidate should give evidence of being aware of his or her strengths or weaknesses in relation to the expected work, demonstrate some competence in ministry and have a commitment to a pastoral assignment.

g. The Mennonite Church USA
The individual should demonstrate keen awareness of the Virginia Mennonite Conference, Mennonite Church USA, and the global nature of the faith community. The candidate should be aware of the current issues of the Church as well as have an awareness of the Church’s life and work.

2. The Pastoral Search Committee will consider all names of persons suggested.  Suggestions may come from the congregation, the bishop/overseer, the Faith and Life Commission, or the MC USA Office of Congregational and Ministerial Leadership. The review and evaluation of the names of persons will include conversations with persons who have worked with or are working with the individual in a current or past assignment.  At the appropriate time, references provided by the candidate will be contacted for their response.
3. After careful and prayerful consideration, the appropriate person from the committee or congregation should contact the prospective person.  The congregation should enter into candidate relationship with only one person at a time.
4. Various means may be used to get acquainted.  This may happen both by gathering information from the candidate’s current setting and by bringing the person into the congregation issuing the call.  Candor and openness should prevail in these conversations.  Often a third party, such as a bishop/overseer, can be helpful in discussions between the candidate and the committee. 

5. The prospective pastor and the congregational representative(s) should clearly outline their mutual expectations in a free and open exchange.  This will include a discussion of the program of the congregation, the role of pastoral leadership, and conversation with the spouse of the candidate where applicable. This conversation may be guided by “The Pastor’s Spouse” document in the Pastor-Congregation Relations Packet which is available from the VMC office and also online at:      (www.mennoniteusa.org/executive/ministerial_leadership/docs/4_pastor_congregation_relations.htm)
6. Exposure to the congregation will be carefully planned by the committee. The process should include ample exposure of the candidate and the congregation to each other.  A variety of contexts may be used, such as meeting with the committee, the church council, and the entire congregation in worship and in an informal setting.
7. In the process of evaluation, the congregation should explore the candidate’s sense of call to the ministry, areas of strength and weakness, pastoral vision and goals in relation to those of the church.

D. Accountability of the Pastor

Accountability is important in the life of the faith community.  One of the important traits of a Christian is to be a person with a sense of accountability, responsible not only to God, but to the Body of Christ and congregational and conference leadership.

Congregational leadership should develop a sense of accountability for themselves as leaders.  If pastors are out of focus, not sure of their duties, their goals undetermined, then indecision prevails, resulting in inefficiency, complacency or disunity.  To be effective, pastors and elders will work as a team, giving account of their work both to the congregation and the appropriate bishop or overseer.

Pastors should have three levels of relationship for accountability:

1. The bishop/overseer, as a pastor to pastors, represents the primary level for accountability.  There may be occasions when the conference minister may function in this role.

2. Pastors should have a Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee to whom they are responsible for activities related to congregational life. 
3. Pastors should have a peer relationship with other ministers in related congregations, preferably through the district structure.

E. When Tensions Arise Among Congregational Leaders

From time to time, congregational leaders will be called on to settle disputes. Pastors are encouraged to initiate and pursue the “rule of Christ” (Matthew 18:15-18) which outlines processes for personal reconciliation which are to be contained within the smallest numbers of people possible.
When broader perspective is needed, the pastor will normally work first with the eldership or congregational supervisory committee.  Where a standing Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee is in place, it will have a key role in working toward resolution.  The congregation’s bishop/overseer should also be kept informed.
When efforts of the appropriate congregational entities along with the bishop/overseer fail to bring desired resolution, the bishop/overseer will consult with the conference minister for further counsel and sources of help.  The process should be under-girded by the principles in the “Agreeing and Disagreeing in Love” document (Appendix B). 
If these processes fail to bring unity, several further guidelines are proposed:

1. The bishop/overseer and consultants shall continue efforts to work objectively with consideration of calling another person to function as overseer for one of the factions.  The overseer(s) will consult with the district chair and the conference minister to assist in the ongoing process.
2. If the conflict involves the precipitous resignation or termination of a pastor, neither faction should call that person to serve as their pastor until a suitable time has passed after the termination, perhaps 6-12 months.  This policy will help prevent impulsive actions, which could foreclose other possibilities for resolution.
3. An arbitration group, including representatives of the various factions, should be appointed to assist in clarification and resolution of issues relating to the separation.
4. The bishop/overseer(s) with other responsible leaders are encouraged to arrange a public service of reconciliation, at an appropriate time(s).
F. Perspective on Evaluating Leadership Ministry

1. Why Evaluate Ministry?
a. The Case for Evaluation

Evaluation happens constantly.  Not the least, church members engage in evaluation on the telephone and in the parking lot, make choices about what activities to attend and how faithfully to attend, and give feedback to church leaders in various ways.  Informal feedback may include direct compliments and criticisms to those being “evaluated,” complaining to those in authority or whoever will listen, dropping out, and agitation or advocacy in congregational meetings.
Formal leadership evaluations are usually more insightful than these processes in providing reflective appraisal of the functioning of leaders and programs.  Constructive evaluations help assess congregational mission and set new direction for ministry.  When done well, evaluations enhance pastoral ministry in congregation and community as leaders receive objective and thoughtful feedback on their work.
While the employed pastor has been the most frequent subject for evaluation by churches, constructive evaluation can be beneficial at various levels of leadership.  This is especially true as a three-fold pattern of congregational leadership is emerging once again:  (a) oversight ministries, (b) the pastor and other equipping leaders in the congregations, and (c) the local ministry leaders:  elders, deacons, council members, and the like.

b. Pitfalls in Evaluation

Pastoral evaluation has too often been delivered with injury to the recipient and congregation.  Persons in ministry have felt themselves the objects of blunt instruments wielded by people not competent to evaluate, or inflicted as an anonymous means of venting anger.  Sometimes appropriate feedback has been inappropriately processed, turning otherwise constructive criticism into destructive ammunition.
Pastors are especially vulnerable to such abuse when evaluations are tied to a vote on whether the pastor shall be called to a further term of service.  A pastor is far more likely to hear and benefit from objective feedback when career and livelihood are not on the line.

2. Who is Competent to Evaluate?

a. Those to Whom One is Accountable

Generally, staff evaluation in business and professional settings is provided by one’s supervisor, although the evaluator may poll co-workers for relevant observations.  Employees thus learn directly from their supervisor what is appreciated, what needs to be changed for continuing success and employment, and knows the particular people who will need to be satisfied by the next evaluation time.

Some advocate a similar structure for pastoral evaluation, in which only ecclesiastical supervisors are qualified to review one’s ministry.  All others shall “touch not the Lord’s anointed.”  While many evaluations could be more “businesslike,” the community nature of the church means that a variety of congregational participants are competent for giving constructive feedback in their realm of observation

b. To Whom is the Pastor Accountable?

The servant pastor/shepherd seeks to serve all congregational participants, each of whom has valid input regarding some of his or her work.  But pastors who take direction from everyone are likely to please no one and will have their sanity sorely tried in the process.
Leadership evaluations take place in the context of a covenanted community of Christian disciples, committed to giving and receiving counsel in love and integrity.  This assumes caring processes and appropriate structures for accountability.  The following suggest areas of evaluative competency for various groups in the church:

1. Overall Relationships: Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee.


(See MC USA resources listed in Section V)
2. Spiritual/Theological perspective: Overseer, elders, ministry peers.
3. Job “contract” understandings: Congregational chair and/or church council.

4. Preaching and Worship Leadership: Those who listen/respond.
5. Visitation:  Those who have been visited
6. Administration:  Those who relate through organizational processes.

Within the Virginia Mennonite Conference, the bishop/overseer is expected to be a pastor and mentor to pastors.  In cooperation with the congregation’s primary leaders, he/she promotes the welfare of both pastor and congregation.  Thus the bishop/overseer has a key role in formal evaluation processes, whether involving primary leaders only or the whole congregation.

c. An Authorized Evaluation Committee

All structured evaluations should be guided by an authorized group.  In many churches, a standing Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee exercises a valuable ombudsman role between leaders and members.  Where such exists, it is likely the most appropriate group to implement the evaluation of leaders.
Where there is not such a standing committee, an ex officio group including bishop/overseer, council chair, and elders chair may be charged with annual reviews.  Or additional at-large persons may be appointed for each review.  While elders are sometimes charged with the evaluation process, their leadership role tends to make them candidates for evaluation themselves, rather than objective observers.

3. What Should Be Evaluated?

a. Things that are Important to the Mission of the Church

One hopes that each congregation will be concerned about its total ministry, desiring to reflect periodically on how it is fulfilling its mission and how individual leaders are enabling that fulfillment.  Some evaluation happens routinely through annual reports (especially financial reports), gift discernment process, and through program planners who ask instinctively, “What shall we do again and what shall we change?”

Overseers, elders, and church councils, especially, have an obligation to reflect on all ministries of the church and find ways for the congregation to benefit from constructive evaluation. At times, evaluation will focus on congregational performance, which is best measured by a previously established mission statement and/or goals. Sometimes unstated expectations also need to be identified. 
At other times, this will focus on ministries led by particular leaders, especially those who carry extensive responsibility, but need not be limited to those who are remunerated for their ministry. Evaluation of leaders is best measured against objectives and expectations agreed upon in advance, often in the form of a job description 
b. Things that are Important to the One Being Evaluated

Pastoral evaluation is most helpful when desired and requested by the pastor as a means of self-awareness and personal growth.  Congregational chairs and elders find it much easier to give feedback when it is requested.  And congregational questionnaires are most helpful when they are gathering feedback on areas in which the pastor wants to grow.
While the pastor may not always initiate the feedback process, the most helpful result will follow when the pastor is involved in constructing and shaping the questions which are asked.  This rule is applicable, as well, to any other leader or committee whose work may be under review.

4. When Should Evaluation be Done?

a. When It Enhances Long-Term Partnership

The goal of evaluation is the nourishing of structures and communication that keep people together. As in husband/wife relationships, ministry evaluations also work best when it is presupposed that the participants are committed to each other for better and for worse! 
b. When Not Generated by Crisis

Conflicts are not resolved by leadership evaluations.  At best, they can give insight on areas of disagreement, if crafted for that purpose.  More often evaluations under stress produce winners and losers, with the mobile pastor most likely to be offered as sacrificial lamb.  Conflict situations must be addressed, but by mediation and reconciliation processes rather than evaluation processes.

c. Regularly

Leadership reviews are most useful when they come regularly out of sincere desire to know and respond to what members are experiencing.  Annual evaluations (or alternating years as a minimum) by smaller leadership groups can identify areas of concern or tension before escalating into broader controversy.  Annual reflection should provide feedback, at least in the areas of preaching, pastoral care, administration, and community participation.

In addition to reflecting on the pastor alone, rotating mini-evaluations of various departments may be useful, e.g. Education and Elders, last year; Worship and Fellowship, this year; Outreach and Stewardship, next year.  The pastor’s relation to each of those departments could be highlighted in the appropriate year.

While business reviews are frequently tied to future compensation, the most helpful pastoral evaluations will likely emerge when they are disconnected from considerations of salary and extension of service.  Thus a pastor on a four year term will likely benefit most from a wide-ranging review in his or her third year, and even more from annual check-ups.

5. How to Evaluate?

a. With Clear Objectives

It is never sufficient and often dangerous to borrow someone else’s questionnaire.  It is vital to ask first:  “Why are we doing this?”  “What do we need to learn?”  “What will enable us to get the right information?”  “Who has competency to answer these questions?”  “What will we do with the data?”   “Who will see the results?” and similar questions.  Only then do evaluators have a measuring rod for shaping questions and selecting formats for the task at hand.

b. Within Competency Areas
It is unfair to both the evaluator and evaluatee to inquire in areas for which the evaluator has no experience or sense of responsibility.  Thus review of performance against job description is best handled by key congregational officials who are able to see the big picture.

There are other areas of public ministry which can be more broadly polled, e.g. those who have listened to sermons are competent to say how they heard and responded to the sermons and what they hope will continue and what may change.  But rather than a tenure review, sermon response forms distributed to selected respondents at various times throughout the year may be most helpful in learning specifics for improvement of preaching.  In a similar way, those who have had occasions for pastoral care could be interviewed regarding their experiences in this area.

c. As Personally as Possible

Informal evaluation by pastors themselves can sometimes be best.  Pastors need to develop ears to hear, learning constructive ways of inviting people to “say a little more about what you were observing.”  Occasional questions like, “How are you experiencing the church these days?” may also generate good information.  Such feedback will enhance production of a self-evaluation by the person being reviewed, which should be considered essential in a well conducted review process.
Most evaluations utilize paper questionnaires which can be very useful, although such forms are only one tool for gathering information.  Questionnaires typically feature objective type questions, with single word answers or rating scales or a range of affirming or disagreeing options.   Such questions are most easily tabulated and quantified.  Open-ended questions are harder to summarize, but have greater capacity for reflecting feelings and perspectives.  A combination of objective and open-ended questions is often wise.

When questionnaires are used, it is vital to require a signature for the sake of responsible critique, so long as respondents are assured that their answers will be handled confidentially by the evaluation committee.
Other tools, usually to be preferred because they foster two-way communication, are personal interviews; with all members/participants in small congregations, with randomly selected members, with those having interest and/or expertise in the area under review, or with members expressing a desire to meet a member of the review committee.  Group discussions utilizing focused questions may also be useful when pursued with discretion and sensitivity.

d. Engaging An Outside Consultant
Some churches are fortunate to have members skilled in personnel work serving on evaluation committees.  Even so, congregations need the wider-church perspective represented in their bishop/overseer.  Sometimes it may be agreed between bishop/overseer and committee to enlist another skilled consultant for additional objectivity and wisdom.

A key role of the committee (and consultant), including the bishop/overseer, is the interpretation of collected data, processing it for pastor and congregation in ways that are clarifying, rather than distorting.  More detailed material may be discussed with those being evaluated and those who work closely with them.  Information distributed to a broader audience should usually be in the form of a general summary.
Raw data should never be distributed beyond the committee and consultants, in order to avoid proliferation and misuse of the material.  Human nature being what it is, people (not least the one being evaluated) often gravitate to the most damaging, and usually inaccurate, perspective.

6. When is it Right to Use a Ballot?

a. Some Say Never

There are some who advocate an open-ended “contract” between pastor and congregation which remains in place until both parties sense that it is time to make a change.  Reasons for changing may include retirement, an inner or outer call to another place of ministry, a mutual sense that the current relationship is no longer facilitating the congregation’s mission, etc. Annual evaluations by the committee with more significant review at designated intervals provide the context for mutual discernment of whether to continue in office or work toward suitable closure.

b. To Confirm Another Term of Ministry

It is often valuable and expected that the congregation has opportunity to confirm a continuing term of service for their pastor.  Such public vote of confidence can be energizing to both pastor and members.  A confirmation ballot is best separated from an evaluation process, at least by a month or more.

When a vote is appropriate, the ballot should contain a clear recommendation from the Pastor/Congregation Relations Committee and/or Church Council and/or other designated group, specifying the basic terms and any related understandings for continuing leadership.  Experience indicates that a minimum 75% affirmative vote is beneficial for an effective pastoral ministry.

Rather than framing the ballot question as a choice between “yes” or “no,” it may be preferable to offer a choice open-ended choices, for example:  “I affirm the recommendation” or “I cannot affirm this recommendation at this time because…”

If the responsible group is unable to make a clear recommendation or believes it likely that the recommendation will not be confirmed, a formal vote should be avoided.  In such case, the committee and pastor will best agree on a mutually constructive process of closure.

When the balloting is positive, the results should be published with whatever celebration fits the personality of the congregation and enhances the ongoing partnership.

G. Concluding a Pastoral Assignment

1. Reasons for Conclusion

While long-term pastoral service is to be preferred, all pastoral assignments must eventually come to an end.  The conclusion may be for reasons such as retirement, resignation by the pastor, mutual agreement by pastor and congregation to conclude a call, non-renewal by the congregation for a subsequent term of ministry, dismissal for malfeasance, or death.

2. Loss and Pain of Conclusion

Whatever the cause, pastoral transitions are likely to be occasions when there is a keen sense of loss and grief.  At the same time they can be occasions for celebrating significant leadership accomplishments.  The pain and separation will be experienced in different ways by the pastor, pastor’s spouse, pastor’s children, co-leaders in the congregation, other members of the congregation, and the wider community.

3. Timing of Conclusion

When possible, pastoral changes should not be made hurriedly.  Decisions about resignation, or ending a pastoral assignment, should be processed through consultation with the pastor, the bishop/overseer, the elders/deacons and/or other key leaders of the congregation, the PCRC, or personnel committee prior to any public announcement.

When agreement has been reached on a change, there should be a mutually agreed date for the termination of the assignment (usually three to six months). This should allow sufficient time for the pastor and family to arrange for alternate employment and for the congregation to begin its process of finding another pastor.

4. Processes for Conclusion

Once the date for concluding the pastoral assignment has been agreed upon, it is important to arrange suitable processes for closure. These should provide opportunities for both the pastoral family and the congregation to reflect on and affirm the journey they have shared together; to let go of the pain associated with saying “goodbye,” freeing all for wholehearted entry into the next chapter of their separate journeys; and to experience God’s grace in the spiritual dimensions of endings and new beginnings (similar to death and resurrection).

a. Closure for Pastor and Congregation
Satisfying closure for the congregation and the departing pastor may include some or all of the following:

(1) Making personal contact with each other as a way of acknowledging the significance of the time shared together.

(2) Clarifying the reasons for leaving. Openness is a prelude to healthy closure; if left unclear, people tend to imagine worst case scenarios.

(3) Letting go of old grudges. Facing unresolved conflicts through open and loving dialogue to facilitate healing of relationships.

(4)  Sharing expressions of sadness and uncertainty. Facing the pain of the impending departure openly and sharing such feelings with each other.

(5)  Getting affairs in order. Turning over administrative and pastoral responsibilities to others.

(6)  Expressing appreciation to each other for mutual contributions received during the time together.

(7) Symbolizing the formal ending of the pastoral relationship through corporate ritual and celebration, acknowledging God’s leading and grace to this point through the years together.

b. Closure for Pastor and Leadership

Depending on the size and organization of the congregation, understandings related to the transition should be agreed upon at the leadership level. The outgoing pastor should not take the initiative to decide how the pastoral workload is to be handled after he or she is gone.  The overseer, along with the church council, the Pastor-Congregation Relations Committee (PCRC), personnel committee, and/or other pastoral leaders in the congregation need to work at these issues.  The Conference Minister may need to be consulted in certain instances.

Conducting an exit interview with the outgoing pastor just prior to his/her departure can be a healthy exercise. Initiative for this should be taken by the overseer along with the PCRC and/or personnel committee. On occasion, the Conference Minister may also need to be involved. The outgoing pastor (and spouse, if appropriate) should be given this opportunity to bring things to meaningful closure by taking a “final” look at how things have gone during their time in the congregation.  It should be a setting where feelings can be freely expressed about the difficult times as well as the good times, without trying to lay blame.  It can be a time to identify insights gained and learnings made. It should also be a time when appreciation is freely shared.  

Guidelines for Pastoral Exit Interview, produced by the Ministerial Leadership Offices of MC USA, can be a helpful tool in conducting exit interviews. Information can be requested through the Conference Office or found at www.mennoniteusa.org/executive/ministerial_leadership/docs/4_pastor_congregation_relations.htm 
H. Providing for Pastoral Transition

When changes in pastoral leadership occur in a congregation, whether voluntary or involuntary or due to retirement, there is potential for stress.  Thus a planned time of transition is often vital for promoting healthy congregational relationships and allowing new leadership to get off to a good start.  An intentional transition time can help a congregation gain a fresh appreciation of its past and develop a vision and direction for the future.

In addition to “good closure” as described above, it is often advantageous to arrange for an interim pastoral team of leaders from within the congregation or to obtain the services of an interim pastor.  This is especially urgent when the previous pastor has served the congregation for an extended period.

Interim leaders can bring an impartiality and freedom from program building that enables the congregation to identify and deal with issues needing resolution.  The interim period offers a time for the congregation to review its purpose and refocus its objectives, thus aiding the process of selecting longer-term leadership with appropriate gifts and ministry style to enable the congregation in its newly focused mission.

In calling an interim pastor, the congregation should state the job expectations clearly in writing, including a mutual understanding that the interim pastor is ineligible to be a candidate for the existing pastoral vacancy.  A defined period of time from 6 to 12 months is recommended.  Counsel from the bishop/overseer, the conference minister, or other conference resource people will be beneficial in discerning the proper provisions during the transition period.

I. Retirement

Pastors should anticipate retirement between the ages of 65 and 70.  Extensions beyond age 70 should be for one year terms; each term should be preceded by an evaluation by the designated congregational leadership. Bishops/Overseers can assure retiring pastors of continuing opportunities for ministry through interim assignments and/or invitations to preach in other churches, if they so desire.

Effective retirement will incorporate many of the components suggested in the previous section on “Concluding a Pastoral Assignment.”  While not needing to abandon personal friends, retiring pastors and spouses will do well to cultivate new friendships with persons outside the congregation just served, in order to minimize occasions or perceptions of second-guessing their successors.

Whether or not a retiring pastor remains located where he or she has been serving, an exit interview involving the bishop/overseer, retiring pastor, elders, and new pastor (if known) allows all to express hopes, fears, disappointments, reservations, and concerns for the future. If the retiring pastor remains in the area, there should be a period of time away from the congregation according to the guidelines in section J. Then an accountability group, including the bishop/overseer and new pastor (if retired pastor stays on location), can be established to afford accountability for the “pastor emeritus” stage of ministry.

J. When Previous Pastors Remain

Generally, a former pastor should not continue attending the congregation which he or she has served recently.  This guideline recognizes a change from earlier generations when many pastors served “for life” in the congregation where they were “born and raised.”  With the advent of shorter terms and a more mobile pastorate, however, it is often confusing for members and current leaders when a former pastor remains on the scene after leadership responsibilities have ended.

When it is decided that a former pastor will remain in the congregation and/or community recently served, the following guidelines should be considered:

It is both courteous and mutually helpful for the former pastor to be away from the congregation for six months to a year, to facilitate the transfer of leadership to the successor.
The previous pastor should not hold a major office in the congregation such as elder or council member, for a year or more after concluding his/her pastorate and then only in consultation with the pastoral leadership of that congregation.
Since the active pastors in the congregation normally conduct weddings, funerals, and parent/child dedications, requests for the participation of a previous pastor should be brought to the current leaders for discernment of appropriate involvement.  Often the best pastoral care by a former pastor is to attend such events rather than exercise public leadership.
One of the best gifts a resigning or retiring minister can give a congregation is confidence that they can worship, serve, and grow without dependence on former leaders.
The former pastor should refrain from analyzing or discussing the current program or its leaders either with members of the congregation or persons outside the congregation.
If the former pastor wishes to continue visiting the sick at home or in the hospital, this should be done in consultation with current leadership in order to avoid misunderstanding or duplication of effort.
VI. DEACON/ELDER MINISTRIES

A. Perspective

Ministry gifts are broadly distributed by the Holy Spirit, with the expectation that all God’s people will have a ministry within the servant functioning of the church (Eph. 4:11-16).  In that sense, all church members are ministers and are called to be faithful as daily witnesses, prayer warriors, administrators, worship leaders, teachers and education leaders, in ministries of love, and many other kinds of service relating to their local congregation.  All of these ministries should be supported and encouraged by the larger congregation which works as a unity led by its central groups.  Helpful information is contained in Article VII., Section 3 & 4 of Conference Bylaws.
In general, every congregation has two broadly based leadership tasks: (1) spiritual discernment and oversight (VI. B), and (2) facilitation and coordination of congregational administration (VI. C).
In smaller congregations, both functions are often directed by one leadership group such as an ordained leadership team, elders, or a church council.  Larger congregations usually find it more functional to sub-divide responsibilities between (1) a deacon or elders group to focus on spiritual leadership, whose members may or may not be credentialed, and (2) a council or cabinet which focuses on program coordination, whose members are less likely to be credentialed.
Because it is so easy in either model to get caught up in details of program administration, it is vital to evaluate regularly whether the spiritual leadership function is holding its first priority.


B. Guidelines for the Spiritual Leadership Group

1. Composition

a. Minimum of three men and/or women, typically commissioned for overlapping terms for continuity
b. Pastor(s)
c. Overseer as an ex-officio member
d. Elders, deacons, and/or other such persons as designated by the congregation. 
2. Qualifications

a. Responsive to the Holy Spirit
b. Spiritual maturity though not necessarily “older”
c. Servant outlook
d. Respected by fellow members
e. Loyal to the congregation and larger church
f. Concerned for spiritual faithfulness of individual members and the congregation
3. Responsibilities

a. General spiritual oversight and encouragement

b. Discerning spiritual needs of the congregation
c. Assisting and advising pastor/ordained leaders
d. Overseeing pastoral care and mutual care of members
e. Dealing with discipline of members
f. Processing membership applicants and transfers

C. Guidelines for the Congregational Administration Group 
1. Composition

a. Minimum of five men and/or women
b. Selected for particular areas of program responsibility such as spiritual leadership, education, worship, outreach, fellowship, facilities, stewardship and mutual care
c. Commissioned for one to three-year terms in their responsibility areas

2. Qualifications

a. Minimum of five men and/or women

b. Responsive to the Holy Spirit
c. Administrative ability
d. Servant outlook
e. Respected by fellow members
f. Loyal to the congregation and larger church
g. Concerned for united witness and growth of the congregation

3. Responsibilities

a. Facilitating congregational decision making

b. Coordination of overall congregational program
c. Reviewing/developing congregational policies and budget
d. Congregational administration and human resource components including hiring, evaluating, and dismissing staff.
e. Appointing other officers and committees

VII. MINISTERIAL CREDENTIALS

A. Introduction
The following definitions and outline of practice are offered as guidelines for the process of granting ministerial credentials.  They are not retroactive.  It is hoped that bishops/overseers and pastoral search committees will find this document helpful in working with greater clarity in choosing and granting credentials to persons for ministerial assignments.  The denominational document A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership will be helpful when a broader-based perspective is desired.
B. Definition of Credentials

Ministerial credentials are considered and granted primarily for pastoral assignments that are initiated and processed by a congregation.  Credentials are also granted for special ministries beyond the congregation.  Both inner call and personal giftedness are important considerations.  Ordination credentials are normally reserved for persons who have a clear sense of ministry direction and the required giftedness.  Licensing is recommended when a person’s giftedness, aptitude, and calling to pastoral ministry are being discerned. Virginia Mennonite Conference recognizes that, whether ordained or licensed, persons with ministerial credentials have equal prerogatives.  The basic differences are that licensing will be renewed annually by the Faith and Life Commission as requested by the bishop/overseers and that licensure terminates with the assignment.

C. Categories of Credentials

Virginia Mennonite Conference has basically endorsed the denominational categories for ministerial credentials as outlined in A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership with several modifications.
1. License

a. Active Ministry.  (LAM)  A temporary credential granted for a particular role, which may be limited in time, position, role or geographical location.

b. Active Ministry Overseas  (LAO)  A temporary credential granted for the purpose of discerning ministry gifts in an international context.
c. Special Ministry  (LSM)  A temporary credential granted for the purpose of discerning gifts in a VMC approved special ministry outside of /beyond the congregational setting. 
d. Leading Toward Ordination.  (LTO)  A temporary credential granted for purpose of discerning ministerial gifts, abilities and aptitude, with the anticipation that the candidate may eventually be ordained for pastoral ministry.

2. Ordination

a. Active.  (OAC)  The continuing ministry credential held by those holding a charge for ministry.
b. Active overseas  (OAO)  The credential held by those holding a charge in an international context. 
c. Active without charge.  (OAW)  The credential held by those not presently holding a charge for ministry (for a period of up to three consecutive years after which the credential status becomes inactive).

d. Deceased.  (ODE)

e. Inactive. (OIN) The credential held by those who have been without a charge 

    for more than three consecutive years or who have left Virginia Mennonite Conference or the denomination.  This credential is not valid for performing ministerial functions.  The district/conference which holds the credential is not responsible for the actions of a person so recognized.  If subsequently, an invitation to a ministerial assignment is received, the Personnel Committee of Faith and Life Commission will be informed and an interview will be conducted to decide whether to reactivate the ordination credential.

f. Probation.  (OPR)  The credential held by those having a charge for ministry who are placed under close supervision for a specified period of time in order to determine whether the credential will be continued.  At the conclusion of the probationary period, it is determined whether the credential becomes active, suspended, or withdrawn.

g. Retired.  (ORE)  The credential held by those who have retired from active ministry.  This credential is valid for performing ministerial functions and is to be exercised with discretion. A retired credential is available to persons fifty-five years of age or older.

h. Special Ministries.  (OSM)  The credential granted for a person serving in Special Ministries, a ministerial category established and recognized by Virginia Mennonite Conference for persons having ministerial assignments in conference, an institution, community, or denominational context.
i. Suspended.  (OSU)  The credential for ministry is laid aside for a specified period of time for disciplinary reasons.  At the end of the suspension period, it is determined whether the credential becomes active or withdrawn.  Suspended credentials are not valid for performing ministerial functions.

j. Terminated.  (OTE)  This is the designation used when a ministry credential is ended for non-disciplinary reasons upon approval of the Personnel Committee of Faith and Life Commission.

k. Transferred.  (OTR)  This is the designation when an Active or Active Without Charge credential is transferred to another denomination.

l. Withdrawn.  (OWI)  This is the designation used when disciplinary action is taken to remove the ministerial credential and that which was given in ordination.

D. Procedures for Granting Credentials

1. Congregational Ministry

a. Ordination

Ordination is the normal procedure to recognize and authenticate persons being given pastoral assignments in a local congregation.  These credentials are given with the understanding that the person’s ministry will continue even though there is a change in the location of one’s pastoral assignment.  When a period of time passes during which a person does not have a ministry assignment after which that person becomes a candidate for a pastoral assignment, a review shall be engaged to reaffirm that person’s credentials.  However, when a ministry change occurs that does not require ministerial credentials, those credentials shall be terminated as outlined in this document.

b. Licensure

Licensure is recommended for persons being assigned ministerial responsibilities for a given term, a specific role, or geographical location.  It may be used in instances where a person’s giftedness, aptitude, and calling to pastoral ministry are being discerned.  It may be preliminary to ordination. The same process is to be followed for ordination and licensing if the person has not been credentialed before.

There may be situations where a cluster or district, rather than the local congregation, is in a better position to take responsibility for requesting credentials.  In such situations the bishop/overseer will make contact with the chair of the district for the appropriate steps.  A discerning process will determine the person’s call and gifts for ministry and a decision on whether to grant ordination or a license.  

When a person is being ordained who has been licensed three years or more, the Personnel Committee will decide if an additional oral interview is necessary, based on a review of his/her Ministerial Leadership Information (MLI) and consultation with the person’s bishop/overseer.
c. Commissioning

Commissioning may be chosen in some situations where licensure is deemed inapplicable or premature.  Commissioning is understood to be an act of the congregation rather than of the conference and may apply to all manner of leadership tasks.  When one is commissioned with participation by the bishop/overseer for primary pastoral leadership, he or she may thereby be recognized as a commissioned minister in conference directories, a delegate to the Conference Assembly, and a member of the respective district council. Typically, this is a time-limited designation, and the commissioned leader is expected to process his/her MLI within three years. 
2. Special Ministries

The process for granting special ministries credentials is similar to that for congregational ministry.  As with congregational ministries, both ordination or licensure credentials may be granted.  Careful discernment is required in determining the type of credential.  The candidate shall be an active member of a Virginia Mennonite Conference congregation.  The bishop/overseer of the appropriate district or Special Ministries cluster will be actively involved in the discernment process and will carry responsibility for presenting the request to the Faith and Life Commission.
The request for credentials shall come from the congregation or the organization to be served.  A support and accountability group or mechanism for persons in special ministries shall be established by the congregation of which the person is a member or the organization being served.  This shall not supersede accountability to the respective bishop/overseer.

The procedure for granting credentials, the type and status of credentials granted, and terms of service for persons in special ministries shall follow the same guidelines and categories outlined in this document and/or A Mennonite Polity for Ministerial Leadership.

3. Suggested Regular Procedures:


(forms available online at www.vmconf.org/faith-life/)
a. Bishop/Overseer provides the candidate with information on how to access the online “Ministerial Leadership Information” questionnaire. After completion, MC USA will provide a copy of the form to the bishop/overseer.
b. Bishop/Overseer will arrange for the candidate to take a personality profile review similar to the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator or the Personal Profile System (DISC), if it is considered to be important for the evaluation of the candidate.  

c. Bishop/Overseer will complete the “Information Sheet for Personnel Committee”, attach it to the “Ministerial Leadership Information” and send the materials to the office of the conference minister.

d. Copies of these materials will be made and sent to the Personnel Committee of the Faith and Life Commission for their response and recommendation.

e. The candidate will fill out the “Authorization for Disclosure” form which allows the conference office to conduct a National Criminal File search, and the conference office shall conduct the National Criminal File search, reporting any results of the search to the bishop/overseer and the Personnel Committee.

f. The candidate will receive a copy of “Manual: Ministerial Sexual Misconduct Policy and Procedure.” He/She will sign and return the Code of Ethics to the Conference Office.

g. The Personnel Committee will review the MLI and submitted materials and make a recommendation to the Faith and Life Commission for action to have the credentials validated. In case approval is needed before the FLC regular meeting, the FLC Executive Committee can give approval.

h. The local congregation will vote for the final approval of the candidate.

i. The bishop/overseer will contact the conference office for the signed certificate and wallet card to be presented at the credentialing and/or installation service, giving appropriate date and location.

j. The bishop/overseer will plan an appropriate service with the congregation where the person to be credentialed or installed is a member.
k. The bishop/overseer will report the date and location of the credentialing service along with other district reporting on the quarterly report forms given to the Faith and Life Commission secretary.
4. Transfer of Credentials
The procedure for the transfer of ministerial credentials for persons holding ordination credentials in another Anabaptist/Mennonite affiliated conference or denomination will follow the process outlined in section three above.

5. Reactivation/Revalidation of Credentials

The procedure for persons having ordination credentials in the VMC in the “Active Without Charge” (OAW) or “Inactive” (OIN) categories, for a period of three years or longer, whose credentials need to be reactivated/revalidated begins with the appropriate overseer completing the “Information Sheet for the Personnel Committee” and submitting it to the office of the conference minister. The Personnel Committee shall decide if the candidate must complete a new MLI or not and shall proceed as usual (see procedure outlined in section three above). 
E. Description of Ministry Roles

1. Congregational Ministry
Credentialed persons are authorized to perform the duties pertaining to their congregational assignment as outlined by its constitution/job description.

2. Special Ministries

Persons with credentials for special ministries are authorized to perform the duties pertaining to their assignment.  They are not to assume functions designated for congregational ministries.  However, the pastors and elders may invite these persons to participate in ministerial services in the congregation as deemed appropriate. Upon invitation, they may also use their ministry gifts in other congregations.

3. Inter-relationships
Persons already licensed and/or ordained prior to assuming a new ministry assignment shall be commissioned in accordance with the functions and stipulations of their new ministerial role.

F. Accountability for Credentials

1. Congregational Ministries

Ultimately, the responsibility for granting, maintaining, and discontinuing ministerial credentials resides with the Faith and Life Commission (Bylaw IX. Sec 3.3.3). However, for normal functioning, credentialed persons are accountable to the congregation through its leadership and to the bishop/overseer in one-to-one counsel. They shall be members of their associated cluster/district council and shall have active delegate status in the VMC Assembly.
2. Special Ministries

Ultimately, the responsibility for granting, maintaining, and discontinuing ministerial credentials of all types resides with the Faith and Life Commission (Bylaw IX. Sec 3.3.3). However, for normal functioning, credentialed persons in special ministries are accountable to the congregation or organization they serve and to the bishop/overseer in one-to-one counsel. Unless certified by their district, credentialed leaders in special ministry do not have membership status in their associated cluster/district council nor delegate status in the VMC Assembly.

3. Active Without Charge/Inactive

Persons holding ordination credentials in the conference and have no assignment, and persons transferring ordination credentials from another conference but do not have an assignment for ministry shall have their credentials held in the “Active Without Charge” or “Inactive” category in the cluster/district where they hold church membership.  They are not expected to be members of the district council and do not have active status as delegates to Conference Assembly.  The bishop/overseer shall keep in regular contact with these persons in recognition of their ministry gifts and to ascertain the validity of continuing their credentials. 

G. Termination of Credentials

1. Review

Bishops/Overseers shall annually review the status of credentials for persons holding membership in congregations in their cluster/district who have credentials in the “Active Without Charge” (OAW) or the “Inactive” (OIN) category. If after three years, they are no longer involved in a recognized ministry and do not have plans to return to active pastoral ministry, their credentials shall be terminated by the appropriate conference process of the Faith and Life Commission. It is important for the overseer to maintain communication with the person involved during this process. This policy on termination relates only to persons who have been credentialed since January 1993, for both congregational and special ministries.
2. Retirement

Persons who are retired after a significant period of service in ministry assignments may keep their credentials valid in order to be available for interim pastoral assignments or other ministry opportunities within the life of the church.  Depending on personal interest and ability, some retired persons may prefer to have their credentials in an inactive category or terminated.

3. Termination

Ministerial credentials may be terminated by personal request or as an element in disciplinary action by the Faith and Life Commission. In either case, an appropriate notation will be made on the minister’s personal file in the Virginia Mennonite Conference office.

4. Exit Interview

When feasible, it is advisable to conduct an exit interview with the person who is retiring or whose credentials are being terminated for whatever reason. Such an interview could assist in bringing closure and setting the stage for constructive understandings and good feelings regarding the change being made. The interview should be conducted by the appropriate overseer and/or the Conference Minister.
H. Recording and Updating Ministerial Credentials

1. The information concerning ministerial credentials will be held in the Conference Center computer.  All changes will be periodically filed by conference staff and held for referral or printouts when needed.  The process for keeping adequate records will be as follows:

a. Bishop/Overseers will report appropriate information on the quarterly report forms to the secretary of Faith and Life Commission.

b. Conference center staff will enter the information into the computer 
c. The staff of the Faith and Life Commission will report all completed ministerial credential changes in an attachment to quarterly commission minutes.

d. Quarterly printouts will be given to bishops/overseers in order to share information and promote accuracy.

e. The Faith and Life Commission secretary shall write a letter of condolence to the family of a credentialed leader who has passed away.

2. Certificate and Wallet Card

a. The bishop/overseer shall make the request to the conference staff giving appropriate date and location.

b. The conference staff shall expedite the request and work with each bishop/overseer in delivering the certificate and wallet card.

3. Media Announcements
Information concerning the completion of the credentialing process should be reported to the conference office which is responsible that the information is appropriately shared with church media.

VIII. GUIDELINES FOR PASTORAL EMPLOYMENT

A. Pastoral Growth and Renewal

Pastors find themselves giving out on a regular basis as preacher, teacher, pastor, administrator.  This pace is not only taxing emotionally, but often leaves pastors drained in terms of fresh ideas and resources for spiritual stimulation.  The following suggestions are offered to promote growth and renewal.

1. Weekly Sabbath
While all members are expected to participate in worship activities on Sunday, the pastor’s Sunday role tends to be more akin to ongoing work.  Accordingly, another day should be freed regularly for Sabbath refreshment.  Generally, a full-time pastor should have at least one and a half days off from pastoral responsibilities each seven-day week.

2. Quarterly Weekend

Pastoral families are increasingly caught in the crunch of Monday through Friday work or school obligations for spouse and children, while the pastor is obligated on weekends.  Additionally, the pastor’s call frequently places his family in a location distant from the pastor’s and/or spouse’s parental family.  In the interest of cultivating family relationships, congregations are encouraged to provide a weekend free for spouse and family activities at least once per quarter.

3. Annual Vacations and Holidays

Pastors should be free from regular pastoral responsibilities on holidays normally observed by their members.  Additionally, to enable adequate time for rest and reflection, congregations should provide at least two weeks of paid vacation (in proportion to percentage of employment) each year, with a third week after four years of pastoral experience.
4. Continued Training

Demands of leadership ministry dictate that pastors pursue continued training for stimulation, retraining or specialization, renewal, emotional refreshment, evaluation of vocational role, and/or completion of an academic degree.  Benefits for enhanced ministry usually outweigh any sacrifices perceived for pastor or congregation.  In recent years, Virginia Mennonite Conference has encouraged conference based theological education.  In particular, the following kinds of continuing preparation are suggested:

a. In-Service Training

In cases where a congregation calls pastors without formal training to leadership ministry, the congregation is strongly encouraged to provide opportunities and financial assistance for in-service study and training.

b. Continuing Education

For persons with previous formal training, it is suggested that continued training experiences be provided through released time from congregational duties and a congregational budget for course work and seminars.

c. Sabbatical leave

In order to encourage significant growth in ministry and to increase the likelihood of longer pastoral tenure, congregations are encouraged to provide up to a month of sabbatical leave for each year of completed service in that ministry location.  
In contrast to vacation, sabbatical goals typically involve formal or informal study, focused reflection, or participation in Christian service projects.  
Generally, a sabbatical leave will not be used until the fourth year of ministry in that location, with subsequent leaves during the eighth and twelfth years of ministry.
During sabbatical leave, the pastor receives full salary and benefits in accordance with current employment understandings.  Personal sabbatical expense, in excess of regular in-service budgets, are the pastor’s responsibility.

Sabbatical plans submitted by the pastor are to be approved by the governing council of the congregation, with the understanding that the pastor will provide a minimum of one year service to the congregation after completing the leave.

B. Financial Support and Benefits

Pastors need prayer, personal and financial support from their congregations.  Prayer for pastoral leaders is important.  Congregations are strongly encouraged to actively be in prayer for their pastoral leadership.

Prayer support is closely tied to personal support.  The members of the congregation should express their personal commitment and support of the pastor(s) - thank them, encourage them, and share with them for their development and not just when their support is needed.
Decisions concerning the cash support and fringe benefits for pastors are the responsibility of a committee of congregational lay leaders.  This is best done by a committee appointed by and accountable to the church council which, as a larger group, is responsible for a broad range of administrative decision making in the congregation.  This may be the responsibility of an existing committee.

1. Level of Support

Congregations should set a goal of providing sufficient income to pastors to free them to fulfill the assignments expected of them in the congregation.  All congregations are encouraged to plan for a minimum of half-time pastoral services and support.  This may be provided by one or more persons.  
2. Calculating Amount of Time

Congregations who have pastors serving on a marginal or part-time basis are encouraged to evaluate and analyze their expectations and the time their pastoral leaders provide.
It is difficult to use the normal business “hours-per-day” and “days-per-week” approach to analyzing a pastor’s time and work load.  A more workable approach is to analyze the time on the basis of blocks of time; such as morning, afternoon and evening for each day of the week using the following chart.  Identify the blocks of time which each of your pastoral staff invests in congregational work.

	
	Sunday
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday
	Saturday

	Morning
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Afternoon
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Evening
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


There are a total of 21 work-time units in the above chart.  The morning and afternoon blocks contain more hours than the evening blocks.  However, the evening is more prime time for pastors and their families, so the evening units are counted of equal value to the morning or afternoon units.  Full time should be considered as 12 units of time.

3. Pastoral Salaries and Benefits

MC USA’s Ministerial Leadership Office annually distributes “Guidelines for Pastors’ Salaries/Benefits in Mennonite Church USA” for use by congregations in determining pastoral salaries.  The “Guidelines” are available in paper form or on the internet from the Conference office or MC USA Ministerial Leadership Office. 

Congregational leadership is reminded that these are guidelines which should be adapted to a congregation’s unique circumstances. Congregations are encouraged to provide salary and benefits at a level that generously meets the needs of the pastor and his or her family and is commensurate with his/her responsibilities.
Benefit packages should include a medical health plan, pension plan/retirement fund, life and disability insurance, continuing education allowances, expense allowances, such as auto expenses, conference expenses, and professional expenses as outlined in the “Guidelines for Pastors’ Salaries/Benefits in Mennonite Church USA” available on the MC USA website  www.mennoniteusa.org/executive/ministerial_leadership/docs/3_ministry_transitions_congregation.
Written Understandings

Congregations and pastors are urged to record and attest their mutual expectations and job responsibilities in a written document.  Sample documents are available from the Conference office or online from the MC USA website www.mennoniteusa.org/executive/ministerial_leadership/docs/3_ministry_transitions_congregation.htm
Adopted by the Virginia Mennonite Conference Faith and Life Commission July 6, 2006. 
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