Core Process of the Congregation chart from Church Council

An Orientation Process for the Church Council

Use the following process for orienting members to the work of the church council. The process is designed as an all-day session (basically 9:00 <h>am<p>—3:00 <h>pm<p>). If you choose to use this format, you may want to hold the orientation away from the church building. Retreat centers, camps, or parks provide relaxing settings for worship, work, and team building. Whatever location you choose, try to insure that your group will have some privacy for conversation. You will also need enough room for movement and for posting papers on the wall.

If this schedule isn’t feasible for your congregation, you can hold two shorter meetings. At the first meeting, complete items 1–6 on the schedule below. At the second meeting, complete items 7–12. You can also incorporate different steps of this process into the ongoing meetings of the council, especially if you meet monthly. 

Making a Home with God

Schedule for a Day-Long Orientation:

1. Community Story-telling (30 minutes)

2. Reflect on Scripture: 1 Peter 1:22; 2:2-3,5 (30 minutes)

3. Create a Definition of Discipleship (30 minutes)

4. Break (15 minutes)

5. Small Group Exercise in Knowing, Doing, and Experiencing (45 minutes)

6. Congregational Context (45 minutes)

7. Lunch (45 minutes)

8. Congregational Leadership Exercise (30 minutes)

9. Sharing Hopes and Dreams (30 minutes)

10. Creating a Covenant (30 minutes)

11. Break (15 minutes)

12. Closing Worship, Holy Communion, and Blessing the Council (20 minutes)

1. Community Story-telling (30 minutes)

a) Ask participants to get in line according to the year they became involved in the congregation. The line should begin with the person who has been in the congregation for the longest time period and end with the newest person in the congregation. Once your line is formed, ask the two ends to meet, so that you are now in a circle.

b) Tell participants to count off: one, two, one, two, and so forth. Then ask the individuals who are ones to turn to the persons (twos) on their left and share what he or she believes is your congregation’s greatest strength currently. After about two minutes, in the same pairs ask the ones to repeat this process by sharing with the twos.

c) Next invite all twos to turn to the persons on their right (ones) and tell about a person or an event from the congregation that has been influential in his or her life and why the person or event was/is influential. Repeat the process in the same pairs.

d) Ask the ones to move to their right three people. (Don’t count the other ones in this process.)Then have the ones turn to the two on their left and tell about when he or she first got involved in your congregation and what attracted him or her to the congregation. After two minutes, have the same pairs repeat the process with the twos sharing.

e) Invite the ones to turn to the two on their right and share one hope or dream for your congregation’s future. After a couple of minutes, have the same pairs repeat the process with the twos sharing.

f) Ask the total group if there were any themes or recurrent images, phrases, or experiences that they heard. Talk about anything that surprised people or anything that confirmed or challenged perceptions of the congregation.

Note: The above story telling is designed to help people get acquainted and to begin building a sense of community. Stories represent individuals’ experience and perception. This is not a time for debate or judgment related to what is shared.

2. Reflection on Scripture: 1 Peter 1:22; 2:2-3,5 (30 minutes)

a) Let the participants know that you will be reading the above passage three different times. Each reading will be accompanied by a question for reflection and followed by a time of silence. Before you read the passage for the first time, ask people to listen for words, phrases, or images that “jump out” at them as they listen to you read the passage. Allow 3-5 minutes of silence for thinking.

b) Prior to reading the passage for the second time, invite participants to listen for what God is saying to them personally through the passage. Read the passage again and provide 3-5 minutes for silent reflection.

c) Invite group members to turn to one or two other people and share some of their reflections so far.

d) Prior to reading the passage for the final time, invite people to listen for what God is saying to your congregation through the passage. Read the passage and allow several minutes for silence.

e) Invite the same groups of two or three to share thoughts that emerged from the third reading and time of reflection.

f) Ask the total group if there are insights or ideas that anyone would like to share with everyone, particularly related to the third reading.

3. Create a Definition of Discipleship (30 minutes)

a) Divide the group into smaller groups of four people per group. Give each small group two sheets of newsprint and colored markers.

b) Ask each small group to consider what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. They can use the prior biblical reflection and conversation to get them started.

c) After about 10 minutes, ask each small group to draft a definition of discipleship based on their small group conversation. Have someone in each small group write their definition on a sheet of newsprint.

d) After another 5-7 minutes, have each small group share their definition. As a total group look for common ideas. Allow time for asking questions for understanding. As time allows, combine the small groups’ definitions into one definition, using the common ideas. Write the new definition on a sheet of newsprint and post it on a wall where everyone can see it.

Note: Assure the council that this is a working definition. As you work throughout the year to develop and implement your congregation’s plan for discipleship, you will learn new things that may lead to a revision of your definition. This exercise is a starting point for your work together.

4. Break (15 minutes)

5. Small Group Exercise in Knowing, Doing, and Experiencing (45 minutes)

a) Divide the group into three small groups. Give each small group several sheets of newsprint and colored markers. Using the definition of discipleship that was just written, ask one small group to think about what people in your congregation need to know if they are going to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. (“Know” refers to content and information, such as The Lord’s Prayer, the books of the Bible, and the history of The United Methodist Church.) Ask another small group to think about what people in your congregation need to be able to do if they are going to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. (“Do” refers to skills and abilities, such as praying, talking about their faith, and studying the Bible.) Ask the third small group to think about what people in your congregation need to experience in order to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. (“Experience” refers to emotions, values, attitudes, and the congregational “culture.” Examples include experiencing God’s love, belonging to a caring community, giving and receiving forgiveness, and welcoming all people into the community of faith.)

b) Invite each small group to spend about 15 minutes identifying the knowledge, skills, and experiences they want congregational participants to have. Each group should make a list related to their category and write the list on newsprint.

c) Have each small group share their list with the total group. Allow time for questions and clarification.

d) Once all three small groups have shared their lists, ask if there other ideas that this conversation has prompted. Add those ideas where indicated.

e) Talk together about how the current ministries in your congregation help people develop the knowledge, skills, and experiences needed for Christian discipleship. For each ministry or setting that is named, invite the total group to respond by singing, “Rejoice, give thanks and sing.”

f) Talk together about any gaps of places that need to be strengthened in order for people in your congregation to develop the knowledge, skills, and experiences you have identified as needed for Christian discipleship. For each gap or place to be strengthened, ask the total group to respond by singing, “Hear our prayer, O Lord.”

6. Congregational Context (45 minutes)

a) Re-read 1 Peter 2:5. This passage provides a metaphor for discipleship: being built into a spiritual house. John Wesley also used the house as a metaphor for the life of faith and discipleship. He talked about the porch of repentance, the door of faith, and the house of holiness.

b) Ask the group to imagine their congregation as a spiritual house or a house of holiness, in which all the ministries named already take place. Like any other house, your congregation is in a particular neighborhood. Think about who your neighbors are, both literally and metaphorically. Together make a list of who is “across the street” from your house. These are people in the community who may pass by the church, but are not involved right now in your congregation.

c) Now ask the group to think of people who are minimally involved with your congregation, who may be “on the porch.” These are people who may have children in your childcare center, but do not participate in worship or other ministries of the church; people who come when they need food, clothing, or financial assistance; families who attend during the summer when they are in residence in your town; young people who participate in the youth group because of a friend; and others who have some relationship with the church, but are not (and may never be) regularly involved in your congregation. Some of these people may be new to the faith, wondering what Christianity is all about, or hoping that the church has something for them.

d) Next ask the group to identify people who are “moving in” to your spiritual house. Are there people who are new to the faith, such as members of a confirmation class or adults who have made a profession of faith? Are there people who are new to your congregation and/or to The United Methodist Church and who wonder what this congregation values? Are there people who have dropped out of the church for some reason and are waiting for an invitation to come back? Who else would you add to this category?

e) Finally, invite the group to think of people who are “at home with God.” These are the people who have intentionally developed their relationship with God through participation in congregational life and through practicing spiritual disciplines. These are the people whose life experiences have strengthened their faith and trust in God and who often serve as mentors for others on the spiritual journey.

f) Thinking of each of these groups of people, identify which of your ministries is designed especially for them. Thinking about someone’s location in relationship to the “spiritual house,” what needs to be added to the lists of knowledge, skills, and experiences. What is different for each of these groups of people? What are your congregation’s strengths and opportunities for growth related to these groups of people with differing needs?

g) Make note of any ideas related to opportunities for growth to use in later council meetings.

Note: This process is designed to help council members remember that people have varying experiences in a church setting and that one particular setting for worship, study, fellowship, or service may not be pertinent to all people. It is not intended as an invitation to judge anyone else’s relationship with God. It is to build awareness of the need for multiple entry points into the congregation and into a deeper relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

7. Lunch (45 minutes; or Adjournment if you are completing your orientation in more than one session.)

8. Congregational Leadership Exercise (30 minutes)

a) Post four sheets of newsprint on which you have written (one phrase per newsprint sheet): Across the Street, On the Porch, Moving In, At Home with God. Or you may use the four lists of people you brainstormed before lunch. If you added any categories related to this particular biblical metaphor, post a sheet of newsprint with that phrase also.

b) Ask each council member to stand by the newsprint with the phrase that best represents the ministry that he or she will be leading in the coming year. (Even if people say their ministry involves all of the phrases, ask them to choose one for right now.) Ask each group of leaders gathered at the sheets of newsprint to talk together about why they chose that phrase. Ask each group to discuss how the various ministries represented in the group offer an opportunity for people in the congregation to grow as disciples. Have the leaders in each group talk about what they need from one another in the way of support and encouragement. Invite them to talk about how they can work together to strengthen all the ministries.

c) After about 10 minutes, invite the council members to choose another phrase that also relates to the ministry they will lead. Repeat the process above.

d) After about 10 minutes, repeat the above process.

Note: If for any reason there is a sheet of newsprint with a phrase that no one selects, after the above process mention that no one selected that particular phrase. Invite council members to talk about what that means for their discipleship plan and ask them to think about this prior to your first council meeting.

9. Sharing Hopes and Dreams (30 minutes)
a) Provide paper, colored markers, pens, modeling clay, old magazines, scissors, and glue.

b) Ask council members to spend about 15 minutes reflecting on the day’s conversation and on their leadership roles. Ask them to use the materials you have provided to record their hopes and dreams for your congregation and for their leadership. They may write a prayer or poem or create a journal entry. They may draw a picture, model an idea with the clay, or make a collage of pictures and words from magazines.

c) After 15 minutes, ask each council member to share some of what they have written, drawn, or otherwise created.

10. Creating a Covenant (30 minutes)

a) Re-read 1 Peter 2:5. Invite one of the participants to read the definition of discipleship created by the group. Ask each council member to review of lists of people your congregation is called to serve (Across the Street, On the Porch, and so forth.)

b) Ask the group to name behaviors that will assist them as a church council to lead the congregation in living as disciples of Jesus Christ. Make a list of these behaviors.

c) Give participants a chance to ask questions for clarification. If there are ideas that can be combined, do so. If there are behaviors that some participants cannot agree to at this time, ask the group to be willing to leave that behavior out of the group covenant.

d) Create an opening statement, such as “With God’s help, we, the Church Council of this congregation, hereby into covenant with one another. As we seek to lead this congregation, we promise to one another that we will: (here add the list of behaviors you have identified.”

e) In addition to this group covenant, council members can add personal clauses for themselves. If a behavior was earlier eliminated from the group covenant and a council member feels this behavior is particularly important for his or her leadership and discipleship, encourage that person to write it as a personal addition to the group covenant.

11. Break (15 minutes)

12. Closing Worship, Holy Communion, and Blessing the Council (20 minutes)

a) Open with prayer.

b) Sing a hymn. Consider, “Lord, I want to be a Christian” (No. 402, The United Methodist Hymnal), “God of Grace and God of Glory” (No. 577, UMH), “I’m Gonna Live So God Can Use Me” (No. 2153, The Faith We Sing) or “Gather Us In” (No. 2236, TFWS).

c) Re-read 1 Peter 2:5.

d) Ask the pastor to offer the sacrament of Holy Communion as a sign of unity as the body of Christ.

e) Use your covenant as a unison prayer.

f) Ask council members to kneel. With your pastor, lay hands on each person, invoking the Holy Spirit and praying for God’s wisdom, grace, and guidance.

g) Invite the pastor to offer a benediction.

© 2008 General Board of Discipleship
