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ABSTRACT 

The Importance of Consistorial Leadership in Pastoral Care 

Hegstad, Gary D., D.Min. Western Theological Seminary, Holland, Michigan. 200 1 

This project is designed to provide a basis of understanding of how pastoral care, 
demonstrated by the elders, pastors, and deacons, benefits individuals in their spiritual 
life, as well as strengthens and revitalizes the church. 

Chapter One presents an historical study of the ministry of the elders, pastors and 
deacons during the time of John Calvin in the city of Geneva, Switzerland. This study 
brings to light the significance of the pastoral ministry of these three offices as a living 
out of the theology of the Reformation. The importance placed upon pastoral care 
through visitation, discipline and preaching is highlighted in this chapter. 

Chapter Two looks to the New Testament to understand what the Word of God 
teaches in regard to the offices of the elder, pastor, and deacon. The qualifications for 
and responsibilities of these three offices are discussed in this chapter. This chapter also 
considers whether the example of pastoral care carried on by these three offices in 
Geneva during the time of Calvin was scriptural. 

Chapter Three presents a contemporary study of the pastoral care that has been 
demonstrated in the Classis of Pleasant Prairie over the past 50 - 60 years. The chapter 
includes findings from a survey of past and present elders, pastors, and deacons. Material 
in regard to pastoral care from other sources, such as the minutes of the Classis of 
Pleasant Prairie, the Synod of the Heartland (earlier known as the Synod of the West, and 
the Synod of Iowa), and the RCA's General Synod is also included. 

Chapter Four brings together the three previous chapters with additional support 
for the importance of pastoral care by the elders, pastors, and deacons. This chapter 
includes ways in which I sought to strengthen the pastoral care and leadership of First 
Reformed Church in Aplington, Iowa, as well as providing some suggestions for others 
churches as they evaluate their pastoral ministry. 

This project identifies pastoral care as an important aspect of the ministry of the 
Reformation. This pastoral care has a scriptural basis for it. The study challenges the 
church of today to be more intentional in evaluating how it is carrying out this ministry 
and to understand the significance that this ministry has to the spiritual health of 
individuals and to the overall health of the church. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is interesting how God can catch one's attention on a certain subject, 

g iving motivation to investigate it further, and in the process d iscovering an area 

of study or ministry to which one bel ieves God is leading. That is how it has been 

for me with the subject matter of this study. 

For me, interest in John Calvin and his ministry in Geneva was piqued by 

one of Paul Harvey's "The Rest of the Story" radio commentaries. The 

commentary spoke of the influence of John Calvin's ministry in the city of Geneva 

during the time of the Reformation . Mr. Harvey shared how previous to the 

Reformation , there had been many craftsmen in the city, including goldsmiths 

and si lversmiths, who had been busy making a l iving by making icons for the 

devout of the Roman Catholic Church. But through the work of Calvin and the 

Reformers, these craftsmen were forced out of their trade of making icons. As 

Mr. Harvey closed out his story, he remarked that these idle craftsmen turned 

their  talents to the trade of being watchmakers; hence the beginning of the fame 

of Swiss watches. Mr. Harvey gave the credit to John Calvin .  

My interest in the work of Calvin was further piqued when I read 

elsewhere the quote of John Knox pertaining to the success of John Calvin and 

the Reformers in Geneva, that the city of Geneva was "the most perfect school of 

Christ since the Apostles."  1 

These gl impses into the work of Calvin and the Reformers in Geneva 

stirred me to ask the question, "What were some of the key elements of their 

ministry which transfor1ed the city of Geneva?" Considering the results of their 
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ministry, I anticipated that a study of their ministry in Geneva could benefit our 

ministry today. This idea d irected me to begin  a scholarly investigation of the 

ministry of John Calvin and the Reformers in the city of Geneva. In recent years 

Robert Kingdon has been studying the proceed ings and actions of the consistory 

of Geneva. Previous to h is work there has not been extensive study of these 

records,2 even though the church in Geneva has contributed much to the 

formation and ministry of the church in general .  Kingdon writes, "For Geneva, 

after al l ,  served as a mother and a model for most of the other Calvinist churches 

of Europe, indeed of the world . "3 My first Learning Unit in my doctoral program 

focused on this subject matter. Through my study, I was impressed with the 

intentional inter-personal relationships between the consistory* members and the 

people of the congregation and the community. The pastoral care demonstrated 

through these interpersonal contacts particularly interested me. 

Today, in an age when people seem to be more and more isolated , there 

is a special need for people to be connected with others through personal 

relationships. This is as true in the l ife and ministry of the church as it is in the 

community in general .  As ministry "programming" has developed through the 

years, personal contact and relationships have often been minimized. 

I n  recent years there has been a rising expectation that the ministry of the 

church is to be carried out by "professional" staff (paid ministers) and done so 

accord ing to a "business model" of structure and organization. These 

expectations have resulted in many elders and deacons distancing themselves 

from actively participat.rg in ministry and from being in relationship with the 
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members of the congregation . This distancing by these consistory members has 

adversely affected the implementation of pastoral care in the l ife of the church. 

Recognizing the validity of "gift-based ministry" and the reality of each 

office holder's own personal characteristics and personal ity, the consistory 

member needs to d iscover how he or she may develop and nurture inter

personal relationships with members of the congregation . This wi l l  enhance the 

effectiveness of pastoral care and assist the officers in their attempt to fulfi l l  the 

bibl ical responsibil ities of their offices. With this in mind , I focus this study on the 

importance of interpersonal relationships of consistory members with the 

members of their congregation, especially in regard to pastoral care. 

This paper wi l l  first draw from an historical study of Calvin and the 

Reformers in Geneva, highl ighting the areas of consistorial and diaconal pastoral 

ministry. A bibl ical study wi l l  fol low to determine the defin ition and practice of 

these offices in the New Testament church. This wi l l  provide an understanding of 

the ministry and leadership that God intends these leaders to provide to the 

church. Third ly, a contemporary perspective of the role of the consistory in 

contemporary ministry wi l l  be incorporated . This wi l l  d raw from: ( 1 ) the results of 

a survey of individuals who have served on a consistory in a church of the 

Classis of Pleasant Prairie; (2) the history of ministry in the Classis of Pleasant 

Prairie; (3) the decisions and implementation of ministry in  the Synod of the 

Heartland (previously a part of the Synod of Iowa and the Synod of the West) ; 

and (4) legislation and d irection given by the General Synod of the Reformed 

Church in America in tht last fifty years. 
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Caring pastoral relationships between the consistory members of the 

church and the members of the congregation are essential for the strengthening 

of a congregation's spiritual health and effectiveness in ministry. 

*The consistory is the local governing board of the church. The consistory in 
Geneva at the time of Calvin was composed of ordained leaders who held the 
offices of pastors and elders. The consistory in congregations of the Reformed 
Church in America today is composed of ordained leaders who hold the offices of 
pastors, elders and deacons. 
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NOTES 

1 . Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin, Geneva, and the Reformation (Grand Rapids, Ml.: Baker 
Book House, 1990), 41. 

2 
. Robert M. Kingdon, "Calvin and the Establishment of Consistory Discipline in Geneva: 

The Institution and the Men who Directed It" NAKGIDRCH 70 (1990): 168. 

3 . Ibid., 169. 



1 

A HISTORY OF GENEVA IN CALVIN'S TIME 

It is often the theology of the Reformation that dominates the study of this 

great transforming event in the life of Christ's church . The prominence of such 

great doctrines of "salvation by grace through faith , "  "scripture alone," and "the 

priesthood of believers" all quickly come to mind . The Reformation was a 

transformation of the church that helped the people of God to focus again on the 

central truths of the Scriptures. What is not considered as often, though, is how 

the theology of the Reformation was l ived out in  practical ministry during that 

time. For our encouragement and guidance there is much to be learned from the 

practice of ministry during the Reformation as wel l .  The practice of ministry in 

the city of Geneva, Switzerland ,  is a case in  point. 

The City of Geneva 

Through the years there have been people who have questioned whether 

Knox's evaluation of Geneva as "the most perfect school of Christ since the 

Apostles" is accurate. In  fact, author Phil ip Yancey in h is book What's So 

Amazing About Grace refers to reported incidents of oppression that occurred in 

Geneva during the time of Calvin .  Yancey refers to these incidents as examples 

of the danger that results when the church seeks to be the "morals police" of 

society. 1 While Knox's statement that the city of Geneva was truly "the most 

perfect school of Christ since the Apostles" may be debatable, Knox's statement 

does indicate the great respect that he had for the ministry of the Reformation in  

Geneva. When Calvi'l arrived in Geneva, the city certainly was not "the most 
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perfect school of Christ since the Apostles."  It was a city in the midst of relig ious 

and political transition. Gui l laume Farel , who had come to Geneva in 1 532, was 

largely responsible for establishing the Reformation in the church in Geneva.2 

On May 2 1 , 1 536 the General Council of the city accepted the Reformation of the 

church . This action d ismissed the authority of the Church of Rome and its 

bishops in the city. 

The religious reformation in Geneva brought with it pol itical revolution. 

Without the authorities of the Church of Rome exerting their influence upon the 

city, Geneva found itself to be vulnerable to several pol itical factions. In the city 

itself, there were individuals seeking their own power. In  addition, other larger 

neighboring cities (particularly Fribourg and Bern) longed to extend their authority 

over the Genevans. 3 

As the city of Geneva was struggl ing to establish itself as an independent 

city, the citizens of the community were expressing their independence through 

their  lifestyle. The influence of humanism had encouraged many to embrace 

self-expression rather than self-denial as the rule of l ife. Thus, many felt free to 

indulge in sensual pleasures and free themselves from what was described as a 

"slave moral ity of conscience and restraint which resulted from Christian 

teachings and lifestyle." 4 The people of the day rational ized their sinful actions 

saying, "That is the way life is," or "What am I to do? Should I enter a conspiracy 

against public morals? Should I wage war on my country and my age?"5 It is no 

wonder that when Calvin arrived in Geneva he felt that it was a permissive city 
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where anything would be tolerated except the faith of "those who sought to honor 

God in purity."  6 Moral ity in Geneva was at a low point. 

The city council had made attempts at improving the morality of the city, 

even before Calvin arrived in Geneva. The city had already passed strict laws 

pertaining to proper behavior. People had been banished from the city for 

adultery, women who dressed "too luxuriously" for their weddings had been put in 

prison, and on February 28, 1 536, the council had posted notices in taverns 

forbidding blasphemy and the sale of drink after 9 p.m. each day or during "the 

sermons."7 On May 2 1 , 1 536, a two-fold goal had been adopted by the city 

counci l :  "The unity of the city and the uniting of the citizens in the faith in Christ."8 

As time moved on , the goal of "the uniting of the citizens in the faith in Christ" 

would test the goal of the "unity of the city." 

Calvin's Arrival in Geneva 

As the Reformation began to take shape, Calvin did not intend to become 

an active participant in this great transformation . A l ife of scholarship was what 

Calvin envisioned to be his ministry. A significant rel igious experience (possibly 

in the year 1 534)9 had strongly impacted Calvin's view of ministry. This 

encounter with God had transformed his l ife. From that time on, he was fully 

committed to a ministry of proclaiming the Word of God and of purifying the life of 

the church . This encounter surely helped prepare Calvin for the ministry to which 

God would cal l  him in the city of Geneva. In July 1 536, on his way towards the 

city of Strasbourg , Calv.f was forced to take a detour and had to travel through 
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Geneva. Calvin's reputation as a scholar and a reformer-at-heart had preceded 

him. 

God led the reformer Guil laume Farel, a fel low Frenchman who was 

twenty years older than Calvin ,  to d iscern that it was God's will for Calvin to join 

h im in the reformation of the church in Geneva. Convinced of this, Farel boldly 

approached Calvin with this chal lenge. So strongly did Farel put forth his case 

that Calvin should remain with h im in Geneva that Calvin felt he would be under 

God's condemnation if he did not remain. Calvin's own understanding of ministry 

probably contributed to the conviction that he must stay. By this time Calvin had 

come to the understanding that academic study and writing must serve a greater 

purpose than to be an end in itself. In  a letter to a friend Calvin writes: 

I n  al l  your studies you must be careful that they are not for your 
amusement, but for the service of the church of Christ. Those who 
seek in scholarship nothing more than an honored occupation with 
which to beguile the tedium of idleness I would compare with those 
who pass their l ives looking at paintings. 10 

When Calvin began to minister in Geneva, he was not pleased with the 

condition of the city, nor with the qual ity of life of its people. Immorality and 

lawlessness were rampant. Calvin describes the city, writing : 

The world is so disorderly that the impiety I can see . . .  today is of 
such enormity that it is l ike seeing down a chasm into the very 
mouth of hel l .  . .  many people who fancy the name of Christian,  and 
who put up some sort of a fine show, but when one sounds them 
out, one sees that it is merely hypocrisy, and that it is all a sham. 
The Word of God should be l ike a two-edged blade penetrating to 
the heart and prickling into wakefulness those who slumber in 
unawareness of their own vices . . .  the opposite has happened .. . 
[they are] frozen in such a way . . .  [you would] think they had never 
heard of the Word of God. 11 

-l 
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Referring to sexual immorality, Calvin writes, "[It] is regarded with such 

easygoing tolerance that you would think that there was nothing wrong with it at 

a l l . "  1 2 Calvin also writes, "A chaste man or woman is now considered a 

monstrosity of nature." 13 A special watch had to be set to prevent the visits of 

"the rel igious" to Geneva's "red-l ight" district. 14 

Calvin was also concerned about the extravagance he witnessed in some 

individuals' l ives. His concern was that these people might embrace the 

pleasures of this life to the point where they would neglect the spiritual health of 

their souls. 

At the time of Calvin's arrival in  Geneva, the church itself was weak and 

disorganized . Under the former authority of the church of Rome, the spiritual 

well-being of the common person had been neglected . Calviri, in a letter to 

Cardinal Sadoleto, criticized the former Catholic priests of Geneva, describing 

their leadership and personalities as being "cruel ,  intemperate, arrogant, insolent, 

lustfu l , "  and marked by "all sorts of wickedness". This prevai led throughout the 

church leadership, even to the rank of the Cardinals. 15 

Yet it had been Rome's fai lure to minister to the needs of the people in 

regard to their assurance of salvation which Calvin regarded as the chief fault of 

the Church of Rome. Calvin had a particular concern for those individuals who 

were experiencing anxiety within their souls because they felt that they had no 

assurance of their salvation. Calvin viewed the common person as being sent 

into battle without a sword . He writes of the church of Rome as having given up 
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the common man "unarmed to the devil for destruction, "  for the sword , the Word 

of God, was unknown by the common man. 16 

Not only was Calvin concerned that the people might rest in assurance of 

their  salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, but he also desired that each person 

understand that they were important to their community and that each person's 

contribution to the community was of value and importance. 17 

Rather than bringing pastoral comfort, and seeking to bring the peace of 

God to the people, Calvin depicts the former ministry of the Roman Catholic 

priests as: 

Encouraging the fears that drove people on pilgrimage from shrine 
to shrine and from altar to altar, feeding them with superstitions 
instead of with bread of life . . .  ex� loiting their ignorance for financial 
gain by the sale of indulgences. 8 

The ministry of the church under the leadership of the Church of Rome 

seemed to have been motivated more toward the personal cravings of those in 

positions of authority than i t  was toward the advancement of God's kingdom. 

Many of their practices had served their own causes more than they had fulfi l led 

the known wi ll of God . The growing prominence of "tradition" in the church was 

coming at the expense of the authority of the Word of God, the one thing that 

could bring the peace and assurance for which the people longed . 

This was the environment of Geneva when Calvin came to the city. At first 

the people of Geneva responded wel l  to the leadership of the reformers, but as 

Calvin and the reformers became more zealous in their reforming efforts, the 

people increasingly resisted their efforts. 

-l 
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When the bishops of Rome had left the city, the city council of Geneva 

positioned itself as the "bishop" of the city. It was the city council that appointed 

and dismissed the pastors of Geneva. The pastors were under the authority of 

the city counci l .  Within a year of Calvin's arrival in Geneva, Farel and Calvin 

lost favor even among many of their early supporters. The town grew hostile to 

them. They insulted Calvin and physically threatened him. Early in 1 538 Farel 

and Calvin were stripped of their offices and expelled from the city. It was at this 

time that Calvin completed his journey to Strasbourg .  I n  Strasbourg , Calvin 

became the pastor of a small  congregation of French refugees. 

Geneva's City Council and the Return of Calvin 

The qual ity of l ife in Geneva rapidly deteriorated after Calvin's departure. 

By 1 541  the city council of Geneva recalled Calvin to Geneva. Calvin was very 

reluctant to accept this cal l .  H is  ministry in Strasbourg had been enjoyable 

during his years of exi le from Geneva. Church leaders, including Martin Bucer, 

urged h im to return. With their encouragement, Calvin understood that it was 

God's wi l l  for h im to return, so he agreed to do so. A decade later, Calvin would 

write, "It is only when we l ive in accordance with the rule of God that our l ife is set 

in order, apart from this ordering , there is nothing in human l ife but confusion."19 

As Calvin returned to Geneva , he did so with a renewed vision as to what 

he believed God intended Geneva, as a community and as a church , to be. He 

envisioned Geneva to be a commonwealth in which the civic authorities obeyed 

the Word of God and SEJVed Christ through their governing of the city, whi le the 
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church leaders would lead the church by the Word of God and minister i n  the 

name of Christ. This was a reasonable hope of Calvin, for when the city officials 

of Geneva requested that he return to the city, they indicated that they wanted 

the Word of God to have a central place within  the civic l ife of the community. 

Calvin understood the civi l government to have six purposes: ( 1 )  to 

cherish and protect the outward worship of God; (2) to defend sound doctri ne of 

piety and the position of the church; (3) to adjust our l ife to the society of men; (4) 

to conform our social behavior to civil rig hteousness; (5) to reconcile us with one 

another; (6) and to promote general peace and tranquility.20 

The counci lmen shared with Calvin the belief that all  attempts at social 

improvement must find their chief inspiration and the source of their power in the 

Gospel itself. The councilmen were to be l ike shepherds to the people. Each 

was to be responsible to oversee the wel l-being of the citizens of a certain 

section of the city. While the city and church leaders were to each have their 

own sovereignty, the members of the city council felt ultimately responsible for 

the spiritual welfare of the city. This is i l lustrated in a public decree that was 

written by the counci l ,  and was read at the "sermons" on Sunday, January 1 8, 

1 549: 

To all  our dear, loyal ,  and well-beloved citizens . . .  greetings in our 
Lord . We give notice to you that. . .  we must render account to H i m  
of the people whom He has committed to o u r  charge . . .  the rules 
and statutes, which we have made and frequently publ ished 
fol lowing the reformation that we have derived from the Gospel , are 
not being observed in accordance with our intention and desire . . . .  I n  
view . . .  of the contempt and apathy shown by many, and virtually by 
al l ,  in attending sermons and catechisms or instructions of chi ldren ,  
and in consequ:fce of  the transgressions which are committed 
against the Word of God . . .  we declare that it is our intention to take 



matters in hand and to g ive every care and di l igence that al l ,  great 
and smal l ,  shall conform to a Christian manner of living. And we 
command each . . .  to cooperate faithful ly. . .  . We command our 
officers to be vigi lant in  seeing to it that our rules and ordinances 
are observed . . .  that those who have a public charge should be the 
first. . .  to set a good example to others . . . . We also command the 
preachers to perform their  d uty by being more careful and earnest 
than they have been to teach , to admonish , and to rebuke vices as 
they ought. . . inasmuch . . .  as you wish to love the honor of God and 
fear to offend Him . . .  as you wish to escape our d ispleasure and 
severe punishment. 21 

The Case of Michael Servetus 

9 

The city of Geneva has often been thought of as being ruled by Calvin .  

Yet the truth of the matter is that the pastors and the consistory as a whole were 

l imited in  their authority. The city counci l was actually responsible for much of 

the strictness that has become associated with Geneva during the time of the 

Reformation. 

It was the city counci l that sentenced Michael Servetus to death by 

burning. Servetus, wel l  known throughout the region beyond Geneva, had been 

outspoken in word and in writing against the doctrine of the Trinity before he 

came to Geneva. Servetus had sought to have his religious views published as a 

book. The printer would not print it without Calvin's approval . Servetus had then 

sent portions of his writings to Calvin who had refuted the errors he had found in  

them, offering the suggestion that Servetus should read h is  Institutes of 1 546 . 

Servetus had felt insulted by this and had sent back to Calvin a copy of the 

Institutes with his editorial comments. Eventually, Servetus had been successful 
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in having his writings publ ished . This very book of his, along with letters he wrote 

to Calvin ,  became evidence against him in regard to his heretical beliefs. 

Servetus had first been arrested at Vienne for his heretical views, but he 

had escaped and had headed towards Naples where he had hoped to seek 

asylum. While on his way to Naples, Servetus chose to travel through Geneva, 

perhaps with the goal of ral lying Calvin's enemies against him. Shortly after 

coming to the city, on August 1 3 , 1 555, he was arrested for the promotion of his 

heretical bel iefs. 

Since Servetus had previously corresponded with Calvin ,  and had sent his 

writings to Calvin ,  Calvin became one of the chief witnesses against him. 

Servetus was found to be gui lty, and was sentenced to death by burning .  Calvin 

pleaded with the cou ncil for a more humane form of death , but the council 

refused his request. Prior to Servetus's execution,  correspondence from many 

other cities and countries expressed approval of Servetus's death.22 The church 

and state were so closely interwoven at this point in time that a serious attack on 

the Christian faith was also interpreted as an act of treason against the state. 

This helps explain the severity of Servetus's sentence. Yet, the sentence 

Servetus received was no different from the sentences which hundreds of other 

heretics and Anabaptists of that day received from Protestant and Catholic 

authorities for heretical beliefs. 23 
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The Genevan Consistory 

Calvin focused his ministry on the strengthening of the life and ministry of 

the church. This can be seen through his work on the "Articles Concerning the 

Organization of the Church ,"  which the city council approved in 1537. These 

"Articles" were to g ive the church direction in its ministry. When Calvin returned 

to Geneva, he prod uced further g uidelines known as the Ecclesiastical 

Ordinances of 1541, in  which he outl ined what was needed so that there could 

be a true and healthy church within  the city.24 The city council approved these 

ordinances that November. 

The admi nistration of the church was vested in four groups of officers: 

pastors, teachers, elders, and deacons. We wi l l  not address the office of teacher 

in this paper as this office is not usually a part of the local ministry of the church . 

Of these four offices, only the elders and pastors were members of the church's 

governing body, the consistory. The elders were chosen from among the three 

d ifferent city counci ls. They were selected in  such a way that each of them 

represented a d ifferent segment of the city. It is interesting to note that careful 

records of the elders' attendance at the consistory meetings were kept. The 

elders were evaluated each year as to their participation in the consistory. This 

would be a factor that the city council (with the consultation of the pastors) would 

take into consideration as to whether the elder would be re-nominated or not for 

the office for the next year. The historical records do not specify the role that 

one's spiritual g ifts played in the nomination of elders .  Francois Wendel , 

however, maintains thatiCalvin did recognize the importance of spiritual g ifts for 
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those who would hold this office,  and then q uotes from Calvin's Institutes, "No 

one must be elected who is not of sound doctrine and of saintly l ife."25 Wendel 

again affirms the spiritual ity of the election of consistory members writing , "A 

properly conducted church election confined itself, in  fact, to ratifying or 

confirming the prior decision of the Holy Spirit ."26 In reality, though ,  one's social 

position also seemed to be a strong factor in the elections. 

The function of the Genevan consistory, in its original form, was a 

compromise between Calvin and the city officials. The city officials viewed the 

consistory only as an arm of its counci l .  It developed , though,  through Calvin into 

being more than "a committee of the municipal government."27 The presiding 

officer was a layman .  Robert Kingdon maintains, "The most active and 

conscientious members were probably the elders, but the pastors a lso played an 

important role."28 Its weekly meetings lasted for hours. 

The consistory of Geneva had three mai n  functions: (1) to serve as an 

educational institution ; (2) to be a sort of compulsory counsel ing service; and (3) 

to act as an ecclesiastical court.29 

The Consistory as an Educational Institution 

The consistory served as an "educational institution" in that the members 

of the consistory had the responsibil ity of making sure that the people of Geneva 

had an understanding of what the Christian faith really was from a Reformed 

perspective. The people were expected to be able at least to quote in their  own 

language the Lord's Prl\Yer and the Apostles' Creed . If they could not do so, 
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they were conti nually required to appear before the consistory until these things 

were learned . 

Catechism classes met every Sunday in each parish church . The classes 

were aimed towards the teaching of children, yet adults were also encouraged to 

attend . Fathers were held responsible to see that their children attended the 

classes. Failure to do so resulted in the father being summoned to appear 

before the elders .  If the father's neglect could not reasonably be explained , he 

was reported to the city counci l .  I t  was expected that the youth would make a 

profession of their faith at the conclusion of their catechism instruction.  

The Consistory as a Counseling Service 

The consistory served as a "counseling service" in that it had the 

responsibil ity of trying to resolve d isputes among family members, neighbors, or 

business partners. The individuals involved were summoned before the 

consistory. It was expected that they would talk through their differences and 

come to a peaceful resolution of the matter. The disputing individuals received 

"admonitions" and "invocations of pertinent passages of Scripture" followed by an 

"urging to pardon each other. "30 The more d ifficult problems that were not 

worked out before the consistory were brought before the congregation and dealt 

with at a public service, usually after one of the "sermons."31 This was most 

frequently done just before the scheduled quarterly celebration of the Lord's 

Supper. Calvin ,  in a letter to a friend , writes, "The lack of fel lowship and u nity [in 

the church] is to be rankfd among the chief evi ls of our time."32 
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The consistory truly cared for the spiritual well-being of the people. This 

care and concern was not l imited to the confessing members of the church , but 

was expressed to al l  the members of the community. The consistory 

demonstrated compassion to those who sincerely strove to grow in the faith, yet 

demonstrated strictness to those who showed contempt for what they were trying 

to help them to understand. 

The consistory's responsibil ity in providing counseling to the members of 

the church and community was overseen by the city counci l .  In  fact, the cou ncil 

itself frequently ordered disputing individuals to appear before the consistory. 

This included couples whose marriages were strained and those who were 

seeking a divorce. The consistory would hear each case and make a 

recommendation to the city council whether a divorce decree should be g ranted . 

The city council retai ned the power to make the final decision on divorce 

requests. Frequently the city council would deny a recommendation for a divorce 

and send the couple back for further counsel ing by the consistory. These "forced 

reconciliations" d id not always work out. Yet Kingdon maintains: 

In  most cases, however, it is my impression that reconcil iation 
worked , that people real ly did resolve their  d ifferences and 
proceeded with more peaceful l ives. The rate of recidivism in 
cases heard by the Consistory is really remarkably low. Only a few 
people were cal led back again and again to Consistory sessions. 
Most people either mended their ways or left the city. The services 
of the Consistory were thus part of a system for preserving public 
peace and order that worked. There were far fewer repeat 
offenders than one would find in almost any American city today.33 

The consistory demonstrated its concern for marriage in its development 

of a detai led set of ord i'flnces that were to guide those who were contemplating 
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marriage. These ordinances were also to g uide the pastors when marriage 

requests came to them. The ordinances instructed that those who were engaged 

were not allowed to l ive together before their wedding,  otherwise they would be 

punished as fornicators. The ordinances also regulated the age at which people 

were allowed to be married , reasons not to marry certain couples, g uideli nes as 

to when marriages should take place (engagement was not to be longer than six 

weeks) , and the type of wedding ceremony which was permissible (no drummers 

or fiddlers) . The consistory also developed g uidelines to be used in deciding 

petitions of divorce. Eventually these ordinances were incorporated into the 

Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 1 561 . 

The Consistory as a Court 

One of the wonderful truths of the Scriptures that the Reformation 

h ighlighted was the doctrine of justification by faith . As this truth was proclaimed , 

some people yielded to what Kingdon describes as the "antinomian temptation."34 

Many people chose to question the need for them to l ive a d iscipl i ned , moral life,  

since a moral l ife in  itself was not necessary to earn one's salvation. Kingdon 

notes that Calvin complained that "whi le the Genevans were wi l l ing enough to 

accept true doctrine they refused to behave in a Christian manner. "35 

Calvin understood pastoral d iscipl ine to be essential if people were to l ive 

together in  love. Certain basic standards of moral ity had to be set for and 

expected of everyone for a community to prosper. This would require them to 
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"put right a multitude of minor affairs .  Applying the Gospel to life meant applyi ng 

it in detai l . "36 Calvin warns agai nst the dangers of lax d iscipl ine: 

When discipl ine has been broken and loosened he [Satan] cuts through 
the sinews of the body, so that the l imbs become dislocated and a sad 
dismemberment fol lows. Those who want. . .  unbridled l icense . . .  are 
seeking the ruin and devastation of the church .37 

The high importance that Calvin placed on d iscipline is understandable 

when his high view of God and the Word of God is considered . As John 

Hesselink points out, for Calvi n d iscipl ine "was an integral part" of the 

proclamation of the Word of God . Its goal ultimately was nothing other than 

promoting the honor of Christ and the holiness of the church ."38 In Calvin's own 

words, "Therefore, all  who desire to remove d iscipl ine . . .  are surely contributing to 

the ultimate dissolution of the church. "39 

Calvin's three aims of church d iscipl ine are well summed up by Hesselink, 

when he describes them as to promote: ( 1 )  "the glory of God and the honor of his 

name"; (2) "to protect the faithful members of the church from the influence of the 

wicked"; and (3) "to bring to repentance those who have been d iscipl ined or 

excommunicated ."4° Calvin understood d iscipline to be a means of pastoral care. 

The consistory cal led erring individuals before it to be exhorted by 

encouragement, or reproof, or by progressively severe sanctions administered by 

those in authority. The authorities were themselves expected to l ive exemplary 

l ives. 

Calvin believed that erring persons would be better off spiritually, if they 

were disciplined quickly, so that they mig ht be brought back to l iving in the grace 

of God a nd be restoreJ to a right standing before the Heavenly Father. The 
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serious intent of the consistory in Geneva to implement d iscipline can be seen in 

the fact that in one year, one out of every fifteen adults in  the city was summoned 

to appear before them.41 If a person fai led to appear before the consistory when 

summoned, the individual was reported to the city council "so that remedial 

steps" could be taken. 42 

Some of the various reasons for which people were summoned to appear 

before the consistory included : laughing d uring sermons, criticizing the 

preaching ,  denying the doctrines of faith , blasphemy, cursing , lying, cheating, 

possession of certain  books considered unhealthy reading,  singing of obscene 

songs, superstitious beliefs, playing of cards on Sunday, playing dice on any day, 

improper dances in their homes, g luttony, drunkenness, fornication , adultery or 

unnatural vice. They forbade parents to name their chi ldren with names that had 

pagan or undesirable associations, and made suggestions of bibl ical names as 

acceptable substitutes. 43 

In  regard to dice games and cards, Calvin writes: 

Nothing else holds men stuck fast, as with sticky birdl ime, the way 
these games do . . . .  Those who g row accustomed to the games 
cannot say goodbye to them . . . .  Games almost never take place 
without blaspheming, cheating, and fiery q uarrels . . . .  N o  one 
observes moderation . . . .  especially when profit is made .. . .  lt is 
expedient to stay away from these games as much as possible.44 

If the summoned individual expressed sincere repentance by the 

concl usion of the consistory's admonition, the matter was considered closed . 

Kingdon comments, "The remonstrance seems to have carried with it an act of 

public forgiving , and it signaled the formal integration of the accused back into 

the Christian community �5 
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Kingdon helpful ly points out that one of the strengths of the consistory's 

" intrusive role" into people's l ives was that no one in Geneva could complain that 

they were the victim of "complete and hopeless anonymity, that is such a curse in  

so many b ig  cities in today's world . . . .  l n  Calvin's Geneva, there was always 

someone available to help."46 

It is interesting that John Calvin never presided over the consistory. And 

contrary to much of popular opinion, Calvi n was not the sole person responsible 

for the d iscipl ine that was carried out in  the city. The city counci l  exercised 

extensive authority over the actions of the church, including acts of d iscipl ine. 

While the consistory gained the authority to admonish, censure, and 

excommunicate, it was the city council that had the power to execute the 

sentences that were passed . It was also true that many of the restrictive laws of 

Geneva were also common in  other cities of that day. 

In time, the consistory began to have its own influence on the decisions 

and actions of the city counci l .  This can be seen in the enactment of laws which 

imposed penalties and fines for such things as dancing,  drinking, criticism of the 

pastor's sermons, saying there was no devi l or hel l ,  or that the pope was a good 

man ,  arguing against capital punishment for heresy, and betrothing one's 

daughter to a Cathol ic.47 The law against drinking aroused so much public 

criticism that it was eventually rescinded . 

The ministry that Calvin implemented in Geneva could be described as 

one of "social sanctification ."  Calvin believed that before the qual ity of l ife in  the 

community could be i"lroved , the ind ividual l ives of the people of the city 
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needed to be transformed . The reformers asserted that the church had the 

responsibil ity not only to present true Christian doctrine but also to shape true 

Christian behavior. For it was Calvin's bel ief that the conversion of a person to 

the faith was usually not a "sudden" event, but gradual,  acknowledging the 

d ifficulty that believers face in maturing in the Christian faith . The reformers 

believed that the shaping of behavior could not be left to the individual nor to the 

government of the city. The reformers bel ieved that the consistory had the 

responsibil ity to "bring every aspect of Geneva's l ife u nder God's rule."  48 This 

transformation of an ind ividual's l ife was to be achieved chiefly by two means: 

through social d iscipl ine,  and through the sacramental power of the Word of 

God . 49 

Calvin's high view of the Word of God is expressed in his Institutes: 

Now this power which is peculiar to Scripture is clear from the fact 
that of human writi ngs, however artful ly polished , there is none 
capable of affecting us at all comparably . . . .  Turn from them to the 
reading of the sacred volume and whether you wi l l  it or not, it wi l l  so 
powerfully affect you ,  so pierce your heart, so work its way into your 
very marrow, that compared with the impression so produced , the 
power of orators and phi losophers wi l l  a lmost disappear; making it 
clear that the Holy Scriptures breathe something d ivine, which l ifts 
them far above al l  the g ifts and graces of human industry.50 

Pastoral Leadership Through Preaching 

During the time of the Reformation there was an unusual h unger by the 

common people to hear the preaching of the Word of God . This spiritual hunger 

resulted in Geneva's city council taking action in 1 549 to order the preachers "to 

give a sermon every mor ing of the week instead of every other morning . . .  on the 
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initiative of laity who wanted even more [sermons] than many of the pastors 

could g ive."51 Wal lace comments, "[The people] were not victims of iron 

discipl ine. They wanted to hear the Word . "52 

There were three parishes in  the city. Calvin was the established pastor 

of St. Pierre. The city council worked with the pastors to set up the schedule of 

services. Preaching on Sundays included a sermon at daybreak at two parishes 

and at the customary hour in all three of the parishes. Preaching during the 

weekdays was also scheduled so that one service would be fin ished before 

another one started elsewhere. There were from 20 to 30 different "sermons" 

offered each week in Geneva's parish churches. With so many opportunities, 

one's work and household responsibil ities were not a readily accepted excuse to 

miss the services. 

Al l members of each household were to attend church on Sundays, unless 

it was necessary to leave someone behind to look after children or l ivestock. 

During the week there was to be at least one member of each household 

present. Fathers were held responsible to have their  children present. The 

people were to come to church on time, l isten intently to the sermon ,  with no one 

leaving the church until the prayer after the sermon had been offered . Penalties 

were appl ied by the consistory to those who broke these sermon ord inances. 

Calvin understood that as a pastor cal led by God,  he was to bring the 

Word of God to the people, in a sense, representing Christ and ministering in his 

name. He bel ieved that through the preaching of the Word of God , God would 
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be honored , l ives would be reformed , the truth would be witnessed to, and the 

way of salvation would be known . 

T.H . L. Parker writes, "Calvin preached because he bel ieved . He preached 

the way he did because he bel ieved what he did . "53 He continues his comments 

on Calvin's preaching , "Calvin explained in  everyday language in the pulpit what 

he had said in the lnstitutio in  a more studied manner. .. the theolog ical impulsion 

becomes pastoral ,  yet without changing its substance at al l . "54 

I n  regard to ministers who have been cal led to preach the Word of God , 

Calvi n writes: 

Let them not be dazzled by men, but let them show that the word 
that they carry, that is committed to them, is l ike a royal scepter of 
God under which al l  creatures bow their head and bend their 
knees . . . .  Let them boldly dare all things and constrain all the glory, 
highness, and power of this world to obey and to yield to the d ivine 
majesties; let them by this same Word have command over 
everyone; let them edify the house of Christ, overthrowing the reig n  
o f  Satan; let them lead the flock t o  pasture and kil l  the wolves; let 
them bind and let loose thunder and lightning , if that is their cal l ing 
- but all  in  God's name. 55 

Calvin's phi losophy of preaching embraced the concept that each minister 

had to bel ieve the Bible to be the Word of God . The pastor was to enter the 

pulpit to proclaim only God's written Word - not one's own phi losophy or 

opi nions. He considered preaching the Word of God a high honor and 

responsibi l ity. 

Calvin expected every pastor to be committed to si ngle-hearted 

adherence and submission to the Scriptures. Parker points out that this can be 

seen in Calvin's own preaching , in which he almost exclusively uses the first 
� 
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person plural , so that he does not address the congregation without himself 

being incl uded . A preacher must be one who is l iving out what he is preaching.  

A preacher must also have the courage to proclaim the truth and to resist 

the temptation to preach only that which is pleasing to the people, and be wi l l ing 

to rebuke when rebuke is necessary. When opposition to one's preaching arises, 

one is to believe that God wi ll uphold him. 

It was Calvin's belief that preaching was the primary means by which 

God's work was accomplished in ind ividual l ives and in the community. It was to 

create a godly public opinion in the community and be a means of g race in the 

l ife of the church. Calvin bel ieved that preaching took priority over d iscipl ine as a 

means of social change in the life of the church . 

Calvin bel ieved that Christ uses the preaching of the Word to hold his 

church together and to exercise his rule over the hearts and minds of his people. 

He understood that when Christ gave Peter and the apostles the promise that 

they would be g iven the keys of the kingdom of heaven and would be able to 

"bind and loose" people on earth, he was referring to the effect the preaching of 

the Word of God would have on its hearers. With this conviction, Calvin bel ieved 

that Christian bel ievers had to accept without q uestion the authority Christ 

attached to the preaching of the Scriptures. 

To Calvin,  the preached Word of God was the scepter by which Christ 

continually establishes his unique and spiritual rule over the minds and hearts of 

his people. If such a word was to be heard with its ful l  authority and power, the 

pastors had to be a�e to preach the Scriptures in its ful lness without 
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interference. Calvin believed that such preaching of the Word could change 

Geneva and the whole world . 

While Calvin bel ieved that the preaching of the Scriptures could bring 

about such dramatic changes in society, he also expressed d isappointment in the 

real ity that the fru it of preaching can be slow in showing itself. Calvin writes: 

When a city becomes renowned for having received the Word of 
God , the world will reckon that the city ought to be, as a result, so 
much better governed , that such order wi l l  there prevai l  as to 
accord right and justice to one and al l .  56 

Oh the Genevans! They claim to be better than everyone else, 
because they want to reform the entire world ; anyone would think 
they were angels themselves. But just look at the way they actually 
behave ! If you go to Geneva you will find just as many tricks and 
petty frauds as ever in  their shops. You wi l l  be robbed and fleeced , 
not only in  business dealings but in everything else as wel l .  You 
cannot have dealings with anyone at all  in  that city, even about the 
most trivial matter, without their getting around you and deceiving 
you .57 

He understood that it was the task of the pastor to stand on the side of the 

Word of God, even when all  the other members of the church may take a 

different stand . I n  his sermons on the Old Testament book of Micah ,  Calvin 

exhorted bel ievers that when the Gospel has been preached and accepted , they 

must be held accountable to l ive by it; otherwise the world around them wi l l  

accuse the church of hypocrisy. Calvin bel ieved that the laity were to also hold 

each other accountable in regard to their l ives. He encouraged them to gather 

together in small g roups for the purpose of "mutual examination and 

strengthening."58 Calvin understood that one's submission to God's Word was a 

work of g race through the Holy Spirit working within the person and not a work of 

their own . -\ 
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John Leith describes Calvin's understanding of preaching as a "sacrament 

of the saving presence of God ."59 Leith continues: 

It is not only a moment of worship, nor only a task of the church , but 
a lso a divine epiphany . . .  the words of a sermon are comparable to 
the element in  the sacraments. The Word in preaching 
accomplishes nothing apart from the work of the Holy Spirit.60 

The preached sermon had authority because it was the Word of God 

come to the people. Calvin understood that the preacher was merely an 

instrument God was using. Christ did not give his power to men but to his Word . 

Calvin refers to the pulpit as "the throne of God, from where he wi l ls to govern 

our souls."61 

Preaching As Pastoral Care 

A preacher must have a love and concern for those to whom he is 

preaching . One must not "bully them or (use] sneaky flattery, or [be] careless [to 

have a] take it or leave it attitude."62 Calvin contended that God intended for 

preaching to be a pastoral event through which people would be led to 

understand the assurance that is theirs as they look to God in  faith . 

The sermon itself is to be a means of pastoral care. Preaching is not to be 

simply a speech or an oration to the people, but the pastor is to preach in such a 

way that the people feel he is having a heart-felt conversation with them. He wi ll 

preach in this way with the assured hope "that Jesus the Good Shepherd is 

present among his congregation that day, seeking out this very individual with a 

specially intimate word ."63 Preaching was to extend a word of invitation "that 

Christ not only knocks �n the door, but also enters to take possession of the 
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heart ."64 Calvin's understanding "of the Gospel as a haven for the dispossessed , 

a refuge for those quite l iterally alienated"65 brings out his pastoral concern that 

the people might have assurance of their salvation. 

As people came to church, they were to do so anticipating that they would 

hear the Word of God come to them through the sermon . They were to come to 

church desiring to hear the voice of their Good Shepherd .  They were to l isten 

attentively and not be mere passive observers. Calvin was aware that many 

people are not attracted to preaching . In  a sermon based on I Timothy 3: 1 6 , 

Calvin states: 

If there be one day in the week reserved for relig ious instruction 
when they have spent six days in their  own busi ness, they are apt 
to spend the day which is set apart for worship in play and pastime; 
and there are undoubtedly at this time as many at the last 
mentioned place as we here assembled in the name of God .66 

Preaching was to raise the people's standard of thought and behavior in  

every area of their l ives and of the l ife of the city. When preparing a sermon, 

Calvin asked himself, "How is this profitable to the congregation?" Sermons had 

to be appl icable to men, women and chi ldren. The application had to be d irect 

and immediate. Sometimes the scriptural passage was specifically d irected to a 

person, a situation , or addressed to a certain  g roup of people. 

Calvin was not afraid to challenge the status q uo of his society. I n  his 

sermons he confronted the sinful l ifestyles of the people, injustice in  legal cases, 

pol itics and elections. 

In one of his sermons Calvin complains: 

If a man dares tto open his mouth to reprove the vices and 
licentiousness or the singing of shameful and filthy songs - if 
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he has spoken agai nst the honour of Geneva. So that it is not 
possible nowadays to rebuke vices without being accused of having 
committed a great crime. And look at this city of marvelous 
sanctity! You think it is extremely holy! It would be better for all  
the world to be overwhelmed than to speak of the impieties 
committed here - and one dare not say a word .67 

Again,  Calvin expl icitly preaches to the situation of the day: 

See how these people want to make adultery respectable . . .  don't let 
them bring their  dirty rubbish in here, carrying their infection into the 
church of God . . .  brazen prostitutes as they are . . . .  men as wel l  as 
the women - who mock in this way the name of God . . . .  They show 
such derision and hatred towards the Word of God .68 
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Calvin recognized that, too often, pastors were preaching more as an 

exercise that had to be fulfi l led than as preaching the Word from their heart. As 

he writes in his commentary on Psalms,  the people are left with a "cold and 

unimpressive knowledge of God in the head . "  69 He also acknowledged that the 

people of the church were at times more concerned about having a pastor who 

was a g reat orator than they were concerned about having a pastor who truly 

preached the Word of God . 

The Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 1 54 1  required all  of the ministers of 

Geneva and the country parishes to be held accountable for their ministry. They 

were to meet together each week for the d iscussion of the Scriptures and to 

maintain purity of doctrine among themselves. If there remained an unresolved 

doctrinal d ispute among them, they were to bring it before the city council for 

resolution . Beginning in  1 546, it was approved by the pastors and the city 

council to have visitations in which a pastor and two councilmen would visit each 

parish to discern the qu,l ity of work the pastor was performing.  The purpose of 
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these visits was to assure that the pastors were preaching pure doctrine, fulfi l l ing 

the rest of his duties, and l iving an honorable l ife. 70 

The scholar in Calvin is evident in the importance he placed upon sermon 

preparation.  Calvin writes: 

If I should enter the pulpit without deigning to look at a book and 
should frivolously think to myself, "Oh, wel l ,  when I preach God wi l l  
g ive me enough to say," and come here without troubling to read or 
think what I ought to declare, and do not carefully consider how I 
must apply Holy Scripture to the edification of the people, then I 
should be an arrogant upstart. 71 

Calvin bel ieved that the people needed to be exhorted to holy l iving . For 

the pastor merely to preach the context of the Word was not sufficient. The 

pastor must even press them to l ive out the Word , for in the long run it is to their 

benefit. Calvin's sermons were characterized by a very positive tone, even when 

he was cal l ing the people to accountabil ity. His sermons were phrased in such a 

way that the g race of God would be highl ighted enabl ing the sermon to have at 

its core a message of hope and assurance. 

Believing that the Holy Spirit speaks through the preached Word , Calvin 

approached preachi ng with confidence. He integrated simple i l lustrations into his 

sermons from every day l ife, such as, from winemaking, cooking,  and from l ife on 

the farm a nd in  the city. He refrained from using anecdotes, bel ieving them to be 

out of place in the pulpit. Commenting on Calvin's preaching , Bossuet writes, 

"H is sermons showed an intensity of conviction that did not need flowery 

oratory."72 Leith explains how Calvin bel ieved that "simpl icity was very close to 

sincerity, to the sense of reality. The pretentious, the ostentatious, pompous, the 

contrived all  cover up re� l ity. "73 
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Wallace credits Calvin's preaching as that which brought Calvin into the 

heart of the Reformation movement: " It was more through his preaching than 

through any other aspect of his work that he exercised the extraordinary 

influence everyone has acknowledged him to have had . "74 Ford Lewis Battles 

comments, "These sermons represent a l iving bridge between the scholarly 

exegete and the Christian man of action."75 

The preaching of the reformers was described as "a powerful factor in 

converting individuals and communities, in changing social customs and moving 

men to pol itical action."76 Wallace comments on the fact that throughout history 

there have been occasions of such great preaching, but he concludes that at the 

time of the Reformation, great preaching seemed "to be the norm and not the 

exception . "77 

The Lord's Supper 

To bring the power of the Gospel to bear fully on the l ife of the city, Calvin 

bel ieved it would require the sacraments, particularly the Lord 's Supper, as wel l  

as preaching . Calvin bel ieved that the Lord's Supper was a visible enactment of 

the mystery that Christ was theirs and they were h is. 78 Calvin placed so much 

importance on the people partaking of the sacrament that after each communion 

service the consistory would summon before it the people who had been 

identified as not having participated in the sacrament. 

A key battle between the pastors and the city council centered on who had 

the authority to exercise�the d iscipl ine of suspension of members from the Lord's 
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Supper and excommunication . The authority of the city council to do so bothered 

Calvin ,  especially when Farel and he encountered a man who "missed church for 

a month , gambled , and was connected to a rumor of fornication," but who was 

sti l l  expected to receive the sacrament."79 The long-running debate between the 

pastors and the city counci l came to a cl imax when the council reinstated the 

right of a certain man to partake of the sacrament. Twice the counci l had 

suspended this person's right to partake of the sacrament while he chose to 

continually l ive an openly sinful l ife. The fol lowing Sunday, as communion was 

served , Calvin spoke out strongly against the council's decision: 

Raising his voice and his hand in the course of h is sermon ,  . . .  he 
exclaimed in the words of Chrysostom, " I  wi l l  d ie sooner than this 
hand shall stretch forth the sacred things of the Lord to those who 
have been judged despisers. "80 

It was noted that the sacrament that day was celebrated with a special 

solemnness and sincerity, "as if the Deity himself were actually present."81 This 

was a turning point for Calvin and the reformers. The city counci l responded to 

Calvin's stance on January 24, 1 554, with the resolution , that "The consistory 

should retain its statutes and exercise its accustomed authority in accordance 

with the Word of God and the ordinances previously passed ."82 But the council 

did not give up all of its oversight of the Lord's Supper. I n  1 558, Calvin 

requested permission of the council to administer the sacrament to the sick, and 

to those who were about to die. They refused this request. They also rejected 

his request that the sacrament be celebrated once a month or more often , 

l imiting its celebration to four times a year. 83 

� 
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Calvin was a man who truly cared about the spiritual wel l-being of the 

people. During the years he was in Strasbourg ,  one way in which Calvin 

demonstrated his care for the people was by inviting each member of the 

congregation to have a personal interview with him before each celebration of the 

Lord's Supper. This provided an opportunity for those who had a l imited 

understanding of the sacrament to be better prepared to celebrate it. It also 

provided an opportunity for those whose consciences were troubled on account 

of unconfessed or unrepented sins to be led to repentance. Thus these visits 

enabled Calvin to g ive assurance to the repentant whose consciences were stil l  

troubled concerning their acceptance before God. These visits were offered 

more as a means of preparation for the sacrament than as a exercise of 

d iscipline to keep people from receiving the sacrament. Later, as Calvin 

ministered in Geneva, he regretted that he was unable to continue this practice. 

The congregation in Geneva was too large to allow for this practice to be 

implemented . 

Through his counsel pertaining to the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, 

Calvin sought to help people understand the love of God which is expressed in 

the sacrament and to understand its moral impl ications for their  l ives. I n  his 

preaching he often referred to "the union of the believer with Christ" which was 

made visible at the Supper in the eating of the bread and the drinking of the wine. 

Those who partook of this mystery were to consider their participation in the 

sacrament as a "pledge to l ive in a Christian manner."84 
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The sanctity of the Lord's Supper was to be guarded for the health of the 

church . To l ive one's l ife in contradiction of scriptural teachings while partaking 

of the sacrament profaned the sacrament. To protect the sanctity of the 

sacrament, those who partook of it were to live in true repentance and seek 

holiness of l ife. Calvin drew support for this belief from the example of Christian 

bel ievers of New Testament times who were excommunicated on account of 

l iving l ives in open sin. These early bel ievers were solemnly admonished unti l 

they repented. 

Pastoral Visitation 

To Calvin ,  to hold the office of pastor was the highest and most 

comprehensive office that God could call one to within the church. He 

understood that the office of pastor involved the responsibil ity of the care and 

d iscipl ine of the flock and the responsibil ity of keeping unity among the members. 

In his commentary on Titus, Calvin writes, " It is a point which ought to be 

carefully observed , that churches cannot safely remain without the ministry of 

pastors . . . .  Wherever there is a considerable body of people, a pastor should be 

appointed over it."85 

Calvin fi rmly bel ieved that pastoral sermons were to be fol lowed up with 

pastoral care that included pastoral visitations. He states, "We do not regard our 

office as bound within so narrow l imits that when the sermon is delivered we may 

rest as if our task was done."86 Wallace comments on Calvin 's lament that many 

preachers in his day wef either "too short-sighted in their view of ministry or too 
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lazy to visit the homes of those who listened to them from the pews."87 Calvin 

bel ieved that these preachers too often fai led in the task of reaching out to the 

individual. As Calvin writes, "They looked on the church bui lding as an 

auditorium, on the congregation as an audience."88 In 1 550 the city council 

passed a rule requiring the pastors to visit each home within their parish each 

year to see if the Ecclesiastical Ordinances were being observed . As visits were 

made, the pastor and elders would be able to understand more clearly the 

conditions in which the people were l iving . 

Visitation was a common demonstration of pastoral care and concern in 

Geneva. After Sunday services, the pastors met with two elders to note those 

who were absent from worship, those who were sick, and those whose behavior 

was "scandalous." These people were then visited and cared for or admonished 

according to their need by the pastor and in the presence of the elders. 

Visitations were made by the pastor, along with two counci lmen , to many 

of the people of the city in preparation for the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. 

Following the celebration of the sacrament, it was the duty of the pastor to visit 

those who had been forbidden to partake of the sacrament so that they might 

understand the seriousness of their offense, repent, and seek reinstatement by 

the consistory to receive again the sacrament.89 

The city counci lmen even ordered that "visitations" should be conducted 

throughout the city for the purpose of inquiring into the faith , l ife, a nd conduct of 

each person, and that a l ist of names should be made, for the encouragement of 

respectable citizens and-lthe restraint of evi ldoers. This was carried out by one of 
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the city counci lmen, one of the ministers, one of the consistory members, a 

secretary, and the d izenier of the d istrict of the city that was being visited .90 The 

dizenier was an individual who screened local applicants for aid from the 

Hospital-General and reported wrongdoings to the consistory.91 

Visitation of the sick was a high priority, for "no one is to remain three ful l  

days confined to bed without seeing that the minister is notified."92 Yet they were 

to remember, to "take care to cal l  h im at a convenient hour, so as not to distract 

him from that office in which he and h is colleagues serve the church in 

common."93 Visitation of prisoners was to be done on Saturdays after d inner by 

a pastor and two counci lmen for the purpose of correcting and encouraging 

them. 

Calvin's own experience of losing his mother at a young age and his father 

when he was a young adult may have given h im insight into the special concerns 

of widows and orphans. The fact that he h imself had been a refugee may have 

g iven Calvin a personal i nsight into the pl ight of the poor and homeless. One of 

the ways in which Calvin demonstrated his pastoral concern for these individuals 

was through his work with the hospitals of the city. He was instrumental in 

helping the hospital administrators re-organize the hospital's organizational 

structure and pol icies. Calvin specifically addressed h is concern for the aged, 

widowed, orphaned , poor and homeless in the Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 

1541. A community hospital staffed by a physician and a surgeon was to be 

maintained at the city's expense for those could not afford such services on their 

own. 
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The Office of Deacon 

While the office of deacon was not included in the min istry of the 

consistory of Geneva, Ronald Wallace points out that the office of deacon in 

Geneva was "modeled after the pattern of the deacons of the early church."94 

Calvin believed that this office was necessary and permanent within the ministry 

of the church. It was his belief that the office of deacon was one that the Roman 

Catholic Church degraded and trivial ized into being merely a step to priesthood . 

Calvin viewed the Roman Catholic practice of deacons assisting with 

sacramental duties as potentially distracting the deacons and the church "from 

the proper fulfi l lment of its charitable obligations to society."95 Calvin understood 

this office to be one which stood on its own merit and which was significant to the 

well-being of the church and the community. In his commentary on 1 Timothy, 

Calvin commends the deacons, "They who have discharged this ministry in a 

proper manner are worthy of no small honor; because it is not a mean 

employment, but a highly honorable office . . .  .The holy discharge of it procures 

esteem and reverence."96 

Yet Wendel concludes that the deacons of Geneva during this time were 

"simply subordinates." He writes, "Calvin d id no more than incorporate them in 

the Church by fixing for them rules of election, analogous to those in use for the 

elders, and putting them under the control of the ministers and elders."97 Elsie 

Anne McKee writes simi larly, "Deacons are . . .  second to presbyters in rank, 

because the fi rst table of the law (worship), takes precedence over the second 

(love) . "98 McKee adds, "fhe deacon is the minister of the church , not the servant 
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of the pastor."99 Jeannine E .  Olson also points out that the deacons were often 

told "what to do" by the pastors. At the same time, though ,  Olson indicates that 

the deacons had considerable freedom to carry out their daily responsibil ities. 

She comments, "One reason for having deacons, after al l ,  was to enlist people 

other than pastors in the work of the church. "100 However, the deacons seldom 

made significant decisions without first consulting the pastors. One pastor of the 

city was assigned to attend the meetings of the deacons. Olson writes that the 

deacons valued, at least to some degree, the presence of a pastor with them, for 

his presence was thought to "enhance their  credibi l ity". 101 

Based upon Calvin's interpretation of Romans 12:8, the deacons were 

d ivided into two groups. One group of deacons was to receive, d ispense, and 

keep the goods for the poor, not only daily alms, but also possessions, revenues, 

and pensions; the other group was to care for and remember the sick. 

Kingdon maintains that the procureurs of the Hospital carried out the 

functions of the first group of deacons. The hospitallier of the Hospital carried out 

the role of the second group of deacons. Kingdon notes, "Calvin's ordinances 

then laid down the method of selection of the procureurs, fixed the number of 

deacons at four procureurs and one hospitallier, and provided for periodic review 

of their  activity by the pastors and elders of the Church ."102 Kingdon describes 

these deacons as lay ministers, "They are d ifferent in function but not in dignity 

from the ordained clergy."103 Olson comments that this number of deacons 

varied through the years, " It appears that it was occasioned as much by the 
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death or retirement of a deacon as by any attempt to conform to a regular 

pattern . "104 

As Geneva embraced the Reformation ,  refugees from other countries, 

most notably from France, came to the city. The deacons had the responsibil ity 

of providing assistance to travelers who came through the city and to the 

refugees who stayed in Geneva. The city developed a fund, the Bourse 

francaise, to aid these refugees. The deacons administered the fund. The 

money for this fund was col lected from wealthy French refugees who had settled 

in Geneva. Financial assistance was provided then to the refugees who were 

having a d ifficult time supporting themselves. 

The deacons also assisted the refugees in finding housing. Private homes 

were opened up to many refugees. Some inns provided lodging. At times the 

lodging was provided in good wi l l ,  at other times the deacons had to pay a fee. 

The number of refugees overwhelmed the available lodging in the city to the 

point that the deacons often had to rent beds or mattresses instead of rooms for 

the refugees. Since many personal wi l ls designated financial gifts to the Bourse 

francaise, the deacons often became involved in the legal work of settling 

estates. Olson comments, "Managing the Bourse francaise was very much l ike 

running a business with an added component of pastoral work."105 

The deacons were also involved with extensive visitation , particularly to 

the poor and the sick. Through visitation, and through consultation with the 

pastors, the deacons gained a fair  understanding of the true condition and needs 

of ind ividuals and famil iEf . Their visits were not only to offer financial assistance, 
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but also spiritual encouragement. Olson notes that many of the deacons d ied 

within a few years of being elected to their office. She suggests that this may 

indicate the seriousness with which the deacons took their responsibi l ity in 

visiting the sick, who often were i l l  with contagious diseases. 106 

The selection of deacon candidates was significantly influenced by the 

passages of 1 Timothy 3 and Romans 1 2. Olson notes that the bibl ical 

qual ifications pertaining to personal character were adhered to, but the teachings 

in regard to marriage and to family l ife were g iven less consideration. 107 She 

notes that there were deacons who had never married , or who were divorced , or 

who had disobedient sons. Mckee concludes, "Diaconal functions were more 

important than the precise personnel who carried out this service to the 

needy."108 

The deacons were to be conscientious, hardworking , and competent 

individuals. Business skil ls and knowledge of legal matters were also important. 

Wallace points out, "One of them . . .  was to be an 'adequately paid ' ,  full-time and 

capable administrator. "109 

Concluding Comments 

Calvin has often been criticized for his style of ministry. Yet Calvin's 

sincere love for the individual , his pastoral concern for the people of the 

community, h is concern for the respect of God's Word and his sovereignty, can 

be seen in his actions and words. Des Gallars, one of his closest col leagues 

over the years in Genev, , describes in some detail how Calvin dealt with people: 



No words of mine can declare the fidelity and prudence with which 
he gave counsel . The kindness with which he received all who 
came to him, the clearness and promptitude with which he replied 
to those who asked his opinion on the most important questions, 
and the abil ity with which he disentangled the d ifficulties and 
problems which were laid before h im. Nor can I express the 
gentleness with which he could comfort the affl icted and raise the 
fallen and the distressed . 1 10  
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It has been suggested that it was because of Calvin's determination to 

tend to the needs of his local parish above the concerns of other places, or of his 

studies themselves, that he was ultimately so effective as a church leader. 1 1 1  

Ernest Pfisterer points to Calvin's "tireless pastoral fidelity, and the power of the 

Word of God" as the reasons for Calvin's influence and success in Geneva. 1 12 

Edward Thurneyson maintains, "The Reformation itself was a pastoral care 

movement growing d irectly out of care for the salvation of the soul . "1 1 3  

Calvin's influence spread through his writings of the Institutes and his 

commentaries. H is Institutes have been described as "the most influential single 

book on theology in the history of the Christian faith . "1 14 Calvin also carried on 

extensive correspondence with ind ividuals, other pastors, and even diplomats. In 

his letters, even the ones written as official city business, Calvin incorporated a 

personal note to the individual regarding the individual's spiritual well-being . 

Phil ip Hughes summarizes Calvin's ministry at Geneva: 

Calvin's Geneva was . . .  a dynamic center of Christ, of evangelism 
and Christian instruction . . .  where good men were built up in the 
faith in order that, at whatever peri l to themselves, they might 
launch out from that haven into the storms beyond and minister the 
l ife-giving message to others. 1 1 5  

Hughes concludes: 



Hughes concludes: 

Calvin's achievement rested not on dictatorial imposition, but on the 
logic of the scriptural principles which he sought to elucidate and 
apply. This alone explains the enduring nature of his 
achievement. 1 1 6  

Ronald Wallace quotes J .S. Neale who describes Geneva as "the godly 

society in actual working order,"1 17 and G.D. Henderson who writes: 

That whi le in other places the Word was indeed preached, nowhere 
else had behavior and relig ion been so sincerely reformed. 
Calvinism held to Jesus Christ not only as the Truth , but also as the 
Way, and the Life: it involved not merely a set of principles, but a 
manner of l ivin� , not only a city of hearers or even bel ievers, but a 
Christian city. 1 8 
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One example of how the Reformation had an effect on the l ives of the 

people is noted by Kingdon who comments on the fact that fol lowing the 

Reformation there was a very low level of i l legitimate births 'in  Geneva, in 

contrast to the pre-Reformation era. 1 19 

What type of leadership did Calvin bring to Geneva? It certainly has to be 

understood as pastoral .  He had a heart for the spiritual and material well-being 

of the people of Geneva, and for people in general .  He regarded each ind ividual 

to be worthy of care, attention, and respect. Each person deserved to know and 

experience the grace of God, in the person of Jesus Christ, culminating in the 

assuring presence of the Holy Spirit. At the same time, Calvin's high regard for 

God and the Word of God drove him to chal lenge the status quo, if that was 

necessary, to demand that the people of God seek to live to the honor and glory 

of God . 
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The Reformation is known for its great statements of theology. Yet the 

working out of the great statements of theology required extensive pastoral 

leadership. Pastoral leadership was exemplified not only by John Calvin and the 

other pastors of Geneva, but also by the consistory, and even the city counci l .  

There was an informed relationship among those bringing pastoral leadership to 

the individual members of the church and community. The joint ministry of the 

pastors, elders, and deacons was the enactment and modeling of the "priesthood 

of all believers." 

God blessed Calvin as an individual and d id a mighty work through him as 

a servant. Was Geneva "the most perfect school of Christ since the Apostles?" 

That question may be hard to evaluate, but it can be seen that the church in 

Geneva became a great blessing unto the world for the sake of God's kingdom. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A BIBLICAL STUDY 

In  my summary statements of chapter one, I proposed that it is important 

for those who bring pastoral leadership to a congregation, such as the consistory 

members, to have an informed relationship with the people to whom they are to 

demonstrate pastoral care. Three specific avenues of pastoral care were 

mentioned in chapter one: pastoral preaching, pastoral visitation, and pastoral 

d iscipline. These three demonstrations of pastoral care were instrumental in the 

l iving out of the theology of the Reformation. As the leadership and ministry of 

the elders, pastors, and deacons in Geneva is considered as a possible model 

for ministry today, it is wise to consider whether their  example is consistent with 

the model that is found in the New Testament teachings and in the first century 

church . 

First of al l ,  the question could be asked whether it was appropriate for 

Calvin and the church to establish the offices of elder, pastor, and deacon . 

What insight do the Scriptures g ive to us in regard to these offices? 

THE OFFICES OF ELDER, PASTOR, AND DEACON 

The Office of Elder 

As one reads the New Testament, the first reference to an elder is in 

relation to the collection at Antioch which Paul and Barnabas brought to the 

elders at Jerusalem (Acts 1 1  : 30). This reference confirms that there were elders 

in the first church in Jerusalem. When elders are referred to in  Acts, the apostles 

are usually mentioned Wfh them. In Acts 1 1  :30 and 21 : 1 8, however, the elders 
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are mentioned alone. These two passages depict the elders as representatives 

of the Jerusalem congregation. 1 

The passages of Acts 1 4:23 and 20: 1 7-38 refer to elders as leaders in the 

Genti le Christian congregations. These passages highl ight the significance and 

duties of elders in the churches. As Acts 1 4:23 indicates, when Paul and 

Barnabas moved on from one community to the next, elders were selected for 

each congregation and they were commended to the Lord with prayer and 

fasting . I n  Paul's epistle to Titus he makes it clear that the elders were 

responsible for "guidance and representation of the congregation and the work of 

preaching and conducting worship when there was no apostle,  prophet, or 

teacher present. "2 

When Paul was writing Acts 20:28, the office of elder was not yet 

formal ized . But it is bel ieved that Paul had certain responsible individuals in 

mind whose leadership in the church was distinguished from the rest, such as 

those we would describe as elders. Hermann Beyer comments that these men 

understood that they had been "cal led" to serve the church in such a way.3 

Beyer concludes, "The office is already present in substance . . .  [even though it] 

has not yet been given a permanent name."4 The formation of offices and office 

holders brought to the young congregations an organization for ministry. 

In regard to the structuring of the office of elder, Greg Ogden writes: 

The bibl ical picture resembles more a diversity of function and form 
at different stages of development in the church community. Form 
had great flexibi l ity in order to accommodate the function of the 
body organism . . . .  As the early church expanded , it became 
necessary to ideqtify leadership in some way . . . .  The charisma of 
body functions was not enough ;  order demanded some structure.5 
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In  the writings of Paul organizational leadership and offices within the 

congregations are noted . When referring to these leaders, it is Paul's usual 

custom to refer to the function that they were fulfi l l ing within the congregation 

instead of referring to them by the title of their office.  This would support the view 

that these offices were centered on servant-leadership. Their authority in 

leadership was not grounded in their age, nor because of their longevity within 

their community. The authority of these leaders came to them through the Holy 

Spirit, and was accepted within the life of the congregation as the elders 

accepted their  role in ministry and faithful ly fulfi l led the responsibil ities of their 

cal l ing .6 As Gunther Bornkamm concludes, "The constitutional principle in the 

congregation is that of plural ity of charismata, not that of a naturally developed 

tradition which qual ifies its bearers and sponsors to lead the church . "7 

The Office of Elder Develops 

As we consider the usage in the New Testament of the term "bishop, "  we 

find that the term was only used in regard "to leadership with established 

responsibil ities within settled local congregations. They were fixed leaders of 

congregational life."8 The New Testament makes no distinction between elders 

and bishops; they refer to the same office.9 The difference in terminology has 

been explained in different ways, such as by Beyer, who writes: 

In  Luke's introduction the Ephesian leaders (Acts 20) are cal led 
presbyters. All the presbyters without exception are called bishops. 
They are elders in status (not in virtue of their age, but in virtue of 
their position and accreditation) ,  and they are bishops in 
responsibi l ity. lh is responsibil ity is described in terms of 
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shepherd . 1 

Beyer points out that the term bishop in the New Testament does not 
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indicate a hierarchy among the office-holders. Their cal l ing and authority are 

based upon the working of the Holy Spirit. He indicates that this cal l ing may 

have been made known to the first bishops through election or appointment by 

an apostle. 1 1 

The elders who are referred to in James's epistle are clearly thought of as 

office-holders within the congregation. James instructs h is readers that when a 

person is sick, the person is to summon "the elders of the church" i n  order that 

they may "pray over h im and anoint h im with oi l in the name of the Lord" (5: 1 4) .  

Bornkamm addresses this specifical ly: 

These are office-bearers of the congregation (note the article) and 
not just charismatical ly endowed older men . . . .  They are regarded as 
endowed with the gift of efficacious prayer in virtue of their  
office . . . .  The elders are al l  assumed to have the intrinsic g ift of 
healing intercession. This presupposes the primitive Christian 
experience of charismata, though these are now tied to the 
institution. 1 2  

I n  Peter's first epistle elders are also identified a s  office-holders. Their 

office is summed up as that of the shepherd ,  "Be shepherds of God's flock that is 

under you care, serving as overseers" (5:2). 

The Office of the Minister of Word and Sacrament (Pastor) 

As we consider the office of the minister of Word and Sacrament 

(hereafter referred to as "pastor") ,  we find that the New Testament only 

occasionally uses the te;ms "minister" and "pastor." In Ephesians 4 : 1 1 the term 
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"pastor" is used in a l ist of spiritual g ifts, " It was h e  who gave some to be 

apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 

and teachers."  A theological commission study of The Reformed Church in 

America (hereafter referred to as the RCA) on the nature of ministry was 

presented to the 1 968 General Synod of the RCA. The study concluded that the 

office really is not found in the New Testament until the Pastoral Letters. The 

study reports: 

As far as the office of minister of the Word is concerned, the New 
Testament knows nothing of it. One may construct a theolog ical 
defense for viewing this office as the successor to the apostles (as 
John Calvin) ,  or to the presbyters, but there is no explicit bibl ical 
warrant for such a view."13 

Though there are only a few specific references in the New Testament to 

pastors, much is gained in understanding this office through an understanding of 

the office of elder, since pastors are often referred to as "teaching elders." It is 

bel ieved that the elders spoken of in Acts 14 :23 and Titus 1 :5 are ones who held 

many of the responsibi l ities of those who are pastors today. 14 

The Office of Deacon 

It is believed by many scholars that the first mention of the work of 

deacons is in Acts 6: 1 -4 (although debate on this continues among scholars), 

even though those spoken of in this passage were not specifically referred to as 

deacons. As the early church grew, there had become a greater number of 

widows who were in need of assistance. The apostles had become increasingly 

involved in tending to thf needs of the widows, as these verses relate to us, " It 
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would not be right for us [the apostles] to neglect the ministry of the Word of God 

in order to wait on tables" (Acts 6 :2) .  This passage distinguishes between 

different responsibil ities of ministry, as the apostles explain, "We wi l l  turn this 

responsibil ity over to them and wi ll give our attention to prayer and the ministry of 

the word" (Acts 6 :3b-4).  The word deacon itself is derived from the Greek word 

diakoneo that means, "to serve." 

As the early church was further organized , this d ivision of responsibil ities 

became an example which helped define what later would be understood as the 

office of the pastor and the office of deacon. The writer of Acts is quick to inform 

the reader that as the apostles and newly ordained deacons sought to fulfi l l  their 

responsibi l ities, "The word of God spread . The number of d isciples in Jerusalem 

increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith" 

(Acts 6:7).  

The Scriptures indicate to us the development of the offices of elder, 

pastor, and deacon. Calvin and the church in Geneva then had a scriptural basis 

for establishing these offices in the church . 

A second question that might be investigated is in regard to who should 

serve in these offices. 
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THE BASIS OF SELECTION OF OFFICE HOLDERS 

Qual ifications of the Office of Elder 

The Scriptures teach that certain qual ifications had to be met for an 

individual to hold the office of elder. Paul specifically outl ines the qual ifications of 

the office, but not the duties. Beyer writes: 

The sobriety with which the requirements are stated, some of them 
being assumed as self-evident, and the fact that in regard to 
endowment for the episcopal office there is no further reference to 
the Holy Spirit, but simply to essential human qualifications, show 
how strongly the development is already affected by everyday 
needs. 15 

Paul's first epistle to Timothy refers to elders as being holders of a distinct 

office. In this epistle we find the New Testament's longest description in regard 

to the qualifications of those who would serve as elder (3:2-7). 

In  1 Timothy 3:2 we learn that elders must be: 

( 1 ) . Above reproach 
(2) . Husband of one wife 
(3). Temperate 
(4) .  Self-control led 
(5). Respectable 
(6) . Hospitable 
(7). Able to teach 
(8) . Not given to drunkenness 
(9) . Not violent, but gentle 
( 1 0). Not quarrelsome 
( 1 1 ). Not a lover of money 
(12) . Able to manage his own fami ly wel l  
(13) . Not a recent convert 
( 14) .  Respected by outsiders 

In Paul's letter to Titus ( 1  :6) we find a very similar l ist of qual ifications for 

elders. They are to be: 

( 1 ) .  Blameless -l 
(2) . Husband of one wife 
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(3) .  A man whose chi ldren bel ieve and are not open to the charge of being 
wi ld and d isobedient 

Paul continues to explain the qual ifications of elders in the verses that 

fol low (Titus 1 :  7-9) . An elder is not to be overbearing , nor quick tempered . He 

is not to be given to drunkenness or violence. He is to be an individual who will 

not pursue dishonest gain. This individual is to be hospitable. He is to be one 

who loves what is good . He is to be self-control led , upright, holy, and discipl ined . 

Paul points out that this individual must hold firmly to the trustworthy message of 

the Gospel as it is taught, so that he can encourage others in its truth and refute 

those who oppose it. 

When Paul refers to the elders as being "blameless,"  it is bel ieved that 

Paul means that elders are to consistently demonstrate through their  l ives that 

they are sincerely striving to l ive in the wi l l  of the Father. Elders are to l ive a l ife 

that is respected even by non-Christians. One example of this concern can be 

seen in the specific requirement that elders are to be the "husband of one wife." 

This was an important area of life in which their example needed to be consistent 

with the scriptural teachings, for the Greco-Roman world was a very immoral 

society. 

It is clear in the Scriptures that it was very important to Paul that the elders 

were "able to teach" ( 1  Timothy 3 :2).  In  writing to Titus, Paul states that elders 

are to be able to "encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who 

oppose it" ( 1  :9) .  The elders were to be able to share the Word of God with 

others, and to know it wel l  enough to refute false teachings. This was especially 

important for Titus to keip in mind , for false teachers were already present in 
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Crete. This is one example of what Paul was referring to in his letter to Timothy 

when he writes that the elders have the responsibil ity to "take care of the church" 

(1 Timothy 3:5) .  

We need not consider these l ists of qual ifications to be definitive, since 

Paul probably did not intend these l ists to be complete in themselves. But he 

wanted to ensure that church leaders would indeed be able to lead . Elders were 

to be individuals who were: sincere in striving to l ive a moral l ife; able to g ive 

direction and leadership within their homes; able to teach others the Word of 

God; ind ividuals mature in the Christian faith; and people whose l ife in  the 

community was respected by even those who were outside the church . 

Paul's concern to have qual ified people serve in this office is clearly 

expressed in the advice he g ives to Timothy and the church , "Do not be hasty in 

the laying on of hands and do not share in the sins of others. Keep yourself 

pure" (1 Timothy 5:22). Paul understood that the ordination of an individual as an 

elder was no small matter. 

Cleland McAfee sums up the "traits of an efficient elder" with the fol lowing. 

They are to: 

(1) .  Be spiritual men . It is not necessary that they be men of great 
g ifts, of worldly position, of wealth, or h igh education, but it is 
indispensable that they be men of God, at peace with him, 
concerned more for the souls of others than for temporal 
interests. 

(2) . Have a good knowledge of the Word of God , and be able to 
g ive a reason for the hope that is in them. 

(3). Be men of common sense. 
(4) . Be consistent in their l ife and conversation . 
(5). Have deep sympathy. 16 

� 
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At a consultation of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, held in 

Geneva in 1 990, (hereafter referred to as WARC) that stud ied the office of elder 

within the Reformed trad ition, it was determined : 

I n  regard to candidates for the office of elder, attention should be paid to: 

( 1 ) .  Evidence of spiritual g ifts for lead ing and building up the church 
(2) .  Evidence of maturity of faith 
(3). Respect within and outside the community of faith 
(4) . Sensitivity to socio-cultural practices regarding community 

leadership (but not bl ind, strict conformity to such practices) 17 

McAfee writes, "The usefulness of an elder wi l l  depend in the long run 

more on his character than on h is g ifts and knowledge."18 Gerard Berghoef and 

Lester De Koster describe the mature character that elders are to possess. They 

describe the elder as one who has grown in wisdom through the years of one's 

own walk of faith , as one who l istens to others, who is reflective, and who is 

sensitive to the needs and condition of others. 19 

The Qualifications of the Office of Pastors 

With the understanding that pastors were often referred to as elders in the 

New Testament (such as Acts 1 4:23 and Titus 1 :5) ,  I bel ieve that the 

qual ifications that are spoken of in Paul's letter to Titus would also be 

qual ifications of those who would serve as pastors. I bel ieve this permits us to 

assume that the qual ifications for elders listed in Paul's letter to Timothy apply to 

pastors too. 

Calvin ,  commenting in his Institutes on Titus 1 :7 and 1 Timothy 3 : 1 -7,  

addresses the question � to who can become a minister in the church : 
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Only those are to be chosen who are of sound doctrine and of holy 
life, not notorious in any fault which might both deprive them of 
authority and d isgrace the ministry . . . .  We must always see to it that 
they be adequate and fit to bear the burden imposed upon them, 
that is, that they be instructed in those ski l ls necessary for the 
d ischarge of their office.20 

Qualifications of the Office of Deacons 

57 

As we look to Paul's first letter to Timothy, we are g iven instruction as to 

the qualifications and to the type of character that should be exemplified in the 

lives of those who may be considered for the office of deacon. We read in 

1Timothy 3:8-1 0, 1 2, 1 3  that a deacon is to be: 

( 1 ) . A man worthy of respect 
(2) .  Sincere 
(3) . Not indulg ing in much wine 
(4) . Not pursuing dishonest gain 
(5) . Must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear 

conscience 
(6) . Must be first tested (that there is nothing against them) 
(7). Husband of one wife 
(8) . One who seeks to manage his chi ldren and his household wel l  

Like the elders, deacons must be "worthy of respect, sincere" (above 

reproach) ,  "not indulging in much wine" (temperate),  having only one wife and 

rul ing their houses wel l .  They are to be honest ind ividuals who can be entrusted 

with the administration of funds. Yet inward qual ities are also demanded of 

deacons. These deacons are "first to be tested" (3: 1 0) .  Before an individual is to 

be considered for this office, the person's conduct and commitment to sound 

teaching are to be examined . 

Calvin sums it up wel l :  

-l 
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In  a word , when deacons are to be ordained, the choice must not 
fal l  at random, and without selection, on any that come to hand ; but 
those men are to be chosen who are approved by their past l ife in 
such a manner that, after what my be cal led ful l  inquiry,  they are 
ascertained to be wel l  qualified .21 
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Commenting on Calvin's view of d iaconal work, Elsie Anne McKee writes 

that those who are considered to be deacons "might wel l  be those in  the 

congregation whose daily lives are spent in non-ecclesiastical service 

programs . . .  drawing on the expertise and experience of such church members for 

guiding its own diaconal work."22 

We see that the l ist of qualifications for deacons is very similar to the l ist of 

qual ifications for elders. Again, as with the office of elder, it is the qualities of a 

person's life which are brought to the forefront of concern when individuals are 

considered to serve in the office of deacon . 

Concluding Comments on the Qualifications of Offices 

Did the church in Geneva follow the scriptural guidelines as to who is 

qual ified to serve as elders,  pastors, and deacons? In my historical study of the 

min istry of the church in Geneva, l ittle is specifically spoken of in regard to 

spiritual qualifications of those who might serve in the offices of the church . It is 

clear that the elders had to be individuals who were already serving on the city 

counci l .  As the city counci l wrote up the l ist of nominees for elder ( in consultation 

with the pastors), it made a great effort to make sure that each geographical area 

of the city was represented by an elder. We also know that the elders were often 

individuals who had a cfrtain amount of status and position in the community 
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(such as property owners, merchants, and professionals) . But l ittle is specifically 

mentioned in regard to spiritual qual ifications for either of the offices of elder or 

deacon. More was specifically said , however, in  regard to qual ifications of 

pastors. 

We can learn more about these offices from the responsibi l ities that these 

office holders were expected to fulfi l l .  They were expected to be caring and 

compassionate individuals who showed concern for the people of the church and 

the community. They were to be individuals who gave a good example to the 

community of the truths of the Word of God. The extensive counsel ing that was 

entrusted to the consistory would require them to be individuals who possessed a 

certain level of wisdom and the abil ity to make sound decisions. We would 

assume that honesty would also be a key factor, considering the financial matters 

that were entrusted to the deacons. 

In regard to qual ifications of pastors, Calvin specifically spoke of how 

these individuals were to believe that the scriptures were the Word of God. They 

were to be able scholars. Thei r sole al legiance was to be to God and his Word , 

even when public opinion would be against them. Being individuals of faith, they 

were to bel ieve that God would uphold them in their ministry. It was expected 

that pastors would have love and concern for those whom they were serving. 

They were to be individuals who were accountable for how they lived and 

ministered . 

As we look to Geneva and the consistory of its church , we have to assume 

that many of the spirituc� qual ities and characteristics that are specified in the 
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New Testament were taken for granted in the process of selecting nominees. 

This assumption is made of these office holders because there is very little that 

has been recorded in regard to the qual ities that these office holders needed to 

possess. 

Paul R. Fries, writing a paper pertaining to the roles of the office holders of 

the RCA's consistories, in response to a recommendation of the 1997 General 

Synod of the RCA, states: 

By the Spirit, God calls men and women, g ives them gifts for their 
office, and provides opportunity for the cultivation of their g ifts. But 
the offices themselves are understood to be in itiated by the 
ascended Lord of the church and effected by the Holy Spirit. Thus 
when the officers of the church act faithfully, they act by the Spirit, 
which enacts through them the purposes of Christ. 23 

The next logical comparison that can be made between the ministry of the 

church in Geneva to the New Testament church is in regard to the 

responsibi l ities of the office holders. Did the elders, pastors, and deacons of 

Geneva serve simi larly as those same office holders in the New Testament 

church? 

THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF ELDERS, PASTORS, AND DEACONS 

The Responsibilities of the Elders 

The address Paul gave to the elders of Ephesus (Acts 20: 18-35) shows 

the significance Paul attributed to their ministry. Paul affirmed the elders as 

being appointed by the Holy Spirit to be "overseers" and "shepherds" over the 

whole congregation (vs.28) . They were given the responsibil ity to carry on the 

ministry that the apostle\ had begun.  Paul also reminded them that he had 



61 

proclaimed to them "the whole wi l l  of God" (vs.27) so that they would be able to 

help protect the church against the danger of false teachings. False teachings 

were threatening the church from without (vs.29) and from within the church 

(vs.30). Elders are to "watch" for the wolves in the midst of the flock, those who 

could lead people astray from God. Elders are to make sure that the preaching 

and the teaching within in the church is pure. Bornkamm indicates that it is here 

for the first time that the elders are considered to be the "guardians of the 

tradition of the apostles, who appointed them and entrusted the guidance of the 

community to them."24 

The New Testament speaks of some elders teaching (1 Timothy 5 :17; 

Titus 1 :9; Hebrews 13:7). Ephesians 4:11-16 relates how Christ gave the church 

"pastors and teachers" to equip everyone for service through the d iscovery and 

development of each person's spiritual g ifts (vv.12-16). In  Paul's first epistle to 

Timothy it appears that there are two kinds of elders: ruling and teaching (5:  17) . 

We understand that at least some elders are to have the responsibi l ity of 

teaching within the church . 

James reminds the elders that their faith in Christ must be l ived in 

relationship with others. In  James 2:14-17 we read : 

What good is it my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has 
no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister 
is without clothes and daily food . If one of you says to him, "Go, I 
wish you wel l ;  keep warm and wel l fed ," but does nothing about his 
physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it 
is not accompanied by action, is dead . 

The care and concern which the elders are to demonstrate to the 

congregation are summ�d up in the words of Jesus, when he charges Peter, 
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"Feed my lambs . . .  take care of my sheep" (John 2 1 : 1 5- 1 9) .  Peter specifically 

charged the elders saying, "Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your 

care . . .  " ( 1 Peter 5 : 1 ,2). 

Paul instructs the elders in Ephesus to "shepherd" God's people, "Keep 

watch over yourselves and al l  the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God , which he bought with his own 

blood" (Acts 20:28). Shepherds must be present with the sheep and aware of 

their  needs so that they wi l l  be able to fulfi l l  their  responsibil ity of watching over 

the sheep. So it must be with the ministry of the elders. 

Peter writes in his first epistle that elders are to serve Christ's church 

wi l l ingly, "as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve" 

(5:2) .  The specific mentioning of the temptation of greed may indicate that the 

elders' responsibi l ities included the overseeing of the congregation's funds. The 

charge that Peter gives to the elders "not [to] lord it over those entrusted to you" 

(5:3) seems to be a warning against the temptation to abuse their authority. This 

indicates that they had d iscipl inary authority over the members of the 

congregation. The elders are cal led to be examples to the flock. They are 

reminded that if they prove faithful ,  they wi l l  be g iven a "crown of g lory that wil l  

never fade away" (5:4).  

Through the Council at Jerusalem we are able to see that the elders were 

included in theological d isputes and discussions. In Acts 1 5  and 1 6:4 the 

apostles and elders came to an agreement pertaining to the minimal demands of 
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the Law upon the Gentile Christians "functioning as a supreme court and 

normative teaching office for the whole Church ."25 

Beyer correlates the gift of administration ( 1  Corinthians 1 2 :28) as being 

one of the spiritual g ifts the elders were endowed with .26 Beyer notes that the 

elders were responsible for "giving pastoral d irection in the outer and inner 

confl icts of the congregation . . . .  [as wel l  as the] task of conducting worship and 

preaching . . . .  "27 He concludes, "Their office remained when the special ministry 

of the apostles, prophets, and teachers had ceased . More and more the elders 

became the backbone of congregational l ife. "28 

The WARC consultation reports: 

They [elders] are cal led to be examples and guides for the 
community in regard to the life of faith, and to lead the community 
in its mission and service in and to the world .  Thus, the 
responsibil ities of elders include: 

( 1 ) .  Participating in the leadership of worship ( including lead ing 
intercessory prayer, reading Scripture, making 
announcements concerning the community's life and work, or 
participating in the l iturgy of the sacraments) 

(2). Build ing up the Christian fel lowship of the community 
(3) . Nurturing the l iving faith through both education and 

corrective d iscipl ine (including leadership in confl ict-resolution 
in matters of faith , l ife, and ministry) 

(4) . Enabling the community to work for justice, reconcil iation and 
renewal of humanity, and the integrity of creation29 

Berghoef and De Koster acknowledge that the names of the offices of 

leadership may vary within Protestant churches, yet the responsibi l ities of these 

offices remain essentially the same. They point out that these responsib i l ities 

include making sure that the Word of God is preached purely, the sacraments 

are administered faithfu lt' , and that "self-sacrificial priesthood among bel ievers 
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shall be encouraged and, when necessary, d iscipl ined ."30 They place these 

responsibil ities under the leadership of those recognized in the Reformed 

tradition as elders. 

Responsibilities of Pastors 

Paul gave Timothy practical advice as to what Timothy needed to do, and 

as to the type of person he was to be, so that he might successful ly lead the 

church . Paul advises: 

If you point these things ["Everything God created is good , and 
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving" (1  
Timothy 4:4) . )  out to the brothers ,  you wi l l  be a good minister of 
Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of the good 
teaching that you have fol lowed (1 Timothy 4:6). 

Paul encouraged Timothy in the public reading and preaching of the 

Scriptures, not to neglect the g ift g iven to him, and to watch his own life that it 

was l ived out consistently with the doctrine of the faith ( 1  Timothy 4: 1 3, 1 4 , 1 6) .  

Paul intertwined spiritual d iscipl ine with official duties, "Have nothing to do with 

godless myths and old wives' tales; rather train yourself to be godly" ( 1 Timothy 

4:7) . 

Paul encouraged Timothy and Titus to establish their authority by setting 

an example of godly living : 

Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set 
an example for the believers in speech , in  l ife, in  faith, and in purity 
( 1  Timothy 4: 1 2) .  

In  everything set them an example by doing what is  good . I n  your 
teaching show integrity, seriousness and soundness of speech that 
cannot be conde.rned , so that those who oppose you may be 
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ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us (Titus 
2:7) . 
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The leadership of pastors is important in the formation of leadership within 

the church . We read in Ephesians 4:11-12 , " It was he who gave some . . .  pastors 

and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of 

Christ may be bui lt up." The office of the pastor today is not identical to the office 

of the apostles in the first century. However, it is true that pastors have the 

primary responsibil ity of proclaiming the Word of God in the church and they are 

often the ones cal led upon to lead the church in prayer, as were the apostles. 

This is affirmed in the report on ministry to the RCA's 1968 General Synod 

which recounts Calvin's comparison of pastors to the apostles, "Seeing pastors 

as the successors to the apostles, Calvin assigns to them the two particular 

functions of proclaiming the gospel and administering the sacraments. "31 

Paul encouraged Timothy in the ministry of the Word writing , "Preach the 

word ; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage -

with great patience and careful instruction" (2 Timothy 4:2) . Timothy was also 

encouraged to preach boldly, without being ashamed of the gospel (2 Timothy 

1 :8) .  In  Paul's letter to Titus, he encourages, "These, then, are the things you 

should teach . Encourage and rebuke with al l  authority. Do not let anyone 

despise you" (Titus 2: 15) . 

I n  Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, he writes, "And he [God] has 

committed to us the message of reconci l iation . We are therefore Christ's 

ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us" (2 Corinthians 

5 :19b-20a) . I n  referenc� to this passage Calvin writes, " . . .  the ministers of the 
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Church are ambassadors, for testifying and proclaiming the benefit of 

reconcil iation, only on this condition - that they speak from the Gospel . . . .  "32 In  

h is Institutes, Calvin explains that pastors are " . . .  to be interpreters of h is secret 

wi l l  and, in  short, to represent his person."33 

In regard to the ministry of the Word , Calvin writes, "Preaching of the 

Word is fi rst of all declared to be no human contrivance, but a most sacred 

ordinance of Christ ."34 

This is affirmed by the WARC consultation: 

The central matter of concern for the Reformers was to create room 
within the Church for the proclamation of the Gospel . . . .  The Gospel 
was to be preached and the sacraments administered ; all other 
activities were subordinated to this one goal . . . .  Office was not 
primarily an "honor," but a service.35 

This summation sounds much l ike the discussion of Acts 6. The ministry 

of the Word is to be faithfully carried out by pastors. The role of the pastor is also 

spoken of in terms of one who is to be a "shepherd . "  We can look to John 21 : 1 5-

1 7  where Jesus appointed Peter to be a shepherd of his sheep, that is, his 

church . The exhortation to "elders" in Acts 20:28 to be "shepherds of the church 

of God ," is believed to include elders who would today be described as "pastors." 

In  that passage Paul encouraged the Ephesian elders, instructing them to, "Keep 

watch over yourselves and al l  the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God , which he bought with his own 

blood . "  These elders are thought to be local congregational leaders in charge of 

establ ished churches brought into existence by the preaching of the apostles and 

others.36 
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The role of being a shepherd can be seen in the responsibil ities pastors 

have of caring for the congregation (Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:2-4), seeking the lost 

(Matthew 1 8: 1 2-14 ;  cf. 1 2 :30 parallel to Luke 1 1  :23), and combating heresy (Acts 

20:29f) .37 Paul instructs the "shepherds," " I  know that after I leave, savage 

wolves wi l l  come in among you and wi l l  not spare the flock. Even from your own 

number men wi l l  arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after 

them. So be on your guard" (Acts 20:29-31 a) .  While the apostles instructed al l 

Christians to care for each other (Galatians 6: 1 ;  Hebrews 1 2: 1 5, 1 6; 1 John 3 : 1 6-

1 8; 5 : 1 6) ,  this would be especially true for the elders and pastors who are to set 

the example. They are also to lead the congregation by example ( 1  Peter 5 : 1 -4) 

away from al l  that is harmful into al l  that is good . The congregation, for its part, is 

to acknowledge and fol low the God-given authority of its leaders (Hebrews 

1 3: 1 7) .  

Calvin also includes private admonitions within the responsibil ities of 

pastors. Commenting on the example of the Apostle Paul ,  Calvin writes, "So 

Paul calls the Ephesians to witness that he shrank from nothing that was in their 

best interest. . .  [pastors] have been set over the church . . .  to instruct the people to 

true godl iness, to administer the sacred mysteries and to keep and exercise 

upright d iscipline.38 

Paul ,  as an apostle, l ived out the instructions that he gave to others. He 

demonstrated shepherding God's people through his own example of visiting 

those to whom he had preached. We read of this in Acts 1 5:36: "Some time later 

Paul said to Barnabas, �et us go back and visit the brothers in al l  the towns 
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where we preached the Word of the Lord and see how they are doing ."' Here is 

a clear connection between preaching and visitation. While we do not know what 

was involved in this "visitation , "  it does g ive an example of a personal concern for 

those with whom one has ministered . Calvin's understanding of the role of the 

pastor is in agreement with this example of Paul .  He believed that a pastor's job 

was not merely preaching to the people, but also being with the people, even in 

their own homes. 

Teaching is among the responsibi l ities of pastors. Paul's writings testify to 

this (Ephesians 4:11) .  While each pastor's role may vary in the form and method 

of teaching , pastors must be aware of this aspect of their cal l ing. Rengstorf 

affirms this: 

Teachers are identical with the pastors: this l ies in the nature of the 
case; for the pastor is the one who is responsible for the l ife of the 
communit�, and therefore to teach in the widest sense is a part of 
his office. 9 

Calvin writes specifically about the pastor's role as teacher as wel l .  He 

recognizes that to some extent al l  pastors are teachers, yet he prefers to 

separate the two into separate offices. He gives the example of one who may be 

a teacher, yet is unable to interpret adequately the Scriptures, making one 

unqual ified to preach.4° Calvin elsewhere explains: 

. . .  this difference between them: teachers are not put in charge of 
discipl ine, or administering the sacraments, or warnings and 
exhortations, but only of Scriptural interpretation - to keep doctrine 
whole and pure among bel ievers. But the pastoral office includes 
all these functions within itself.41 

Calvin also points out the complementary nature of the two, "Without 

pastors and teachers thete can be no government of the church."42 
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There are many interpretations as to what is taught in the New Testament 

in regard to the cal l ing and responsibil ities of pastors. Juan Carol Ortiz 

emphasizes that a pastor is a "stonemason" who builds the people of God into a 

fine edifice,  the church .43 Peter Wagner describes the function of a pastor as 

being an equipper who seeks out the wi l l  of God , sets goals for the congregation , 

helps the people own the goals, and motivates them to be equipped to do their 

part.44 John Stott has a similar concept of the office of pastor. He writes of the 

pastor as being an individual who encourages al l  people to discover, develop, 

and exercise their gifts with the intention of helping them to understand that they 

as the people of God are to be a servant people.45 Wil l iam C. Martin brings forth 

a stronger emphasis of the pastor ministering to the inner person when he writes: 

The congregation does not need great vision or dreams. Of much 
value is the pastor who . . .  calms the troubled waters of grief and 
fear; who speaks a word that heals . . . .  Rather loosen the tightness 
in their chests that restricts their breathing , and their lungs wi l l  
gratefully eN'and of their own �ccord and they wi l l  inspire 
themselves. 

Calvin gives a lengthy summary of the role of the pastor: 

. . .  through the ministers to whom he [Christ] has entrusted this 
office and has conferred the grace to carry it out, he dispenses and 
distributes his g ifts to the church ; and he shows himself as though 
present by manifesting the power of his Spirit in  this h is institution, 
that it be not vain or idle. Thus the renewal of the saints is 
accompl ished ; thus the body of Christ is bui lt up [Ephesians 4:12]; 
thus "we grow up in every way into him who is the Head" 
[Ephesians 4 :  1 5] and grow together among ourselves; thus are we 
all brought into the unity of Christ, if prophecy flourishes among us, 
if we receive the apostles, if we do not refuse the doctrine 
administered to us. Whoever, therefore, either is trying to abolish 
this order of which we speak and this kind of government, or 
discounts it as not necessary, is striving for the undoing or rather 
the ruin and destr�ction of the church.47 
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The office of pastor carries with it much responsibil ity. There may be 

several different approaches by which pastors carry out thei r ministry, yet it 

remains true that God intends for them to give guidance and strength to his 

church . It wi l l  require that they are in some way interconnected personally with 

the people of the cong regation. The 1 968 report to the RCA's General Synod 

affirms the office of the pastor, quoting again from Calvin ,  "For neither the l ight 

and heat of the sun, nor food and drink, are so necessary to nourish and sustain 

the present l ife as the apostolic and pastoral office is necessary to preserve the 

church on earth" (Institutes, IV:3:2) .48 

The Responsibilities of the Deacons 

By the time that Paul wrote to the church in Phil ippi ,  ind ividuals within the 

church were recognized as holding the office of deacon. Deacons were officers 

in the church alongside the elders (Phi l ippians 1 : 1 ) , yet the Scriptures distinguish 

a difference in responsibil ities between elders and deacons. The church has 

usually viewed the ministry of deacons in terms of the role of the seven chosen to 

help the apostles in Acts 6: 1 -6. The primary tasks of the New Testament 

deacons were administration and practical service. 

Calvin's comments in h is Institutes on Romans 1 2:8 agree with this 

understanding of the primary responsibi l ities of the deacons: 

Since it is certain that Paul is speaking here of the public office of 
the church , there must have been two distinct grades of 
deacons . . . .  the deacons who distribute the alms . . . .  [and] those who 
had devoted themselves to the care of the poor and the sick. 49 

-l 
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This passage in Romans 12 reminds us again of the truth of Acts 6: 1 that 

the church is not to overlook those in need . Deacons are to act upon the 

concern God has for the poor and needy. 

The WARC consultation sums up the role of deacons, "The focus of this 

ministry of service is primarily the welfare of fel low Christians - their physical and 

material welfare in particular, but also their spiritual welfare."50 

Elsie McKee adds, "Deacons should not be ignorant about pastoral needs 

in the congregation or community, but their fundamental task is leading the 

church in justice and caring ministries. "51 Deacons undertake practical service as 

d istinct from the ministry of the Word . Yet it is true that "the Seven are set 

alongside the Twelve as representatives of the Hellenists, and that they take their 

place with the evangelists and apostles in disputing, preaching and baptizing . "52 

The WARC consultation affirms the importance of the service of the deacons and 

they dismiss " . . .  the idea that the office . . .  was to be understood as the first level in 

the pastoral h ierarchy . . . .  "53 McKee also affirms the distinctiveness and the 

breadth of the ministry of the deacons. She stresses the importance of having 

members of the congregation help the deacons, especially in regard to alerting 

them to special needs others may have. 

McKee also asserts that the oversight of the charitable contributions and 

the financial management of the church should not interfere with the deacon's 

obl igation to care for "those . . .  who can not care for themselves, "  suggesting , 

"Perhaps the financial work should be organized as a subcommittee of the 

diaconate."54 
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Fries writes, "Deacons should . . .  lead the people of God into servant 

ministry within the congregation as members learn to serve one another and 

beyond the congregation as members engage in ministries of witness, justice, 

and mercy and reconci l iation in the world ."55 

Douglas Fauble refers to Mark 1 0:45, where we read that Jesus "did not 

come to be served , but to serve."56 This is to be the guiding attitude within the 

hearts of deacons. In reference to the Greek and Hebrew widows mentioned in 

Acts 6, Fauble points out, "The blending of Jewish background people with 

Genti le background people was an important and new dimension to the 

church . . . .  "57 God is concerned about al l  people regardless of their cultural 

backgrounds. 

Fauble quotes C.E.B.  Cranfield in regard to the impl ications of Acts 6: 

Acts 6:  1 -6 impl ies: ( i) that the author regarded it as something 
taken for granted that the Church had an obl igation to care for the 
poor among its members; ( i i )  that at the time when Acts was written 
it seemed natural to think of the Church's charitable work as a 
function separate from that of preaching and oversight; ( i i i )  that, 
separated though they were in his own time, the author of Acts 
thought of these two functions as having been orig inally united in 
the ministry of the apostles.58 

Fauble draws from the theology of Calvin ,  l inking the hands of the 

"deacons to [the] 'hands of God, "' indicating that "the office was not a social 

welfare role, but a deeply godly and spiritual one . . .  [in which deacons were to] 

vigorously . . .  search out those who are in need , . . .  inquiri ng where there is 

need . . . .  "59 The biblical example of Stephen affirms this. Stephen was one of the 

seven mentioned in Acts 6 who were to carry out what became known as 

-l 
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diaconal work, yet Stephen was also an evangel ist who sought to bring the 

gospel to the people. 

Berghoef and De Koster, in  their book The Deacon's Handbook, tel l  how 

diaconal ministries become the "visible proof' to the world that the church is the 

l iving body of Christ: "For active eyes, ears, legs, and hands characterize only a 

l iving organism."60 They assert that the diaconal office must not be minimized as 

being of lesser importance than the other offices of the church, "Do not consider 

it a training-ground for 'more important' duty, nor meant only for younger 

members of the Church. "61 This assertion echoes the concern of Calvin. 

While the ministry of the deacons was important in the l ife of the early 

church, and throughout the fol lowing period , deacons were not necessarily 

always a part of the governing council of the individual congregations. This is 

reported by the WARC consultation: 

The church orders originating in the Netherlands and in Great 
Britain had restricted membership in such bodies [the official 
governing bodies of the church] to ministers and elders. The 
Church Order of Dort, however, had the provision that where the 
number of elders was too smal l ,  the deacons might also be 
admitted as members of the consistory. When the Reformed 
Church in America . . .  began its l ife in the New World ,  most of its 
congregations were small and therefore d id include the deacons in 
the consistory.62 

I n  reference to Acts 6, Berghoef and De Koster compare the altar of the 

Old Testament, the table of the Lord's Supper, and the tables served by the first 

deacons as having the common element of sacrifice. They point out how 

sacrifice "remains at the heart of Christianity."63 They conclude that whi le the 

office of deacon has beer maintained through the years, the diaconal emphasis 
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of servicing others has " . . .  shifted to financial management, . . .  [with the deacon] 

becoming the 'business manger' . . .  of the Church ."64 

McKee emphatically emphasizes the continuing need for the office of 

deacon, writing : 

No changes of time or space can alter the crucial importance of 
having a special , permanent, ecclesiastical office charged with 
leading the congregation in the corporate expression of love for the 
neighbor, provided that church members do not assume everything 
can be left to the official deacons. 65 

Responsibilities of the Congregation 

The responsibi l ities of the offices of the elder, the pastor, and the deacon 

are not fulfil led in a vacuum. The congregation has responsibil ities to fulfi l l  within 

the l ife of the church as wel l ,  responsibi l ities that complement the officers of the 

church. 

For there to be an effective ministry within and through the church , the 

members of the church are encouraged "to respect those who work hard among 

[them], who are over [them] in the Lord and who admonish [them]" (1 

Thessalonians 5 :12) . The congregation was to obey the elders unless the elders 

used their  governing authority contrary to the bibl ical teachings. This 

encouragement is even more strongly given in Hebrews 13:7-17, particularly in 

verse 17, "Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch 

over you as men who must g ive an account. Obey them so that their work wi l l  be 

a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. "  
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The Scriptures depict a church led by certain ind ividuals, cal led by God, to 

lead the members of the church into ministry. God wi l l  hold the leaders 

accountable for fulfi l l ing their  responsibi l ities. Similarly, the members of the 

congregation wi l l  be held accountable to properly respect the leaders of the 

church and to participate in the l ife and ministry of the church under the direction 

of the leaders. 

Members of the congregation have the responsibil ity to care for one 

another within the church. This responsibil ity of caring is not l imited to the 

leaders of the congregation. From the beginning of the New Testament church , 

the example of caring for one another is portrayed (although not all 

congregations, such as in Corinth , fulfi l led this expectation) .  We read in Acts 

2:44-45, "Al l the believers were together and had everything in common. Sel l ing 

their  possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need ."  A close 

fel lowship which revolved around worship was also central to the life of the early 

church in Jerusalem. We read in Acts 2:46-47: 

Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. 
They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and 
sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the 
people. And the Lord added to their number dai ly those who were 
saved . 

In  Acts 4:34 we read, "There were no needy persons among them. From 

time to time those who owned land or houses sold them, brought the money from 

the sales and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he 

had need ." While Acts relates to us what took place in regard to sharing with 
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each other, James relates that this is to be done, not simply out of the goodness 

of one's heart but also an expression of one's faith : 

What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has 
not deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or sister 
is without clothes and daily food . If one of you says to him, 'Go, I 
wish you wel l ;  keep warm and wel l  fed , '  but does nothing about his 
physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it 
is not accomplished by action, is dead (James 2: 1 4-17). 

Acts 4 :32 speaks of the bel ievers being "of one heart." That is an ideal 

goal each congregation should be striving to reach. Caring for each other and 

having a special concern for those who have particular needs are demonstrations 

of l iving out the summary of the Law, "'Love the Lord your God with al l  your heart 

and with al l  your soul and with all your mind . '  This is the first and greatest 

commandment. And the second is l ike it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself" 

(Matthew 22:37-39) . 

Ogden points out through what he describes as "the dependency model of 

ministry" how members of congregations often fai l  to involve themselves in caring 

for others: "Pastors are construed to be experts in things spiritual ,  whi le the 

people view themselves as objects receiving what they are not qual ified to give 

one another. 66 

Again Ogden writes: 

We are attracted to a representative and figurehead who embodies 
a corporate personal ity. This in turn places l ittle personal 
responsibil ity on us, and therefore a minimum of personal initiative 
is required . . . .  The role of the congregational member[s) is to be an 
enthusiastic supporter through verbal adulation and financial 
contributions. 67 
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Too often the members of the church consider ministry as that which the 

elders, the pastor, and the deacons are to do, seeing themselves as the 

recipients of ministry. Rather, each Christian bel iever is called to care for one 

another and to participate in the l ife and ministry of Christ's church . As each 

member understands that they are to be connected with one another, the church 

wi l l  be greatly strengthened in its shared l ife together and in its role of Christ's 

ministry to the world .  

Visitation/Care for Others 

As we examine the New Testament teachings, one responsibi l ity of the 

elders is to demonstrate care and concern for the members of the congregation 

and even the community. It is not a question of isolated acts of visitation,  but of a 

fundamental attitude. Caring for others is an expression of practical love for 

one's neighbors. James writes in h is epistle, "Religion that God our Father 

accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their 

d istress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world" (James 1 :27). 

James also writes of the care elders are to extend to those who are sick, "Is any 

one of you sick? He should cal l  the elders of the church to pray over h im and 

anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord" (James 5: 1 4) .  

Note also the words of Jesus when he spoke in regard to the good works 

one is to do as an expression of one's love for God and for others, saying, " I  was 

sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me" (Matthew 
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25:36b,c) .  But to those whom Jesus described as the "cursed" he says, " I  was 

sick and in prison and you did not look after me" (Matthew 25:43c) . 

We read of Paul saying to Barnabas in Acts 1 5:36,  "Let us go back and 

visit the brothers in al l  the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and 

see how they are doing . "  Beyer interprets these visits which Paul and Barnabas 

were planning to have been inspired by the responsibil ity they felt for the 

churches on account of their office as apostles. 68 

Berghoef and De Koster also stress the importance of the ministry of 

visitation. They encourage annual family visitation, believing that family visitation 

by the elders strengthens the church. 

The Lord provides for his Body in the visiting ministry of the 
eldership what the secular world tries to duplicate through 
encounter groups and the l ike .  The confidence, security, and 
togetherness which can be created by careful ly planned and 
conducted family visiting draws the church together into the local 
communion of saints - a communion al l  seek and one which the 
secular therapist cannot g ive.69 

Berghoef and De Koster conclude that when relationships between the 

elders and the members are intact, and l ines of communication are open, many 

potential problems within the l ife and ministry of the church are avoided or more 

easily resolved . They make this statement on the basis of the elders and the 

members being more famil iar with each other and each other's concerns. 

McAfee also sees the importance of elders having a "personal knowledge" 

of congregation members. While he understands that in our present society, 

family visitation is being done less frequently than in previous times, he speaks 

d irectly about visitation fhen he writes, "We have not yet found anything that 
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real ly or fully takes its place in binding a congregation into a unity and making the 

people feel that the church is there to help them."70 McAfee stresses that the 

stronger the relationships between elders and parishioners are, the better it wi l l  

be for the church . 

Discipline/Accountabil ity 

The Scriptures speak of certain expectations as to how the members of 

the church were to l ive. The Jerusalem Council g ives us an example of this. The 

council debated the question of whether circumcision should be required of the 

Gentiles who were coming to faith in Jesus. This debate revolved around the 

permanence of many of the Old Testament laws that had been previously 

required of the people. Peter explains, "Now then, why do you try to test God by 

putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have 

been able to bear?" (Acts 1 5: 1 0) .  In  Acts 1 5: 1 9-20, James, the brother of Jesus, 

summarizes the discussion of the counci l :  

I t  is  my judgment, therefore, that we should not make i t  difficult for 
the Gentiles who are turning to God. Instead we should write to 
them, tel l ing them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from 
sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals, and from 
blood . 

This pastoral letter of concern and expectation was del ivered to the church 

in Antioch by some of the men of the church in Jerusalem, along with Paul and 

Barnabas. The response of the Antioch church to this letter was, "The people 

read it and were glad for its encouraging message" (Acts 1 5:31 ) .  The decisions 

made at the Jerusalem�ounci l  which were stated in this pastoral letter to the 
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church in Antioch were then shared with new congregations in other towns where 

the apostles had preached (Acts 16:4). Acts 16:5 relates the result of this letter 

being shared with the other congregations, "So the churches were strengthened 

in the faith and grew daily in numbers." 

The expectations which the early church had as to how bel ievers were to 

l ive d id not hinder, but actually strengthened, the growth of the church . This is 

contrary to popular opinion today, which often assumes that if a church expects 

too much from the people, the people wi ll stay away or leave. 

The Scriptures further affirm in James 5:16 that the members of the 

church will be held accountable for how they l ive their l ives, particularly in regard 

to sin,  "Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that 

you may be healed . The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective." 

The acknowledgment of "sin" in  one's l ife is an acknowledgment that there is an 

expectation as to how one is to l ive. Not only is an individual commanded to 

confess his or her sin,  but the members of the church are also encouraged to 

help a wayward believer to return to a godly life, as James writes, "My brothers, if 

one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, 

remember this: whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way wi l l  save him 

from death and cover over a multitude of sins" (James 5:19-20) . 

While the elders were to watch over and guide the members of the 

congregation , they were also held accountable for how they l ived their  own lives. 

We see this demonstrated by Paul when he openly reprimands Peter, "When I 

saw that they were not afting in l ine with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in 
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front of them all . . .  " (Galatians 2 : 1 4) .  As Peter addresses the elders he reminded 

them to not abuse their  position and authority. He writes that their relationship 

with the members should not be one of "lord ing it over those entrusted to you" ( 1  

Peter 5:3) . Elders are held accountable for how they respond to the cal l ing of 

their office and its responsibil ities. They must "give an account" (Hebrews 1 3: 1 7, 

also 4: 1 3) .  

I t  was understood by Paul that those who serve as elders open 

themselves up to unwarranted attacks. Paul writes to Timothy, "Do not entertain 

an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses" ( 1  

Timothy 5 :  1 9) .  However, elders who fai led to l ive "blameless" l ives were to be 

corrected though ,  "Those [elders] who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the 

others may take warning" ( 1  Timothy 5:20). Paul also reminds the members of 

the congregation that the elders who teach the Word of God [pastors] faithfully 

are to be affirmed and are, "worthy of double honor, especial ly those whose work 

is preaching and teaching. For the Scriptures teach , 'Do not muzzle the ox while 

it is treading out t�e grain , '  and 'the worker deserves his wages"' (1 Timothy 

5: 1 8) .  

Church d iscipl ine is  often disregarded in Christian ministry today. It is 

referred to as "archaic," "retributive," "pol icing of the people,"  "uncompassionate," 

or as "the reason people leave" the church . Seldom is it spoken of in terms of 

what God intends for it to be, a demonstration of pastoral care and concern . 

Church d iscipl ine is usually viewed from the perspective of one's own 

broken humanity. With .,e reasoning that "we don't want to be judgmental" (for 
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we know of our own shortcomings, which someone else may bring up), the 

leaders of the church are often hesitant in implementing d iscipl ine. I n  regard to 

this subject, I .  John Hesselink writes: 

The basic reasons for neglecting church d iscipline are unbel ief, a 
spirit of relativism and indifference, and a false understanding of 
'charity' and Christian freedom. It is also considered almost 
exclusively as something negative and is often equated with 
excommunication . 71 

I n  reality, the individuals who miss out on d iscipl ine miss out on the care 

and concern with which d iscipl ine is to be carried out. Hesselink identifies this in 

the writings of John Calvin ,  as he comments: 

For Calvin it [church discipline] was essentially a positive measure, 
an aspect of 'the cure of souls' and the preaching of the Word . 'This 
care and this preaching are not two separate things, but two parts 
of one activity, the effective application of the Word , and discipline 
is a necessary appendage. '72 ·· 

Many congregations, though ,  simply ignore the ministry of d iscipline, even 

though it is taught and demonstrated within the ministry of the New Testament 

church . This has been substantiated , as Hesselink again points out, "Even in 

most Presbyterian and Reformed churches in the United States and Great Britain 

the practice of church d iscipl ine is almost extinct. "73 

The WARC consultation addresses the real ity that ecclesiastical d iscipl ine 

in the last couple of decades has become a d ifficult area of ministry for elders. 

They [the elders] are also aware that in a church whose 
membership is voluntary, the pursuit of formal discipl inary 
procedures often results only in the breaking-off of relationships as 
the person simply seeks out membership in a congregation of 
another denomination. Moreover, elders are faced with the 
changing patterns of society and morality, especially i n  matters of 
secular and famil� l ife, and thus become confused about what it 
means to uphold tlie honor of Christ. 74 
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This same consultation summed up wel l  the purpose of discipl ine within 

Christ's church: "Discipl ine was intended to serve God's honor in the church. It 

sought to keep healthy members from being infected ; its goal was repentance. It 

was to correct, not condemn."75 

I n  the Reformed expression of the Christian faith (and certainly within 

other expressions, e.g . ,  the Augsburg Confession of 1 534) the ministry of 

proclaiming the Word of God and the pure administration of the sacraments are 

two key aspects of Christian ministry. The church can not carry out those 

aspects of ministry with integrity if it is not also committed to encouraging and 

even rebuking the members of Christ's church to strive to l ive according to that 

very Word . Calvin explains, "As the saving doctrine of Christ is the soul of the 

church , so does discipl ine serve as its sinews, through which the members of the 

body held together, each in its own place. "76 That is why the WARC consultation 

concludes, "The office of pastors included a third task as wel l ,  the exercise of 

d iscipl ine, and this task the pastors shared with the elders, . . .  rebuking and 

bring ing to reconcil iation those who do not appear to behave as regenerate 

people."77 

Calvin understood 1 Corinthians 1 2:28 to be describing elders when it 

speaks of those who have gifts of "government," or as the New International 

Version of the Bible translates, those "with g ifts of administration." Calvin writes: 

Governors ( 1  Corinthians 1 2:28) were, I believe, elders chosen 
from the people, who were charged with the censure of morals and 
the exercise of d iscipl ine along with the bishops. For one cannot 
otherwise interpret his statement, 'Let h im who rules act with 
di l igence' (Roma'lS 1 2:8) .  Each church , therefore, had from its 
beginning a senate, chosen from godly, grave, and holy men, which 



had jurisdiction over the correcting of faults . . . .  Now experience itself 
makes clear that this sort of order was not confined to one age. 
Therefore, this office of government is necessary for all ages. 78 

84 

· It is interesting to note that Beyer points out that while Paul includes the 

"gifts of administration" in his discussion of spiritual g ifts, Paul does not specify 

that this g ift is given to only a few (1 Corinthians 12:29) as he indicates about 

most of the other spiritual g ifts mentioned in verse 28. 79 Beyer makes an 

interesting point, when he writes, "To exercise [this] office the Christian needs to 

be elected and cal led rather than specifically endowed by God. "80 

The Scripture passages that pertain to the "keys of the kingdom" also 

indicate the role the church is to play in regard to holding people accountable for 

the lifestyle they l ive. We read in Matthew 16:19, " I  wi l l  g ive you the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth wi l l  be bound ih heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth wil l  be loosed in heaven. "  This is reiterated in 

Matthew 18:18. 

The Heidelberg Catech ism explains the reference to the "keys of the 

kingdom" in Matthew in the fol lowing way: 

I n  this way: Christ commanded that those who bear the Christian 
name in an unchristian way either in doctrine or in l ife should be 
g iven brotherly admonition. If they do not g ive up their errors or evi l  
ways, notification is g iven to the church or to those ordained for this 
by the church. Then, if they do not change after this warning , they 
are forbidden to partake of the holy Sacraments and are thus 
excluded from the communion of the church and by God himself 
from the kingdom of Christ. However, if they promise and show 
real amendment, they are received again as members of Christ and 
of the church (Answer to Question #85) .81 

The Scriptures also g ive the church the responsibil ity of trying to help 

errant persons repent of �eir sins and be restored before God and his church : 



If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just 
between the two of you . If he l istens to you,  you have won your 
brother over. But if he wi l l  not l isten, take one or two others along, 
so that 'every matter may be establ ished by the testimony of two or 
three witnesses. '  If he refuses to listen even to the church , treat 
h im as you would a pagan or a tax col lector (Matthew 18:15-17) . 
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This text from the Gospel of Matthew indicates the seriousness of sin .  Yet 

another passage reminds the church as a whole of its responsibil ity of being 

concerned about the l ives of the members of the church , for we read in Galatians 

6: 1, "Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore 

him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted ." 

Each member of the church has some responsibil ity of helping others to 

be accountable to l ive according to the wil l  of God. While the church certainly 

must be careful not to be judgmental ,  the church is to seek to uphold the integrity 

of the Scriptures as to how Christians are to l ive. 

We are reminded by Fries: 

Since koinonia depends on a continuing and dynamic relationship 
with Christ, the elder attends to sound teaching and discipl ine 
within the church. False doctrine threatens faith , and d iscipline is 
exercised when the relationship of a member of the congregation 
with Christ is compromised by sin.82 

The discipline of the church does not condemn a person - as many critics 

of church d iscipline maintain - but we read in Titus 3 :10-11, "Warn a divisive 

person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do 

with him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful ;  he is self-

condemned."  Paul was describing those who continue to be quarrelsome and 

unrepentant. Their own attitudes and behavior condemn them. 

� 
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Paul 's charge to Timothy sums up well the responsibi l ity which the church 

has in trying to encourage and to hold accountable its members to l ive godly 

l ives: 

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking , 
correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God 
may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. In  the presence 
of God and of Christ Jesus, who wi ll judge the l iving and the dead, 
and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I g ive you this 
charge: Preach the Word ; be prepared in season and out of 
season ;  correct, rebuke and encourage - with great patience and 
careful instruction . For the time wi l l  come when men wil l  not put up 
with sound doctrine. Instead , to suit their own desires, they wi l l  
gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their 
itching ears want to hear (2 Timothy 3 : 1 6  - 4:3) .  

There is certainly a hesitancy today in regard to the ministry of d iscipline. 

Yet the words of Calvin remind us of its significant role within the ministry of the 

church : 

All who desire to remove discipl ine or to hinder its restoration -
whether they do this deliberately or out of ignorance - are surely 
contributing to the u ltimate dissolution of the Church . For what wi ll 
happen if each is al lowed to do what he pleases? Yet that would 
happen if to the preaching of doctrine there were not added private 
admonitions, corrections, and other aids of the sort that sustain 
doctrine and do not let it remain idle. There, discipl ine is l ike a 
bridle to restrain and tame those who rage against the doctrine of 
Christ; or l ike a spur to arouse those of little inclination; and also 
sometimes l ike a father's rod to chastise mildly and with the 
gentleness of Christ's Spirit those who have more seriously 
lapsed .83 

Hesselink rightful ly chal lenges the church today when he writes: 

It should be apparent that for Calvin a church cannot really be a 
church which does not practice discipl ine. Without d iscipl ine, 
Calvin reminds us, the preaching of the Word and instruction in 
doctrine have no real force or authority, and the church wi l l  
eventually become weak and ineffective.84 

-l 



The WARC consultation also points out: 

I ndividual Christians who feel .  . .  private relationships, professional 
ethics, or anything else - 'no one else's business, '  may wel l  need to 
be reminded that we are members of Christ's Body. One of the 
deepest human needs is to l ive in community, 'to belong , '  and to 
have 'a place. '85 
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If one bel ieves that the New Testament is the Word of God , one is able to 

make the case that God has certain expectations as to the lifestyle choices that 

are made by people. It is also clear, then , that God has g iven his church the 

responsibi l ity of holding the members of the church accountable for the way they 

l ive their l ives. Discipl ine is a tool to be used in implementing this accountabil ity, 

doing so with pastoral care and concern for the individual , and for the honor of 

God and the strengthening of the church . 

Concluding Comments 

The New Testament places a great emphasis on individuals having proper 

qual ifications to serve in the offices of elder, pastor, and deacon. The New 

Testament speaks more specifical ly about the personal character and the 

spiritual maturity that these individuals are to possess than about specific 

spiritual g ifts that are required for these offices. However, spiritual g ifts are 

assumed to be held by each of these office bearers. 

It is clear that the New Testament teaches that there are certain 

responsibil ities that elders, pastors, and deacons are expected to fulfil l ,  with 

some overlapping between the offices. Each individual wi l l  probably assume 
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certain tasks through which col lectively they are able to provide a comprehensive 

ministry. 

These office-holders are truly to be servant-leaders. They are to serve 

God the Father, Christ and his church , and the community through the power of 

the Holy Spi rit working in and through them. They are to lead the people of God , 

most specifical ly the members and attendees of the congregation whom and with 

whom they are serving. 

The New Testament does not seem to be as concerned about the 

structure of these offices as it is concerned about the responsibi l ities of these 

offices being fulfi l led . A paper presented to the 1 980 General Synod of the RCA, 

"The Nature of Ecclesiastical Office and Ministry," affirms this: "This variation in 

number and designation [of offices] should be viewed as God's design to g ive the 

church freedom, under d ivine guidance, to devise the kind and number of offices 

needed for carrying forward its mission in the world."86 While the paper gives 

flexibil ity to the structure of the offices, it sti l l  maintains that the offices are distinct 

from one another, " . . .  lest the ful l  representing of Christ to the church and the 

mission of the church to the world , be seriously d iminished ."87 

The study commission that Fries participated in also asserts: "God the 

Spirit forges the structures of the church . . .  and cultivates men and women to fi l l 

them." The Spirit may lead congregations to structure consistories in different 

ways. 

Hesselink, in his book On Being Reformed, adds to this discussion when 

he writes, "What real ly 'l'atters, in the last analysis, is not whether there are 
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bishops or not, two offices (ministers and elders) or four offices (ministers, elders ,  

deacons, and professors of theology) , but whether Christ is  truly Lord of his 

church."88 Hesselink sums up h is discussion on this: "In short, the best church 

pol ity is that which best g lorifies Christ, edifies his people, and equips and frees 

them for witness and service in the world ."89 

The New Testament g ives us a picture of the church being a community of 

believers and a fel lowship. God intends for his people to be together in l ife and 

in ministry. He has called certain individuals to lead h is church . Elders, pastors, 

and deacons have been called by God to be in the forefront of this leadership. 

Fries, writes a fine summary of the responsibil ities of the three offices and 

the leadership they are intended to give to the congregation : 

The three consistorial offices together, working in a complimentary 
fashion, comprise the pastoral ministry of the church (the 
pastorate). Those who minister through the consistorial offices 
minister primarily to the community of faith they serve, while the 
ministry of the baptized people of God extends through the church 
into the world and carries the world back to the church as the 
scattered people of God return to the community of faith.90 

Berghoef and De Koster challenge the church in regard to elder leadership 

(although the challenge is appl icable for al l  three offices) : 

Challenge your leaders to assume all of the responsibi l ities laid upon them 
by the Lord of the Church!91 . . .  It is an office of awesome responsibi l ity. If 
you [elders] and countless other elders, across the churches, wi l l  rise to 
take hold of your appointed cal l ing with a new spirit, fresh hope, and eager 
anticipation, there may wel l  be a renewal of the Church of Christ which wi ll 
foretel l  a new day for Western civil ization . . . .  Demand a l iving eldership! 
Now!92 

This bibl ical study was designed to investigate whether the expectations 

that the church in Genevf had of elders ,  pastors, and deacons being involved in 
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pastoral preaching, pastoral visitation, and pastoral d iscipl ine fol lowed the New 

Testament teachings and example of ministry. These areas of pastoral ministry 

are taught in the New Testament and were carried out in the first century church . 

Geneva's implementation of these ministries has a biblical basis. 
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CHAPTER THREE: A CONTEMPORARY STUDY 

The Reformed Church in America (RCA) finds its h istorical roots in the 

Reformed church of the Reformation. The ministry of the Reformers sought for 

the church to return to the Scriptures as its foundation for ministry. "Scripture 

alone" was a ral ly cry in the theological debates of the Reformation . M .  Eugene 

Osterhaven writes: 

The Reformation was first of al l ,  then, a return to the Bible as the 
only infall ible rule for faith and practice . . . .  The Reformers did not 
wish to reject the teaching of the church but they felt called to 
subordinate it to the Word of God as the church of the first Christian 
centuries had done. 1 

The RCA continues the ministry of the Reformation yet today. "A church 

which is always reforming according to the Word of God" is a famil iar motto 

within the RCA. Its ministry is to be true to Christ and his church , · understanding 

that the Bible remains the authoritative Word upon which its ministry is based. In  

regard to pastoral ministry i t  may be asked , "Does the pastoral ministry of the 

RCA fol low the New Testament teachings and example?" 

As this question is asked , this study narrows its focus from the ministry of 

the RCA in  general to the specific ministry of the Pleasant Prairie Classis.* To 

help gain an understanding into the practice of pastoral ministry in the Pleasant 

Prairie Classis, a survey was implemented and distributed (see Appendix One) . 

Additional insight was gained through the minutes of the meetings of the 

Pleasant Prairie Classis, of the Synod of the Heartland (previously known as the 

*A Classis is a grouping of regional congregations that minister separately, yet in 
conjunction and account,ble to each other. 
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Synod of the West and the Synod of Iowa), and of the General Synod of the 

RCA. 

A SURVEY OF PASTORAL MINISTRY OF PLEASANT PRAIRIE CLASSIS 

As years progress from generation to generation, there are often different 

opinions as to how to approach and implement the ministry of the church. As 

ministry is carried out, it is common for certain areas of ministry to dominate the 

attention of pastors and lay leaders. In recent years the church has promoted 

youth ministry, Christian education programs, counseling ministries, church 

growth opportunities, and contemporary worship, to name some of the 

concentrations of ministry. These areas of ministry, and many others, help bring 

about a ful l  and meaningful ministry of the church to the community and to the 

world .  In the midst of al l  the different concentrations of ministry, pastoral ministry 

can not be ignored or forgotten. 

Pastoral ministry seeks to care for the people of the church and to 

strengthen the people for the ministry of Christ through h is church . Pastoral 

ministry seeks to encourage the spiritual maturity and health of people in the 

church and in the community and to promote an honorable witness of Christ to 

the world . 

The survey (see Appendix One) that was implemented in this study shares 

insight as to how the consistory members within the Pleasant Prairie Classis 

(from now on referred to as PPC) have understood and carried out pastoral 

ministry over approximat�ly the past 50 years. The survey was sent out to al l  21 
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instal led pastors of the classis, four retired pastors within the classis, and to 61  

former pastors of the classis. Each congregation was asked to d istribute the 

survey to present and former elders and deacons. It was asked that the 

completed surveys should be returned to me. A total of 1 64 responses were 

returned . This included 41  responses from former pastors, 1 3  responses from the 

present pastors of the classis ( including the retired ministers within the classis) , 

48 responses of individuals who had served only as elders, 4 1  responses of 

ind ividuals who had served only as deacons, and 21  responses of individuals 

who served as both an elder and a deacon. 

At times the group of former pastors is divided into two groups. The 

former pastors who served previous to the 1 980's (hereafter referred to as those 

who did not serve in the 1 980's) , and a group who served in the 1 980s (This 

group includes any former pastors who also served in the 1 990's. Hereafter this 

group is referred to as those who served in the 1 980's.) .  

SELECT QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES OF THE SURVEY 

To gain an understanding of the background of the respondents, a couple 

of questions related to the respondents' own l ife experiences. Of the 

respondents, only 38% actually g rew up in PPC. It is interesting that 83% of the 

respondents identify the pastor under whom they grew up under as "caring."  The 

majority also describe these pastors as "gifted" and "strong" (59%), but very few 

describe their pastors as "authoritarian." This seems to indicate that their 

pastors' "strong" leadersf ip is perceived as a positive characteristic and not as 
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an overbearing or threatening style of leadership. Several key questions and 

responses of the survey wi l l  now follow. 

"From where or whom do those involved in pastoral care receive their 
authority?" (Question #8) 

The groups of elder, elder/deacons (those who had served in both offices) , 

and deacons combined together indicate that less than half (43%) of them view 

the authority to be involved in pastoral care as coming from a divine source (God 

and/or the Bible) . The majority answered the question that they believe such 

authority is granted through the nature of their office, by the consistory as a 

whole, or by the Book of Church Order. The former pastors respond with 6 1 %  

specifically indicating that this authority comes from a d ivine source. This was 

the same for the present pastors, 6 1  % bel ieving such authority comes through a 

d ivine source. 

Ultimately, I would think that a person's perspective on this question would 

affect one's involvement in pastoral care. If the authority to carry out pastoral 

care comes from a source that is simply a part of the structure of an organization, 

it is easier to set aside that ministry, than if one believes that the authority of the 

ministry comes from God. 

Comments from Other Sources 

Fries explains in his report on "Faithful Consistories" that the authority of 

the offices holders comes from Christ alone, even though they are elected by the 

people. "Those who hold the offices are responsive to the congregation,  but 

responsible to Christ a10Ae in the exercise of their office. "2 
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"What do you understand 'pastoral care' to include?" (Question #5) 

Visitation is specified as an important element of pastoral care by a 

majority of the respondents (71 of 1 1 0 ;  65%) who had served as elders, 

elder/deacons, and deacons. Of these respondents, 82% of them identify the 

particular importance of visitation to those hospitalized and sick. I found it is 

surprising that only 39% specify the importance of visiting the shut-ins. Only 8% 

indicate that they believe "every home" visitation should be implemented within 

pastoral care. Again it is 8% who believe that visits should be made to those in 

the church who have been inexpl icably missing from worship. 

Of the 39 elders ,  elder/deacons, and deacons who did not specifically 

identify "visitation" as an element of pastoral care, their broader definitions of 

pastoral care would l ikely include visitation as a demonstration of their ideas of 

pastoral care. 

Visitation becomes one of the more concrete expressions of care and 

concern for parishioners. Other expressions of pastoral care that these 

respondents mention include: encouragement, counsel ing,  loving care and 

support, preaching, meeting the physical and spiritual needs of the members, 

serving the sacraments, and through an interest in the chi ldren and youth . 

When the surveys of the former pastors of PPC are evaluated , 1 8  of the 

41 (44%) respondents identify visitation as important in pastoral ministry. Twelve 

of the 1 8  who l isted visitation ( 1 1 %) specify the importance of visiting those who 

are hospital ized or sick. Four of the same 1 8  (22%) specify the importance of 

visiting those who are snvt-ins or i n  nursing homes. Visitation of the bereaved is 
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also mentioned as important by four of the same 1 8. Three of the same 1 8  

( 1 7%) express the bel ief that "every home visitation" should be implemented . 

One comments that those who have not been attending worship should be 

visited . 

Eight other former pastors g ive a broader definition of what pastoral care 

includes. By their answers, one might conclude that they would also agree that 

visitation would be a l ikely way of implementing the pastoral ministry of "caring 

for" and "looking after" the people included within the congregation's ministry. 

It is doubtful that the remaining 1 4  former pastors would exclude visitation 

as a means of pastoral care, but they define pastoral care in more subjective 

terms than the responses of the elders and deacons. Other leading ways the 

former pastors identify demonstrating pastoral care include: counseling, 

encouragement, discipl ine, teaching, visiting perspective members, and 

preaching. 

Six of the 1 3  (46%) present pastors specifically identify visitation as being 

an important part of pastoral care. Three others (23%) answer with the broader 

terms of "caring for" and "looking after" the members of the congregation. These 

answers lead one to bel ieve that visitation would probably be a part of this 

pastoral care. 

The present pastors are not as specific as to what types of visits should be 

made. Only three (23%) specify the importance of visiting those who are 

hospitalized or sick. One indicates the necessity to visit the needy. One 

specifies the need to vis!t the bereaved . Two ( 1 5%) express the need to make 
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visits of discipline or admonition. None of the present pastors express a belief 

that an organized "every home visitation" is essential .  

The present pastors indicate that visitation is important in pastoral care, 

but their comments pertaining to it are less specific than the responses of the 

other groups. 

Other lead ing demonstrations of pastoral care which the present pastors 

identify include: helping meet the needs of people, helping others through 

spiritual issues, encouragement, preaching, demonstrating compassion, 

counsel ing, and teaching . 

"How do you see 'pastoral care' being implemented in your congregation?" 
(Question #6) 

"On the average, how many pastoral visits or contacts do you make each 
month?" (Question #23) 

I wi l l  introduce question 23 with question six. Question 23 wi l l  be referred 

to often in the discussion of the next few questions. 

The answers to question six generally fol lowed the answers given in 

question five. Various types of visitation are mentioned , along with preaching, 

counsel ing , letters and cards of encouragement, demonstrations of compassion , 

prayer and prayer chains, and reviews of those who have been absent from 

worship. The number of respondents who indicated the above demonstrations of 

pastoral care was few. Most respondents did not g ive specific answers to 

question six. More information in regard to the practice of visitation is gained 

through the answers to cwestion 1 3. 
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"Whom do you understand to be responsible for demonstrating 'pastoral 
care' in the church?" (Question #7)(for several questions the answers for the 
elders, elder/deacons, and deacons have been separated to better understand 
any trend in  their responses) 

Elder Respondents (who had not served as deacons) 

Twenty of the 2 1  elders (95%) indicate the pastor is to be responsible for 

pastoral care. Sixteen of the 21 (76%) ind icate that the elders are also to be 

involved in pastoral care. Seven (33%) specifical ly include deacons having the 

responsib i l ity to be involved in pastoral care. Ten respondents (47%) mention 

that others in the church should also be involved in implementing pastoral care. 

It is interesting to compare these answers to the responses these same 

elders gave to question 23 of the survey, in which the respondents were asked , 

"On the average, how many pastoral visits or contacts do you make each 

month?" The respondents' answers to question 23 indicate that the majority of 

them are minimally involved in implementing pastoral care within  their 

congregations. Of the 21 elder respondents who gave an answer to question 

seven,  seven (33%) either d id not answer question 23 or answered it as "none." 

Other answers include: " it varies" (3 respondents) , "not many" ( 1 ) ,  "two per year" 

( 1  ), "four or five per year" ( 1 ) , "one per month" (2),  "three to four per month" (4) ,  

and "five to six per month" (2) . Question 23 does not clarify whether the 

respondent is answering the question as one who is or is not presently serving 

on the consistory. However, 1 0  of the 2 1  elders who responded to question 

seven indicate, "everyone in the congregation," and "other leaders of the church 

besides the consistory members," should be participating in pastoral care. As 

members of the "greater !onsistory" even non-serving consistory members would 
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be considered "other leaders of the church , "  and certainly they are a part of the 

grouping of "everyone." The elders' responses on the survey indicate that 

whether they presently are serving on the consistory or not, they should be 

involved in pastoral care. 

Elder/Deacon Respondents (who have served in both offices) 

Six of the 48 respondents ( 1 4%) note that pastoral care is to be 

implemented solely by the pastor. Pastors and elders are identified by 1 4  

respondents (29%) as having this responsibi l ity (three of these indicate that the 

elders simply assist) . Eighteen respondents (38%) indicate that pastors, elders 

and deacons are to carry out this ministry. "Elders only" are noted by three (6%) . 

"Everyone in  the congregation" is mentioned three times. Four surveys give no 

answer or answers so inconclusive as to miss what the individual means. 

It is interesting that at least 32 of the respondents (67%) believe that 

elders specifically are to be involved in the implementing of pastoral care. Their 

answers to question 23 ("On the average,  how many pastoral visits or contacts 

do you make each month?") indicate that they do not strongly practice their 

bel ief. Twenty-five of the respondents (52%) either do not answer the question 

23 or answer that they do not make visits. Six respondents ( 1 3%) indicate that 

they make very few or less than one a month. Eight ( 1 7%) indicate they make 

from one to three visits a month . Four respondents (8%) make three to four a 

month and one respondent makes five to ten visits or contacts a month. Two 

reply that they regularly visit the members who are in nursing homes. 
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One respondent indicates that he does not make visits or contacts 

because "he is not presently on the consistory."  Another one ind icates he d id so 

when their church was vacant. This seems to imply that he is no longer doing so. 

Again,  while question 23 does not clarify whether the respondent is 

presently serving on the consistory, of these respondents, nine ( 1 9%) indicate a 

bel ief that others beside the pastor and consistory members should be involved 

in  the ministry of pastoral care. My observation is that the elder/deacons are not 

consistent in  what they say they bel ieve about pastoral care when thei r  stated 

bel ief is compared to thei r  practice. 

Deacon Respondents (who had not served as elders) 

Thirty-three of 41  respondents (80%) identify the pastor as having 

responsibil ity in implementing pastoral care. Twenty-five of the respondents 

(61 %) include the elders as having responsibi l ity in  this ministry. Eleven 

respondents (2 1 %) specifically include deacons as having responsibi l ity with 

pastoral care as wel l .  Six respondents ( 1 5%) bel ieve everyone in  the church 

should be involved with this ministry. 

When their answers to question 23 are evaluated , it becomes apparent 

that the majority of deacons are minimally involved in pastoral care through 

visitation or contacts. Thirty-four of the respondents (83%) did not answer 

question 23, or answered that they do not make pastoral visits or contacts. Six 

respondents ( 1 5%) give answers that they make from one to three visits or 

contacts a month . One respondent i nd icates he makes five visits or contacts a 

month." 
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Remembering that 1 7  respondents (4 1 %) themselves believe that they as 

deacons, or as a part of the group of "everyone" should be involved in pastoral 

care, only seven respondents ( 1 7%) indicate they make any visits or contacts. 

The majority of deacons do not see themselves as having responsibi l ity for 

pastoral care. The deacons who do believe they share in  the responsibil ity of 

pastoral care are not very active in being involved in pastoral ministry. 

Former Pastors' Responses 

Eighteen of the 41 former pastors (43%) indicate they bel ieve that pastoral 

care is to be implemented solely by pastors. N ine (22%) indicate that it is the 

pastors' and elders' responsibil ity (four of these respondents indicate that in 

reality the elders participation is limited) .  Eight respondents (20%) indicate that 

the pastor, along with the elders and deacons, is to implement this ministry, with 

three of these respondents (7%) indicating that others should also be helping 

them. Two indicate that they believe it is to be carried out by the pastor and 

caring people of the congregation. 

The former pastors' answers to question 23 reveal that the pastors who 

did not serve in PPC in the 1 980's averaged 24 visits a month while the pastors 

who did serve in the 1 980's averaged 34 visits a month . It is interesting to see 

that those who did serve in the 1 980's had a higher average of visits a month 

than those who did not serve in the 1 980's when many of the other questions 

indicate that visitation was more organized in the earl ier decades. 
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Present Pastors' Responses 

None of the present pastors indicate that they bel ieve that it is solely their 

responsibil ity to demonstrate pastoral care. Ten pastors (77%) indicate that it is 

the pastors' ,  elders' ,  and deacons' responsibi l ity, with six of the 1 0  (60%) 

indicating that the congregation should participating as wel l .  One of these 

respondents specifically indicates that those who are g ifted in pastoral care 

should also help the pastors, elders, and deacons. Two respondents simply 

answer that those who are gifted in pastoral care should be the ones responsible. 

One respondent g ives no answer. 

It is interesting to see how different the responses of the present pastors 

are in comparison to the other groups of respondents. Compare the d ifference of 

the present pastors in that none of them believe that pastoral care is solely their 

responsibi l ity whi le many of the former pastors ( 1 8 of the 41 ; 43%) believe the 

pastor is solely responsible. With this d ifference in perspective in mind , it is not 

surprising that there are many misunderstandings within the church in regard to 

pastoral care. Many of the elders and deacons grew up under the guidance of 

these former pastors. Surely these elders' and deacons' understanding of 

pastoral ministry was molded to some degree by the style of ministry of these 

pastors. 

In answer to question 23, the average number of visits or contacts a 

month that the present pastors make is twenty-one. 
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"Are the elders and deacons of your church active in pastoral care with the 
pastor?" (Question # 9) 

A general summary of the answers and comments of this question is that 

the majority of the respondents in all groups see the elders and deacons 

participating in a l imited fashion with pastoral care in their churches, but with only 

some of the elders and deacons actually involved . Many of the "yes" responses 

qual ify their answers with less than enthusiastic comments. 

The elder, elder/deacon , and deacon respondents g ive a strong indication 

that they bel ieve they are active in participating with their pastor in pastoral care. 

The elders' participation is affirmed more strongly than the deacons' participation. 

The present pastors of the classis clearly affirm (89%) that the elders and 

deacons are participating to some extent. Although ,  with only n ine (of 2 1 )  

present pastors responding to this question, the congregations of the classis may 

not be very wel l  represented by the responses. 

It is the former pastors' evaluations that are the lowest in affirming the 

participation of the elders and deacons in pastoral care. This is especially noted 

in their responses to the deacons' participation. The percentage of former 

pastors who respond that deacons are active in visitation and pastoral contacts is 

significantly lower than the other groups' responses towards deacons' 

participation. Remembering that many of the former pastors bel ieve that pastoral 

care is solely the responsibil ity of the pastors, this is not a surprising evaluation . 

The good news of the high percentages of participation g iven in question 

nine is tempered by the actual participation indicated by the respondents in 

question 23. 
-l 
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The elder, elder/deacon,  and present pastor respondents are split in  half 

as to whether there are any organized visitation programs in place in  their 

churches. Only one-thi rd of the deacon respondents indicate that there is any 

organized visitation program set up in thei r  churches. The 82% of the former 

pastors who did not serve in  the 1 980's respond that they had some type of 

organized visitation programs, with 59% answering that their congregations had 

"every family visitation ." Sixty-eight percent of the former pastors who did serve 

in the 1 980's indicate that they had some form of organized visitation,  with 42% 

having an organized "every fami ly visitation." Ten (of 1 3) present pastors 

answered the question. Only two indicate in this question that their churches 

have "every fami ly visitation" ( 1 5%). Question 1 3  gives a more in depth picture 

to the role of visitation and who it is that is participating in it. 

"Below is a listing of various types of visits. Check which types of visits 
are regularly made by your church, and who makes those visits (check all 
that apply)." (Question # 1 3) (see Appendix Two for specific types of visits and 
responses) 

This question g ives the respondents an opportunity for them to give some 

concrete answers in regard to the pastoral ministry of visitation.  Since elders and 

deacons serve only one office at a time, there is no category l isted in this 

question for elder/deacons since their answers are recorded in the elders' or 

deacons' categories. 
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Evaluation of the Elders' Participation in Visitation 

In question nine, the elders in consistories with pastors who served in the 

1 980's averaged the lowest of the elder groups in regard to participating in  

pastoral care. But when the answers to question 1 3  are reviewed, this group of 

elders is generally indicated to be the elder group with the highest participation in 

visitation. This group of elders d istinguishes itself from the other two groups of 

elders in  regard to hospital ,  shut- in ,  and nursing home visits. 

The elders' participation in "every family visitation" has been decreasing 

through the years (those in consistories with pastors who did not serve in the 

1 980's: 36%; those who served with pastors who did serve in the 1 980's: 26%; 

and those who have served with the present pastors: 1 7%) . 

The elders are minimally involved in the visitation of those recuperating 

( 1 8%, 26%, 1 7%) , and of the elderly ( 1 8%, 2 1 %, 8%). The present pastors 

indicate that the elders are rather intentional in  visiting the bereaved, more so 

than the former pastors indicate of the elders serving during their pastorates 

(32%, 26%,  42%). 

The present pastors give very strong indications that the elders are 

involved in  the visitations to the inactive members, much more than what the 

former pastors indicate during their years (32%, 32%, 75%) . The differences are 

less in regard to visits of reprimand and discipl ine (45%, 42%, 50%) . 

The responses of the former pastors and the present pastors are 

consistent in  replying that the elders have not been very intentional in  visiting the 

people of the community (9%, 1 6%, 8%), nor the new people in town ( 1 4%,  1 1 %, 

8%). 
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Evaluation of the Deacons' Participation in Visitation 

The pastors indicate that the deacons have not participated much in 

visitation through the years. The pastors who did not serve in  the 1 980's and the 

present pastors give similar responses, while the pastors who did serve in the 

1 980's generally indicate even less participation by the deacons. The evaluation 

by the elders, elder/deacons, and the deacons themselves indicate a low 

participation of deacons with visitation . The highest evaluation for the deacons is 

in regard to shut-in visitation when the deacons indicate that 24% of them make 

these visits. The categories of high and low visitation by the deacons generally 

fol low the same pattern as the pastors and elders (see Appendix Two) . 
' 

Evaluation of the Present Pastors' Participation in Visitation 

Through the survey, it can be seen that all the present pastors participate 

in "crisis" and "immediate needs" visitation ( i .e . ,  hospital visits, those recuperating 

at home, and the bereaved) as the former pastors did.  This is affirmed by a 

strong majority of elders, elder/deacons, and deacons. The present pastors 

ind icate that they are generally as involved in the traditional visitations to the 

shut-ins, to those in nursing homes, and to the elderly as pastors in the past have 

been. The majority of elders, elder/deacons, and deacons affirm this, although 

they indicate that these visitations are not as widespread as the "crisis" and 

"immediate needs" visitation, particularly visitation to those in the category of "the 

elderly" ( i .e . ,  non-shut-ins, non-nursing home individuals) . This is confirmed by 

the responses of the pastors themselves ( 1 00%, 89%, 83%) . 



1 1 1  

When the present pastors' visitation is compared to the two former pastor 

groups, the present pastors indicate that they as a group do less visitation to the 

inactive (95%, 84%, 75%) and to new people in the community (91 %, 84%, 67%) 

than the former pastors. 

There is a very noticeable difference between the former pastors who did 

not serve in the 1 980's, the former pastors who did serve in the 1 980's, and the 

present pastors in regard to "every family visitation" (95%, 68%, 25%). This 

visitation has become less a part of the ministry of pastors as time has 

progressed through the decades. 

A trend is less distinguishable in regard to former pastors and present 

pastors in visiting people in the community and in visiting members for the 

purpose of reprimanding or d iscipl ining .  I t  should be noted that the present 

pastors are stil l  very involved in these visitations of reprimand or discipl ine (72%, 

57%, 67%) with an actual upward trend of present pastors involved in these visits 

more than the former pastors who served in  the 1 980's. The present pastors' 

responses in regard to the categories of visits to the hospital ized , shut-ins, 

nursing homes, every family visitations, and to the bereaved are almost identical 

to the combined average of the responses of the elders, elder/deacons, and 

deacons about their pastor. 

The present pastors rate their participation higher than the combined 

average of the elders ,  elder/deacons, and deacons for them in visits to the 

elderly (7%), to new people in the community ( 1 4%), to those recuperating and to 
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the inactive ( 1 5%) , to reprimand and discipli ne (20%) , and to people in the 

community (22%) . 

Certainly, these categories of visitation may have been interpreted 

d ifferently by the respondents. Many of the respondents are not presently 

serving on their consistory so they may not be aware of the visits the pastor is 

making, particularly in regard to reprimand and d iscipline. 

One factor that influences a pastor's visitation of members that was not 

evaluated in the survey is the expectation the consistory has of the pastor in 

regard to visitation. Do the elders and deacons themselves bel ieve it is important 

for the pastor to be visiting the members? What influence have the elders, the 

deacons, and the congregation in general ,  had on the lessening of "every family 

visitation"? The lessening of "every family visitation" may be the result of other 

things than simply that the pastor does not want to organize this type of visitation. 

This lessening may also be the result of consistories seeing less importance 

today in "every family visitation." At times every family visitation is actually 

d iscouraged by the members in the congregations, some of whom say, "We are 

too busy [for a visit] , "  " I ' l l  let you know if I need you ," and "Why does the pastor 

want to visit us?" 

Comments from Other Sources 

The support in the RCA for having others involved in visitation is wel l  

documented. The 1 959 General Synod president's report cal ls for the RCA to 

train a "corps of visitors" to make a three-fold visitation program. First, within the 

first three months of the-tyear, visitation to al l  families of the church was to be 
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made for the purpose of spiritual revital ization. Second , in the second quarter of 

the year, visits of evangelism were to be made to those who in the church or 

community who have not yet confessed Christ as their Savior and Lord. Third ,  to 

be carried out in the last quarter of the year, there was to be an every-member

canvass visitation . The president of the General Synod states, "Such a program 

of emphases on participation , outreach , and g iving could well revital ize our 

denominational l ife and program."3 All ministers, consistories, and classes were 

cal led upon to participate. 

The spring, 1 962, minutes of the PPC meeting record that the evangel ism 

committee of the classis recommended that each church was to make an honest 

effort to appoint at least two "shepherds" who would have the responsibil ity to 

oversee ministry to the unsaved and the unchurched in their community. This 

ministry could be one that would be fulfi l led by others in addition to those serving 

as elders, pastors, and deacons. It was also recommended by the same 

committee that the consistory was to keep a l ist of the unsaved and unchurched 

in their community and to pray for them regularly. Both of these 

recommendations passed . 

As one consults the minutes of the spring, 1 965, PPC meeting, one notes 

that a recommendation was passed to encourage congregations to implement 

the "Visit in Person" program as a part of their  family visitation . The minutes of 

the 1 965 Synod of Iowa meeting add some details as to what was hoped this 

"Visit in Person" program would accomplish. The synod secretary comments, 

"The Visit in Person .rrogram has latent within it great results - 2,500 
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communicant members within our Particular Synod of Iowa are inactive. What a 

challenge for revival ! "4 

The report of the president of the 1 976 General Synod notes: 

The pastor's success should not be measured so much by how 
many visits he makes, but by how many visits he gets his 
congregation to make. The minister is to demonstrate how every 
Christian is to minister. . . .  It is at the point of bein� an enabler that 
most pastors are in need of considerable training . 

The 1 981  General Synod received an overture to amend the RCA's Book 

of Church Order in regard to a question that each church is required to answer 

annual ly, " Is pastoral visitation faithfully performed in your congregation?" The 

overture sought to amend the question to read , " Is pastoral care and visitation by 

the elders ,  deacons, and pastor(s) faithful ly performed in your congregation?" 

The 1 98 1  Synod referred the matter to the Commission on Church Order. The 

commission reported back to the 1 982 Synod : 

The commission noted that the revision would change the focus of 
the question from whether or not pastoral visitation is happening to 
who is doing the visitation . . . .  Since it is clear that pastoral visitation 
is part of the pastoral care exercised by al l  three offices and since 
the focus of the question should be on whether or not pastoral 
visitation is happening , the commission is not recommending a 
change in the BC0.6 

The advisory committee of the 1 982 Synod that was assigned to work 

through this response of the overture did not fol low the recommendation of the 

Commission on Church Order, but instead recommended to the 1 982 Synod to 

amend the question to read, " Is pastoral care and visitation faithful ly performed in 

your congregation : by elders? __ , deacons? __ , and pastor(s)? __ " 

The reasons the adviso\Y committee stated for this amendment noted that this 
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would clarify those who are to be involved in visitation and it would "provide an 

annual reminder and review of pastors, elders, and deacons, in  the area of 

pastoral care and visitation . "7 This was adopted by the 1 982 Synod . The PPC 

approved this proposed amendment to the Book of Church Order in the spring of 

1 983, and in doing so, it affirmed that pastoral care and visitation is to be carried 

out by elders, deacons, and pastors. The PPC affirmed that this was an 

important enough matter that it should be asked annually and that the churches 

and its officers were to be reminded of this responsibil ity of ministry. 

The spring, 1 984, minutes of the PPC meeting include a reminder that 

pastors, elders and deacons are to be involved in visitation . The spring, 1 985, 

minutes, however, note that three congregations answered the question in regard 

to faithful participation of pastors, elders and deacons in visitation with the 

response that there was no need or desire for faithful elder or deacon visitation 

when it was being fulfi l led by the pastor. 

Evaluation of Others' Involvement in Visitation 

The present pastors rate the involvement of others in visitation higher than 

the former pastors. The visits made by others are the h ighest in the same 

categories that the other groups of respondents are high in .  

The "others" to whom the pastors, elders, and deacons referred were not 

a part of the survey respondents, so we do not know the quantity of visits that 

they are actual ly making. What we do see is a general affirmation that others are 

to be involved in some way and to some extent in visiting the members of the 

church and community. � 
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Training for the laity in visitation was encouraged in the fal l ,  1 969, PPC 

meeting with the purchase of the tapes, "Church in Action . "  Lay involvement in 

evangel ism was affirmed again in the fal l ,  1 976, meeting and the spring 1 977 

meeting. Visitation to some degree would be a part of this outreach ministry. 

The 1 973 report of the president of the Synod of the West proposed: 

The percentage of the communicants who are inactive is a 
measure of: (a) the degree to which the minister and the elders 
take seriously their  responsibil ity to evaluate the membership roll ;  
(b) the degree to which new members take seriously their 
commitment to the church; and (c) the degree to which the 
congregation takes seriously their commitment to assimilate and 
support new members. 8 

The spring , 1 978, Synod of the West report also refers to the assimilation 

of new members. This report notes the frustration of how much time assimilation 

of these members requires of the pastors and consistories. At the spring , 1 980, 

Synod of the West meeting, the president of the synod expressed his desire that 

each classis would set the goal of recruiting retired couples to supplement 

pastoral visitation to the elderly and shut- ins and to involve the elders in the new 

member process. 

The president of the spring, 1 979, meeting of the Synod of the West made 

the suggestion that there should be an annual reporting as to the visitation and 

evangelism activity that is done by the lay people. The president stated, "Souls 

are not reached by buildings, but by personal contact."9 
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"How intentional are you in fulfi l l ing your responsibility with the visitations 
made in your church?" (Question #22) 

This question offered four answers from which the respondents were to 

choose. They were asked whether they were "very intentional , "  "intentional ,"  "not 

very intentional , "  or whether they "don't make visits." 

As a group, the elder respondents are intentional or very intentional in 

fulfi l l ing their responsibi l ity with visitations. Eighty-three percent of this group 

checked one of those two answer choices. Eleven percent of the elder 

respondents, however, note that they "don't make visits." 

Of the elder/deacon respondents, 63% indicate they are " intentional" or 

"very intentional" in fulfi l l ing their  responsibil ity with visitations. Ten percent of 

the elder/deacon respondents indicate they "don't make visits ."  

Only 1 5% of the deacon respondents answer that they are " intentional" or 

"very intentional" in fulfi l l ing their  responsibi l ity with visitations. Sixty-one percent 

of the deacons indicate they "don't make visits." Again,  the encouraging 

percentages of the elders and elder/deacons being " intentional" and "very 

intentional" in visitation is tempered by their answers to question 23. 

When the answers of the present pastor respondents are examined , one 

sees that 83% of them indicate they are "intentional" or "very intentional" in 

fulfi l l ing their responsibil ity of visitation in their church . Of this group, one 

indicates he "doesn't make visits." 

Of the four  present pastors who indicate they are "very intentional" in 

making pastoral visits or contacts, one of the four states in question 23 that he 

makes 60 visits or contac!s a month . Three of these pastors indicate they make 
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25 to 30 visits or contacts, and one indicates he makes over 20. The responses 

of the pastors who indicate they are "intentional" in making pastoral visits or 

contacts make anywhere from 25 to 30 a month to one who ind icates he makes 6 

to 1 0  a month . The present pastor who indicates he is "not very intentional" in  

making visits or contacts indicates he makes 10 to 20 visits or contacts a month . 

The present pastor who indicates he "did not make visits" relates that he makes 

20 or more visits or contacts a month . 

Of the former pastor respondents, 1 00% indicate they were "intentional" or 

"very intentional" in fulfi l l ing their responsibil ity with visitations in their churches. 

"Have you been on a visit in which a reprimand or d iscipline was being 
made?" (Question # 14) 

"Have the visits of reprimand or d iscipline accomplished what they were 
intended to do, which is to restore the person to right standing before God 
and with the church?" (Question # 1 5) 

I wi l l  summarize questions fourteen and fifteen together. Only 25% of 

those who have served as elders, 24% of those who have served as 

elder/deacons, and 3% of the deacons respond that they have made a visit of 

reprimand or d iscipline. This is in comparison to the 57% of the former pastors 

who did not serve in the 1 980's who have made such a visit, the 56% of the 

former pastors who did serve in the 1 980's, and the 90% of the present pastors 

who have made such a visit. 

A wide variance of percentages between the pastors, the elders, and 

deacons either indicates a desire by the pastor to make these visits alone, the 

refusal of the elder or de°Acon to make such a visit with the pastor, or a difference 
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in understanding what is being asked in the question. One deacon's response to 

question 1 4  was, " I 've never heard of such a thing . "  This is particularly 

interesting when these answers are compared to the question that asks about 

who is responsible to make pastoral visits. 

It is interesting to see the wide variance between the present pastors and 

the former pastors in regard to their participation in making visits of reprimand or 

discipl ine. I expect that this may be partly due to how each group defined the 

reasons for a visit of reprimand or d iscipl ine. One former pastor who did not 

serve in the 1 980's writes, "No need for d iscipl ine, there were no d ivorces. "  

About half of the deacons who have made a visit of reprimand or 

d iscipline, or who may have known the results of such visits, indicate that these 

visits accompl ished what was intended . If half of these visits do accomplish what 

is intended, "to restore the person in right standing before God and with the 

church , " we can rejoice! 

Unfortunately, other comments by the respondents cast some doubt on 

whether these visits have been successful .  The differences in respondents' 

answers may reflect differences of opinion as to what resulted , as to what was 

hoped to result, and the fact that the benefits and accomplishments may not 

have been witnessed by the respondents. Often these visits are made in 

confidence, at times only the pastor and a few elders may be aware that the visit 

was even made. If the visit has been successful ,  many in the church may not 

have even known that the situation ever existed ; hence most people in the 

church would be unawar' of the benefit of such a visit. 
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Comments from Other Sources 

The minutes of various PPC meetings g ive evidence that discipline has 

been exercised at different times within the congregations of the classis. 

During the 1 960's, a minister of PPC was suspended by the classis from 

his ministerial office. Previous to this the minister had already resigned as the 

pastor of the congregation. During his suspension the minister remained a 

member of the classis, which supported him through a process of professional 

counseling. The minutes of the classis do record that this minister successfully 

completed the counsel ing program to which he was assigned and was eligible 

once again for a call to pastor a congregation . 

The minutes of PPC through the years speak of other actions of 

congregations suspending and excommunicating members. - The classis 

approved of many of these actions. At times the individuals being suspended or 

excommunicated made appeals to the classis or even to the regional synod . In  

most cases, the classis supported the actions of the congregations, but at times 

the classis found the congregation to be out of order in the action they had taken 

against individuals. In  some situations, lawsuits were brought against 

congregations and pastors, and at times even against the classis. 

After one specific case, the RCA's general secretary took time to 

specifically commend the classis for its fine handl ing of a d ifficult case. The 

minutes of the PPC meetings also records that the classis itself passed a 

resolution commending some pastors and elders who had recently been involved 

in the task of discipline, «\ task defined as one of "love and leadership." 



12 1  

The annual report that each RCA congregation i s  required to fi l l  out 

included during the years of 1 920-1 966 a category described as "Losses by 

Discipl ine." During these years, according to the Minutes of the General Synod, 

PPC recorded a total of 66 " losses by d iscipl ine." Twenty of these losses were 

recorded in the 1 920's, seven in the 1 930's, fifteen in the 1 940's, nineteen in the 

1 950's, and only one in the years 1 960-1 966. Twenty-one of the losses were 

recorded in one congregation alone. Al l of those losses were during the ministry 

of one pastor from the years 1 928-1 953. Twelve d ifferent congregations noted a 

"loss by d iscipl ine" during these years. 

The chairman of the 1 934 Synod of Iowa, in his summary report, 

expresses concern over a record number of communicant members being lost 

through discipl ine. There were 1 7  from the synod . This was seven more than 

had ever been d iscipl ined. He notes: 

This reveals that the Reformed Church does make use of the keys 
entrusted to the Church by the Savior Himself . . . .  Why is it that the 
church has been called upon so to deal with such an increase in 
number of members in one year?10 

Meanwhile,  in the RCA as a whole, 1 ,6 1 3  losses by discipl ine were 

recorded (doesn't include 1 939 statistics) . The RCA had 461 losses by d iscipl ine 

in the 1 920's, 357 in the 1 930's, 1 76 in the 1 940's, 1 98 in the 1 950's, and 42 1 

from 1 960-1 966. The pattern of losses in the PPC did not correlate with the 

pattern of the RCA as a whole. The 1 960's are a clear example of this as the 

PPC lost only one member through d iscipl ine while the RCA as a whole lost 

almost more in those years than in any decade with 421 . 

� 
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The General Synod of 1 966 received an overture to substitute the word 

"excommunicated" for the word "discipl ined" in the annual report. The committee 

of the General Synod that considered the overture noted that the designation 

"discipl ined" is under the category of "losses. "  I n  their support of the overture 

they reasoned that a "discipl ined" member is not necessarily a "loss." A 

d iscipl ined member only becomes a loss after excommunication. This overture 

was adopted by the General Synod . 

Pleasant Prairie Classis records no " losses by excommunication" in 1 967, 

with only one loss in this category in 1 968. The RCA as a whole recorded 1 7  

losses through this category i n  1 967, with an additional loss of eight through 

excommunication in 1 968. 

While the trend in the PPC during 1 950's and 1 960's shows that there 

were fewer losses through d iscipl ine and excommunication than there had been 

in previous decades, the RCA as a whole seemed to have more of these losses 

in the years of 1 960-1 968 than it had in the 1 940's and 1 950's. That makes it 

surprising that in 1 969 the annual report neither has the category of "Losses by 

Discipl ine" nor "Losses by Excommunication,"  but has substituted these 

categories with the one listed as "Other Losses." 

The label "Other Losses" seems to minimize the role of d iscipl ine in the 

church and the seriousness of the situations that brought about many of these 

losses. 
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"Has your church suspended anyone from receiving the Lord's Supper?" 
(Question # 1 6) 

Of al l  the respondents, only twenty-five ( 1 5%) indicate that they are aware 

of anyone in the church who has been suspended from participating in the Lord's 

Supper. Fifty-six respondents (34%) indicate that their church has not 

suspended anyone from the Lord's Supper. The nature of the question lends 

itself to an uncertain answer. People are often unaware of suspensions being 

voted . With pastors coming and going, and consistories chang ing every year, 

the respondents may not have an accurate understanding how often the 

procedure has been or is being used . It is fair  to assume, though ,  that the 

procedure probably is not enacted very often when so few respondents knew of 

any such situation. 

When asked as to how the suspended people reacted to their suspension 

(Question # 1 7) ,  the respondents g ive these answers: they became angry,  left 

the church , responded with stubbornness, and filed lawsuits against the church 

and consistory members. Other respondents give more positive answers: some 

individuals respected the actions of the elders and pastor, some real ized the sin 

of their  l ives and repented, some expressed sadness and deep remorse, and 

some who had left the church returned after a time. 

Comments from Other Sources 

Gleaning from the PPC minutes, in one situation the classis received a 

report that a suspension of a couple by their church was overturned by the Synod 

of the Heartland . The classis was given the d irective from the Synod of the 

Heartland to oversee thj relationship of the couple with their church . The PPC 
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pastoral relations committee reported that they had met with the pastor, the 

elders of church , and the couple involved . Statements of regret were signed by 

the elders and the couple as a first step of reconcil iation. By this time, the 

original pastor who was involved had left the church . 

"Have you ever had to vote on excommunicating anyone? If so, 
approximately which year? If so, d id the vote pass? If so, did the person 
ever repent of their sin and become restored in the church? If so, 
approximately how long did it take for repentance and restoration?" 
(Question # 1 8)(1  wil l  integrate comments from questions 1 9, 20, and 21 i nto the 
discussion of question 1 8. )  

Only three respondents of elders, elder/deacons, and deacons have voted 

on excommunicating anyone. Each vote passed. None of the three who were 

excommunicated repented or were restored to their congregations. Two of the 

present pastors have voted on excommunication, one of the two did so while he 

was a pastor in a different classis. Neither of the individuals repented of their sin. 

Seven of the former pastors have had to vote on excommunication , two of them 

as pastors in a different classis. The specific decade in which the d iscipline 

occurred d id not seem to fol low any particular pattern. 

The survey of the classis included a question (#1 9) that asked of the 

benefits the respondents could see result through the reprimand or d iscipl ine of 

the individual. Only 59 (36%) of the 1 64 total respondents answered this 

question. Some respondents in each group of respondents did witness 

reconci l iation between some of the reprimanded or discipl ined individuals with 

the church . Others bel ieve that these actions encourage individuals to worship 

more regularly. Some rJspondents recognize these actions as a demonstration 
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of the church's concern and care for the individuals involved . A few respondents 

understand that these actions can be opportunities to help the individual involved 

to understand more completely the expectations God has for Christian believers. 

Another ind ividual indicates that these actions help maintain the integrity of the 

church . Some pastors believe that they are not being true to their cal l ing in 

ministry if  they do not respond to these concerns when they arise. Other 

respondents feel that there are no benefits to such actions. I believe that the 

comments g iven by 4 1  (69%) of the 59 respondents who answered the question 

indicate that there are benefits to this type of pastoral care. Eighteen 

respondents (31 %) indicate that they see only minimal benefits or no benefits at 

al l .  

When asked what drawbacks they have seen result from- reprimands or 

discipl ine (Question # 20) , 55 (34%), of the 1 64 respondents answered the 

question. The most common responses are: the individual left the church (33%), 

anger (20%), bitterness, and hurt feel ings among the individual's family members 

who are also in the church . One respondent expresses a concern that such 

actions give the church a bad reputation . Some indicate that the congregation 

does not always agree with the elders as to how to handle these situations. 

One elder/deacon comments, " It has caused hurt sometimes, suspicions, 

but it sti l l  is necessary sometimes." A former pastor answers, "Consistory 

members are gun-shy, fearful of doing anything that might stir-up another 

hornets' nest." Another former pastor repl ies, "Most of our attempts at d iscipl ine 

were resented by the perron and not supported by all the elders . "  



1 26 

Eight respondents ( 1 5%) indicate that there is no problems or drawbacks 

to these visits. A couple of the eight add , " if they are properly carried out." 

The survey then asked what the respondents identify as the cause 

(Question # 2 1 )  of the drawbacks or problems mentioned in question twenty. 

There were 52 (32%) who responded to this question. Several indicate, "The 

individual would not l isten . "  Persistent sin is also mentioned . Individualism 

seems to be an emerg ing factor in church l ife, "People do not want to be held 

accountable," and "The church has no right to intrude into their l ives." They 

ind icate that people want the benefits of the church , without being responsible to 

the church . 

One former pastor expresses very strongly his belief that "a letter" is never 

a suitable way of demonstrating love. He bel ieves that this type of pastoral care 

must be carried out personally and not by correspondence. The fear of lawsuits 

against the church officers is referred to again .  A former pastor adds, "Elders 

and members are not in agreement on the intent and legitimacy of d iscipl ine." 

Another former pastor comments, "Those who have had problems themselves 

are hesitant to approach anyone else." 

The 1 950 Synod of Iowa president's report includes this explanation: 

It is, of course, an unpleasant task when we feel ourselves called 
upon to remove from the rolls those who walk unworthy. It is 
however, essential to the purity of the church and in obedience to 
the command of the Lord that the disobedient be d iscipl ined . 
Recognition of this duty has led to the excommunication of six 
persons during this past year. 1 1 
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Small groups as an avenue of pastoral care (Question #1 0) 

Many of the respondents did not d irectly answer this question. The 

majority of those who did respond to this question indicate that the groups were 

not started with pastoral care in mind. Many do bel ieve that pastoral care is 

being experienced as people get to know each other through small groups. This 

may be an avenue of pastoral care that more of our congregations may want to 

consider intentional ly. 

Comments from Other Sources 

The 1 965 report of the Synod of Iowa encouraged small groups within the 

churches. The intention was for these groups to provide study, discussion and 

fel lowship around issues of l ife. The 1 967 Synod of Iowa report also encouraged 

such groups. 

Small group ministries were also encouraged at the fal l ,  1 978, meeting of 

the PPC. The evangelism committee of the classis encouraged this development 

of small  g roups for the purpose of providing an opportunity for people to feel free 

to share their own relig ious experiences with others through which mutual growth 

and encouragement could be experienced. A workshop was provided to the 

PPC churches in the spring of 1 997 to help develop the ministry of small groups. 

"Other comments you may like to share pertaining to the strengths or 
weaknesses of 'pastoral care' which you see in your church or our 
classis." (Question 24) 

Comments by some encourage the church to strengthen its pastoral care 

to the members of the church . One cautions about the d ifficulties of "judging" 
-l 

others when everyone is a sinner. A need for more personal contact between 
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church members themselves, and between members and the pastor is 

mentioned. A few chal lenge the pastors to be more attentive to the members' 

needs. One respondent makes the excellent suggestion, "New pastors and 

elders should discuss this issue (pastoral care and visitation) at the beginning of 

each new charge or at the change of elders." This would g ive d i rection to 

pastors as to the expectations the consistory members have for the pastor in the 

ministry of pastoral care and visitation. This would also help the consistory 

members understand what wi l l  be expected of them in  regard to this area of 

ministry. 

Another respondent comments, "Our church is a very caring church of its 

members and this has helped get some people involved with our church. "  

People seem to become more involved in the ministry of the church when they 

bel ieve that the church cares about them. 

Sti l l  another respondent points out a challenge that some congregations 

face: "Our church is growing quickly and it's increasingly difficult to keep up with 

the needs and concerns of the congregation . The leadership is seeking new 

members that wi l l  reach people in need , especially famil ies that may be in trouble 

or [that are] getting that way." 

The deacon respondents as a group are more vocal than the elders and 

the elder/deacon respondents in regard to the pastors' role in pastoral care. Five 

of nineteen deacon respondents (26%) specifically comment on their desire for 

pastors to have a greater involvement in visits. One was very d irect, "I think 
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pastors at the present time want to put the responsibi l ity of pastoral care on the 

elders and not themselves. "  

Others see a need for a broader base of people to be involved in pastoral 

care. One suggests there is a "need for a non-pastor program to help elders and 

deacons with pastoral care."  Another writes, "All of us should probably do much 

more of it. " A third respondent remarks, "Any way we can involve as much of the 

congregation in this, I believe wil l  make for a much stronger church. "  

One present pastor writes, " I  have seen pastoral care becoming a pastor's 

role, not a consistory's, with people saying, 'that's what a pastor is h ired for. "' A 

former pastor would agree, "Elders were not strong in this area of leadership 

unless it was a personal issue." Another writes, "The heritage of long-term 

pastors in many churches in the 1 930's - 1 950's led to passive consistory 

members. Most everything was pastor-centered (that's why we pay him) .  Little 

conscious sense of lay ministry - although it happened in caring acts toward 

each other." 

A couple of respondents acknowledge the g ifts of the laity, "Many 

members are gifted and make calls and visits without the need for official 

recognition , "  and " I 've grown concerned about the number of ministries in our 

churches that are related to title or office. I bel ieve our local churches wi l l  be 

effective in the future only as they gain an understanding of gift-based ministry. 

Pastoral care is an example. Many pastors and consistory members are not 

equipped in this area because of a lack of g ifts and passion. Many lay people 

are."  
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The real ities of ministry are expressed by one, " It is harder to get people to 

serve on consistory (with smaller congregations all the time) and to take care of 

'pastoral care."' One summarizes, "Visitation of famil ies is something that really 

needs to be done, even though it is hard to do in our day and age."  Another 

respondent writes, "Some people do not want to be visited , they only want to see 

the church in times of hospitalization and death. "  

Some very supportive answers towards the pastoral care that pastors and 

elders demonstrate were also shared . A former pastor credits persistent pastoral 

care by a pastor to his uncle as that which the Holy Spirit used to lead the uncle 

to Christ. The uncle's conversion led the way for the whole family to come to 

faith in Christ. The former pastor writes, "That pastor was a poor preacher. . .  but 

a real man of God." Another respondent comments on the positive aspect of 

pastoral care, "It strengthened the ties of the members to the church . "  

One respondent to the survey i s  very insightful when he writes: 

It seems to me that the best pastoral care in terms of stress, crisis, 
and d iscipl in ing happens when a previous foundation and 
atmosphere of pastoral care (consistent caring,  encouraging , loving 
and a consistent stand on acceptable behavior) has been 
established . If a person doesn't feel loved , understood , or really 
cared about by the leaders of the church in the routine of l ife, the 
care extended at the critical times wi l l  be seen more as 
interventions than pastoral care. 

The harsh reality that some members do not respond wel l  to 

demonstrations of pastoral care is brought up by a few. Some comments are 

made about ind ividuals who think their personal l ives are "not the business" of 

the church leaders, denying that the pastors and elders have any authority in 

their  l ives. Sti l l  another �spondent writes, "We were too reluctant to get involved 
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when there was a concern; too afraid it would be misinterpreted . I found on 

occasion that those we fai led to approach were thinking , 'doesn't any one care 

enough to ask?"' 

Comments from Other Sources 

The 1 965 report of the Synod of Iowa includes comments that the church 

has become too much a "preacher's church ." It  notes that the elders and 

deacons are not expected to do much, nor are they even g iven the opportunity to 

do much . The synod approved setting up a special committee to work on a 

manual of the responsibil ities of the elders and deacons. The minutes of the 

1 966 synod meeting note that this manual was being worked on and that a 

training workshop should be planned for 1 969 through which this manual could 

be used to train consistory members. The minutes of the 1 967 synod relate that 

suggestions were made as to how to train the elders, deacons, and other lay 

leaders, focusing on the pastoral responsibil ity of the elders. I was unable to find 

information to confirm that this manual was ever completed . 

"When the constitutional question* is asked, is it asked merely out of 
obligation or is it asked and discussed with sincere concern for the 
members of the church?" (Question # 25) 

The respondents who have served only as elders very strongly indicate 

that the question is asked with sincere concern (89%) . Only one respondent of 

*The constitutional question is a question the RCA requires to be asked at each 
regularly scheduled elders' meeting. It is a question that seeks to identify if there 
is any individual within  the congregation that the elders or pastor is aware of that 
is specifically in need of pastoral guidance or care. This historically was asked at 
the regular elders meeti'lJ just previous to the celebration of the sacrament of the 
Lord's Supper. 
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this group feels it is asked out of obligation (6%). 

The respondents of the elder/deacons group also g ive an encouraging 

response that the question is asked in sincerity (66%),  although there is a 

significant percentage who feel it is asked out of obl igation (27%) . One 

respondent of this group indicates that "it is rarely discussed . "  

' 

The responses of the pastors are quite d ifferent from the elders' 

responses. The responses of the present pastors indicate that 33% bel ieve it is 

asked out of obligation and 25% bel ieve it is asked in both ways. 

The majority of the former pastors who d id not serve in  the 1 980's indicate 

the question is asked with sincere concern (56%), although a strong percentage 

feel it is asked out of obligation (27%) , with two ind icating "both , "  and two 

responding that the nature of the question has changed through the years. 

The former pastors who served in the 1 980's respond similarly to the 

present pastors. Of this group, 47% feel the question is asked out of obligation, 

42% feel it is asked with sincere concern , and 1 1  % indicate "both ." 

Comments from Other Sources 

Discussions pertaining to the constitutional question have come up 

through the years at various PPC meetings. The 1 964 spring PPC meeting is on 

record of disapproving of the practice of churches asking the question the 

morning of communion.  The d iscussion of this practice centered on how one of 

the intents of the question is for the elders and pastor to discern whether there is 

anyone in the congregation who they believe is not spiritually prepared to 

celebrate the sacrament'l If they bel ieve that someone is not prepared , the elders 
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and pastor are to see to it that the person is visited and counseled in regard to 

the concerns they have pertaining to the person participating in the sacrament. 

This can not be carried out if the question is not asked until the morning of 

communion. 

The spring, 1 964, PPC meeting minutes also record that one congregation 

had asked the question only three times the previous year when the RCA's Book 

of Church Order requires them to ask the question four times. 

The spring ,  1 990, PPC meeting also discussed the responsibi l ity of the 

board of elders as to the frequency of asking the constitutional question. This 

was followed up in their  fal l  meeting with a report from the Overtures and Judicial 

Business Committee. This committee clarified that the board of elders is to meet 

separately on their own at least four times a year for the purpose of fulfi l l ing their 

responsibi l ities. They are encouraged to consider their  care towards the 

congregation. This committee suggests that it is not asking a "specific question" 

that is most important, but that they assess whether there is anyone who is in 

need of pastoral care or spiritual guidance. They do affirm that a formal question 

may assist the elders in  this process. It is noted in thei r  report that if a board of 

elders fails to have such meetings, the pastoral relations committee of the classis 

would have the responsibil ity to work with the church pertaining to this issue. 

The results of the classis survey are mixed as to whether the constitutional 

question (or process) is being genuinely asked . The fact that there have been 

discussions in regard to the question at d ifferent PPC meetings throughout the 
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years highl ights the fact that some people do see real significance in the purpose 

of the question (or process) in the l ives of the people of the congregations. 

"Are specific persons identified when the constitutional question is asked, 
and if so, is appropriate 'pastoral care' then implemented? If so, by who?" 
(Question # 26) 

All the groups of respondents overwhelmingly reply that individuals are 

specifically identified when the constitutional question is asked , with appropriate 

pastoral care then implemented . In  regard to who is implementing this pastoral 

care, it is consistent through al l  the groups that this care is being extended rather 

evenly between pastors alone, and pastors with elders or others. 

The one group of respondents that is an exception to this is the former 

pastors who served in the 1 980's. Within this group, 61 % of the respondents 

indicate the pastor alone implemented pastoral care with 22% of the respondents 

indicating the elders implemented pastoral care alone. One respondent of this 

group comments, "No one was specifically identified . People today are afraid to 

accuse someone for fear of being accused themselves. " 

Comments from Other Sources 

While doing research in the minutes of PPC, the Synod of Iowa (the West, 

the Heartland), and of the General Synod meetings, I found the reports of the 

Committee on Doctrine and Morals give further insight i nto the ministry of 

pastoral care in PPC, and throughout the RCA as a whole. Also, the dialogues 

recorded in the minutes give additional information in regard to discussions 

pertaining to membership classifications. This was particularly helpful in 

understanding the actuf I practice of the pastoral ministry of d iscipline and 
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excommunication. The following is some of the information I found pertaining to 

these subject areas. 

Committee on Doctrine and Morals 

Pleasant Prairie Classis, which was organized October 1 ,  1 91 9 , was a 

founding classis of the Particular Synod of Iowa. One of the standing committees 

of the particular synod was the Committee of Doctrines and Morals. As one 

gleans the reports of the particular synod through the years, issues such as the 

observance of the Lord's Day, movie watching, d ivorce and remarriage, alcohol 

consumption, racial issues, war and nuclear bombs and the mil itary draft were 

d iscussed. 

More interesting than the specific issues referred to in these reports were 

the comments made in the resolutions drafted which g ive insight into the mindset 

of the church . The 1 922 Synod of Iowa received a report from the Doctrines and 

Morals Committee which concluded with the proposed resolution: "[We] pledge 

our cooperation to all the forces of the Church of Christ that combat these evi ls." 

The resolution passed . The 1 944 state of religion report by the chairman of the 

Synod of Iowa states: 

The church should speak more strongly and d irectly on social and 
moral problems. It is easy for synod to report that nothing 
occurred , yet there are matters which should be presented . . .  [on 
these matters] reports should be reprinted and reported in  our 
church paper so that our people could read them . . .  the forces of evil 
are letting their voices · be heard ; shall not we as a church also 
speak?12 

The chairman of the Synod had reason to make such a proposal .  During 

the years of 1 923- 1 93 1  �nd 1 934-1 943 there was no report from the Committee 
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on Doctrines and Morals. The Committee on Doctrine and Morals was given the 

assignment to write such papers as the chairman recommended and to make 

them avai lable to the churches. Yet this recommendation does not seem to have 

had a noticeable impact upon the activity and the reports of the Committee of 

Doctrines and Morals. The fol lowing years' minutes of the particular synod 

reveal that between the years 1 945- 1 961 the committee presented only seven 

reports to the particular synod's meetings. 

During the General Synod meeting of 1 949 an overture from PPC in 

regard to remarriages of d ivorced people was considered . The committee of the 

General Synod that was assigned to report on this overture reports: 

Ministers should be warned against cheapening the marriage vow 
and violating the ideals of Christian marriage by indiscriminate 
remarriage of d ivorced persons. The innocent party in divorce 
proceedings resulting from adultery, may be remarried , assuming 
that the grounds g iven for d ivorce represent the true facts in the 
case. Sin against the marriage law, l ike any other sin ,  may be 
forgiven by God upon confession of sin and a manifestation of 
repentance. If a person thus manifests repentance, and in the 
minister's best judgment, g ives promise of keeping the marriage 
vow, since neither the church nor its ministers are punitive 
agencies, it is the privilege of the minister also to grant h im the 
normal and natural rights of marriage. Whether d ivorced persons 
may be received or retained in the membership of the church, 
constitutionally the responsibi l ity here rests upon the minister and 
the elders. 13 

I n  1 958 the Committee on Doctrines, Morals and Social Action (new 

name) urged the Synod of Iowa to " let their l ight shine for Christ in the world , that 

in all their conduct they g ive a distinctly Christian witness according to the 

Reformed view and standards."14 



The 1 963 report of the same committee reports: 

We note the increasing breakdown of home life and moral standards 
in well establ ished churches . . .  why? If the church fails to speak 
specifically on moral issues, she is gui lty of encouraging a 
continuing decl ine of moral standards. 15 
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The 1 965 report of the Synod of Iowa secretary includes comments in 

regard to social concerns and moral actions, "Vital ity in the church depends in a 

large measure upon the Christian confrontation with all the needs of man. "16 The 

spring, 1 969, PPC meeting approved a recommendation to cal l  for a time of 

prayer during their meeting in regard to the "growing tide of immorality and 

lawlessness" in our nation. 

As the years progressed, the reports of the Committee on Doctrine, 

Morals and Social Action become increasingly focused on socia l  action and less 

on doctrine and morals. The spring, 1 970, report of this committee 

recommended that this committee be discontinued . This recommendation was 

referred to the appropriate committee to be studied . At the spring, 1 971 , meeting 

of the Synod of the West (new name) this recommendation was approved with 

the explanation, " It was felt by the Synod that this committee no longer served 

any real function."17 How ironic it is that during the spring, 1 972, Synod of the 

West meeting, it was recommended that an overture be written to the General 

Synod of the RCA in regard to moral decisions, specifically in regard to abortions. 

The proposed overture included this statement, "The church has a moral 

obl igation to declare its conviction in areas where it believes the Word of God 

speaks . "18 
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Comments on Membership Categories: 

Discussions in regard to what are appropriate and meaningful categories 

of membership have gone on within the RCA through the years. These 

discussions have been especially interesting in regard to the categories that are 

described as " losses" or that are in reference to the members who are not regular 

in worship. 

In  1 920 the fol lowing " loss" categories were included in the annual report: 

"dismissed , "  "d isciplined , "  and "died. "  The report also had a category of those 

who were "absent or inactive." The reports from 1 939-1 963 included the 

categories of "dismissed ," "discipl ined , "  "dropped" and "died. "  The reports sti l l  

included the category of the "absent or  inactive."  The reports of 1 964-1 966 

include the categories of "transferred , "  "deceased , "  "d iscipl ined , "  and "dropped, "  

along with the category of the "absent or  inactive . "  The reports of 1 967-1 968 

include the categories of "transferred , "  "deceased, "  "excommunicated , "  and 

"dropped. "  The reports no longer l ist "absent" but have retained the category of 

" inactive. "  The reports from 1 969 to the present include the categories of losses 

defined as "transferred, "  "deceased , "  and "other. " The " inactive" category 

remains. 

An overture was presented to the RCA's 1 92 1  General Synod petitioning 

for the churches to have the right to simply "drop" members from the church 

membership rolls when proper consideration and warnings have been issued to 

such individuals. The overture explains, "There are many professing Christians 

in all churches who have
l
become neglectful of their church vows, while otherwise 
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not subject to d iscipl ine,  upon whom appeals from the pulpit and privately make 

l ittle impression ."19 The committee of the General Synod that worked through 

this overture recommended the defeat of this overture to the General Synod . 

They supported their recommendation with a quote from the Heidelberg 

Catechism and then further explained : 

If consistories merely drop members or strike their names off the 
rolls no matter on what basis, are they then managing the 
Household of the Church according to the pure Word of God? And 
if the Constitution be revised to make mere dropping or striking off 
possible, is it not then imperative to revise the standards, and if the 
standards are revised , wi l l  it not then be necessary to revise the 
pure word of God , on which the entire matter rests? Your 
committee hopes and prays that our Reformed Church may ever 
shine with the g lory of the three-fold marks of a true church .20 

This matter of "dropping" members can also be found in  discussions in 

later years, specifically in  the PPC meeting in the fall of 1 969. This meeting also 

went on record of not approving of congregations simply "dropping" members 

from the membership rolls merely by personal request, but to use the approved 

guidelines of the RCA. 

The 1 92 1  Synod of Iowa received a request from the Classis of Dakota to 

overture the General Synod in regard to the column in the annual report 

described as "inactive."  As their request explains, " It is contrary to Reformed 

doctrine of membership and . . .  [it tends] to weaken a wholesome Reformed 

procedure of timely correction .21 The classis approved passing this overture on 

to the General Synod. The committee of General Synod that considered this 

overture agreed with it, commenting: 

If a member has '4'holly turned his back upon the church, and has 
absolutely denied' his faith, and arrogantly walks contrary to this 



vow, he should be suspended and be so numbered in  the columns 
of the statistical report so designated .22 
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I n  regard to an increase in the number of members of the Synod of Iowa 

who were under the category of the "absent l ist" in  the annual report, the 

president of the 1 930 Synod of Iowa remarks, "Surely something could and 

should be done about this. Whether the matter of transfer or of chu rch discipl ine 

needs to be stressed , cannot be decided here, but we as a synod may wel l  

consider the matter of the 'absent l ist. '"23 The minutes of the General Synod of 

1 939 also note the number of members of the RCA who were l isted as "inactive."  

The minutes read:  

I t  does not appear that any g reat effort was made to bring them 
back into active participation in the work of some church . There 
were 2,249 dropped . Does anyone know, except for the Lord , what 
became of these individuals who should be workers for Christ?24 

The president of the 1 950 Synod of Iowa also encouraged fol low-up 

measures to be taken in regard to absent and inactive members. In 1 964 the 

annual RCA report no longer i ncluded the categories of "adherents" or the 

"absent." The annual report now consisted of the categories of "active 

communicants" and " inactive communicants."  A partial explanation of this can be 

found in the minutes of the PPC spring, 1 963, meeting which discusses the 

appropriateness of the categories of "absent and inactive."  The categories of 

"non-resident and inactive" were preferred. This preference took into 

consideration the number of people who had moved away from their home 

congregations, but who had not been able to find a comfortable church home to 

which they could reque� a transfer of their membership. Since many of these 



1 4 1  

ind ividuals were attending church elsewhere, to describe them as "absent and 

inactive" would not be appropriate. 

As the categories of the annual reports have changed through the years, 

the categories that are l isted under " losses" have undergone what I bel ieve is a 

significant transformation . The category of "disciplined" was a part of the reports 

from 1 920 (the beginning of the classis of Pleasant Prairie, my primary study 

area) through the year 1 966. Yet, the classification of "d isciplined" as being a 

loss was not accurate. "Discipl ined" members are sti l l  members within  the 

church , so it is incorrect to describe those members as losses. The category 

"excommunicated" does describe a loss of members, since those members are 

removed from the church. Yet the category of "excommunicated" lasted only two 

years. The category description that replaced "excommunication" was "other." 

The category "other" could mean many things. The recogn ition of discipl ine 

occurring withi n  our denomi nation has been lost in this new category l isting . 

Churches now have the flexibi l ity of simply "dropping" members and l isting them 

under "other" as they might do with long held memberships in which they can no 

longer locate the members. The category "other" becomes the category for 

losses of members other than through certificates of transfer to other 

congregations and deaths. This change of category reflects the general 

disinterest by the church in addressing the reality of discipl i ne withi n  the church 

and the pastoral care that is supposed to be extended through d iscipl ine. 
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Summary 

Our original question in this chapter was, "Does the pastoral ministry of 

the RCA follow the New Testament example and teachings?" This study 

specifically evaluated the pastoral ministry of PPC with additional information 

from other sources. 

As I evaluate the responses to this survey, it is encouraging to see that 

pastoral care is being demonstrated rather wel l  in some key areas, such as 

visitation to those who are hospitalized and who have specific needs. Yet, there 

is a noticeable inconsistency, especially among the elders and deacons as to 

what they believe their role is in  pastoral care, and as to their actual practice of 

pastoral care. This has been a chal lenge through the years that continues yet 

today. The ministry of pastoral care must be an on-going priority, especially 

through the leaders of the church such as the elders, pastors, and deacons. It is 

especially important for these leaders to be involved with the people of the 

church so that when they need to extend pastoral care, particularly at the time of 

reprimand or discipl ine, they have an established relationship with the person 

which wi l l  assist them in approaching the issues and circumstances that arise in 

l ife. The surveys indicate that there is a great hesitancy, though ,  in regard to 

visitation for the purpose of reprimand and discipline. There seems to be a 

tendency to minimize the pastoral care that these visits are supposed to 

demonstrate. 
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The survey highlights the fact that there have been some shifts in  the 

amount of visitation in general through the years. This is true among the elders, 

pastors, and deacons. 

The respondents of the survey indicate that there are many ways of 

demonstrating pastoral care. I bel ieve that we who are pastors, along with our 

consistories, need to evaluate how we might most effectively care for the people 

under our care. This wi l l  be one of the g rowing edges of ministry for our 

congregations as a whole. 

The responses indicate the bel ief that personal contact between the 

members of the church and those who are in leadership positions is important. I 

agree with the respondent who wisely advises that pastors, elders and deacons 

should come to an agreement as to the expectations that each should have of 

the other in regard to each of their participation in pastoral care. 

Many people consider their daily activities with their neighbors and with 

the people of the community to be sufficient in regard to personal contact, 

viewing intentional visits as unnecessary. That may be true in many situations, 

but I wonder if they actually visit with and encourage the unchurched within the 

community to visit the church and to seek to know Christ? I n  the midst of daily 

activities, are the members inviting the new people in  the town to visit church? 

The president's report to the 1 968 Synod of the West meeting includes 

these comments: 

The supreme task of the Christian minister is to tel l  the Good News, 
to announce it, to preach it, to share it, to l ive it. I have found that 
the major frustraqon among ministers is that in doing too many 
things that are useful ,  they are prevented from doing the one thing 



needful .  The minister feels overworked in a magnitude of tasks that 
lessen his time and energy and enthusiasm for the preaching he 
feels cal led to do. He is going here and there, touching many 
people's l ives, but touching them so l ightly and casually and quickly 
he feels he is not getting through with the tremendous claims of 
Christ's love . . . .  It is necessary that he be able to give h imself to that 
which matters most. 25 
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The president of the 1 975 General Synod , challenges the RCA when in 

his report to the synod he addresses the steady decl ine in  membership:  

I n  many places we see a church which is more concerned about its 
bui ld ings, its self as an institution rather than its ind ividual 
members. It is no wonder that many voices are crying out and 
saying the church has lost its dynamic and no longer has a reason 
for being .26 

In the same report the president of the 1 975 General Synod also raises a 

rhetorical q uestion in regard to why growth in  the church does not seem to be 

happening .  He asks whether the pastors are trained too much in  theological and 

social d iscipl ines and not l iving out enough the power of the Gospel.  He 

contin ues his l ine of questioning,  " Is it simply that the rank and file of our church 

membership is not involved with humanity, with its aches and pains, its diseases, 

its tragedy, hunger and al ienation?"27 He continues, "The whole world is looking 

to see whether or not the cross is sti l l  the priority of the church , whether it is 

wi l l ing to be the body of Christ broken and wi l l ing to pour out its blood in concern 

for the needs of people."28 

It is encouraging to read comments such as these found i n  the spri ng, 

1 994, president's report to the Synod of the Heartland (new name for the Synod 

of the West) , "Classes and churches are committed to the Lord's d i rection and 

the care of His people �y ministering to their pastors and members with more 
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intentional care."29 The 1 995 report of the Synod of the Heartland also refers to 

committed and energetic elders and deacons and positive and capable pastors. 

Is the New Testament model of pastoral ministry being carried out in  

PPC? The New Testament model has been followed more closely at  d ifferent 

times and by different pastors, elders,  and deacons. There has not been a 

consistency in following the New Testament model . The expectations of society 

have certainly affected the carrying out of pastoral ministry. There is a certain  

understanding as to what pastoral care should be carried out, particularly by the 

pastors and elders, with less of an understanding being indicated in regard to the 

ministry that deacons are to fulfi l l .  Training for pastoral care in general ,  and also 

specifical ly for the offices of elder and deacon,  has been encouraged and offered 

from the classis level throug h  the level of the General Synod . There don't seem 

to be legitimate reasons for the office holders of elder, deacon,  and pastor not to 

be famil iar with the responsibi l ities that come with their  office. 

The inconsistencies of the past in  regard to pastoral care do not need to 

be the pattern for the present and the future. May the encouraging reports of the 

two presidents of the Synod of the Heartland who are quoted above encourage 

us as we move ahead in the ministry of Christ's church, as we care for the people 

of Christ's church , and the people of God's creation . 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE REFORMATION CONTINUES 

The world of the New Testament era and the world of the time of the 

Reformation are quite d ifferent from the world today, yet the yearnings and needs 

felt in people's hearts and souls has not changed very much. The Word of God 

can lead one to understand that it is Jesus Christ that yearni ng hearts and souls 

need , yet there have always been chal lenges in relating this Word to the people. 

In New Testament times, one of the chal lenges the apostles faced was 

proclaiming the uniqueness of the Word of God to communities that had g rown 

used to the worship and acceptance of a multitude of idols. The leaders of the 

Reformation faced the chal lenge of reestablishing the Word of God as being 

authoritative over the traditions of the church. Today it is individual rights and an 

individual's personal autonomy that challenge the authority of the Scriptures and 

Christ's chu rch . 

As the Word of God is proclaimed through pastoral preaching,  hearts and 

souls are touched , challenged , and even changed . Pastoral care brings alive the 

Word of God i n  practical ways i n  people's l ives. The model of pastoral leadership 

and care that touched the hearts and souls of the people of the New Testament 

era and of the Reformation era can be helpful in revital izing the l ives of 

individuals and of the church as a whole today. This study has led me to the 

conviction that pastoral caring relationships between the consistory members 

(elders,  pastors, and deacons) of the church and the members of the 

congregation are essential for the strengthening of a congregation's spi ritual 

health and effectiveness 'n ministry. 



1 49 

It is true that there is a rising tide of ind ividualism within  our country, even 

in regard to l ife within the church . This is true here in the state of Iowa, even 

among small  rural churches. Yet there remains a strong current of belief among 

many leaders in Christian ministry that relationships and community remain very 

important to the health and vitality of the church. 

Created to be in Covenant Relationships 

We have within  us a need to be in relationship with one another. In  

Genesis we read of God addressing this need of ours when he said , " It is not 

good for man to be alone. I wil l  make a helper suitable for h im" (Genesis 2 : 1 8) .  

God has created people to be in  a covenantal relationship with h im and 

with one another. This bel ief is inherent in  our theology and is demonstrated in 

our u nderstanding of the sacraments. The sacrament of baptism is held in a 

public worship service with the members of the congregation pledging 

themselves to support the one being baptized and the parents, if the one being 

baptized is an infant or child . The sacrament of the Lord's Supper is typically 

celebrated again in a public worship service with one another, reinforcing our 

bel iefs in being the body of Christ together. Pastoral ministry seeks to d evelop 

the concept of being one together as we care for one another in the name and by 

the Word of God . 

Greg Ogden writes: 

Being in the church means sharing in  d ivine l ife. Jesus l ives in  us. 
We have life only as we remain in  him; our relationship to each 
other has to do with passing on the life he has placed in us. We can 
summarize Palft's description of our relationship of 



interdependence in three ways: we belong to each other; we need 
each other; and we affect each other. 1 
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Soong-Chan Rah adds this, "If we are disconnected , passive, aloof and 

separated there is no spiritual g rowth . . . .  What people are really hungering for is 

community, authenticity, and genuine faith ."2 Larry Crabb asserts in  his book, 

Connecting, that to be d isconnected is to bring death to one's soul .  

Today there are many people who are distancing themselves from the 

church with the thought that as they l ive l ife they are accountable only to 

themselves. Even a significant percentage of people who are members within 

the church believe that the church has no right to have any expectations of them. 

It is argued by many today that to express expectations of others is an 

infringement upon the ind ividual's personal rights and that such expectations wil l  

simply "drive people away" from the church. 

Howard Rice comments on this, "Even active church members seem to 

prefer to bel ieve that the church is an extra added on to their basic private faith, 

which comes first. Reformed spiritual ity runs counter to the spirit of our time."3 

Authors Jackson W. Carrol l ,  David Fisher, and Marshall Shel ley have also written 

in recent years about the challenge that individual ism has presented to the 

ministry of the church. They note that one effect of this ind ividualism is a 

diminishing of the authority of the leaders of the church. These authors challenge 

this trend of individualism. People are created with a sense of "needing to 

belong" and to be in  relationship with others. 

Stephen Mathonnet-Vander Well ,  in an article in the Reformed Review, 

asserts, " In  the name df being relevant, contemporary, and user-friendly, we 
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have gladly accepted the seemingly innocuous assumptions of our self-exi led 

society, which have di luted our churches into voluntary associations."4 

Rice comments: 

I n  an age of individual ity . . .  our need for one another is a healthy 
corrective . . . .  The Christian's l ife cannot be l ived without the 
guidance, support, and challenge of others. By ourselves, it is al l  
too easy for us to mistake our own desires for signs of God's wi l l .5 

Church congregations may offer many more programs of ministry today 

than ever before, but at the heart of the ministry must be relationships and a 

sense of community. The General Secretary of the RCA at the General Synod 

Meeting in 1 997 reported in his address to the synod , "Authentic witness, an 

embracing community, creative outreach , a heal ing ministry - these are the 

qual ities of congregational l ife that draw people to the church and introduce them 

more and more often,  for the first time, to the person of Jesus Christ."6 

Mathonnet-Vander Well agrees with this, "Congregations which i n  various ways 

intentionally emphasize mentoring, catechesis, service, and communal 

accountabil ity seem to enjoy both influence and growth. "7 It is easier for 

Christians simply to concern themselves with only their own interests, yet by 

being in  relationship with one another, they find strength and encouragement. 

An individual is then more l ikely to be healthy spiritually and to grow in maturity of 

faith and ministry. Pastoral care is an important element in the bui ld ing of 

relationships and community. 



1 52 

DISCUSSION ON GIFTS-BASED MINISTRY 

I n  present day ministry, there has been a renewal of i nterest i n  g ift-based 

ministry. This can be a very positive approach to ministry. However, some 

individuals have excused themselves from various responsibi l ities of their offices 

on the basis of saying that they are not g ifted for those particular responsibi l ities. 

This may be a legitimate statement, or it can become a pious excuse for not 

fulfi l l ing what one has been called to do. 

In the survey of Pleasant Prairie Classis, a couple of respondents 

acknowledge the g ifts of the laity and that many of them are gifted to be able to 

"visit" and "make cal ls" upon others. One respondent of the survey writes: 

I 've grown concerned about the number of ministries i n  our 
churches that are related to title or office. I bel ieve our local 
churches wi l l  be effective in the future only as they gain an 
understanding of gift-based ministry. Pastoral care is an example. 
Many pastors and consistory members are not equipped in this 
area because of a lack of g ifts and passion. Many lay people are. 8 

The implication of the respondent's q uote is that some elders, pastors, 

and deacons may not be gifted for pastoral ministry. This implication centers 

around the question as to whether the "call ing" one receives from the Holy Spirit 

to serve i n  the office of the pastor, the elder, or the deacon carries with it certain 

responsibil ities by the nature of the office or whether the spiritual  gifts of the 

person determine the responsibil ities of the offices. Paul Fries writes: 

The recognition of g ifts and abil ities are of g reat i mportance, but 
they are not the basis of the conferring of an office, serving as a 
confirmation of the Lord's cal l .  Thus the selection of those for 
nomination to one of the offices is a matter of spiritual discernment 
and prayer.9 
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An individual is cal led by God's Holy Spirit to serve in these offices and 

the Scriptures indicate that as God has called one to serve, He also has 

equipped them for that service.  They are g ifted to serve as they have been 

cal led . 

The love and concern that elders, pastors, and deacons are to 

demonstrate through pastoral care can be demonstrated by al l  Christians. The 

office holders in the church are to provide an example that encourages the rest of 

the congregation to be involved in this Christian mi nistry. Some individuals may 

be more comfortable with certain responsibil ities of ministry than another, and it 

certainly can be true that a specific person may not be gifted for a particular 

responsibi l ity of one's office, but this should be the exception rather than the rule. 

The WARC consultation (the World Al l iance of Reformed Churches, 

Geneva, 1 990) explains in their study of the office of elder: 

Within  the diversity of g ifts there are certain  fundamental tasks 
which need to be carried out at all  times and under all 
circumstances. In  order to make sure that they wi l l  be fulfi l led 
permanent ministries are required . . .  proclamation of the Word and 
the administration of the sacraments; teaching and education ; 
pastoral care and guidance in mission; and d iaconal service. Four 
ministries correspond to these d imensions of the Church's l ife: 
pastors, teachers, elders, and deacons. 10 

Further writings of the WARC consultation point out that personal and 

moral q ual ifications are primary in the appointment to the office, even before 

spiritual g ifts. Much of ministry comes through example and relationship, which 

is not as dependent upon specific spiritual g ifts. 
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CONCERNING CONSISTORY STRUCTURES 

The discussion of spiritual g ifts and responsibil ities of offices has led to a 

discussion pertaining to the structure of RCA consistories. Where once 

consistories were composed of elders,  pastors, and deacons, there are now 

models that are comprised of administrative elders and deacons, and 

shepherding elders and deacons, along with the pastors. I n  many cases, the 

shepherding elders and deacons do not participate in the consistory meetings 

whi le the administrative elders and deacons do not i nvolve themselves in the 

pastoral care of the members or of the people in the community. 

A danger that could arise from such a structure is that those who are 

making the major decisions of ministry, the administrative elders and deacons 

may not be wel l  informed as to the heart-felt needs and concerns of the people.  

The leaders of the church , especially the consistory members, need to be i n  tune 

with the needs and experiences of the people entrusted to their care. 

Administrative elders and deacons must be on g uard that the decisions they 

make are not simply made by the business model of organization of "getting the 

business done."  They must insure that the responsibil ities and the spiritual 

dimension of their offices remain integral in their d iscussions, carrying out 

ministry that is based on demonstrating the Father's g race and love. 

David Fisher comments on the trend of new ministry models: 

What is most curious to me is that evangelicals unquestioningly 
embrace non-theological ministry models. Some move the model to 
therapeutic and others to management models of ministry . . . .  Yet a 
pastoral ministry equipped and empowered for this generation must 
have a proper biSl ical and theological base . . . . . We dare not form 



pastoral roles based on human models, or we wi l l  accomplish l ittle 
for God . 1 1  
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The RCA's General Secretary, in  his report to the General Synod meeting 

in 1 997, spoke also of the need to evaluate the present structure of consistories. 

He affirms the pastoral nature of the offices explaining , "The emphasis today 

should fal l  on the consistory's responsibil ity to foster congregational ministry and 

mission , rather than on more narrow administrative tasks. "  The general 

secretary contin ues to explain his point with i l lustrations of consistories spending 

their time "discussing the color of d rapes" and "which copier to buy."  

If  i t  is true that elders and deacons are being elected into their offices, 

even thoug h they are "not gifted" for pastoral ministry as the PPC survey 

respondent believes, the q uestion needs to be asked as to whether we are 

electing into office individuals who are unable to fulfi l l  the responsibil ities of their 

offices. Or are we changing the description as to what kind of elders and 

deacons the church needs? 

Fries explains, " In  Reformed thought an office, with its authority and 

powers, is not a response to community need, or even the needs of the world,  

but to Christ's ministry to and through his people . . . .  Office does not follow 

function ; function fol lows office."12 

It seems that it would be better for us to reconsider who it is that is being 

elected to the consistory, instead of feeling obl igated to redefine the 

understanding of the offices of elder and deacon according to who is serving in 

those offices. 

Fries comments: -l 



Does the theology of the missional church cal l  for a new 
understanding of office which wi l l  acknowledge the bibl ical cal l  of all  
Christians to minister in Christ's name? In  our view a reformulation 
of the church's theology of office is necessary, but one which 
unfolds from, rather than demolishes, the historic Reformed 
doctrine of office. We are at the same time convi nced that a simple 
reprisal of traditional practices wi l l  fai l  the mission of Christ. 1 3  
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Thomas Oden writes, "Those who recommend an unfit person for ministry 

bear responsibil ity for subsequent undesired consequences."14 Consider the oft-

heard comments, "Who can we get to run for office?" or "Ask him, he wi l l  do it, " 

or " If we put him on consistory, then he might become more active i n  the church ."  

The integrity of the offices is compromised by such motives. 

PASTORAL CARE BY ELDERS, PASTORS, AND DEACONS 

Oden proposes, "Pastors today are rediscovering the distinctiveness of 

pastoral method as d istinguished from other methods of inquiry . . . .  Pastoral care 

is a unique enterprise that has its own d istinctive subject-matter (the care of 

souls) . "15  

Some consistories are very intentional in extending pastoral care, while 

many consistories are content to minimize their responsibi l ities in these 

ministries. Through the years there have been many opportunities for pastors, 

elders, and deacons to be trained and equipped in carrying out pastoral ministry. 

The inconsistencies that can be seen in pastoral ministry, as documented by the 

PPC survey, are probably the result of the leaders of the church being unwi l l ing 

to be fully i nvolved in  implementing this ministry. We are reminded though ,  that 

the PPC did approve a p.\oposed amendment to the Book of Church Order in the 
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spring of 1 983 that affirmed that pastoral care and visitation is to be carried out 

by elders, deacons, and pastors. The PPC affirmed that this was an important 

enough matter that an annual q uestion should be asked to discern whether the 

churches and its officers are fulfi l l ing this responsibil ity of ministry. Previous to 

that affirmation, the president of the 1 979 spring meeting of the Synod of the 

West made the suggestion that there should be an annual reporting as to the 

visitation and evangel ism activity that is being accomplished by lay people. The 

PPC survey g ives documentation that pastoral care is not being consistently 

implemented in the churches, even though at the d ifferent levels of church 

government, the importance of pastoral care continues to be affirmed . Elders, 

pastors, and deacons, as leaders in the church , need to set the example in 

demonstrating care towards others so that pastoral ministry within  the church is 

faithfu lly carried out. 

Pastor E. Glenn Wagner, in a Leadership magazine article, affirms the 

importance of pastoral care, specifical ly through the model of shepherding.  I n  

the article h e  speaks specifically about men's ministries and how they typically 

are carried out through programs that minimize relationships. He proposes in the 

article that a leader must be one who develops relationships. He writes: 

I think the need to model the shepherd is even greater today, 
because few people trust their leaders. Boomers responded to the 
need with growth principles based on corporate leadership. By and 
large, the CEO model removes the leader from those he leads. 16 

When Wagner spoke about implementing the shepherd model of pastoral 

ministry to the leaders of the church he was pastoring,  he explained to them: 



This kind of pastoring is messy. It means involvement in people's 
l ives. It means pain when sheep are disobedient. It means 
guard ing them from wolf attack and weeping when some are 
devoured . It means being [as] concerned about the one as the 
ninety-nine . . . .  We want to smell l ike sheep, because we spend time 
with sheep. 17 
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I n  the midst of wonderful programming and exciti ng worship experiences, 

personal contact must sti l l  be a part of pastoral care and ministry. Vital ministry 

must include a dimension that touches people's hearts. Interaction between 

people is needed to convey the message that each person is important and of 

value to Christ and to their church. 

H . B. London, J r. ,  vice-president of pastoral ministries for the Focus on the 

Family ministries, also l ikes to use the description of a shepherd in reference to 

the servant-leadership that church leaders are to exempl ify. He describes the 

shepherd as one who is approachable, responsive, gentle and genuinely filled 

with compassion, "Those characteristics are more significant for the leader of the 

flock than academic degrees, church growth numbers or status achieved . . . .  

Shepherds endear themselves to the flock."18 London maintains that his role as a 

servant-shepherd contributed more to the church g rowing under his leadership 

than his abil ity as a speaker or as an administrator. Lyle Schaller expresses a 

similar belief, "Competence, Christian commitment, character, and performance 

have moved ahead of age, tenure, educational credentials, blood l ines, and 

social status as the decisive criteria in choosing new congregational leaders."19 

Pastoral leadership and care can be implemented in various ways and 

through various methods according to the personal ities and g ifts of the office 

holder. The specific g ift\ that a leader has or does not have should not exclude 
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one from being engaged in  some meaningful way in  interpersonal relationships 

and personal care. 

A ministry that has been implemented by many congregations is that of 

"shepherding g roups."  The congregation is d ivided into several g roups with 

specific elders and deacons assigned to each group. The elder and deacon who 

have been assigned to the g roup have the particular responsibil ity of overseei ng 

the pastoral care to that g roup. As might be expected, the success of such 

groups is impacted by the elders and deacons leadership in pastoral care and by 

the cooperation of the members of the group. 

As Christians understand their g ifts and personal ities more ful ly, they wi l l  

be more l ikely to be effectively involved in  pastoral ministry, instead of seeking to 

be excused from it. 

One respondent to the PPC survey is very insightful when he writes: 

It seems to me that the best pastoral care in  terms of stress,  crisis, 
and discipl in ing happens when a previous foundation and 
atmosphere of pastoral care (consistent caring , encouraging, loving 
and a consistent stand on acceptable behavior) has been 
established. If a person doesn't feel loved , understood , or really 
cared about by the leaders of the church in the routine of l ife, the 
care extended at the critical times wi l l  be seen more as 
interventions than pastoral care. 20 

This statement is backed by a study that was mentioned in an article in the 

September, 1 995 issue of the RCA's magazine The Church Herald. The article 

quotes a study of northwest Iowa clergy by Dr. Michael Yoder, professor of 

sociology at Northwestern College (Orange City, IA.) .  

Yoder found that many pastors feel they must earn the confidence 
of their members.1 by attending to their spiritual needs, such as 
visiting and supporting them in time of i l lness and bereavement. 



Once they do that, they feel their prophetic words are more 
accepted . Of those pastors who did take controversial stands, 
more reported positive reactions and results than reported negative 
reactions. 21 
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A pastor's role as a preacher is enhanced if he or she has already proven 

to be a shepherd . One might be a great orator, but if the people do not feel that 

the pastor is genuinely concerned about them, one's preaching loses much of its 

effectiveness. A comment that Max De Pree makes in  his book Leadership Jazz 

comes to mind , "At the core of becoming a leader is the need always to connect 

one's voice and one's touch."22 It is important for a preacher to also be a pastor. 

Christ came into our world as a human being to touch the l ives of the people of 

God's creation. He did so in  a personal way, never aloof from the people, but 

present with them in their joys and sorrows, in their celebrations and in their pain.  

Jesus always showed a concern for the people as he shared with them the Word 

of God . 

The pastoral ministry of elders, pastors, and deacons has been addressed 

various times by the RCA's General Synods. The 1 976 General Synod Minutes 

report the following statement made by the president of the synod in  his annual 

report: 

This office [of elder] needs more to be seen in l ight of our present 
day need for a church with more friendly and caring fellowship. I n  
our tradition the elder has been cast in  the role of oversight and 
d iscipline . . . .  Elders should be chosen and trained to be creators, not 
just watchers, of a caring community.23 

The same General Synod Meeting addressed the responsibi l ities of the 

office of deacon . The minutes of the meeting record this statement, "The deacon 

must share the burdens �f people as wel l  as give material oversight. "24 
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A report made to the 1 980 General Synod also g ives a reminder of the 

importance of the ministry of the deacons: 

When the office of the deacon is not rig htly perceived and 
implemented in function , the church is grievously wanting in 
representing Christ to the world , and is abstracting from the gospel 
the compassion and l iberation of its Lord and Savior. 25 

The report of the General Secretary of the RCA at the General Synod 

Meeting in 2000 addresses the role of the deacons as wel l :  

The office of deacon has assumed an increasing role in  translating 
our prayers into action . . . .  The nurture of the office of deacon has 
taken hold across the church as congregations with different 
geography and theology look to their  deacons to lead the way from 
worship to work, from worship services into services of compassion 
in the world .26 

The General Secretary urged the Synod to include their deacons as well 

as the elders in  offering prayers of intercession in their worship services. This 

recommendation was approved by the Synod. In the 1 990's the RCA developed 

a very informative manual (Deacon's Notebook) to be used to broaden the 

mi nistry of the office of the deacon . This has assisted deacons who have been 

interested in implementing new avenues of pastoral ministry to the people of the 

church, the community, and to the world . 

The leaders of the church can not side-step their own role in  the pastoral 

ministry of Christ's church, if they are suppose to be leading the congregation in 

ministry. Pastoral care is vital to the over-all health of Christ's church and of the 

spiritual and emotional wel l-being of the individual Christian. 
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Pastoral Care Demonstrated Through Discipline 

Christians are to "let their l ights shine for Christ in  the world . "  Christian's 

l ives are to g ive a distinct witness to Christ. I n  reality, this is not always the case. 

Frequently Christians make choices that are contrary to the l ife they have been 

called to l ive as bel ievers in Christ. The church must not ignore these 

inconsistencies between an expressed faith and one's l ife choices. 

The church has taken a stand through the years that we are to l ive l ives 

that bring g lory to God and that are an example to others. The church has 

affirmed that we are to be held accou ntable as to whether or not we are l iving our 

l ives according to the Word of God . Pastoral d iscipl ine is a tool that assists the 

church in  fulfil l ing that goal of l iving l ives that are accountable to God and his 

church. 

Crabb points out: 

We must make it our goal to reconnect people with the heart of God 
through our exposure of their darkness . . . .  And a critical element in  
the revealing process is to place us in  a community of  people who 
are enough l ike him to g ive us a taste firsthand .27 

Crabb supports the ministry of small g roups as wel l ,  in  that they can be 

instrumental in developing a sense of community within  the church . Small g roups 

can also provide an avenue of accountabil ity as the members of the small g roups 

grow to trust and care for one another in love and concern. 

Pastoral d iscipline is not simply for the sake of reproof, but to restore the 

individual with God and his church . For this to occur, personal involvement must 

be a part of the process. 
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Rice comments on the tolerance of sin in our world and even in the 

church . He notes that this tolerance is not always a proper response: 

If we do not care enough to pay attention to one another's faults and 
then have the courage to deal with them, we may be unwittingly 
admitting that our view of the church is a group of lone individuals 
who gather together as long as it pleases them and then go their 
way alone, receiving no d irect or honest support from the 
community . . . .  We are often gui lty of quietly encouraging evi l  by 
refusing to cal l  others to account for their behavior.28 

The PPC survey indicates that church discipline is something that is 

seldom implemented any more in Reformed Churches. The losses that are 

noted in the annual reports of many RCA churches are bookkeeping losses 

aimed at a reduction in a congregation's assessments rather than an ind icator of 

a church exercising d iscipl ine to its straying members. Other congregations are 

simply disinterested in exercising d iscipline because they do not believe that it is 

worth the trouble. 

Mathonnet-Vander Well makes the assertion , " Issues and sins which once 

would have been considered to be grounds for d iscipl inary action by the board of 

elders are considered the domain of the therapist or the pastoral counselor."29 He 

encourages the elders to not neglect their role and their authority in confronting 

the sin in church members' l ives. Many people see the purpose of d iscipl ine to 

be that of punishment, but d iscipl ine is a step in the process of d iscipl ing 

bel ievers. 

In an article in the Reformed Review, Lyle Vander Broek comments on the 

connection he sees between the practice of discipl ine and the health of the 

community. Through a 
-l
study of 1 Corinthians 5, he maintains that Paul ,  when 
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writing to the Corinthians, is actual ly more concerned about the health of the 

community as a whole than about the man who was specifically involved in the 

immoral relationship that is noted in the chapter. It is not simply the individual 

alone who is affected by his sin, but the community as a whole is affected .  

Discipl ine assists in encouraging holy living and in maintaining the moral i ntegrity 

of the church. 

Vander Broek concludes his article noting: 

Discipline can reinforce and strengthen community that already has 
a strong foundation in Christ. It should be an expected function of a 
community that has a clear sense of what it is striving to become in 
Christ.30 

STEPS OF CONTINUING THE REFORMATION LOCALLY 

Preaching brings alive the Word of God to the people of h is creation . The 

Word of God teaches, rebukes and admonishes, as wel l  as encourages and 

comforts. It is a Word that has power to change and to transform people's l ives. 

Pastoral visitation brings the love and concern of God to the people in a 

personal way. Visitation al lows the leaders to have a better understanding of the 

ind ividual l ives of the people, both in a spiritual sense, and also in a material 

sense, by seeing and understanding the needs of the people. 

Pastoral discipline holds the individual accountable for what the individual 

has learned from the Word of God, and to what one confesses in regard to the 

Christian faith . Discipl ine is a demonstration that we really do believe that the 

Word of God is authoritative for our l ives and helps us to be restored in our 

relationship with God an� his church. 
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Pastoral care establ ishes and strengthens relationships. Relationships 

become bui lding blocks in developing a sense of community among the people of 

the church . Through this, Christ's church is strengthened for the mission it has 

been g iven of proclaiming and l iving out the good news of the gospel unti l the 

return of Christ. 

Calvin bel ieved that scholarly study was not to be an end in itself. Study 

was to be implemented in practical ministry. I have sought to implement what I 

have learned through this study into practical ministry. The fol lowing areas of 

ministry are steps that I have taken or sought to implement within the church for 

the purpose of strengthening its ministry of pastoral care. These steps were 

implemented in  the ministry of First Reformed Church , Apl ington , Iowa. When 

this study program began, I was beginning my fifth year at the church. My first 

four  years of ministry there provided for me an understand ing of some of the 

pastoral needs of the congregation. The steps that were implemented were 

based on that understanding of needs. 

Time Inventory and Spiritual Gifts Profile 

The consistory of First Reformed Church completed a survey of what they 

understood to be the priorities of the ·pastoral duties of the minister and evaluated 

the time that those duties would require. This was done in an effort to have the 

consistory as a whole express itself as to what they bel ieved the priorities of the 

pastor should be in ministry and to wrestle with the reality of how much time each 
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priority would require of the minister. A better understanding of what should be 

expected of the pastor was reached through this process. 

At the same time, I personally completed several spiritual g ift, personal ity, 

and leadership style profi les to evaluate my own gifts and strengths. These 

evaluations assisted me in understanding how I could most effectively carry out 

the priorities of ministry that the consistory had identified . 

Preaching 

During the time of my study, I presented to First Reformed Church a short 

series of sermons based on sermons of John Calvin .  Through studying the 

preaching of John Calvin ,  I was challenged to choose shorter passages of 

scripture for the sermon texts on which I was preaching. I was also chal lenged to 

attempt to use fewer notes as I preached . Calvin's bold preaching encouraged 

me to address the issues of the day, but to make sure that in doing so, the grace 

and love of God is also shared. People need to be able to have hope and to feel 

assured of God's concern for them. 

Consistory Devotions 

During the years of my study program, I also developed a twelve-month 

series of consistory devotions that specifically addressed the offices of the 

consistory, their responsibi l ities, and the cal l ing God has g iven leaders within his 

church to lead by example. These devotions gave the consistory as a whole an 

opportunity to d iscuss the responsibi l ities that we have as office holders within 

the church. These devotions helped lay the groundwork for an organized 
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Pastor/Elder Visitation ministry, the Group Visitation ministry, and the Guidel ines 

for Weddings that were implemented during these years. 

Organized Pastor/Elder Visitation 

A motion was passed by the elders to participate in an organized fash ion 

with the pastor in the ministry of visitation. ft was agreed that each month the 

pastor and one elder would take a night and visit two individuals or famil ies. 

Also, two other elders would do the same together. One elder would have no 

organized visitation during the month. The elders would be on a rotating 

schedule for this visitation. 

This organized structure of visitation pleased some famil ies within the 

church who valued "every home visitation." It also became an inconspicuous 

way for the pastor and elders to visit certain ind ividuals whom- they felt they 

needed to visit, without drawing specific attention to those individuals, since 

these visits could be viewed as a part of the regular visitation program. The 

majority of visits had no specific agenda as to what would be discussed, but in 

each visit the members were provided an opportunity to share any concerns that 

were on their minds. The visits were 45 to 60 minutes in length. 

Generally, the members of the congregation appreciated the visits. Those 

who d id not want a visit were free to turn down the offer. Many times through the 

months that followed the implementation of this ministry, the elders expressed 

how they enjoyed the visits, and that through the visits they gained considerable 

insight into the famil ies of the church . As a pastor, I appreciated having the 

company and support of the elders as they made these visits with me. The visits 
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that were made by the two elders also gave members of the congregation an 

experience that demonstrated that pastoral visits do not necessarily have to be 

done by the pastor. Through visitation , the members of the church are assured 

that the church is concerned about them. I believe that such visits also assist 

them in feel ing assured that God is concerned about them. 

Group Visitation 

One of the things the personal profi les highl ighted about who I am as a 

person is that interaction with others draws much emotional energy out of me. I 

expend more emotional energy than I gain as I interact with others. As a pastor, 

I cannot withdraw from others, but I am challenged then to attempt to use my 

emotional energy wisely and to make sure that I take appropriate steps to be 

refreshed and restored . 

This understanding of myself, coupled with the reality of time demands 

that "every home visitation" requires, gave rise to the beginning of group 

visitation. Once a month , 1 0- 1 2  parishioners were invited to the parsonage for 

coffee and donuts fol lowing the morning worship service. As the refreshments 

were enjoyed, each individual or couple would update the group as to who their 

family members were and as to whether they had any specific prayer requests or 

concerns. I would then close our time with prayer. The visit would be 

approximately 40 minutes long. 

The response of the participants to this ministry was very encouraging. 

The people appreciated being asked , and there was considerable sharing of 

personal concerns. T�e visits brought a lot of people together who did not 
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typically visit with one another, helping them to be a bit more famil iar with one 

another. The visits provided an opportunity to seek to build relationships among 

the people. 

The visits provided the people an opportunity to be in a small group with 

the pastor, with an elder or deacon often present as wel l .  The people were 

assured through this ministry that they had not been forgotten and that their 

personal concerns were important. 

This ministry provided me as a pastor the opportunity to be with many 

more people in a shorter time span, and in a semi-personal setting, than if I 

simply waited to visit each of them alone. Only a few people declined the 

invitation to attend. 

Guidelines for Wedding Requests 

In  the years that led up to my study program, and in the years of my study, 

there was a growing trend that the couples who requested marriage at First 

Reformed Church were already l iving together. This included many individuals 

who had actively been involved in the l ife of the church as they grew up. This 

real ization challenged us as leaders in the church . Why was it that so many of 

these young adults saw nothing wrong with l iving together outside of the 

blessings of marriage? Why did they think that the church did not care as to 

whether they l ived together before marriage? 

As a board of elders,  this concern was addressed . Based on several 

discussions that had been held over a several year period , a set of guidelines 

was approved by the eldf rs. 
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In  the years that fol lowed , most couples agreed to l ive within the 

guidelines as they prepared for their  wedding. One couple did break the 

agreement that they had originally made with the elders that they would l ive 

separately unti l their wedding . When it became known that they were l iving 

together, the elders continued to work with them, but in the end , in  their words, 

they "found another church to use." There was also one couple who had been 

l iving together when they requested permission for a wedding who then agreed 

to l ive apart until after their wedding. I suspect that some couples simply chose 

not to request marriage at First Reformed Church so that they would not have to 

l ive apart. 

Through these guidelines we sought to hold the couples accountable 

before God and his church , as to the lifestyle choices they were making. These 

guidel ines, which were discussed with the high school youth at a retreat setting , 

informed the youth growing up, and others, that God and his church sti l l  had 

expectations that they were to strive to l ive a pure l ife. 

Children's Sermons 

During the fall of 1 997, I specifically implemented a series of six chi ldren's 

sermons in the morning worship services that focused on God's love for them. I 

sought to assure them of their importance to God and the forgiveness that God 

grants to each of us through Jesus Christ, so that heaven can be our home. 

Nursing Home Services 

As I fulfilled my rotation of the responsibil ities of the worship service at the 

nursing home, I becare intentional in selecting scripture passages and 
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messages that assured the residents of God's love and concern for them, and of 

the certainty of their salvation as bel ievers in Christ. 

Steps for Pastors and Churches to Consider 

As pastors and congregations seek to fulfi l l  the cal l ing they have received 

from God, there are certain steps that I believe they should take to position 

themselves for spiritual growth and for effectiveness in ministry. 

First, I bel ieve that seminary students and pastors need to be more 

intentional in understanding their own spiritual g ifts, personal ity traits, and 

leadership styles. There are many inventories available to assist them in this 

quest. As they understand themselves more fully, they wi l l  have a better 

understanding as to the ministry they have been cal led to carry out. This would 

also help pastors as they and the consistory define their responsibil ities and 

ways of approaching ministry. 

Second , congregations need to be more honest in evaluating their present 

ministries in regard to pastoral care. The RCA requires consistories to complete 

an annual evaluation that includes a question as to whether the elders, pastors, 

and deacons are faithful ly carrying out a ministry of visitation. The results of 

these evaluations are reported to the classis and to the RCA's general 

secretary's office. Seldom is there an evaluation that states that visitation is not 

being carried out faithfully, but the results of the survey of PPC seem to indicate 

that there is a great inconsistency in the churches in the faithfu lness of their 

ministries of visitation. �ongregations need to be more intentional in considering 



1 72 

if a comprehensive pastoral care ministry is being carried out. The question 

needs to be asked, "Is there someone or a group of people whom we are 

overlooking in our care?" This comprehensive ministry needs to be carried out 

by more than just the pastor. The development of smal l  shepherding groups may 

be a method of pastoral care that churches wil l  want to consider more seriously 

in their efforts to care for the people of their congregations. 

Third ,  consistories need to address the question as to whether they are 

preaching and teaching the Word of God with integrity. Preaching and teaching 

lose much of their effectiveness if people see that there is no consistency in 

ministry between what has been proclaimed and what is enacted . This is true in 

regard to the pastoral care of d iscipl ine. If a church continually fai ls to address 

the waywardness of its members, it is fai l ing to preach and teach with integrity, 

for the church has fai led to fol low up the Word with practice of what the Word 

teaches. 

Concluding Remarks 

Pastoral ministry is often "messy," as E. Glenn Wagner points out. But 

pastoral ministry implemented and led by elders, pastors, and deacons is a 

bibl ical based ministry. Certainly it was a vital part in  bui ld ing relationships and a 

sense of community in the first century church. Likewise, during the Reformation 

pastoral care was instrumental in ministry to a spiritually hungry people. At times 

people felt that the pastoral care of the church was intrusive, but the personal 
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interest and concern showed to the people assured them that they were an 

important part of Christ's church . 

Christ's church is not to take its cues for ministry simply by what is 

acceptable in the culture nor by what is the latest trend, but to be an influence 

and a blessing to the people of God's creation and to the culture in which they 

live. 

Elders, pastors, and deacons have been cal led by God's Holy Spirit to 

lead Christ's church . With their cal l ing, they have been endowed with the 

spiritual g ifts and al l  that they are in need of to fulfi l l  that cal l ing. They have 

avai lable to them the power of the Holy Spirit so that they may be effective in 

carrying out their  ministry. How they carry out their ministry may vary according 

to the specific g ifts, personal ity traits, and leadership styles they have been given 

by the Holy Spirit. Opportunities abound for them to be able to d iscern most 

clearly what these gifts, traits, and styles are. It is very possible that the 

structures of consistories may change as the years go by, but it is vital that 

pastoral ministry is not compromised in the process. 

As relationships among the people of the church are strengthened, the 

community of believers is strengthened as a whole. As the church is 

strengthened, it wi l l  be most ready to fulfi l l  the ministry to which it has been 

cal led . 

David Fisher comments on the pastoral ministry of the Apostle Paul ,  "His 

pastoral l ife was l ike a victory parade, but the joy of victory was woven into the 



1 74 

fabric of pastoral anguish . "31 Fisher then refers to 2 Corinthians 2: 1 4, "But 

thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ." 

I conclude my study with a prayer written by John Calvin :  

Grant, Almighty God, that as thou hast made known to us thy law, 
and hast also added thy gospel , in which thou callest us to thy 
service, and also invitest us with all kindness to partake of thy 
grace, 0 grant, that we may not be deaf, either to thy command or 
to the promises of thy mercy, but render ourselves submissive to 
thee everywhere, and so learn to devote all our faculties to thee, 
that we may in truth avow that the rule of a holy and rel igious life, 
has been delivered to us in thy law, and that we may firmly adhere 
to thy promises, lest through any of the allurements of the world , or 
through the flatteries and delusions of Satan, thou shouldst suffer 
our minds to be drawn away from that love which thou has once for 
all manifested to us in thine only-begotten Son ,  and in which thou 
dai ly confi rmest us by the teaching of the gospel ,  unti l we at length 
shall come to the ful l  enjoyment of this love in that celestial 
inheritance which has been purchased for us by the blood of thine 
only Son. Amen. 32 
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APPENDIX ONE 

A SURVEY PERTAINING TO PASTORAL CARE 
IN PLEASANT PRAIRIE CLASSIS 

1 77 

TO BE COMPLETED BY: Past and present pastors, elders, and deacons 
of Pleasant Prairie Classis (Please answer the survey individual ly) . 

The PURPOSE of this survey is to understand the past and present 
practice of pastoral care (especially in regard to visitation and discipline) 
within our classis. Your participation in this survey wi l l  help me gain a 
more complete understanding of this vital aspect of ministry within our 
congregations and classis. This survey is a part of my Doctor of Ministry 
study program, which is focused on understanding pastoral leadership. 
Your  participation in this survey is greatly appreciated ! Thank you.  

SECTION A: 
1 .  Did you grow up in a church of the Pleasant Prairie Classis? 

2. How would you describe the leadership of the pastors in your home 
church(s)? (check all that apply) 

_strong _indifferent _autocratic authoritarian 
_caring _independent _appropriate _inappropriate 
_gifted _democratic _directive _traditional 
_Other ________________ _ 

3. I n  which ordained office(s) have you served or are currently 
serving: (check all that apply) Pastor_ Elder _ Deacon __ 

4. During which decades have you served in the above office(s)? (check 
al l  that apply; if you have served in both offices, put an "E" or "D" after 
each decade that applies for each office) 

1 930- 1 939 1 940-1 949 1 950- 1 959 1 960-1 969 
-- -- -- --

1 970- 1 979 1 980- 1 989 1 990- 1 997 
--

5. What do you understand "pastoral care" to include? 

6. How do you see "pastoral care" being implemented in your 
congregation? 
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7. Who do you understand to be responsible in demonstrating "pastoral 
care" in the church? 

8. From where or who do those involved in "pastoral care" receive their 
authority? 

9. Are the elders and deacons of your church active in the "pastoral care" 
with the pastor? 

1 0. Some churches have discovered that organized small groups can 
be a way of extending "pastoral care" to their members. 
Has this been true in small groups within your church? 
Were the small groups started with this in mind? 

SECTION B: 
1 1 .  Is there any type of organized visitation program in your church? 

If so, what type of visitation program(s) do you have? 
If so, who is responsible to make the visits? 

1 2 .  If you do not have any organized visitation program presently, have 
there been any in the past? Approximately when? 
What type of visitation program was it? 

1 3. Below is a l isting of various types of visits. Check which types of visits 
are regularly made by your church , and who makes those visits (check 
all that apply) . 

Hospital visits 
Shut-in visits 
Nursing home visits 
Every family visits 
Visits to those 
recuperating at home 
Visits to the elderly 
Visits to those who have 
lost loved ones through 
death 
Visits to those inactive 
in the church 
Visits to people in the 
community 
Visits to new people 
in town 
Visits to reprimand 
or d iscipl ine a JYlember 
for how they afe l iving 

Pastor Elders Deacons Others 
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14 .  Have you been on a visit in which a reprimand or d iscipl ine was being 
made? 

1 5. Have the visits of reprimand and d iscipl ine accompl ished what they 
were intended to do, which is to restore the person in right standing 
before God and with the church? 

1 6. Has your church suspended anyone from receiving the Lord's Supper? 
If so, check which decades: 

_1 990's _1 980's _1 970's 1 960's 1 950's _1 940's _1 930's 

1 7. How did the person respond to their suspension? 

1 8. Have you ever had to vote on excommunicating anyone? 
If so, approximately which year? If so, did the vote pass? 
If so, d id the person ever repent of their sin and become restored in 
the church? If so, approximately how long d id i t  take for repentance 
and restoration (right away, several months, a year, several years)? 

1 9. What are the benefits which you have seen result from reprimands or 
d iscipl ine of members? 

20. What drawbacks or problems have you seen result from the 
reprimands or the d iscipl ine? 

2 1 . What do you identify as the cause of the drawbacks or problems 
mentioned in question 1 7? 

22. How intentional are you in fulfi l l ing your responsibil ity with the 
visitations made in your church? 

_ very intentional intentional 
_ not very intentional _ don't make visits 

23. On the average, how many pastoral visits or contacts do you make 
each month? 
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24. Other comments you may l ike to share pertaining to the strengths or 
weaknesses of "pastoral care" which you see in your church or our 
class is: 

For Elders/Pastors: 
24. When the constitutional question is asked , is it asked merely out of 

obl igation, or is it asked and d iscussed with sincere concern for the 
members of your church? 

25. Are specific persons identified with appropriate "pastoral care" then 
implemented? If so, by who? 

Thank you so much for participating with this survey. This information will 
help me understand the practice of pastoral care in our classis 

PLEASE RETURN THE SURVEY BY NOVEMBER 30, 1 997 
RETURN TO: 

Pastor Gary Hegstad 
First Reformed Church 
PO Box 1 56 
Apl ington, Iowa 50604 
(31 9) 347-2444 (office) 
(31 9) 34 7 -2762 (home) 
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(A survey sent to former pastors of churches i n  Pleasant Prairie Classis) 

A SURVEY PERTAINING TO PASTORAL CARE 
IN PLEASANT PRAIRIE CLASSIS 

The PURPOSE of this survey is to understand the past and present 
practice of pastoral care (especially in regard to visitation and discipline) 
within our classis. Your participation in this survey will help me gain a 
more complete understanding of this vital aspect of ministry within our 
congregations and classis. This survey is a part of my Doctor of Ministry 
study program, which is focused on understanding pastoral leadership. 
Your participation in this survey is greatly appreciated ! Thank you .  

SECTION A: 
1 .  Did you grow up in a church of the Pleasant Prairie Classis? 

2. How would you describe the leadership of the pastors in your home 
church(s)? (check all that apply) 
_strong _indifferent _autocratic authoritarian 
_caring _independent _appropriate _inappropriate 
_gifted _democratic _directive _traditional 

Other -----------------

3.  During which decade(s) did you serve in Pleasant Prairie Classis: 
1 940-1 949 1 950-1 959 1 960-1 969 

--

1 970-1 979 1 980-1 989 1 990-1 997 __ 

4. What do you understand "pastoral care" to include? 

5. How did you see "pastoral care" implemented in the congregation you 
served in Pleasant Prairie Classis? 

6. Who was responsible for demonstrating "pastoral care" in the church? 

7. From where or who do those involved in "pastoral care" receive their 
authority? 

8. Were the elders and deacons of your church active in the "pastoral 
care" of the congregation with you? 
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9. Some churches have discovered that organized small groups can be a 
way of extend ing "pastoral care" to their members. 

Was this true of small groups within your church? 

Were the small groups started with this in mind? 

SECTION 8: 

1 0. Was there any type of organized visitation program in your church? 
If so, what type of visitation program(s) were there? 
If so, who was responsible to make the visits? 

1 1 .  If there was not any organized visitation program when you were in the 
church, had there been any previously? 
Approximately when? What type of visitation program was it? 

1 2. Below is a l isting of various types of visits. Check which types of visits 
were regularly made by your church, and who made those visits 
(check all that apply) . 

Hospital visits 
Shut-in visits 
Nursing home visits 
Every family visits 
Visits to those 

Pastor Elders Deacons Others 

recuperating at home __ _ 

Visits to the elderly 
Visits to those who have 
lost loved ones through 

death 
Visits to those inactive 
in the church 

Visits to people in the 
community 
Visits to new people 
in town 

Visits to reprimand 
or d iscipline a member 
for how they are l iving __ 
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1 3. Did you make any visits in which a reprimand or d iscipl ine was being 
made? 

1 4. Did the visits of reprimand and d iscipl ine accomplish what they were 
intended to do, which is to restore the person in right standing before 

God and with the church? 

1 5. Did your church suspend anyone from receiving the Lord's Supper? 
If so, check which decades: 

_1 990's _1 980's _1 970's 1 960's _1 950's _1 940's _1 930's 

1 6. How did the person respond to their suspension? 

1 7. Did you ever have to vote on excommunicating anyone? 
If so, approximately which year? If so, d id the vote pass? 
If so, did the person ever repent of their  sin and become restored in 
the church? If so, approximately how long d id i t  take for repentance 
and restoration (right away, several months, a year, several years)? 

1 8. What are benefits which you saw result from reprimands or d iscipl ine 
of members? 

1 9. What drawbacks or problems did you see result from the reprimands 
or the d iscipl ine? 

20. What would you identify as the cause of the drawbacks or problems 
mentioned in question 1 9? 

2 1 . How intentional were you in fulfi l l ing your responsibi l ity with the 
visitations made in your church? 

_ very intentional intentional 
_ not very intentional _ don't make visits 

22. On the average, how many pastoral visits or contacts did you make 
each month? 
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23. When the constitutional question was asked , was it asked merely out 
of obligation , or was it asked and discussed with sincere concern for 
the members of your church? 

24 . Were specific persons identified with appropriate "pastoral care" then 
implemented? If so, by who? 

25. Other comments you may l ike to share pertaining to the strengths or 
weaknesses of "pastoral care" which you saw in your church or 
Pleasant Prairie Classis: 

Thank you so much for participating with this survey. This information will 
help me understand the practice of pastoral care in our classis 

PLEASE RETURN THE SURVEY BY NOVEMBER 30, 1 997 
RETURN TO: 

Pastor Gary Hegstad 
First Reformed Church 
PO Box 1 56 
Apl ington, Iowa 50604 
(31 9) 347-2444 (office) 
(31 9) 347-2762 (home) 
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APPENDIX TWO 

Q#1 3, "EVALUATION OF GRAPH OF VARIOUS TYPES OF 
VISITATIONS AND WHO THE RESPONDENTS SEE CARRYING 
OUT THESE VISITS." 

Graph Headings 
Pre 80 = The respondents who are former pastors who did not serve in 

the 1 980's 
Serv 80 = The respondents who are former pastors who did serve in the 

1 980's 
pp 

Elders 
E/D 

= The respondents who are present pastors 
= The respondents who have served only as elders 
= The respondents who have served as elders and as 

deacons 
D = The respondents who have served only as deacons 

Evaluation of Present Pastors Participation in Visitation 

Each groups answer in regard to their pastor's involvement in the visitation 
ministry of their church. 

Pre 80 Serv 80 PP Elders EID Deacon 
Hospital visits 1 00% 1 00% 1 00% 1 00% 1 00% 98% 
Shut-in 1 00 1 00 92 95 96 88 
Nursing homes 86 1 00 92 90 1 00 88 
Every family 95 68 25 1 0  32 34 
To those 
recuperating 1 00 92 1 00 86 83 85 

To the elderly 1 00 89 83 67 83 76 
To those who have 
lost loved ones 1 00 1 00 1 00 1 00 91 93 

To the inactive 95 84 75 7 1  49 61 
To people in 
the community 82 92 75 48 53 51 

To new people in 
the community 91  84 67 48 51 59 

To reprimand or 
d iscipline a 
member for how 
they are l iving 72 57 67 57 43 42 
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Evaluation of the Elders Participation in Visitation 

Pre 80 Serv 80 PP Elders EID Deacon 
Hospital visits 50% 57% 50% 67% 70% 51 % 
Shut-in 36 47 25 62 66 52 
Nursing homes 1 8  53 25 52 53 49 
Every family 36 26 1 7  1 0  0 7 
To those 
recuperating 1 8  26 1 7  62 32 37 

To the elderly 1 8  21  8 33 32 37 
To those who have 
lost loved ones 32 26 42 48 30 39 

To the inactive 32 32 75 48 32 34 
To people in 
the community 9 1 6  8 1 9  1 5  1 7  

To new people in 
the community 1 4  1 1  8 14  9 22 

To reprimand or 
discipline a 
member for how 
they are l iving 45 42 50 52 38 44 

Evaluation of Deacons Participation in Visitations: 

Pre 80 Serv 80 PP Elders E/D Deacon 
Hospital visits 1 4% 1 1 %  8% 1 4% 1 1 % 1 5% 
Shut-in 1 4  0 1 7  14  9 24 
Nursing homes 9 0 0 1 0  9 20 
Every family 9 0 8 0 0 0 
To those 
recuperating 5 0 8 1 9  9 20 

To the elderly 5 0 8 1 0  4 1 5  
To those who have 
lost loved ones 9 5 1 7  1 0  1 3  1 7  

To the inactive 5 0 0 0 4 2 
To people in 
the community 9 5 0 5 2 1 0  

To new people in 
the community 9 5 0 1 0  4 5 

To reprimand or 
discipline a 
member for how 
they are l iving 0 5 0 1 0  0 5 

� 
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Evaluation on Others involvement in visitation: 

Pre 80 Serv 80 PP Elders EID Deacon 
Hospital visits 36% 53% 42% 62% 32% 34% 
Shut-in 23 47 58 57 30 39 
Nursing homes 1 8  32 58 52 34 39 
Every family 1 0  0 0 1 9  0 5 
To those 
recuperating 1 8  37 42 62 32 29 

To the elderly 1 8  26 25 57 38 29 
To those who have 
lost loved ones 27 26 50 52 32 29 

To the inactive 1 0  0 8 24 2 1 0  
To people in 
the community 1 8  1 6  42 29 1 9  1 7  

To new people in 
the community 1 4  2 1  25 38 1 9  29 

To reprimand or 
d iscipl ine a 
member for how 
they are l iving 0 0 8 5 0 0 

Comparison to Self-Evaluation of: 

This graph depicts how each group evaluates its own involvement in the 
visitation ministry within their church . 

Aver. of all FP Aver. of PP Aver. of E-/E/D 
Hospital visits 1 00% 1 00% 99% 
Shut-in 1 00 92 93 
Nursing homes 93 92 93 
Every family 82 25 25 
To those 
recuperating 96 1 00 85 

To the elderly 95 83 76 
To those who have 
lost loved ones 1 00 1 00 95 

To the inactive 90 75 60 
To people in 
the community 87 75 53 

To new people in 
the community 88 67 53 

To reprimand or 
discipline a 
member for how 
they are l iving -l 65 67 47 
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Present Participation in  Visitation 
When the former pastors responses are excluded , and visitation is 
evaluated only by those who are presently in the churches, the combined 
average percents of PP, Elders, E/D, and D participation in visitation are: 

Evaluation of the l isted groups in their participation in visitation 

pp 
Hospital visits 99% 
Shut-in 94 
Nursing homes 93 
Every family 25 
To those 
recuperating 89 

To the elderly 77 
To those who have 
lost loved ones 96 

To the inactive 64 
To people in 
the community 57 

To new people in 
the community 56 

To reprimand or 
d iscipl ine a 
member for how 
they are l iving 52 

Elders 
60% 
51 
45 
9 

37 
28 

40 
47 

1 5  

1 3  

46 

Deacon Others 
1 2% 43% 
1 6  46 
1 3  46 
2 6 

1 4  41  
9 37 

1 4  41  
2 1 1  

4 27 

5 28 

4 3 
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