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DEVOTIONS AND
RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING
[ 45 minutes]

Share with the group your name, how long you've been a part of this
congregation, and one word that describes how you feel about being'
chosen to serve on consistory.
The Ordination and Installation of Elders and Deacons, 1968 liturgy, says: "The three offices of elder, deacon, and minister of the
Word, being joined together in the consistory, thus continue within
the Church the unity of these offices in Christ, as so many branches
flourishing on the same vine."

To focus on our call to lead the church by serving on consistory, to be
branches flourishing on the same vine, read John 15: 1-1 7.
What does this scripture passage say to us about how consistory
members can flourish and lead the congregation in bearing fruit?

Write one sentence that states how you as a deacon, elder, or minister of the Word and sacraments, a branch of the vine, might bear
fruit. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Prayer
Almighty and everlasting God, who by your Holy Spirit guided the
councils of the blessed Apostles and promised, through your Son
Jesus Christ, to be with your Church to the end of the world, look
upon us in mercy and direct us by your Holy Spirit that what we do
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at this time may result in the welfare of your kingdom, the building up of your people, and the glory of your name.
Hear now the prayers of your servants.
Through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. (Or end with the Lord's
Prayer.)

Our Calls and Gifts
The RCA liturgy for ordination and installation asks a key question:
"Do you believe in your heart that you are called by God's Church
and therefore by God to your respective office?" Church leaders are
more than volunteers. We do not choose to lead; we are chosen. God
takes the initiative in calling all Christians to faith and service and
some to ministries of leadership. The Reformed tradition speaks of
an "inner call" of the heart and the "outer call" by the church. Both
are required for ordained leadership.
Ministers usually hear the inner call of God first. It must be confirmed through years of seminary preparation, examination by a
classis, and the call of the church to a particular ministry.
For elders and deacons, the call of the church often comes first to
awaken an inner sense of call. Your first response may be "Why me?
Isn't so-and-so more qualified?" By asking you to serve as a deacon
or elder, your church recognizes in you the Holy Spirit's gifts for
mature Christian leadership. The call of the church is truly God's
call. You may accept it with that assurance and inner conviction.
Persons called by God and elected by the church receive the authority of Jesus Christ to fulfill their respective ministries within his body.
How has God prepared you for this call?_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

What does this calling mean to you?_
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AN INTRODUCTION TO RCA
POLITY AND HISTORY
[30 mjnutes]

Structure
for

Ministry

Who Is the RCA?
Let's take a "Three-Minute Tour of the Reformed Church in America"
by reading through the pamphlet together.
What excites you about the Reformed Church's history and
ministry?

Reformed
Church

""'O
0

c
>-

Church
Order

CJ")

-re
(ij

cQ)

1n

u

America

History

Judicial

Business

What's important to you about being part of a larger body?

What Governs Its Life?
Three books form the core of RCA polity and structure. All three
should be available for review in your church office or library. They
are also available for purchase from the RCA Distribution Center,
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The three books that form the core of RCA policy and structure are:
The Book of Church Order
Liturgy and Confessions
Minutes of General Synod
- - - Reports directly
to General Synod

• • • • • • • • • • • • Related in some functions
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The following is from the Book of Church Order preamble:
Since the whole church cannot meet together at one time and
place to deliberate, representative governing bodies must be
established on the various levels .... [On a representative basis]
the lines of authority in the reformed churches move from the
local church to the General Synod [as shown in the diagram on
the preceeding page]. This is so since Christ, according to the
New Testament, has appointed officers to govern the church
under himself. Their authority to govern derives from him even
though they are elected by the people. The local churches together delegate authority to classes and synods, and having
done so, they also bind themselves to be subject together to
these larger bodies in all matters in which the common interests of the many churches are objects of concern.
Under such a system, what do you think the responsibilities of the
consistory are?

Care for and supervise the chu1
interests.
Supervise the election of elders ai
Keep a careful register of all ba1
admissions to confessing mem
other churches, and of the deat
Elect a clerk to keep a faithful rec
the consistory and furnish offi
persons directly affected by dee
Begin and end all meetings with I

The Four Offices of the RCA
Deacon: Deacons are called by God an
istries of mercy, service, outreach, and
Elder: Elders guide and nurture the m
government, discipline, spiritual growt

Minister of Word and Sacrament: ThE
and teach the Word of God, administer
the flock (Book of Church Order, 1.I.1 A

How does your list compare with the responsibilities named in the
Boak of Church Order (1. I. 2 pp. 11-1 5) and listed below?
Provide a minister or ministers for the church.
Provide services of worship and other activities and organizations in the church's life for the spiritual benefit and growth
of Christ's people.
See to it that baptism is administered in public worship.
Administer the Lord's Supper at least four times per year.
Make sure the points of doctrine contained in the Heidelberg
Catechism are explained by the minister at regular worship
services so that the exposition of them is completed within a
period of four years.
Make provision for the private administration of the sacraments
in instances of sickness or other emergency.

Professor of Theology: Professors·of th
responsible for sound doctrine of the d
tion of ministerial students (Book of Ch
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Care for and supervise the church's property and financial
interests.
Supervise the election of elders and deacons.
Keep a careful register of all baptisms and marriages, of all
admissions to confessing membership, of all dismissions to
other churches, and of the deaths of members.
Elect a clerk to keep a faithful record of all the proceedings of\
the consistory and furnish official notices in writing to all
persons directly affected by decisions of the assembly.
Begin and end all meetings with prayer.

The Four Offices of the RCA
Deacon: Deacons are called by God and the church to provide ministries of mercy, service, outreach, and material maintenance.
Elder: Elders guide and nurture the ministry of the church through
government, discipline, spiritual growth, and pastoral care.
Minister of Word and Sacrament: The minister is called to preach
and teach the Word of God, administer the sacraments, and care for
the flock (Book of Church Order, 1.I.1.4 p.10).

!

with the responsibilities named in the
pp. 11-15) and listed below?

Professor of Theology: Professors of theology at our seminaries are
responsible for sound doctrine of the denomination and the education of ministerial students (Book of Church Order, 1.IV.8 pp.68-69).
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The Book of Church Order describes the function of these offices as
follows:
The governmental functioning of these offices takes place not apart
from but in harmony with the understanding of the mission of the
church and the nature of its ministry. This basic affirmation has three
consequences:
First, the purpose of church government is to aid the church in
the development of its own life, in order that it may carry out
the mission of its Head-t9 announce the good news of his
Saviorhood and extend his Lordship throughout the world.
Second, there is only one Dfinistry and that ministry is shared
by all Christians. The parti~ular ministries of those who hold
office arise out of this common ministry in order to serve it.
Third, the ecclesiastical offices which the Reformed Church
deems necessary for its ordering are understood to be essentially functional in nature, and the term "office" is everywhere
viewed in terms of service (Book of Church Order, Preamble,
pp. 1-2).
What does this say about how we are to view ourselves as officeholders? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Whom do we as office-holders serve? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

THE ROLE

OF~

[ 45 m1'nute~

Scriptural Foundation
Read Acts 6: 1-7. After viewing the vid
reading this passage, what do you belie
of deacons? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ___,

Compare your list to the list at the end

It's Greek to me!

The Greek word for deacon, d1E1konos, mE
It is used over thirty times in the Ne
ways, always in connection with servi
The office of the deacon is one of serva
example of Christ.

Matching Needs and Resource

As leaders in ministries of mercy, servic
tions, deacons must provide links .betw
to meet those needs. That involvEls twc

Seeking out needs

Break

[Ten minutes]

It is important for deacons to look for n
in the community. A deacon should look
Suffering can come in many forms: soci
(i.e., sadness, depression), physical (i.e.,
etc. And one person can have a variety

We need to search out these needs ra
cause, let's face it, most people don't ca
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THE ROLE OF DEACONS
[ 45 m1'nutes]

Scriptural Foundation
Read Acts 6:1-7. After viewing the video As One Who Serves and\
reading this passage, what do you believe are the qualities and roles
of deacons?~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Compare your list to the list at the end of this section.

It's Greek to me!
The Greek word for deacon, diakonos, means servant, helper, or waiter.
It is used over thirty times in the New Testament in a variety of
ways, always in connection with serving, service, or servanthood.
The office of the deacon is one of servanthood and service after the
example of Christ.

Matching Needs and Resources
rs serve? ______________

As leaders in ministries of mercy, service, and outreach in congregations, deacons must provide links .between needs and the resources
to meet those needs. That involves two major factors.

Seeking out needs

~
. ·
·.· ·~ · .,. ·~
· .· :;., -

It is important for deacons to look for needs in the congregation and
in the community. A deacon should look for more than financial need.
Suffering can come in many forms: social (i.e., loneliness), emotional
(i.e., sadness, depression), physical (i.e., illness), spiritual (i.e., doubt),
etc. And one person can have a variety of needs.
We need to search out these needs rather than wait for them . Because, let's face it, most people don't call the diaconate for help. Why
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is that? Let's make it more personal: If you had a financial need or
some other problem (loneliness, sadness, sickness), would you call
on the deacons for help? Why? What would make you hesitate? Think
about the feelings you would have in asking for help.
While deacons should be on the lookout for such needs, deacons don't
work alone in meeting these needs. The elders, pastor, and especially the congregation are vital partners.
How can we be more attentive to the needs of the congregation?

What can we do to let the congregation know we are interested in
meeting a variety of needs? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Seeking out resources
Knowing the resources in our congregation and community is essential to meeting the needs we find. From government programs to
other churches and independent social work organizations, methods
and money are often available in the community for those who can
,use help. Part of the responsibility of the deacons is to work with
these groups, putting people in need in relationship with people who
can meet those needs. There's no need to "reinvent the wheel."

How can we set up an efficient yet car
and resources? __________

Understanding Our Role
Using the descriptions of deacons from
the next page and from previous discu
should handle the following situation:
Imagine that a woman in your congn
She has three children (a baby, a pre~
She has a supportive husband.

What are the needs of this family? Be :
where support is needed before you
sponse.

What could the deacons and congreg<
family in this time? _ _ _ _ _ _ __

What are some of the organizations in our community that can help
us meet n e e d s ? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Diaconal Ministries, Reformed Cl
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How can we set up an efficient yet caring system to connect needs
and resources?~----------------------

personal: If you had a financial need or
ness, sadness, sickness), would you call
y? What would make you hesitate? Think
d have in asking for help.

the lookout for such needs, deacons don't
;e needs. The elders, pastor, and esperital partners.

Understanding Our Role
Using the descriptions of deacons from the Book of Church Order on
the next page and from previous discussions, discuss how deacons
should handle the following situation:

ive to the needs of the congregation?

Imagine that a woman in your congregation has terminal cancer.
She has three children (a baby, a preschooler, and a first grader).
She has a supportive husband.

:ongregation know we are interested in

What are the needs of this family? Be sure to clearly identify areas
where support is needed before you say what you will do in response.

What could the deacons and congregation do to help support the
family in this time? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

r congregation and community is essen-

re find. From government programs to

~

font social work organizations, methods
>le in the community for those who can
tsibility of the deacons is to work with
·in need in relationship with people who
3's no need to "reinvent the wheel."
zations in our community that can help

Diaconal Ministries, Reformed Church in America
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Conclusion
"The board of deacons shall serve those in distress and need. The
deacons shall minister to the sick, the poor, the hurt, and the helpless, shall aid the victims of the world's abuse, and shall express the
social concerns of the church. They shall oversee and carry out their
work as those concerned with the redemption of humankind. Their
focus is turned toward service and ministry both to the world and in
the church" (Book of Church Order, 1.I.6 p. 19) .
In the local church deacons are members chosen for their:
Spiritual commitment
Exemplary life
Compassionate spirit
Sound judgment
They are set apart for a ministry of:
Mercy
Service
Outreach
Deacons are to receive the contributions of the congregation and to
distribute them under the direction of the consistory.
The deacons give particular attention and care to the whole benevolence program of the church. They have charge of all gifts contributed for the benefit of the poor and distribute them with discretion . .
They visit and comfort those in material need and perform such other
duties as the consistory may asstgn them.
\

The qualities listed above play themselves out in the following ways
in deacons' lives:
Manifesting Christ's love
Gathering and distributing offerings
Assisting in worship
Exercising careful stewardship
Showing compassion
Expressing social concerns
Ministering to the suffering
Serving those in need

In short, deacons are people who follo\t\i
in taking the basin and towel in service
Break [Five minutes]

1

l
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In short, deacons are people who follow the example of Jes us Christ
in taking the basin and towel in service of others.
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THE ROLE OF ELDERS
[45 minutes]

Scriptural Foundation
Read Exodus 18: 13-2 7. From this scripture passage and from what
our church understands, what are the qualities and roles of elders?

It's Hebrew To Me!
In the Old Testament, the word for elder literally means "a full, gray
beard," while in the New Testament, the term presbuteros means
elder or older or bishop or overseer. Today, elder doesn't necessarily
mean older, but it does mean mature. The elder is mature in faith
and life.

Let's get more specific. Break into grc
minutes to discuss the following scenar
Several elderly people in the congre~
homes. There is no possible way the pc
regular basis. What system can the el<
toral contact? How can you communic
to the rest of consistory and the pasto1

Lately the minister is being criticized
her preaching, for telling many perso:
little biblical content. Almost all the
cism. How can elders respond in a pm

Spiritual Oversight-Guiding and Nurturing God's
People
The liturgy for the Ordination and Installation of Elders and Deacons
states, "Scripture teaches that those chosen to the office of elder are
called along with the pastors to encourage spiritual growth among
the members and help them to walk in the way of Christ" (Worship
the Lord p. 23) .
\
What are some ways elders can guide and nurture God's people in
the way of C h r i s t ? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Discipline/Discipling

In the booklet, The Ministry of the Eide
words discipline and disciple have the s
pose of church discipline is to guide rr
ship. Ministers and elders lead first by ej
of discipleship themselves . Then they
freedom and love. The goal of church d
mere compliance. Discipline means dis1

What is your image of discipline? DOE
standing of discipling?
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LE OF ELDERS
[ 45 m1nutes]

l

this scripture passage and from what
hat are the qualities and roles of elders?

)ID

rord for elder literally means "a full, gray
'estament, the term presbuteros means
verseer. Today, elder doesn't necessarily
an mature. The elder is mature in faith

Let's get more specific. Break into groups of three and take a few
minutes to discuss the following scenarios.
Several elderly people in the congregation are confined to their
homes. There is no possible way the pastor can visit everyone on a
regular basis. What system can the elders devise to maintain pastoral contact? How can you communicate the results of your visit~
to the rest of consistory and the pastor?

Lately the minister is being criticized for being shallow in his or
her preaching, for telling many personal stories but having very
little biblical content. Almost all the elders agree with the criticism. How can elders respond in a positive manner?

-Guiding and Nurturing God's

m and Installation of Elders and Deacons
iat those chosen to the office of elder are
rs to encourage spiritual growth among
fl to walk in the way of Christ" ( Worsh1jJ

can guide and nurture God's people in

Discipline/Discipling
In the booklet, The M1njstry of the Elder, Robert White writes, "The
words discipline and disciple have the same root. The positive purpose of church discipline is to guide members to mature discipleship. Ministers and elders lead first by example. They accept the cost
of discipleship themselves. Then they challenge others to do so in
freedom and love. The goal of church discipline is commitment, not
mere compliance. Discipline means discipling."
What is your image of discipline? Does it differ from your understanding of discipling?
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Remembering the roles of elders as defined above, discuss how elders should handle the following situation:

"Inactive" members are members
the board of elders from the confe:

A banker who is a major contributor to the church and a member of
the consistory has been accused of misappropriating funds, resulting in a major financial crisis for the bank and its investors. What
should the elders do? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

"Members" are all confessing meml
inactive members.

"Adherents" are all who participat1
ship of the church, but are not me'
M1nutes, p. 226).

Means of Grace
Another function of the elders is to determine whether any members are in need of special care regarding their spiritual condition
and/or are not making faithful use of the means of grace, i.e., attending worship and participating in the sacraments.

Imagine there is a couple attending ym
of them are members. They would like·
baptized. Discuss the following:
How should the elders respond to the
are the criteria to consider? _ _ __

Membership Standards
One of the roles of the elders is to keep current the rolls of the church
and be in touch with people on those lists. The 1995 General Synod
adopted the following membership categories:

Membership Categories and Definitions
"Confessing" members ar~ members who have received Christian baptism and have been received by the board of elders
through profession of faith, reaffirmation of faith, or presentation of a satisfactory certificate of transfer of membership from
another Christian church, and who make faithful use of the
means of grace, especially the hearing of the Word and the use
of the Lord's Supper.
"Baptized" members are members who have received Christian baptism, who may or may not participate at the Lord's Table,
and who have not been received by the board of elders as confessing members.

Gui

atuJ

Nw

GoG
Peo1

17

3lders as defined above, discuss how el)Wing situation:

"Inactive" members are members who have been removed by
the board of elders from the confessing membership lis;t.

atributor to the church and a member of
;used of misappropriating funds, resultiis for the bank and its investors. What

"Members" are all confessing members, baptized members, and
inactive members.
''Adherents" are all who participate in the life, work, and wor-,
ship of the church, but are not members ( 1995 General Synod
Minutes, p. 226) .

Imagine there is a couple attending your church regularly. Neither
of them are members. They would like to have their newborn child
baptized. Discuss the following:

lers is to determine whether any memcare regarding their spiritual condition
:u l use of the means of grace, i.e., attend1g in the sacraments .

How should the elders respond to the request for baptism? What
are the criteria to consider? ________________

ds
; is to keep current the rolls of the church
on those lists. The 1995 General Synod
bership categories :

1

and Definitions
; arE) members who have received Chris~ be'en received by the board of elders
'aith, reaffirmation of faith, or presentairtificate of transfer of membership from
rch, and who make faithful use of the
ally the hearing of the Word and the use
~re members who have received Chrisor may not participate at the Lord's Table,
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ADDITIONAL

Conclusion
In the local church, elders:
Have supervision of the church entrusted to them.
Have charge of all matters relating to the welfare and good
order of the church.
Have oversight over the conduct of the members of the congregation and seek to bring that conduct into conformity with
the Word of God.
Have exercise and oversight over the conduct of one another, of
the deacons, and of the minister(s).
Make certain that what is preached and taught by the minister/s
is in accord with the Holy Scripture.
Assist the minister(s) with their good counsel and in the task of
visitation.
Seek to guard the sacraments of the church from being profaned.
May administer the sacraments if authorized by the board of
elders.
Pray and study the Scriptures.
Supervise the membership of the church.

You may want to continue the workshop
ing future consistory meetings. Allow fi
In most cases this will simply give you 1
the idea and share resources.

Hovv to 1

an Effective ]

As a group review these ten tips for tip·

Ten Tips for Tip-Top Meetings
1.

If you don't need a meeting, don't .

2.

Prepare and distribute an agenda :r:
background reports and previous 1
ticipants. for informed discussion a1

3.

Rehearse the meeting in your mind.
do decisions need to be made? Wl:
ate more discussion? Then, plan ye
time for each item. This will help ·
and working.

4.

Arrive early and prepare the meetini
the room temperature, and be su1
Will you need a table, newsprint an
jector, or a video monitor? Do y0t
everyone attending?

5.

Start the meeting on time and witr

6.

Choose a recorder. You need to con
cient meeting.

meeting, ask: Do we need this me
accomplish? Can it be done by te
individually?
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ADDITIONAL TOPICS
church entrusted to them.
tters relating to the welfare and good

~

conduct of the members of the congre1ring that conduct into conformity with

~

You may want to continue the workshop or use these topics for opening future consistory meetings. Allow fifteen minutes for each topic.
In most cases this will simply give you the opportunity to introduce
the idea and share resources.

Hovv to Run
an Effective Meeting

sight over the conduct of one another, of
:hf? minister(s).
is preached and taught by the minister/s
Holy Scripture.
ith their good counsel and in the task of

As a group review these ten tips for tip-top meetings.

aments of the church from being pro-

Ten Tips for Tip-Top Meetings

1

1.

If you don't need a meeting, don't hold one! Before calling the

2.

Prepare and distribute an agenda prior to the meeting. Include
background reports and previous minutes. This prepares participants for informed discussion and decision-making.

3.

Rehearse the meeting in your mind. Anticipate questions. Where
do decisions need to be made? What agenda items will generate more discussion? Then, plan your agenda, allotting enough
time for each item. This will help you keep the group focused
and working.

4.

Arrive early arid prepare the meeting space. Turn on lights, check
the room temperature, and be sure there are enough chairs.
Will you need a table, newsprint and markers, an overhead projector, or a video monitor? Do you have enough handouts for
everyone attending?

5.

Start the meeting on time and with prayer.

6.

Choose a recorder. You need to concentrate on running an efficient meeting.

:::raments if authorized by the board of

ptures.
>hip of the church.

~

meeting, ask: Do we need this meeting? What do we hope to
accomplish? Can it be done by telephone, memo, or meeting
individually?
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7.

Clarify the purpose of the meeting and review the agenda. Explain what role the participants will have in the meeting: brainstorming, decision-making, discussing, educating, learning, or
reviewing.

8.

Stick to the agenda. Ignore, or at least don't reinforce, remarks
that are not agenda-related. If conversation digresses, restate
the current topic and summarize where the group is in its process .

9.

Encourage participation. Ask open-ended questions that can't
be answered with a "yes" or "no." Prior to the meeting, ask one
or two participants to bring specific, relevant information to share
at the meeting. Remember, the chairperson is the facilitator for
discussion, not the person who monopolizes conversation.

10. Summarize the conclusions drawn, the decisions made, and the
actions that need to be taken. Specify who will do what and when.

(By Phyllis Palsma. Reprinted with permission from Servant Leaders,
Spring 1995.)
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Identifying Gifts
Every Christian has a spiritual gift(s) to share with others. As a
consistory you may want to think about the possibility of helping
people in your congregation discover their gifts and find opportunities for those gifts to be used. Do you know what your spiritual gifts,
are? How does one identify them? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

A word of caution here: You will need time to implement a program
of discovering your gifts as well as to effectively provide for needed
follow-up and consultation. You may want to appoint a task force to
explore resources and procedures .
Two recommended resources are available from the RCA Distribution Center, (800) 968-7221.
1. Network, by Willow Creek Resources, is a comprehensive program
that empowers individuals to become productive contributors in a
meaningful place of service. Blended with the video course these
books teach participants to discover their God-given passion, gifts,
and personal style. The participant's guide contains all the notes
and assessments participants need to identify the three elements
of their unique Servant Profile: Passion (w.he.r..e. they are motivated
to serve), Spiritual Gifts (what they are equipped to do), and Personal Style (how they can best serve). The practical consultant's
guide helps consultants identify key indicators to effectively direct participants into meaningful places of ministry.

2. Djscover Your G1fts and Learn How to Use Them, by Alvin J. Vander
Griend. The newly revised edition of Djscover Your Gjfts can help
your congregation fit together as the body of Christ is intended to.
This seven-session participatory course helps church members
identify their unique gifts and use them for the benefit of others.

22
It also includes a follow-up consulting plan. Through D1scover Your
Gjfts, your church members can
Identify their gifts with a "gift questionnaire."
Discern their skills, temperament, availability, maturity, and
passions.
Discover how to spread the ministry load.
Learn more about all twenty-one gifts mentioned in the Bible,
including miracles, healing, and tongues.
Explore the difference between "working" gifts and "waiting"
gifts.
Gain permission to leave ministry positions for which they are
not gifted.
Develop a strategy for developing and using spiritual gifts for
ministry.
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"A graceful ministry of visitation is needed even more in today's secular society. When people stop coming to Church ... the church must
\
go to them" (TheMjmstryoftheElder, White, p.14).
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There is a growing recognition of how vital the ministry of visitation
is. Yet few people are comfortable with how to do it. Some helpful
suggestions can be found in Carjng for God's People, A Handbook for
Elders and Mjnjstn'es on Pastoral Care, by Stewart Matthew and Ken
Lawson (available from the RCA Distribution Center, (800) 968- 72 21).
1. Be sensitive about the timing of your visit. Consider the needs
and ages of the people you are visiting. Call to arrange an appropriate time for a home visit. Limit hospital or institutional visits to
established visiting hours.
2. Keep track of the time! It is important to not be rushed, but neither should the visit be prolonged beyond the point of usefulness
or enjoyment.
3. Consider the frequency of your visits. Plan to visit on some happy
occasions as well as the sad times. Some suggest that annual visits do not allow for continuity of relationships. In fact, quarterly
visits are recommended in some .cases. What has your practice
been as a consistory? What would you like it to be?

4. An important part of an effective visit is developing good listening
skills. "Listening pays attention to-the words used, the way they
are used, and the spaces and silences between the words. When
we are listening we also hear what is not being said! Listening
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also pays attention to people's feelings" (Matthew and Lawson,
Cadng for God's People, p. 39). Are you a good listener?
5. Remember that while you are listening you are also responding. It ,
is unhelpful to interrupt the person who is sharing something with
us or to suggest that the situation is not as bad as he or she thinks.
Attentive silence is often the best response .
6 . Record your visit in a private notebook. Note special events in the
person's life, particular concerns, etc. This will assist you, or persons following you, with remembering important information.
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Often consistory members are so busy providing spiritual refreshment for others that they fail to recognize that their own "wells"
need replenishing!
One way to gain spiritual refreshment is to "pray" the Scripture.
Most people have been taught various ways of reading the Bible.
However, many of us have not been taught how to pray the Bible .
There is a difference. In reading the Bible we often approach the
Scripture intellectually to seek knowledge. While it is absolutely essential that we gain the head knowledge of God's Word, it is equally
important that we experience this same truth in our hearts. The
apostle Paul captures the basic chall~nge of this when he calls us to
allow the word of Christ to dwell within us richly and deeply (Col.
3:16).

Four Steps to Reading and Praying the Scripture
1. Reading
Read and reread a small section of Scripture until something attracts your eye. Use your senses, trace the words, pay attention,
read slowly, and read out loud if possible. Personalize the words
and imagine God addressing them to you NOW. This is intended
to be slow-motion reading. Don't rush!

2. Reflecting
As you reread the passage, begin to ask questions. Probe into the
meaning and perhaps make connections between this Scripture
and others. Imagine yourself as a detective, using your questioning powers, attempting to explore and know more about this text.

3. Responding
Continue to linger over the Scripture, now paying attention to your
emotions. As you read these words, how does the Scripture touch
your heart? What feelings are evoked within you? Is there a sense
of joy, peace, challenge, or conviction? Allow these words to shape

\
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your prayer, either from the actual words of Scripture or how they
might guide your normal way of praying. Also, you can use the
ACTS (Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication) paradigm to pray this text. Notice the transition that has occurred at
this third step. Most Bible studies stop at this stage. However, it is
at this point where we invite our affections to join the Scriptures
that the Holy Spirit can move to make the deeper transformative
connections within our lives.
4. Receiving

Allow yourself to remain quiet before the Lord. Do you sense God
saying anything to you through this Scripture? Perhaps it might
come as an insight or next step for you. Try to spend at least five
minutes in silence, listening and being still (Ps. 46: 10) in God's
presence. The more you practice this, the longer your silence and
waiting before God can be. Don't try to force anything. Just remain open to receive anything God might choose to impress upon
you.

Condensed from A Short Guide on Praying the Scripture written for the Deacon's
Notebook by Tom Schwanda.

Another way to provide soul care is to read a book and discuss it with
a friend or a small group. You might try Space for God by Don
Postema, CRC Publications, 1983; Prayer: Begjnnjng Conversatjons
with God by Richard J. Beckman, Augsburg-Fortress, 1996; GuMing the Faith Journey, A Map for Sp1£itual Leaders, by Neil De Koning,
CRC Publications, 1996; or Catch Your Breath: God's Invjtatjon to
Sabbath Rest, by Don Postema, CRC Publications, 1997.
What are some other ways you have found helpful in providing soul
,care or spiritual refreshment? Share with the group.
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