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May 3, 2008

Discussion summary prepared by Peter Meerburg

Context

As part of the response to questions and concerns  - which have been raised for several years -  about the effectiveness/efficiency of our church’s governing structure, the Official Board and Session (OB/S) decided to sponsor a congregational ‘retreat,’ to provide Parkdale members with an opportunity to present their views on our governance, and how the governance should reflect and serve our vision/mission.

Background

The congregational conversation, held in Tape Hall on May 3, 2008, from 9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m., was facilitated by Rev. Lillian Roberts, Presbytery Minister of the United Church’s Ottawa Presbytery, and was attended by approximately 45 members of the congregation, of whom about half were members of OB/S. 

Overview 
The existing governing structure has evolved essentially unchanged since being approved by the congregation in 1971. Members of OB/S in recent years have complained that decision-making and administrative processes are inflexible and cumbersome.

The OB/S did not want the current review of governance to be strictly an “internal” exercise, and decided to consult members of the congregation: hence, the May 3 meeting.

In 2006 the report of the Every Household Visitation (EHV) initiative contained: “It is time for the governing bodies of the church to take a look at a variety of organizational issues. The role and impact of Session should be assessed. How we keep in touch with our members should be re-evaluated. We think the communion cards have outlived their usefulness as a mechanism for keeping in touch.”

An OB/S working group in mid-2007 contacted some other United Churches in the National Capital Region for information about their governance organizations and experiences.  The working group, in January 2008, identified some key problem areas at Parkdale:

Overlap/duplication between Official Board and Session

Some committees are dysfunctional 


Burn-out of long-serving members; need for fresh blood


Excessive/lengthy OB/S meetings


 Difficulty attracting individuals for committee membership/leadership


 Extreme challenge for succession planning and development of new leaders


 Lack of incentive for new members to become involved

Introduction/objectives 

Lillian Roberts began the congregational conversation with some general reflections on congregational governance, and invited participants into a ‘program audit’ of the various components of Parkdale’s governance, and how well these components fulfill their functions.


The majority of synagogues and churches are sluggish, over-cautious, change-resistant, and wasteful in their use of volunteers, according to the Alban Institute, a US ecumenical, inter-faith research/resource organization. Approximately 80% of time is spent dealing with what has already happened, rather than focusing on long-term goals and policies.


Church committees become “past-oriented” and comfortable following predictable patterns of established behaviour and activity, making it difficult for new people/ideas.


Finance is the “power” committee, which can trump all others.


Innovation and programming can be stifled by strict adherence to established/traditional rules.

Small-group discussions

The meeting broke into small groups to discuss Parkdale’s existing governance structure, and the ‘audit’ concluded the following:

Official Board 


Generally fulfills its accountability and policy development mandate


Decision-making is slow


Communication of its function/activities needs improvement (i.e. more transparency)


Role of the board executive requires clarity


Board is too large


Is the board membership reflective of the whole congregation?

Finance


Committee does a good job fulfilling its primary mandate


Ongoing need for people with suitable skills/experience

Challenge to operate with continuous deficits

Could improve communication of financial performance

Need to focus on fund-raising initiatives

Stewardship

Committee’s mandate not clearly understood; role is still evolving

Trustees

Committee functioning well, but role not understood by congregation (possible confusion with financial trustees) ‘Property Trustees’ could be a better name

Ministry & Personnel

Committee works well; represents demographics of congregation

Need more communication to congregation re committee’s mandate especially the issue of confidentiality 

The  M&P acronym is not widely understood

Session and committees

Not effectively fulfilling its mandate of spiritual oversight; reliance on expertise of pastoral staff

Function vis-à-vis Official Board not well understood

Generally weak in communicating with congregational members through the use of  ‘Elder districts’

Role of communion cards not clear; appears to lack a spiritual connection

Christian Enrichment

Committee works fairly well; meets quarterly

Needs more members

Some success in intergenerational worship activities

Would benefit from pastoral staff continuity re youth programming

Hampered by length of time to staff pastoral positions because of cumbersome needs assessment and search policies prescribed by the United Church

Membership

This function is performed by one individual rather than a committee

What support is provided to new members?

Who has the mandate for membership retention?

Membership Development

Committee works well; is effective

Need to focus on increasing Parkdale’s public visibility (e.g. some churches distribute household flyers)

Mission & Outreach

Committee does not meet regularly

 Needs more members

 Need more communication re mission initiatives undertaken by the United Church of Canada

Worship

Committee is dormant

Problems attracting leadership, members

Some duties now being performed ad hoc

No creative discussion occurring about worship

Pastoral Care

Committee has no chair, but functions well

Excellent care of members in institutions/hospitals, but what about shut-ins at home?

Personality types: assumptions of who  we are

Lillian outlined various demographic groups and how their life experiences may impact on their behaviours and attitudes, especially in terms of involvement in church activities.

There are generational differences in how people view their participation in both church and volunteer activities; these differences come from differing values.

Responsible living is the key end value for Traditionalists. Their purpose is to make the world a better place. They don’t mind giving more than they get, and believe it is their duty to work hard. They value devotion, loyalty and dependability. They play by the rules and expect others to stick to them.

Baby Boomers, who represent the children of World War II, did not go through economically hard times as their parents did. The Traditionalists wanted them to have the best, and as a result, the “Me” decade arrived.

Boomers value peer competition, and can be viewed by other as egocentric. They thrive for possibilities and constant change, and started the “workaholic” trend. The difference between Traditionalists and Boomers is that Boomers value the hard work because they view it as necessary to move to the next level of success, while Traditionalists work hard because they feel it’s the right thing to do.

Boomers embrace teamwork; they don’t appreciate rules for the sake of rules, and will challenge the system. They accept people on an equal basis as long as they can perform to their standards. While they don’t like problems, they will fight for a cause they believe in.

Members of Generation X (born after 1965) are economically conservative, remembering double-digit inflation and high unemployment that their parents encountered. Unlike their predecessors, they will not rely on institutions for their long-term security. They have a strong entrepreneurial spirit, an believe in investing in their own development rather than in their organization’s. While others may see them as disloyal, they are cautious about investing in relationships, because experience has shown that these relationships are not reliable. Loyalty to a Gen Xer may mean two weeks notice.

Gen Xers have clear goals and prefer managing their known time and solving their own problems, rather than having them managed. They value access to information, and value plenty of it; they want immediate feedback. This generation works hard, but they would rather find faster, more efficient ways of working, so that they have time for fun. While working hard to move up the ladder, their objective is to have more time to balance work and life responsibilities.

Members of Generation Y (born after 1981) grew up during the high tech revolution, and have never known a world without high-speed video games, speed dial and ATMs. The secret to motivating this group is to provide systematic and frequent feedback – virtually as it happens. Gen Yers value positive reinforcement at accelerated rates compared to older generations. They want more input into how they are learning, and the independence to do it. They have an optimistic outlook on life, and used to making and spending money. Technology is valued and used as a tool for multi-taking. This group grew up with more diversity than their predecessors, and if not exposed to it in their community, they were introduced to diverse people and cultures through the media.

Most models of church governance belong to the value systems of the Traditionalists/Builders. These values involve conformity, responsibility, institution-building, preservation, and clear accountability.

Some assumptions behind governance

Parkdale has a tradition of solid pastoral leadership and strong lay chairs

We need to ask whether governance is about putting people into places where they have gifts, or selecting people for holes to fill

Any governance model needs to know how to deal with conflict

Church governance models

In the Early Church (oldest) model of church governance, decisions are hierarchical, there is a flow of command that moves down the organization, and leadership is viewed as moral and religious authority.

In the Official Board model, governance is about representation – everyone who serves on a committee should have a voice in the decision-making process. Governance is about good order and maintaining the institution. This model also conveys the sense that the work of the church can be divided into what is temporal and what is spiritual. While there is strength in the number of people potentially aware of the ministry of the congregation, a down side is an inability to discuss complex issues and make considered decisions as a group, because of its large size.

In the Unified Board model, the members of the board are the elders, thus bringing spiritual and temporal issues together. Fewer people are involved in overall governance. Its strength is that it requires fewer human resources, thus making it possible to better focus on strategic and long-range issues. A down side is that it still means layers of responsibilities.

The Church Council model (which appears to be becoming the most popular current model), emphasizes the responsibility of all members of the congregation to be engaged in ministry. All councillors are elders of the congregation; the council is the court, and acts as a round table, with its main function being coordination, so people come together to set priorities and directions. The council model enables choices to be made about whether councillors are elected, or named by virtue of other positions, such as chairs of committees. Leadership of the council is focused on coordination of ministry to specific goals, and within parameters of responsibility assigned to committees. A strength of this model is more autonomy to committees, with the council concentrating on planning, priorities and parameters, rather than managing. This model requires a very deliberate communication strategy, so that people feel there is accountability of ministry.

The Mission Team model is somewhat newer, but is gaining in popularity. It includes a board and a variety of teams who gather to work on specific mission activities, interests and passions. The board is composed of three teams oriented towards policy development and long-range planning. The minister’s role is to provide spiritual direction, and the board chair is focused on making the church’s mission happen through decision-making and policy. This model requires a high level of trust in how teams do ministry. A strength is that decisions can be made quickly, and there is greater autonomy of ministry interests.

A down side is the question of how much control the congregation is prepared to give ministry groups, how communication happens, and whether there are clear parameters regarding accountability.

Next steps

In the final session of the meeting, participants discussed potential follow-up activities.

1.  More conversation/communication about possible governance options (e.g. via The Messenger)

2.  Time to move forward; need to maintain the momentum

3.  Look at new ways of networking; relationship of elders with their designated members of the congregation

4.  Caution about selecting any model that would leave control in the hands of too few

5. Engage the congregation in conversation about the size of any governance group entrusted to make decisions

6. Need to encourage/support those things that are already working well (e.g. pastoral care, trustees)

7. Official Board should maintain the momentum

8. Establish a working group - volunteers to provide their names to the Clerk of Session

Closing

The meeting concluded with the Clerk of Session conveying the congregation’s appreciation to Lillian for leading and facilitating the day’s discussion, and she closed the meeting with prayer.

