CONSTITUTIONS FOR GROUPS: A HEALTH WARNING

At the 2002 Assembly, the United Reformed Church ratified its decision of July 2001 to make changes to its Structure.  These included resolutions about the formation of Groups of Churches.

1(1)(b) states Where two or more local churches together, and in consultation with the district council, decide that their mission will be more effective if they share resources and ordained ministry, they may, on the recommendation of the district council and the decision of the synod, form an association known as a group of churches with a structured relationship and a constitution governing the way in which they relate to one another as to the sharing of both resources and the ordained ministry.

This appears to require such groups to have a formal constitution, while joint pastorates (where churches share minister/s but not resources) do not.  Before considering using the following document as the basis for a foundation document for your Group, Cluster, or Area of Shared Ministry, please read this health warning.

The steering group which produced this ‘constitution’ has asked that it carries this warning with it.  Having spent many hours creating this form of words, the churches in the group concerned rejected it.  They did not like the idea of being bound by a constitution.  Their preference was for a simple statement of intent, summed up in a few sentences.  It was only after it was suggested that the ‘constitution’ be retained as a ‘document of reference’ that it was accepted, as subsidiary to the agreed statement of intent.

The other aspects of the warning are that this was never intended to be unchangeable.  It was accepted from the start that the group would change over time, and that new ways of working would require changes to the document.  Sections to cover unforeseen eventualities would also be necessary.

The steering group were also concerned that in providing an apparently ‘finished’ product, other groups would fail to go through a necessary process of negotiation to arrive at their own unique way of working, based upon local needs and the character of the churches concerned.

Our experience as Pastoral Consultants suggests that for some groups, a chairperson for the steering group from outside of the Group of Churches, who is acceptable to all the churches, may be the best option while the Group is in the process of being set up.

We hope that you will consider these warnings seriously, and use this form of words as a means of checking that you have covered necessary areas of agreement, rather than as a mould into which your group will be poured.  What has emerged as vital in the process of group formation is that the steering group keeps closely in touch with the churches as it does its work, and that the very real differences of view and conflicts over procedures may be recognised and talked through during the process, so that any final agreement will have the wholehearted support of all the congregations involved.

This document is based on the Document of Reference of the North Hertfordshire Group of Churches, created before their formation, and is used with their permission, and with gratitude to them. 

Thames North Pastoral Consultants Team    September 2002

MODEL CONSTITUTION FOR A GROUP OF CHURCHES

Formation

1. The founding churches will join together to form the ____________________ Group by resolution of the church meetings. Such resolution shall be in accordance with each church’s constitution, custom and practice and by agreement of other denominational partners where relevant. The resolution shall be passed with a majority vote as would apply to the calling of a minister.

2. All ministers of constituent churches will be inducted to the Group. Each minister will be designated as the minister in pastoral charge of one or more churches in the group.

A
Purpose and Intent

1. The ______________ Group is committed to ensuring that each church: 

· has a named minister and appropriate access to the other ministers; 

· retains its character and individuality, with church and elder’s meetings exercising all their usual functions except the calling of a minister, which will be a shared responsibility of the churches for which s/he will have pastoral charge (according to the practice of joint pastorates);

· has the means of maintaining and developing pastoral care and mission; 

· shares in regular preaching exchanges; 

· and can participate in joint events. 

2. It is intended that this be facilitated by full and just sharing of human resources and financial resources (as set out in Section E), but it is recognised that this will be achieved gradually, as we work and grow together. 

B
Participants

1. The Churches comprising the __________ Group at its foundation are the United Reformed Churches of: ___________________________________________________________ 

[and the _______________________________________________LEPs.]

2. The founding ministers are those, stipendiary and non-stipendiary, who are called to or stationed in these churches. 

3. [The ____________ Group acknowledges the commitment of _____________ LEPs to their respective partner denominations, as determined in their constitutions. Where insufficient guidance is found in the constitution, advice will be sought from the appropriate Sponsoring Body or Liaison Committee.]

C
Steering Group

1. A Steering Group will be established to oversee the activities of the _________ Group.

2. The Steering Group will be composed of the ministers of the churches in the group and two members of each participating church, appointed by the Church Meeting. 

3. The Chairperson of the Steering Group will be appointed from within the membership of the Group, and will serve for three years.

4. A Secretary/Administrator and Treasurer may be appointed by the Steering Group in addition to the membership of the Group, and will serve for three years with a review and renewal for up to a further three years. The Secretary/Administrator and Treasurer may be a volunteer or paid an honorarium or salary as determined by the Steering Group. Their initial appointment may be adjusted to ensure that the terms of office for Chairperson and Administrator are staggered. 

5. Meetings will normally be held at quarterly intervals with additional meetings when necessary.

6. The functions of the Steering Group will be to:

· promote the purpose of the ________ Group to be the body of Christ to fulfil his mission;

· ensure that the practices and decision-making procedures of each church are respected;

· maintain effective communication between the Steering Group and each church;

· promote centralised work/projects and make appropriate financial arrangements for their support;

· provide a forum for the Group to discuss, agree and co-ordinate the activities of the staff team;

· endeavour to make all decisions on the basis of consensus. In the event of a vote a 2/3rd majority will be required of those present as identified in C2 above.

7. Unless otherwise agreed, the Steering Group will not seek to replace the representation of constituent churches on local or regional ecumenical bodies, at District Council or Synod. Local and regional representation will continue to be the responsibility and privilege of each church. 

D
Appointment of Ministers

1. Once the Group is established, a vacancy will be declared, after agreement is reached about the church(es) for which the candidate would be the named minister.  However ministers would be called to the ________ Group as a whole. 

2. A vacancy in a United Reformed Church or Group of Churches will be determined by the Pastoral Committee and District Council in accordance with established practice and within the limitations of stipendiary ministry allocated to the District.

3. When a URC vacancy is declared: 

· The Interim Moderator/s appointed by the District will arrange for a candidate to meet with the ministerial Staff team. 
· If the candidate is willing to proceed, the Interim Moderator/s with the Vacancy Committee will ensure arrangements are made for the churches seeking a minister (the joint pastorate) to meet and hear the candidate. 

· A minister may be called following an overall majority vote 

[at church meetings of each and every church in which the minister would be in pastoral charge.] 

[in a single joint pastorate meeting, at which all members of each of the churches in which the minister will be in pastoral charge, shall be eligible to attend and vote]. 

4. [When LEPs seek a minister the process agreed by the constitution of those churches will apply. When this is a URC minister, the Interim Moderator/s shall work with a representative of the other denomination(s) who will consult fully within their denomination, and with other bodies determined by the constitution. When a minister of another denomination is sought, a request will be made for a representative of the Group to attend meetings of that denomination concerning the pastorate, and that representative will consult fully with the Steering Group.] 

5. Ministers called to the ___________ Group are expected to:

· share in pastoral work as agreed by the Steering Group and staff meeting;

· share in the preaching arrangements agreed by the Steering Group;

· commit some of their time to the Group activities; 

· participate actively in Group staff meetings.

6. [The extent of a minister of another denomination’s involvement in the ___________ Group will be agreed with that denomination during the invitation process.]  

E
Finances  

1. Each church will be responsible for the payment of the proportion of Mission and Ministry that the Synod via the District Council. LEPs shall pay the dues required by the participating denominations.

2. Ministers’ stipends shall be paid by the appropriate denomination. 

3. Each church shall be responsible for the upkeep, repair and maintenance of its own church and halls.

4. Each church shall be responsible for the travel expenses of preachers including NSMs and lay preachers, and the payment of a preaching fee where appropriate (SMs of the __________ Group and NSMs would not attract a fee). 

5. Ministers will be refunded for the following expenses by the church for which they were incurred: 

· the cost of telephone rental and of all calls made by the Minister in connection with church business,

· the cost of postage and stationery incurred by the Minister in connection with church business,
· the cost of travel; 
· the cost of any Continuing Ministerial Education over and above that which is available nationally.
6. Churches owning manses shall remain responsible for the following:

· the cost of external and internal maintenance, redecoration and repair of a manse,

· the cost of community tax, water rates and building, but not content insurance. 

· the cost of legal or agency charges in relation to use or change of use of a manse. 

7. Where Churches share a minister an agreement will be reached about sharing expenses and where a manse is let a proportion of the income from the letting should be contributed to ministerial expenses.
8. The Steering Group may request the power to make financial arrangements that it considers appropriate for the conduct of its business (see C4, C6 and E5 above).  The cost of these would normally be divided between the churches in proportion to the number of members in each church as declared in January of each year. The charges shall be made to churches quarterly in advance. 

F
Grievances 

1. In the event of a grievance in relation to proposals made by the Steering Group, a church may, in the first instance, request that two representatives of the Steering Group from other churches in the _______________ Group attend a Church Meeting of the aggrieved church to represent the views of the Steering Group and to listen to concerns expressed.













2. Where a minister or church has a grievance that cannot be resolved within the _____________ Group Staff Team or within a church, they should turn to the support systems within the relevant denomination.  (The District Pastoral Committee or the Pastoral Consultants Team for United Reformed churches within the Thames North Synod.)













3. A constituent church may choose to leave the _________ Group, alternatively a constituent church that failed to meet commitments, financial and otherwise may be asked to leave the Group. In either case, exit of a church of itself would not cause the ________ Group to cease to exist. A church that left the Group would be liable for debts up to the nearest quarter date.
G
Review of the _____________ Group and changes to this Document

1. If a church wishes to join the ____________ Group once set up, this shall be proposed, discussed and agreed using the normal decision making processes of the Group and the Church asking to join.









2. It is acknowledged that amendments to this document will be necessary from time to time. These shall be proposed, discussed and agreed using the normal decision making processes of the _____________ Group and its constituent churches.



3. There will be a review of the _______________ Group within 5 years of its inauguration, at a time determined by the Steering Group. This will review all matters agreed at the outset as well as policies and practices established during this period. 
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