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Introduction: 
How to use this book

In writing this book, two types of use were in mind:

1. A training course for elders or elders-elect. 
If you are leading a course of this sort, then note that there is far more material in each session than could 
sensibly be used. It is essential to prepare before hand and to pick and choose the issues which are most 
relevant to your situation. Do not worry about leaving things out – you can always come back to them on 
another occasion. 

A “training course” can be one of a number of things:

It can be a full weekend together, as at Trefeca, where the aim is to present each aspect over some six •	
sessions, as well as allowing time for fellowship and informal conversation.

It can be a series of meetings on a weeknight, or two or three Saturdays, for a church, pastorate or •	
presbytery.

It can be one or more discussions within an elders’ or presbytery meeting, a chance to leave the day to •	
day agenda and look at things from a different perspective. 

In each case, one person or a small group must plan ahead, time the session(s), and see how best the 
time and people available can be used.

And, of course, the leader and all those present will have their own ideas and experiences to contribute 
in addition to what is on paper here. Do not hesitate to use your own ideas, refer to local examples (without 
breaching confidentiality, of course), and ensure that this is your course. 

2. A book to be read by an individual elder, or to be distributed amongst the 
elders for them to read at home. 
If that is what you do, then you will think and consider rather than “discuss” in the sections marked 
“Discuss”. You will have more of an opportunity to look at every section than those who meet in a group, 
but please don’t feel that this is an examination syllabus! If you come across something which you think 
should be discussed with all the elders or with the presbytery, make a note of it and ask if it can be placed 
on the agenda of the next meeting. 

If you come to the conclusion that a training course should be held in your church, pastorate, district or 
presbytery, then ask if one can be arranged. If that is not possible, ask the PCW Director of Training what 
courses are available. 

Warning: The work of an elder is not something that can be learned from a book. This small book cannot 
give you all the answers, or make you the “perfect elder”. Its purpose is to help you to think about the work 
and how you could do it more effectively. We wish you God’s blessing in your studies and in your work. 
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1: What is an Elder?
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: Acts 20.17-38

Prayer:

Father God, lead me now as I seek your way for me.
Create in me a new commitment to your service.
Place before me the example of Christ Jesus.
Fill me with the wisdom of the Holy Spirit.
This I ask, trusting in your grace. Amen. 

INTRODUCTION

This chapter, after an introductory exercise, includes both a Bible Study about eldership and a brief account 
of the development of the office in subsequent church history. Each of these sections can form a session 
on its own. If it is desired to cover one only, then it is strongly recommended that the Bible Study be used, 
and members of the group be invited to read the historical section at home. If it is intended to use Chapter 
2 as the next session, the exercise “By next time” at the end of the chapter will link the two sessions. 

There is not in the Presbyterian Church of Wales such a thing as a “job description” for elders, nor a clear 
list of the duties of the elders’ meeting as a whole. What is found in The Book of Order and Rules is an 
emphasis on the responsibility of an elder to the local church and the Connexion. 

An elder in the Presbyterian Church of Wales is a man or woman called to serve the local church 
through a ballot held prayerfully and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Elders, together 
with the minister, take responsibility as a team for the life, worship and witness of the local 
congregation. According to their talents/gifts they are to visit the sick, to teach the young, to guide 
and support those who are seeking Christ, and to train and encourage believers. They are also 
expected to have a care for the Connexion as a whole. They shall be managing trustees of their 
local church and they are to work with their fellow elders and the ministers to build up the body 
of Christ through all the courts of the Church.

A Declaration on the Office and Work of an Elder, Handbook of Order and Rules 2010 (p. 7) 
This declaration should be read to the church when electing elders.

Discuss:

How do you feel on reading the above words? Do they frighten you? Do you think you respond adequately 
to their challenge?

Many members nominated to be elders refuse, believing that they are not worthy of the job and that 
they cannot shoulder all the responsibilities they believe to be implicit in it. 

However, it has to be emphasised that the elders of a church and the Presbytery are a team, and that 
they have the support not only of each other, but also the power of God through the Holy Spirit.

The purpose of this opening session, then, is to share our experiences of being elders (or our feelings 
about being elders-elect) and – I hope – to receive some Biblical and practical knowledge that will ease 
our fears a little. We will return in Chapter 3 Section 3, and again in the final section of Chapter 4, to the 
feelings that many of us have of being inadequate for the work.
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“ELDERS” IN THE BIBLE

If it is intended to use these comments as the basis for a discussion forming part of a session rather than 
a whole session, then you will need to select some of the Biblical references only. Those which are most 
important are marked *.

Every Biblical study on this subject is complicated by the different terms used in Hebrew and Greek, and 
the varying translations of them in the different English versions of the Bible. You will have to turn to Bible 
commentaries for full explanations of these matters. We offer here only brief notes on some of the main 
references. We will of course refer to the Bible again in later sessions.

The will of God, as revealed in Jesus Christ, is to reconcile the whole creation to God: to release the 
captives and the oppressed, to heal the blind and the broken-hearted, to save sinners, to conquer death 
with the gift of new life, to proclaim the good news, to bring justice and shalom to all (2 Corinthians 5.19; 
Luke 4.18-20; Galatians 3.28) By the power of the Holy Spirit, God calls women and men to be the people 
of God, the body of Christ, throughout the world (John 15.26; Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12; 1 Peter 2.9-10).

According to the evidence of Scripture, the call of God not only transforms those who were no people 
into “God’s people”, but it also gives to those people a special character and mission. The fundamental 
purpose of God for all living creatures is to live in communion with each other and to work to extend this 
reconciling community to the whole of God’s creation by witnessing to the grace, mercy and justice of 
God as revealed in Christ, by caring for one another, and by serving within the Christian community and 
throughout the world. 

This is the mission of all God’s people. But the Scriptures declare that there are different gifts given to 
the various members of the body (1 Corinthians 12.4-10). These gifts are given to build up the whole body, 
and in the Bible we find the history of the attempt of the people of God to use these individual gifts for the 
good of the whole body, from long before the birth of Christ. 

In the Old Testament, we hear of elders amongst the Egyptians (Genesis 50.7) and amongst the people 
of Moab and Midian (Numbers 22.7) as well as amongst the people of Israel. 

*Numbers 11.10-25: Read this passage carefully. God shares the spirit that has been bestowed upon 
Moses alone amongst seventy elders, to be his assistants in his many duties. Are the elders only the 
minister’s assistant? If so, what about elders in a church without a minister?

Note three things: 

The elders were commissioned to carry out specific duties and meet a need, not for their own 1.	
pleasure or honour;

they are a body, a team, and not a collection of individuals;2.	

their effectiveness depends on the spirit of God.3.	

Once the people of Israel had settled in Palestine, it appears that each city had a body of elders, with 
administrative and legal responsibilities, such as resolving family disputes (Deuteronomy 25.5-10) – work 
which some elders still find themselves doing today. There was a national body, “the elders of Israel”, also, 
and there are many references to this. This is the body referred to in the gospels as the “Sanhedrin” – the 
body which condemned Jesus (Matthew 26.57-68). No doubt the members of the Sanhedrin were wise 
men with good motives; but no council is infallible, any more than is any individual. Would your Elders’ 
meeting or Presbytery have acquitted Jesus?

Jesus’ disciples did not act as elders in our sense of the word, so far as we can see from the gospels. 
But it was not long before the job developed. The early church was based in the family home – see 
1 Corinthians 16.19, Romans 16.15, Philemon 2, Colossians 4.15 and so on. This was not a nuclear 
“family” in the modern sense, but an extended family consisting of several generations, servants and 
slaves. Preaching and teaching, the breaking of bread and the sharing of wine all took place in the home. 
Wealthier Christians would invite others to join the family on these occasions, and would support the cause 
financially.
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It would be difficult for such communities to survive for long without some kind of human leadership. 
The New Testament shows us, with considerable honesty, how the early church wrestled with matters of 
leadership, with theological arguments, and so forth. In the very early days, naturally the disciples who had 
been with Jesus in the days of his flesh were treated with special respect. In the same way, the church at 
Jerusalem, the cradle of Christianity, was exceptionally influential. But there was no formal order. In due 
course, and especially when serious persecution arose, the church had to establish more order. 

There are in the New Testament many references to elders in the early church. There are no details 
about how they were appointed nor whence they came. At one time, each nonconformist denomination 
tried to argue that its pattern of elders or deacons was the true Biblical pattern. But the New Testament 
does not provide us with the information to enable us to come to such a judgement.

In *Acts 20 (see opening worship), Paul conveys his farewell message to the elders of the church at 
Ephesus. Note especially verses 28-31. The elders’ task is to continue with the work of the apostles in 
watching over the flock, and especially defending it against false teachers. Do contemporary elders believe 
that they have a doctrinal/theological task of this sort?

A similar charge is given in I Peter 5.1-4, where the author calls himself an “elder”, and instructs them: 
“Be shepherds of the flock that God gave you” (Good News Bible). This time, we see that setting an 
example is part of this shepherding.

In James 5.14 we see the duty to visit the sick: the elders are to visit the sick and pray with them, and 
to anoint them with oil. This anointing had a medicinal purpose. Is it still relevant with the development of 
modern medicine?

In *Acts 11.29-30 we hear about Barnabas and Saul conveying gifts to help the church in Judea, with the 
elders of that church receiving the gifts. Are the elders responsible for the money of the church? Is this 
their primary responsibility?

When a dispute arose in the church at Antioch, messengers were sent from Jerusalem, chosen by the 
apostles and elders, and the apostles and elders in Jerusalem came to a judgement on the matter (Acts 
15.2,6,22-29; 16.4-5). How much of the work of an elder today relates to settling disputes within the 
church?

The reference in 1 Timothy 5.17 is fascinating: “The elders who do good work as leaders should be 
considered worthy of receiving double pay, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching” 
(Good News Bible). Some were of the elders, then, were professional, maintained by the church. It also 
suggests that some amongst the elders were engaged in preaching and teaching, and others were not. 
This is the origin of the idea in some Presbyterian churches that the minister is a “teaching elder” and 
the other elders are “ruling elders”. The elders operated as a body – see 1 Timothy 4.14, where it is said 
that Timothy was ordained “through prophecy with the laying on of hands by the council of elders” (New 
Revised Standard Version). The Greek is clear that the elders did this as a body, as this translation also 
shows - and this is the justification for our custom of ordaining elders at a meeting of the presbytery. 

In Acts 14.23 we hear that Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in each church. In Titus 1.5 it is said 
that Paul encouraged Titus to do the same in Crete. Who has the right to appoint elders? Is our order 
appropriate, dignified and Biblical? (Book of Order 2010 pp 7-8 ). See also Chapter 2 of this book. Different 
rules apply in joint churches with other denominations, however the General Assembly emphasised in 
2013 that elections should be held in every situation ( Proceedings of the General Assembly, Report of the 
General Assembly Board, No 13.1.1 p. 46.

But not every church had elders. In Acts 13.1, for example, reference is made only to “prophets and 
teachers” in Antioch. In Philippians 1.1 reference is made to “bishops and deacons” only. Uniformity was 
not required of local churches. How much variety of order is appropriate in our churches? Are ordained 
elders essential to each local church? If so, what of those – mainly small – churches where there are no 
ordained elders?  The General Assembly decided in 2013 that ideally there should be at least one elder in 
each church, that presbytery if need be should appoint elders from a nearby congregation to oversee the 
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life of a church without elders ( and their responsibilities were outlined), and if elders could not be raised in 
such a congregation within seven years the congregation should be joined with another nearby ( See the 
Proceedings of the General Assembly,  Report of the General Assembly Board, No1.4.1 p.82). 

In the New Testament, elders are also called “bishops”. See, especially, *Titus 1.5-8, where the two 
names are used for the same post (see NRSV; his is obscured in some translations, e.g. GNB). But before 
long the two words came to refer to two different functions. The meaning of “bishop” (episkopos in Greek) 
is “overseer” (see the NRSV footnote to Titus 1.7). The same word is used in 1 Timothy 3.1-7, which lists the 
virtues essential in the overseers. 

So, the “bishop” became the chairman of the body of elders, of the presbytery as it were. This was the 
beginning of the great development in the office of bishop, which continued through the Middle Ages (see 
the next section). This is also why so much of the work of an Anglican or Roman Catholic bishop is fulfilled 
in our order by the presbytery as a body. 

Finally, it is suggested that we turn to *Revelation 4 & 5. Here we see a vivid description of the part of 
the “elders” in the worship of heaven. They bow before the throne of God and worship the Lamb. However 
great our administrative and pastoral concern, we should not forget that the chief work of the elder – as of 
every Christian – is the worship of God. 

We do not have in the New Testament therefore, a handbook for the work of an elder or a presbytery. 
But it is clear that the Biblical pattern means appointing in each local church, a body of committed people, 
chosen wisely and commissioned appropriately, to care for the interests of the church and its members in 
every way possible. 

Discuss:

To what extent do the Bible passages noted give us a “job description” or list of duties relevant to our age? 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE OFFICE OF ELDER IN THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

Despite the Biblical bias already noted, the office of “elder” disappeared from the history of the church for 
centuries. We may note three broad reasons for this:

The desire for1.	  hierarchy. Men and women are very prone to trying to place every office in a 
hierarchy. This was not true of elders, deacons, bishops, prophets and so forth in the early church, 
as we have seen. But before long, things were “tidied up”. The bishop became head of the church 
across a wide area, with presbyteros (an elder, literally) in each church and deacons assisting him. 
This is the “threefold ministry” which is still operated, in a slightly different form, by Anglicans, 
Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics today.

The development of the idea of “the ministry”. As a large number of converts from paganism 2.	
joined the small, comparatively disorderly and informal churches, the need arose to ensure that 
the new members understood Christian standards and practice. This was the reason, therefore, for 
opening a divide between professional “ministers” and ordinary “lay people” – a divide which is not 
at all obvious in the New Testament (see, for example 1 Corinthians 12). 

The development of the priesthood. Within the ministry, the 3.	 presbyteroi became “priests”, similar 
to the priesthood of the Old Testament, with the power to do things which were prohibited to lay 
people, such as presiding at communion, announcing the forgiveness of sins or proclaiming the 
blessing of God in public. These differences have no basis in the New Testament.
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With the coming of the Protestant Reformation, a wider ministry was rediscovered for laymen (but 
not yet for women) within the church. It is to John Calvin (1509-1564) above all that the credit belongs for 
establishing the Reformed type of church order. He divided the offices of the Early Church in two – those 
which were temporary and relevant only to those early churches (e.g. apostles, prophets and evangelists) 
and the permanent offices. There were four of these, he said (Ordinances 1541):

1.	 pastors – who were to proclaim the Word and administer the sacraments
2.	 doctors – who were to teach
3.	 elders – who were to offer pastoral care and leadership in mission
4.	 deacons – who were to serve the poor.

Calvin believed that this list was based on the Scriptural references to the “gifts of the spirit” in Romans 
12.4-8 and Corinthians 12.28. Believing that each of the “gifts” corresponded to one office in the church, 
Calvin attributed “leadership” to the elders – elected from amongst the people to be responsible with the 
bishop (i.e. the pastors) for overseeing morality and enacting discipline.

It is difficult to see that textual basis for Calvin’s division of responsibilities, but the idea caught hold, 
and these Reformed churches became notable for possessing elders or presbyteroi as they were called 
in Greek. This is the root, then, of “Presbyterian” churches. In Geneva under Calvin’s rule, the elders were 
elected annually and the intention was that they should be full-time salaried officials. 

Not until 1581 in Andrew Melville’s Second Book of Discipline in Scotland do we find the idea that the 
Elder hold office for life. During the 17th century there developed the idea that the elder was not an ordinary 
layman. The elders were to be termed “ruling elders”, contrasting with the “teaching elder”, the minister. 
The Scottish Commissioners at the Westminster Confession argued this case, but they did not win that 
particular argument. But by the 18th century – the time of Howell Harris – the idea was generally accepted 
within Presbyterianism or Calvinism.

Calvin also reintroduced the office of “deacon”, focused on the humanitarian and charitable work of the 
church (see Acts 6.1-6). These deacons were not ordained. As the Reformed churches developed, there 
was a tendency for the offices of elder and deacon to overlap, and then to be combined. By today, on the 
whole deacons are found in Congregational and Baptist churches, and elders amongst the Presbyterians, 
each with very similar functions to the other. 

Following the Methodist Revival in Wales, the Calvinistic Methodists adopted a unique church order 
because of their unique circumstances – until 1811 they formed “societies” within the established Church 
of England. Gomer Roberts explains what happened in the early years as follows:

(Howell) Harris learned something of the order of the English societies during his visit to 
London (in 1739), and he adopted their terms, such as band (a small company of men or 
women), leader and a steward, ... who was responsible for the society’s collections. It is 
known that Harris tried to appoint stewards in all the societies around Trefeca in 1741, being 
the most spiritual amongst the members, and their work was to enquire into experience 
and discipline. .... Later the term overseer became popular in the Welsh societies, but in due 
course they came to be known as elders and their office and work corresponded to both 
leaders and stewards.

								        (Y Deffroad Mawr p 167)
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The early Methodists did not have ministers (apart from the handful ordained by the Established 
Church), and those who had charge of the societies were referred to as exhorters: 

A distinction was made between “public exhorters” and “private exhorters” or pastoral 
counsellors: the former caring for a number of societies and visiting them in rotation, the 
latter serving according to their time and talents in two or three societies. The exhorters 
were not to go outside their area except by consultation and with permission. The public 
exhorters were expected to visit the societies of their charge, with the help of the private 
exhorters, twice a month. ... The work of the exhorters is described by a number of phrases 
– “over-look, take care, watch over, visit the societies,” &c. A written report was expected 
from them on the condition of the societies, and details about their members, to be 
discussed in the association (op. cit., p. 181).

Neither the elders nor the exhorters were elected by the congregation, so this was a Methodist rather 
than a Presbyterian order. By the time of Thomas Charles, the elders as well as the exhorters were 
members in the monthly meeting (today called the presbytery) and the Association. But they were still 
appointed by those bodies until Charles persuaded the Association about 1800 to allow each society 
to choose its own elders, who became, by virtue of their election, members of the Association. As John 
Roberts says,

This was the great step that made the closed circle of appointed priests and overseers, to 
an extent, a representative body.

(Methodistiaeth Galfinaidd Cymru, Davis Lecture 1930, p.129)

The journey in the direction of Presbyterianism was confirmed by giving the body of the Association the 
right to ordain ministers. The name “Presbyterian Church of Wales” was adopted early in the twentieth 
century to reflect this. The current order of “ordaining” elders, rather than simply “setting apart”, was 
adopted formally in April 1948.

But the “Hen Gorff” (“Ancient Body”) never became entirely similar to other Presbyterian bodies. The 
combination of electing elders for life, and ensuring that all of them ( rather than elected representatives 
only) were members of the Monthly Meeting and the Association meant that these bodies never became 
fully representative bodies, as in classical Presbyterianism.

We shall return to these matters and their implications in Chapter 7.

Discuss:

Does the fact that we have strayed so far from Howell Harris’s original order show our lack of 1.	
understanding of his work? Or does it show that times and contexts have changed? Have we 
anything to learn from his organisation?

What is the primary duty of an elder – to be an elected representative of the people, or to be an 2.	
ordained officer of the church?

By next time:

What should be in the “job description” of a contemporary elder? Perhaps you could prepare a list ready 
for the next meeting.
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2: The Elder’s “Job Description”
OPENING WORSHIP

Readings: Numbers 11.16-30; Ephesians 4.22-32

Prayer: To be read responsively by a Leader (L) and the whole group.

L:	 If they thought being elders meant status instead of responsibility;

	 if they thought “the burden of the people”

	 was for their heroic leader to bear,

	 God forced them to change their mind.

All:	 Hear our prayer, Lord,

	 for all who carry the weight of the world’s suffering on their shoulders:

	 the poor who pay for the sins of  the well-to-do;

	 peace brokers who are nobody’s friends;

	 front-line charity workers exposed to emotional anguish;

	 and for those who deny they have a duty to care.

L:	 To start on a journey is no guarantee we’ll get what we’re going;

	 to experience God’s power once doesn’t mean it’s always on tap for us.

All:	 Be our help, Lord, continually.

	 Spread the burden and the joy of serving you

	 beyond the ranks of the already chosen

	 to those who work in the field.

Pamela Turner, Journeying (Prayer Handbook 1997, 25 May)

INTRODUCTION

As we saw in the last section of Chapter 1, the Presbyterian Church has neither priests nor bishops. We 
believe that the roles of these individuals in other churches are fulfilled by our courts, the Presbytery, the 
Association and the Assembly (see Chapter 7).

So the basis of our discussion of the work of an elder is one of the core beliefs of our Reformed 
tradition, the priesthood of all believers. This means that ministry and governing the church are the work 
of the whole people of God and not a select few or a handful of individuals. Elders are elected by the whole 
local church, and they are answerable to the local church and the whole Presbytery (under God).
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Jesus Christ, the crucified and risen Lord, dwells amongst God’s whole people. The authority 
flowing from his presence is primarily exercised by the whole body. ...All ministries receive 
their authority from Jesus Christ for the service and the building up of the whole body. Their 
authority is to be exercised therefore within the authority of the whole body. In the course of 
history, this authority given to the whole community of believers has often been neglected. 
The conviction that all members of Christ’s body share in a universal, mutual and common 
royal priesthood leads to a persistent emphasis among the Reformed churches that the 
Holy Spirit gives primary authority to the gathered community of the Church in all aspects of 
Church governance.

(Lukas Vischer (ed.), Elders in the Reformed Churches Today (World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches, Geneva, 1991), p.12)

What, then, is meant by the ordination of elders? Ministers also are ordained, of course. What is the 
meaning of that? There is no “magic” about ordination. It does not give someone some mysterious powers 
they did not possess previously. But that does not mean that it is not important. It is an acknowledgement 
by the Church that this person has been called by God to a particular ministry within the whole ministry 
of the Church; it is an act of prayer, asking for God’s blessing upon this individual and it is an act of 
authorisation setting this person apart for a particular ministry, and commissioning him or her to exercise 
it in the name of the whole church. 

If all this is true of ministers of word and sacrament, then that custom of ordaining elders – as adopted 
by the Connexion in 1948 – is a witness to the Reformed belief that this type of commissioning is needed 
by those exercising this ministry also, and that there is a special partnership between the minister and the 
elders. The elders will support the pastor in his or her particular responsibilities of preaching the word and 
administering the sacraments, giving encouragement and critical guidance. In turn, the pastor will serve 
the elders in proclaiming the Word, and therefore proclaiming the basis of their own ministry and witness.

Of course, in many of our churches there is no longer a minister of word and sacraments. In such a 
situation the elders will have to ensure that the ministry of preaching and the sacraments continue within 
the congregation. In some situations, the elders themselves will have to take on responsibilities that 
would otherwise fall on the shoulders of the minister. An elder will have to be appointed to chair and lead 
meetings also.

In the majority of Christian churches, ordination to the ministry is considered to be permanent, for life. 
Of course, it is not always clear what its significance is after someone has chosen to “leave the ministry”, 
but in principle it is something permanent. The ordination of elders similarly conveys fellow-members 
for this ministry, that recognition cannot be rescinded. The election of elders is not a popularity contest – 
popularity can easily disappear (as it did for Jesus between Palm Sunday and Good Friday). And elders do 
not always serve in that office. If they move from one church to another, they are not elders in their new 
church unless they are elected afresh. Other occasions when it is necessary to “release” elders from their 
duties are considered later in this chapter. 

When ministers are ordained, or inducted into a new pastorate, they promise to undertake particular 
tasks or responsibilities (The Handbook of Order and Rules 2010 pp 77, see below). Although that list does 
not encompass all the work of a minister, it gives a clear sense of the priorities. There is no similar official 
list for elders – but see Chapter 8 for the requirements listed in the Handbook of Order and Rules and 
other suggestions for the agenda of meetings. 

Discuss (1):

Which of the following would you consider to be essential for every elder? And which are essential tasks 
for at least some amongst the elders of each church?
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Taking your turn at the chapel door to welcome members and visitors.1.	

Attending public worship regularly.2.	

Assisting with the distribution of bread and wine at communion.3.	

Visiting the members within a particular area in their homes.4.	

Making attendance at Presbytery meetings a priority over social engagements.5.	

Helping with counting the collection after the Sunday service.6.	

Visiting newcomers to the area and inviting them to church.7.	

Reading the lesson or taking some other part in leading public worship.8.	

Leading Bible study or adults’ Sunday school class.9.	

Contacting other local residents who are not members of the congregation.10.	

Developing and implementing evangelistic initiatives within the congregation and the area.11.	

Promoting ecumenical work in the area.12.	

Maintaining the disciplinary standards of the church, including the removal of names from the roll 13.	
when necessary (See Chapter 4).

Arranging the children’s Sunday school and youth work.14.	

Arranging the work of Christian Aid within the church. 15.	

Maintaining the buildings (with the help of the quinquennial visitation by the Presbytery).16.	

Reading The Treasury and/or Y Goleuad and other Christian periodicals.17.	

Attendance at prayer meetings and other weeknight meetings.18.	

Attendance at training days and other courses.19.	

Keeping in touch with other users of the church buildings.20.	

Attendance at baptismal and communion services held in people’s homes.21.	

Would you like to add anything to this list?

Discuss (2):

Another way of considering the same question is to divide the functions of the elders into four categories, 
viz.:

Caring for people/Pastoral work;1.	

Church administration;2.	

Forward planning, having and sharing a vision for the future;3.	

Leadership for the church and the local community.4.	

In setting matters out like this, we can see that most elders will not aim to fulfil more than one or two 
of these roles. All these functions can be carried out by working as a team, sharing responsibilities and 
sharing the burden. 
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In which of these four categories do you feel that your talents will be most useful?1.	

Within your elders’ meeting, how many are at their best in each of the four fields?2.	

Are these aspects equally represented amongst you, or does one aspect dominate the others?3.	

Do we ask elders to do a particular work, or to be and become particular kinds of people?4.	

Throughout this book, the emphasis will be on the team – no one elder will be expected to face all 
the responsibilities and act in all the areas outlined. But together, it would be good for the elders of your 
church or pastorate to at least consider all these fields. 

THE ELDER AND THE MINISTER

Many elders will feel that their primary function is an item not included in the previous section – “helping 
the minister”. That will be the belief of some ministers, too! However, what is promised by elders on 
ordination is “to co-operate loyally with your Minister and fellow-Elders...” (Handboook of Order p.86 ) – 
i.e. to form part of a team. 

It is not possible for the minister to be everywhere at once, and therefore the elders, in “co-operating 
with the Minister”, will have to undertake more of the work of leadership and administration within their 
own area than would be the case otherwise. 

Many of our churches are now long term pastorless churches, because a viable pastorate cannot be 
formed in the area. Here, the elders will shoulder much of the burden of the work of the minister also. 
The Presbytery will help with regard to rota Sundays, arranging ministers to administer the sacraments, 
and so on. Also the Presbytery can nominate elders to be trained to administer the sacraments within the 
Presbytery.

It may be that elders in such a situation will find Chapter 8, which relates to organising and holding a 
meeting, particularly useful. And remember that every elder is part of a team beyond the local church, in 
the Presbytery, where there are other ministers and elders who should be ready to help and support. 

For churches with a minister – Discuss:

If “e” means elders and “m” means minister, what would your vision be of the relationship between the 
minister and the elders?

M e e e e e e e1.	

e e e e e e e2.	

E E E E E E E – m3.	

m m m m m m m m m4.	

e e e e m e e e e5.	

Introducing a minister into a settled team of elders can sometimes be a relief – “he/she can do all the 
work now!” Or it can be a threat to a team which is already working comfortably. It could be a catalyst to 
new work, or an obstacle to work already begun. 

What, then, is the specific work of a minister? The induction service refers to a number of tasks 
(Handbook of Order p 77  ):

Applying oneself to the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in its richness and purity to the 1.	
people of the charge;
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Administration of the Sacraments with all reverence;2.	

The giving of religious instruction and making of provision for the nourishment and building up in 3.	
the Faith of the people of the pastorate;

Visiting the sick, the bereaved and those who neglect the means of grace;4.	

Witnessing to the Gospel in word and deed to those who are without the Church.5.	

These are to be the priorities of the minister’s work. Note that there is no reference here to the 
maintenance of buildings nor fund-raising nor many of the other tasks which are part of the elders’ work. 

Discuss:

Which of the five tasks laid upon the minister should be shared with the elders, and which are his/1.	
her business only?

Look again at the 21 tasks of the elders. How many of these are responsibilities of the minister 2.	
also?

YOUNG ELDERS

This heading might seem to be a contradiction in terms – it does not correspond to our usual picture of an 
elder! But it can be very advantageous for a church to have young elders. 

Discuss:

Is an elder’s age important? Or is maturity the important issue?

Churches can  suffered greatly not through electing young elders, but through electing immature elders. 
A person of 30 or 50 or 70 years of age may be totally immature, and therefore unsuitable to hold the 
office of elder, whatever his/her other virtues. 

If a young person is elected elder, then he or she is an elder. The young elder should not be kept away 
from the most important work of the church, nor yet displayed on every occasion like an animal in a zoo. 
Every elder is a member of the team. When an elder is elected for the first time, then he or she will need 
help to begin the work, not because of age but because of inexperience. This is equally true of a new elder 
aged 60 or 70. 

An Elder’s Meeting containing within it a wide age range may set an example to the Church and society 
of how co-operation and socialising is possible across the generation gap. The older ones may learn from 
the enthusiasm or the shyness of the young; the young may learn from the caution or the self-confidence 
of the old. It is a marvellous opportunity to develop a new partnership. 

HOW ARE ELDERS TO BE ELECTED?

The mechanics of the procedure for electing elders is laid down in the Handbook  of Order (pp 7 - 9). It will 
be seen that arranging an election is a matter primarily for the Presbytery of which the new elders will 
become members. The existing body of elders in a local church may request that an election be held at 
any time when they deem it to be necessary; otherwise, an opportunity shall be offered once every seven 
years. 
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The Declaration on the Office and Duties of an Elder (Handbook of Order p. 7  – see Chapter 1 of this 
book) should be read to the church in the meeting where elders are to be elected. 

It is important that the election itself take place in an atmosphere of prayer and calm. That is why 
the Book of Order requires Presbytery not to proceed with an election if the church is suffering from 
“dissension and factiousness” (p 7 ). The election is not to be compared to an election in, say local 
government. Canvassing should never be tolerated – and, indeed, would often be a sign of “dissension and 
factiousness” and therefore in itself a reason for postponing an election. The election should be held as far 
as humanly possible under the guidance of God. If the church meeting, therefore, follows a Sunday service, 
then that service should be carefully prepared as an integral part of the meeting. If the meeting is held at 
another time, then it should begin with a time of worship, and the election itself should be immediately 
preceded by prayer. 

It is important that the mechanics of the election are clearly explained to all present. It is especially 
important that it be clear whether the election is in one stage or in two stages (Handbook of Order pp 
7-8  para. 9 & 10 ). It is also important that it is made clear in advance how long those nominated have to 
decide whether to allow their names to go forward to Presbytery for discussion and ordination. No undue 
pressure should be placed on those nominated. Again, prayer for and with nominees is of the utmost 
importance. Where there is no minister in the church, it is strongly recommended that another minister 
from the Presbytery be appointed to guide and care pastorally for these nominees during their period of 
decision until they are settled into the role, or until they decide not to proceed. 

 It is suggested that as a minimum, Presbytery should arrange the following training after the election 
but before ordination:

A personal meeting between each nominee and his/her minister (or a neighbouring minister in the i.	
case of a pastorless church) to pray and to discuss the call;

Following an election, a meeting should be convened for all nominees of a local church or within an ii.	
area (before they come to a decision), led by a minister and two or three experienced elders, to help 
those elected to respond;

The catechising arranged by Presbytery should be seen as part of the training, as well as testing of iii.	
the call of nominees. 

Such steps would provide opportunities for prospective elders to share experiences and problems and 
to appreciate the degree of commitment expected to the work. 

HOW IS AN ELDER TO BE “RELEASED”?

It may seem strange to ask this question immediately after talking of electing elders. However, in the 
Presbyterian tradition, where elders are ordained for life, this can be a difficult matter. If you elect a young 
elder – aged 25, say – then that person could be asked to serve for sixty years without a break! It is no 
wonder that young members are often reluctant to accept nomination!

Family circumstances may change. An elder may feel a call to a new field of service – to be a lay 
preacher, perhaps, and therefore be absent from the service at home more often than not. Work or health 
or a thousand and one other factors may mean that a previously active elder finds it hard to continue. What 
then?

It must also be acknowledged that a small group of elders may, from long habit, end up mal-
administering the church. They may lose touch with the “ordinary members”, and ordinary members may 
lose all understanding of the work and duties of the elders if there is no opportunity to elect new ones 
from time to time. At their worst, elders may prevent other members in the church from exercising the 
ministry to which Christ has called them. 
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The Handbook of Order and Rules 2010 (p. 8 par. 19) outlines how an elder can resign, and stresses that 
when an elder resigns or retires he or she will give up all the privileges and responsibilities of their office 
within the Connexion. An elder may also retire or resign from his or her office in the church for a period of 
time, being no more than five years from the date on which the church is informed, and will also during this 
time be free from all privileges and responsibilities. 

The Elders – perhaps following some of the suggestions earlier in this chapter and in the next – might 
hold a review of their work from time to time. Once again, every seven years would be an appropriate 
period under our order. It could then be considered whether the number, age, nature and interest of 
the elders were still appropriate to the mission and life of the church. Of course, this must be done in a 
sensitive way, trying to be pastoral and objective at the same time. Perhaps the Presbytery might help. It 
could then be suggested to the meeting of the church electing elders which gaps were noted in the elders’ 
skills, and ask that nominations bear these needs in mind. 

In most of our churches, there are no arrangements of this sort. If you feel that the time has come to 
stand down as a serving elder, then have a word with the minister, if there is one, or with a neighbouring 
minister. It is important that the congregation understand your motives, and do not portray a personal 
decision as a great “split”. Sadly, this failure to ensure honourable retirement has been a burden to some 
churches, and to some elders who have continued to serve even though it has injured their health. It is only 
fair, therefore, that a new elder, on accepting nomination, should note that circumstances might change 
and that he or she may not necessarily be able to serve for a whole lifetime. 
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3: Work and Mission
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: Philippians 2.1-11; Matthew 28.18-20

Prayer:

Lord Jesus Christ, you are Lord of all things, from the time of creation and for ever. But you did not hesitate 
to humble yourself and become one of us, showing us how to live fully as human beings in your world. In 
your life on earth you called your disciples to follow you: to proclaim the Gospel to the poor, to heal the sick, 
to bind up the broken-hearted, to release the captives and give sight to the blind. After your resurrection, 
you promised your disciples the gift of the Holy Spirit to carry out their task. Give us confidence in your 
promise, and free us to trust in your Spirit, that we may do your work and proclaim the Good News in our 
community and to the ends of the earth. Amen.

INTRODUCTION

Do you promise to co-operate loyally with your Minister and fellow-Elders in furthering the work of the 
Church and its Mission to the world?

This is part of the first promise at the ordination of elders. Note that this promise refers to the work of 
the elder in “the world”, and not only within the church. It is a great temptation for the Elders’ Meeting to 
look inwards, gazing at the navel of the church so to speak, all the time. But the duty placed upon us as 
elders – as a church – is much wider than that. 

Of course, easier said than done. Duties with regard to the buildings, fundraising and maintaining the roll 
of members may take up all the available time in meeting after meeting. Elders are not likely to forget to 
arrange the Sunday service, for example – someone would surely complain! But we are unlikely to receive 
complaints about failure to engage in mission in the world. It would be only too easy, therefore, to keep 
the church alive administratively, but forget that its mission to the world is a key part of the purpose of the 
church. 

But what a task! Remember two things first of all:

It is the elders’ responsibility to “further” the work of the Church, not to do that work all on their 1.	
own. The team in this context is more than the eldership – it includes every member. Every elder 
should have an interest in these matters, but in many cases other members will do the work of a 
Christian Aid organiser, or promote a local evangelistic campaign, or raising money and awareness 
for CWM. 

It is easy for us all to think still of “missionaries going out to Africa” when we think of the mission of 2.	
the church to the world. For many of our older members, this picture is deeply rooted from the days 
of Sunday school. But the world has changed. Now the Council for World Mission (CWM) arranges 
for us to receive missionaries from other churches as well as our sending missionaries from Wales. 

And CWM also finances a number of mission projects which are run entirely by local churches – including 
projects in our own connexion and ecumenically in Wales. The Office in Cardiff will provide more details, and 
also tell you of many more projects financed within the connexion. And there is plenty of work financed by 
presbyteries and local churches themselves. 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

You do not, however, need an ambitious “project” to engage in mission to the world. Consider and discuss 
the following points:

1. How easy is it for visitors to come into your church?

Is there a noticeboard? Are the details correct? Are those details of any help – for example, is there •	
a contact telephone number or address, or both?

If a stranger comes to the service, what help is available if he or she is not fluent in English? What if •	
a visitor wishes to worship in Welsh?

If someone arrives in a wheelchair, will access be possible? Easy? Will there be a convenient place •	
to sit? What about someone walking with the aid of sticks? Or someone who is blind? Or deaf?

Would a child be welcomed in the service? What about a crying baby? Is there somewhere to •	
change the baby’s nappy? Or to feed him/her? If not, what are young families expected to do if they 
wish to worship in your church?

Does the building seem welcoming to a visitor? Is there someone at the door to give a personal •	
greeting? Will that person be named? Will there be information about the order of service? (For 
example, how will a German visitor know when to sit and pray and to stand and sing, rather than the 
opposite, as in Germany?)

Are visitors able to sit where they wish? Or are some pews reserved for particular families? If so, •	
how is that made known? Will someone arrive one minute before the service starts and say “You 
must move. This is my seat!”? 

If someone who is used to worshipping in the Pentecostal tradition should visit, will speaking in •	
tongues or vocal “Amens!” be appreciated?

If a visitor arrives who suffers from a learning disability which prevents total silence during the •	
sermon, how will the preacher and the congregation respond?

2. Having experienced your church life, would a stranger come to understand more about God in 
Christ?

What about the Church’s form of worship? If it is dull and lifeless then we are saying that that is •	
true of Christianity also. If it is lively but disorderly, then we say that God is fun but not to be taken 
seriously. If only one voice is heard for 90% of the service, then we are saying that our religion is 
centred on one leader – be that a minister or not. How best may we arrange that our worship is a 
true witness to Christ?

( The Leading worship Course which is available from the Director of Training  gives guidance as to •	
the way to arrange and hold a service ).

The content of the service may also bear witness to our enthusiasm for mission to the world. If a •	
stranger comes to a service which is full of criticism of everyone and everything outside the church, 
how will that visitor feel? Is he or she likely to return? Or will the conclusion be that we have a self-
righteous religion?

What of the fellowship of the church? If the church is faction-ridden and argumentative, or cold in •	
its welcome, then we are to all intents and purposes proclaiming to the world “The gospel does not 
work”. Is that the message of our church?
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It is the responsibility of the elders to consider all these matters, although they may not necessarily 
be able to resolve all of them. They will ask for help from other members, and from the Presbytery and 
Connexion, and from local churches of other denominations. This will be especially true of work which 
requires specialist skills, such as keeping a professional eye on the buildings, or organising youth work. 

A special note for small churches

In a church with 500 members, one might try and tackle all of these issues. In a church of 50 or 5, that will 
hardly be possible! Do not be disheartened by all the questions raised. It is better to do well that which 
is possible, than to try and do too much and fail to do anything. Only local elders can judge what is most 
needed locally, and it is part of the strength of Presbyterianism when it is working properly, that the 
leadership of the local church comes from local people. Use your own knowledge, and discuss with the 
other members, to set priorities. Take the opportunity of visitations by the Presbytery to get the advice of 
those from outside who will understand your situation and be eager to help.

But there remains one further question for you to consider as an elder, and this is probably the most 
frightening question of all:

3. If someone met you outside the church, and came to know that you were a Christian, what picture 
would you be giving of God in Christ?

This is the most awesome question for many of us. If you are an elder in Christ’s Church, then people will 
judge the Church, and even Christ Himself, by what they see in you. How could we ever achieve the right 
standards?

The story is told of a man who once went to visit a psychiatrist saying “I feel a totally inadequate person”. 
The answer he got – “My friend, you are totally inadequate!” Inadequacy is not the psychiatric problem of 
a few, but the common problem of all humanity! (See the Bible Study at the end of Chapter 4 for more on 
this).

Nonetheless, having come to terms with our imperfection, we must also come to terms with the 
responsibility of eldership. The responsibility of remaining in training is part of this. An elder who is 
slipshod, or simply out of date, in his/her approach to the work, is a poor advertisement not only for the 
Church, but for Christ Himself. It is therefore strongly recommended that all elders seek every opportunity 
to equip themselves for Christ’s service. This would mean regular attendance not only at worship on a 
Sunday, but also a willingness to attend special meetings arranged by the church, pastorate, District or 
Presbytery for the refreshing and training of elders, attending the Elders’ Meeting of the Association, and 
seeking opportunities to attend courses locally or at Coleg Trefeca. It would seem a reasonable minimum 
to ask each elder to attend one such occasion each year as a visible sign of commitment to the work and 
to giving it priority over other, secular, commitments. 

Discuss:  

Here are four items that could reach the agenda of your elders’ meeting. They are based on true situations.

You are approached by a local Hindu community (and this could happen in any part of Wales), asking 1.	
to rent the chapel vestry/hall weekly. They are prepared to pay a reasonable rent, and they promise 
to keep the place clean and tidy. The times suggested are convenient for the church, and they will 
not interfere in any way with your activities. How should this be discussed in the elders’ meeting? 

The minister tells the elders’ meeting that he has spent a great deal of time since the last meeting 2.	
engaged in mission work, and therefore he has not kept up to date with his administrative tasks. He 
is asked what this mission work was, and he refers to the following:
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Visiting a neighbour in the local psychiatric hospital after a nervous breakdown;i.	

Conducting the funeral of a local scout leader who was not a Christian but had served that ii.	
Movement for 55 years;

Visiting a neighbouring elderly lady who has become senile, and persuading the Social iii.	
Services Department to find a place for her in an old people’s home;

Spending time with a family suffering the effects of the mother’s dependence on drugs;iv.	

Arranging an educational programme about alcohol for the Local Authority Youth Club, v.	
which he attends regularly;

Discussing with the local authority and others whether the local nursery school might use vi.	
the chapel vestry.

Those visited were not church members. How should the elders respond to this pattern of work?

Having given an initial response, refer back to the Minister’s “job description” in Chapter 2 (p. 19). Is 
not this matter faithful to the priorities listed there?

The beautiful Victorian chapel in which you meet is suffering from serious problems. According 3.	
to the architect, demolishing it and rebuilding would be cheaper than repair. Rooms could be 
incorporated for the use of the church societies, the Sunday school, and so on, and rooms could be 
let out to other groups. Such rooms are not available in the existing building. But a number of local 
inhabitants who are not church members, and a few who are, begin a protest movement against 
the idea. What should the elders do next?

One of the elders has come under the influence of evangelistic groups at University. These groups 4.	
visited each student’s room once a year to give a copy of one of the gospels and encourage a 
response to the Christian faith. The elder is keen to get the whole eldership to commit themselves 
to a similar scheme locally. How do you respond?

“Homework”

Consider engaging in one or more of the following tasks, as an individual or in order to report back to the 
group next time:

Ask someone with no connection with your church what impression the buildings, the graveyard, 1.	
the garden, the Manse, and so on give of the church and its work.

Invite a friend who does not usually come to church for an “ordinary” Sunday service, and ask him/2.	
her to note what impression is received – in terms of words and behaviour – of the Christian faith 
and of the faith of this church.

Speak to members who are engaged in voluntary work (as a local councillor or helping at the WRVS 3.	
stall in the hospital or...) and ask what connection they see between that and their Christian faith, 
and what opportunity their voluntary work gives them to speak about Jesus and his Church.
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4: The Pastoral work of the Elder
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: John 10.1-16

Prayer

Loving, heavenly Father, you loved us before we were conceived and your love lasts to eternity. Forgive us 
that our love for your people is so lukewarm, our tendency to avoid meeting those whom we do not like, 
and our fear of saying the wrong thing in a difficult situation. 

Accept our desire to be of service, give us ears ready to listen, hands ready to help, arms ready to 
embrace, and humility to know when we should keep away.

Strengthen us through your Spirit to care pastorally for the flock, in order that people may see that we 
are your body in the world, in the name of Christ our Lord. Amen.

INTRODUCTION

In discussion with elders, we hear again and again that nothing is more important in their view than their 
pastoral duties towards the membership and that nothing worries them or raises so many fears, either!

Perhaps we should ask why this is such a difficult task. After all, we all deal with people and visit 
people in our everyday lives – even the shyest amongst us! Most of us do not have to take day to day 
responsibility for historic buildings, or organise public meetings, or deal with substantial sums of other 
people’s money. But we all from time to time visit friends and family. Why, then, does pastoral care worry 
us so much? Probably because we know that pastoral visiting is a deeply serious matter, that we are in 
some sense representing the Church and that we must therefore convey a favourable impression of it. We 
may feel, therefore, that we should keep the conversation on an uplifting, spiritual level.

PASTORAL CARE

Let us then consider why pastoral care is part of our duty. The local church is a community; in one sense, 
it is a family, although not in every respect of course. A family includes many relations. Each member of a 
family has a relationship with each other member – not with the head of the family alone. Likewise in the 
local church. It is not practicable, and it is not desirable, for the minister to be a pastor on his or her own. 
The whole church is engaged in pastoral work, under the Chief Shepherd, Jesus Christ. The church chooses 
elders to exercise much of this pastoral concern on its behalf. This does not release the other members 
from their pastoral responsibilities but it is the elders who are charged with ensuring that care happens, in 
partnership with the minister. 

And note that we are not talking about “visiting” only. It is difficult to care pastorally for members 
without visiting their homes from time to time. But it is the care that is important, rather than the visiting 
as such. Therefore, before turning to visiting, let us refer to other methods of ensuring pastoral care.

Greeting members in church is vital. In many churches a rota is drawn up to welcome people at the 1.	
door. But it is good for all the elders to note who is there – and who is absent. If a faithful member 
is missing, it is worth having a word with the minister, as illness or some other difficulty may be the 
explanation. 

Another way of caring for members is to invite them to your home. In churches where each elder 2.	
cares for a particular area, or for a certain number of members, this can be done a group at a time. 
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But in churches where that is not part of the system, it is good for the elders to arrange to hold a 
series of coffee evenings or mornings, and invite the members to attend in the place and at the 
time most convenient for them.

If we do this, we will discover how many of our members have not really come to know one 
another – not to mention those on the fringes of the church, such as the parents of children in the 
Sunday School or occasional worshippers. It will be an opportunity for people to get to know each 
other, and to know the elders. The experience of churches which have tried such a scheme is that it 
pays handsome dividends. 

Of course, not every elder possesses a house to which it is possible to invite members easily. 
Perhaps one elder may “borrow” another member’s house, or share the responsibility with an elder 
with a more convenient home. But avoid falling into the trap of having the richer elders always doing 
the inviting, and the poorer ones always being “visitors” one someone else’s territory. 

Never forget the value of introducing members to one another, and asking them to pray for one 3.	
another. The church can provide a prayer diary for all the members and societies, or hold a prayer 
meeting where this is done, or both. 

Even so, having done all these things, it will still be necessary to go to the homes of members and 
friends of the church in order to visit them.

Discuss:

What is the point of visiting church members and adherents in their homes? Make a list and display it. Look 
back at it and add to it as the discussion continues.

It is important that there is some order to the church’s visiting – and that the most popular members 
do not get several visits a week, while the more awkward members do not see an elder from one year to 
the next! One way to ensure order is to divide the list of members, adherents, Sunday school and so on 
between the elders, with each elder taking responsibility for (say) ten families. This pattern is common in 
the Church of Scotland and the United Reformed Church, and some of our joint churches especially will 
be familiar with the idea. In most churches of substantial size, dividing the groups geographically will be a 
practical way of arranging this. Remember to include each elder and his/her family on another elder’s list – 
it is not easy to care pastorally for oneself!

Even if it is decided not to adopt this arrangement, some sort of order is necessary. “Pastoral care” and 
“news about members” can be included on the agenda of the elders’ meetings (see Chapter 8) – and it 
should be ensured that this item is not left out due to pressure of administrative business. Then it can be 
decided each time who might need a special visit, and which elder should go. But do not forget to visit the 
members not in particular difficulty – or whose difficulties you do not know about because they keep quiet 
about them. 

Discuss:

Is there adequate pastoral care for every member and friend in your church? If there is not, then what is 
wrong? Would adopting the “elders group” system be a help? If not, then how can proper pastoral care be 
arranged for all?

KNOCKING AT THE DOOR

What happens when we arrive on the doorstep and ring the bell? We should first of all forget about the 
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visits of Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons and so forth who engage in door-to-door evangelism. We are 
calling on our fellow members or fellow worshippers, not organising an evangelistic crusade. 

Much will depend on how well we know the family behind the front door, and whether they will know why 
we are calling. Here are some guidelines:

Ensure that you appear friendly when the door is opened. 1.	

Say your name clearly, and explain that you are an elder in the church. If necessary, it would be 2.	
worth carrying something that confirms this – the church newsletter or Voice of the Assembly, a 
visiting card or communion card. It is much easier to start a conversation if you have something to 
give! If you have already written to the family, show them a copy of the letter. 

Expect to be welcomed. If you are not invited into the house, then ask, “May I come in?” If it is an 3.	
inconvenient time, then arrange a better one. If the family does not wish to see you, then depart 
politely. Try not to take it personally – perhaps they have taken against the church for some reason 
entirely unknown to you. In such a situation, it is worth raising the matter with the minister or the 
other elders. But remember to keep any information you obtain in this way confidential. 

Decide in advance whether your aim is simply to get to know the family, or whether you wish to 4.	
invite them to a special service or meeting, or invite them to your house for coffee, or invite the 
children to Sunday school, or whatever. If so, make sure that you have all the details clear in your 
own mind – write them down if that helps. 

Forget the image of the elder as an “inspector”, rebuking members for missing services or 5.	
disciplining children for misbehaviour. Whatever may have happened in Wales in the past, that is 
not our role now.

Do not expect to be discussing spiritual matter all the time you are there. As a relationship 6.	
develops, you will spend quite a lot of time talking about the weather! Take an interest in the 
family’s news – the children’s achievements, 80th birthdays, an appearance on television, a trip to 
Canada, or whatever may be happening to them.  

“AN IMPORTANT CONVERSATION”

As you develop a relationship with your members, the opportunity will arise to discuss deeper matter from 
time to time. Be alive to your opportunity. 

Consider the difference between the two possible responses by the elder to each of these comments by 
one of the members:

“Young people can be a burden on their parents these days.”1.	

“Yes they can. I was reading in the paper this morning about some lad...”a.	
“And how are your children these days, Mrs Jones?”b.	

“It’s lovely to have a chat like this. I miss the old minister. He used to call here ever so often.” 2.	

“Ah, the new minister is a very busy man you know – he’s on so many committees.”a.	
“Did he really? Would you like me to ask the new minister to call?”b.	

“No one’s job is safe these days, is it?”3.	

	“No, this government’s completely uncaring, isn’t it?”a.	
	“Are you worried about your job at the moment?”b.	
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“People used to believe everything they heard from the pulpit, but by now we’ve learned different, I 4.	
think.”

“Yes, the standard of preaching has declined terribly, hasn’t it, Mrs Jones?”a.	
“Do you find it hard to believe, Mrs Jones?”b.	

In each instance, the second answer is far more difficult, as it goes deeper and asks for a personal 
response. But if you can develop the confidence to respond in this way, you will show that your interest 
is genuine, and that you are willing to listen – and perhaps that is the best help you can offer. The natural 
tendency for all of us is to respond as in example (a) each time, and turn the conversation in a more 
general direction, or criticise other people who are not present. Try and see if you can get to know the 
members well enough to follow the second course. 

This said, we must remember that there is a cost involved in carrying other people’s burdens and 
stepping into deep waters. It is one thing to offer a cup of tea or a lift to someone in trouble; it is another 
thing entirely to begin to share their guilt, their sadness or their fears. But if you can help in this way, then 
you will be doing truly Christian work. Here are a few guidelines for the task:

It is very likely that your main contribution will be to listen. Do not imagine that listening is 1.	
unimportant, or that it is easy. Listening to someone is the best way to acknowledge their 
importance and worth. 

If you feel that you are verging on things that are too difficult for you – emotionally or intellectually 2.	
– then do not feel any shame in acknowledging that you are out of your depth, and seeking help – 
with permission – from the minister or another elder. 

Avoid being drawn too far into nostalgia for the past, when everything was wonderful. The challenge 3.	
of the Gospel is there for people today. Even with elderly or housebound people, try and bring them 
back to the work of God in the present rather than getting bogged down in the past. 

Whatever the conversation, be honest. Of course, there is no need to be nasty about the choice of 4.	
colours for the carpet! But on the whole it is better to state the truth. This is particularly true about 
matters of belief. Do not be tempted to testify to some certainty that you do not in fact possess. 
Sharing your doubts might be far more help than quoting the “Short Confession of our Faith” in 
answer to every question. On the whole, your expression during the visit and in your life of the love 
and forgiveness of the gospel will be far more inspiring to the members than your ability to quote 
chapter and verse on every topic.

Never betray a secret. You may intend to tell just one close friend – but that friend could tell one 5.	
other, and so on. If you are drawn into a difficult situation, then ask for permission to ask the 
minister, or another elder, to call. If permission is refused, then you must accept the painful truth 
that you cannot help any further. This is hard, but we must remember that we are not little gods, 
knowing the answer to every problem. 

You need not visit alone if that is difficult. As long as you avoid appearing similar to the Jehovah’s 6.	
Witnesses in your attitude, the help of another elder – or your husband or wife – may make it 
easier to deal with people. But remember that what was said above about confidentiality still 
applies to you both. 

Remember that the majority of your visits will not produce any great problems. On the contrary, 7.	
much of the work will be a pleasure, coming to know your fellow Christians better, sharing their 
joys and their experiences, and deepening fellowship. You may well make new friends through your 
work.
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Discuss:

Are the above guidelines consistent with your experience – of visiting, and of receiving visitors? What 
appears to be difficult in them? How do we develop confidence in visiting? 

What is the point of visiting people in their homes if you see them most Sundays? Make a list and 
discuss. Compare this list with the list made at the start of this chapter.

ABSENT MEMBERS

The 19th century English novelist Thomas Hardy said, “There are two sorts of church people – those who 
go and those who don’t go: there is only one sort of chapel people; those who go”. (The Life and Work 
of Thomas Hardy, ed, M. Millgate, 1984, p.31). Sadly, this comment is no longer true. There are plenty of 
“chapel people” who “don’t go” , either. 

This is one of the elder’s most difficult tasks – to visit those who were once willing to make public 
profession of faith as members, but who no longer practise their faith within the Christian church. They 
are “on the books”, their Connexional Contribution is paid by the church on their behalf, but no visible 
commitment is seen on their part. What should we do about them?

Let us first of all remember that these are not more names on a list, but people, people who chose to 
join the local church, but who have not felt it is worth staying. Perhaps they begin the Christian journey with 
great hopes and enthusiasm, but now they are not able to take advantage of the fellowship of the church, 
and they may not know the presence of Christ in their lives. 

We remember also the special and unexpected meaning given by Jesus himself to the phrase “pastoral 
care”. Read Luke 15.1-7. The shepherd leaves the 99 faithful sheep in the fold, and goes after the one 
which was lost, and looks for it until it is found and brought home. Pastoral care is not looking after the 
faithful, it is searching for the lost. 

Very often, these people will declare loudly that they are still Christians, “but there’s no need to come to 
church to be a Christian”. We must find ways to persuade them that Christianity is not simply a matter of 
living a good life and not harming your neighbours. A relationship with Christ Jesus must be at the heart of 
the Christian life – that is the very meaning of the word “Christian”.

The New Testament pattern is the Christian community. Our personal faith in Christ needs to be enacted 
and deepened through the Christian community, that is the church. There were no individual Christians in 
the New Testament. Jesus’ custom was to be in his Father’s house on the Sabbath, even though he was so 
critical of the religious establishment of his day.

Our absent members are therefore losing the heart of their faith. But they are still on the books, perhaps 
they contribute financially, and therefore they maintain some link with the church. They must, therefore, be 
a high priority in our pastoral and evangelistic work. 

Why do members leave? There are many reasons, of course, but we may note five kinds of 
circumstances which may lead to this:

Lack of commitment, or lack of understanding of the commitment in the first place. The children of 1.	
our members can come under pressure – perhaps unconscious – from parents or Sunday school 
teachers to become full members at a particular time, or they can be pressured by their friends. 
But membership of the Body of Christ is not a matter of reaching a specified age, but an awareness 
of a close and special relationship with him. Without that relationship, the commitments of 
membership will soon fade. The elders should ask, therefore, whether the membership preparation 
classes (or whatever system is used) ensure that young people are introduced to Jesus himself, 
rather than being a means of leaning on them to “become a member”.
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Something happens. Tragedy in life may enhance faith, but it may destroy it instead leading 2.	
to disillusion with God, or the church. Sometimes some hurt – real or imagined – caused by a 
minister, elder or another member may lead to such resentment that a member stays away from 
the services. The reasons may appear trivial to us, but they must be important for the member to 
have such an effect. We should take the complaint seriously, and seek reconciliation or an answer if 
possible. But remember that we should not use the visit to reinforce the complaint or add our own. 
A private meeting with the minister or, if absolutely necessary, the elders’ meeting is the place to 
do that, not someone else’s home.

Other priorities. This is the main difficulty for many. Some have to work on Sunday or face losing 3.	
their job (so what about arranging a midweek service? Or an invitation to the prayer meeting?). 
Some others would rather pursue leisure activities, and many parents come under pressure from 
their children to join sports clubs and the like. These secular pressures are strong and difficult 
to resist. We should not condemn people for yielding to temptation, but we should take the 
opportunity to place the claims of Christ in their lives before them once again. We may sympathise 
without condoning.

People move. It is rare now for families to remain in their home area for ever. With changes in the 4.	
world of work, people may have to move several times during their career, and the family moves 
with them. Often, they are lost from the church. Perhaps they are too shy to go to a new church. 
Perhaps the theological style of the new church is rather different from that which is familiar to 
them. Perhaps the language of worship is a problem. Perhaps they still hope to return “home” 
and are reluctant to commit themselves to a church near the new home. Here is another pastoral 
priority – to ensure that a transfer certificate for a member who is moving is sent to the nearest 
local church, asking that church to get in touch and offer a welcome right away. 

Changes in the church. Sometimes altering (or demolishing) the building, changing the minister or 5.	
pastorate or changing the pattern of church life means that some leave as a mark of protest. This is 
the most difficult situation of all. But perhaps even then an opportunity will arise to remind them of 
Jesus Christ and of what he once meant to them.

What, then, is to be done about an absent member? Certainly, the matter should be discussed at an 
elders’ meeting. Here are some practical suggestions, based on the experience of some of our churches, 
of what might happen next:

Visit the home, perhaps with an invitation to some special service or event. Never say, “Oh, there’s 1.	
no point inviting them. They’ll never come!” This sounds the death knell of the mission of the church 
in many places. God never says this of anyone. We should persist. Perhaps we could arrange an 
introduction to an neighbouring church which would appeal more to them, and could reintroduce 
them to a living faith. Better that we do this than let them be. 

A special programme to revise the membership list. It is wise to get in touch with every member, 2.	
not just the absent ones, so that they do not feel under harsh discipline. A period of recommitment, 
with a special service as the climax of the programme, could be a period of great blessing for 
the church. (And, note, that we do not refer to financial commitment alone). It is customary in 
some churches to arrange a Welcome Back to Church Sunday or similar event in the autumn, 
and resources for this can be obtained from the Connexion (go to www.ebcpcw.org.uk/English/
resources/church-sunday/).

Through small groups. If Bible study groups meet in members’ homes, this could be an easier way 3.	
back than coming to chapel straight away. Or the sisterhood, prayer meeting, Sunday school or any 
similar meeting could offer an opportunity. 

Look at ourselves. Churches lose many members because they are unable to cater for their 4.	
children; or provide someone to care during the service for an elderly relative who lives at home; or 
give a genuine welcome to someone who is mentally disabled or has visible problems. See Chapter 
3 for further suggestions about why some people feel unwelcome in church. 
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Lastly, but firstly in importance, prayer. We should pray regularly for our absent members. The 5.	
likelihood is that they pray – a survey for the Church of England in 2013 suggested that six out of 
every seven people believe in the power of prayer. 

PRAYER

Prayer can be a stumbling block for elders. And it is a difficult stumbling block to acknowledge, as prayer is 
usually an “answer” to problems in church handbooks, and not a “problem” in itself. 

Private prayer may be a problem sometimes, but that is not more of a difficulty for elders than for other 
Christians. We can do no more here than refer you to the many prayer handbooks available. 

Anticipating the next section, one other thing should be added – remember, in your private prayers, to 
pray for yourself as well as for others. 

The particular problem for elders is praying aloud with others. Our forebears had little problem with 
this – indeed, they were noted for praying at length with eloquence in prayer meetings, in the vestry and in 
the homes of members. Some of our older members will remember the final years of this phenomenon. 
Perhaps memories of this tradition are our problem. Either we take against the custom, and go to the 
other extreme. Or we believe that we cannot attain the standard of the “golden age”.

Here are three suggestions that might help:

Pastoral prayers need not be eloquent. They are directed not at the person with us but at God, and 1.	
we know that eloquence does not influence him. Grammatical correctness does not matter when 
you greet him. The only condition is that you are sufficiently intelligible that the person with you can 
share in the prayer, and that there is enough sense in your prayer for it to mean something. There is 
no point in simply stringing clichés together. 

You can use an appropriate prayer from a book. In the past, it was believed that only extempore 2.	
prayer could be sincere and serious. It is to be hoped that we have learned from the ecumenical 
movement and the world-wide church that it is not so. Of course, a prayer read from a book 
can be lifeless and meaningless. But, by the same token, extempore prayer can be clichéd and 
directionless. If you are not confident at praying in public, then it is a good idea to use one of the 
books available for the purpose. Or you can jot down a few notes to help. God won’t mind!

	 But do not believe that a book can give you your prayer. You cannot pick up the book at the last 
minute, whether in the vestry before the service or in the house at the end of a visit, and find an 
appropriate prayer. Advance preparation is essential.  If the books on the market are not entirely 
satisfactory, why not let the elders and members put together their own collection?

Having said all this, it is possible to learn to pray extempore. You can learn a few prayers from the 3.	
Book of Services or some of the collects from the Book of Common Prayer, for example. But often 
you will need to use your own words. Perhaps your minister or Presbytery could consider putting 
together a course on prayer. It could certainly be a profitable subject for discussion at your next 
meeting. 

In ‘Go in Christ’s Name’ there is a section on pastoral prayer – see the course details at the end of this 
chapter. 

LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF

This section may form a Bible study in its own right, as well as being an appropriate conclusion to the 
session on pastoral care.

Reference has already been made (in Chapter 3, Section 3) to the fact that many elders express a 
feeling of being inadequate for the work, and it has been said that such a feeling is not all bad. We are 
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all inadequate in the sight of God. Paul’s experience was “whenever I am weak, then I am strong” (2 
Corinthians 12.10).

But this feeling can undermine our work if we are not careful. We can all at times sympathise with Paul’s 
experience, “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” (Romans 7.19 – it would be 
profitable to read the whole of this chapter and the next).

What, then, is the root of this feeling? There are several possible answers and four only are offered here:

We m1.	 ay feel that we are a powerless minority in society, unable to influence it. In one way, our 
society has become very individualistic, exalting the worth of the individual beyond what is right. 
But on the other hand, and at the same time, individuals have become no more than cogs in a giant 
machine, numbers on a computer, unable to change anything. 

	We shoul2.	 d try and maintain a Christian perspective on this. As we have already seen in Paul’s 
letters, these feelings are not new, and although our society is different from any previous age, 
humanity is at root unchanged. So Jesus speaks to us also when he places at the heart of our 
behaviour, “Love your neighbour as yourself” (Mark 12.31). That is, my neighbour and I are both 
children of God, of infinite worth. 

We can, on t3.	 he other hand, expect too much of ourselves. We must know our weaknesses as well 
as our strengths, and know therefore when we should trust other members of the team to carry a 
particular burden. Examples of such situations have already been given in this chapter. Our call to 
be elders is not a negligible thing. God does not make mistakes – and only rarely do congregations 
mistake God’s will in this matter. 

We may als4.	 o at times feel inadequate before God. But we must remember that we were chosen 
and ordained by people who have seen in us talents and potential given by God. And our calling is 
dependant not on our talents  but on the grace of God.

Let us remember also that many of our predecessors felt inadequate. See, for example, Moses 
(Exodus 3.11-12, 4.10-16 – note that Moses is allowed to share the burden with Aaron), Isaiah 
(Isaiah 6 – note that he was not allowed to be granted success in his work) and Jeremiah (Jeremiah 
1.4-10).

Sometimes, we5.	  feel that we are responsible for some difficulty that has arisen in the life of the 
church. Before we take all the blame, let us remember that we are not responsible for:

Other people’s expectations of us;•	

Understanding everyone and everything;•	

Liking everyone;•	

Agreeing with everyone;•	

Other people’s decisions and mistakes;•	

Making people believe or “come to church”.•	

Our responsibility as elders is to act on the calling of God to us and to carry out our work as best we can. 
We should leave to others and to God that which is their responsibility – remembering that Jesus Christ 
himself has already on the cross shouldered the burden of all the sin of the world. 

Thank God, therefore we do not fulfil the work of an elder or any vocation alone. We have the help of 
each other, and the power of the Holy Spirit. That is what is asked for in the elder’s ordination service, and 
those being ordained say that they confess ... utter dependence on the Holy Spirit to guide one into all 
truth. It is the Holy Spirit of God alone which makes it possible for any individual to do the work of an elder. 
No-one who believes that they can do the work alone is at all fitted for this office!
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In doing our work, we must ensure that we care for ourselves, and that we go to our fellow elders and 
the minister when we need to be cared for.

There is no need to seek martyrdom!

Group exercise:

In a group it may be revealing – and fun – to do a role play. Divide into pairs, one to be an elder on a visit, 
the other to be a member opening the door to the elder. After (say) five minutes, exchange roles. Choose 
from amongst the following “members” to visit:

a faithful member, who is surprised that you are calling at all;i.	

a member on the books who has not been to church for months;ii.	

an older housebound memberiii.	

a young couple newly moved to the area who have started coming to church;iv.	

an active member who is seriously ill;v.	

a young person who answers the door, the elder having called to see his/her parents, who are out;vi.	

a person who has recently lost a close relative. vii.	

If you are brave enough, one pair may role-play while the others observe. This can be very valuable and 
lead to good discussion.

Learning more about pastoral care

‘Go in Christ’s Name’ is available from the Director of Training and is a resource pack containing a CD and 
notes designed to engender discussion on several aspects of pastoral care. The themes discussed are:

The challenge to care•	

Models of pastoral care•	

Visiting the seriously ill•	

Caring for the bereaved •	

Caring for the confused elderly•	

Praying together•	

Chapters 5 & 6 in this book deal briefly with two areas of pastoral work which are often of a particular 
concern to elders. 
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5: Visiting those who are ill or grieving
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: Mark 2.1-12 & 3.1-6; James 5.13-16

Prayer

Heavenly Father, in your Son Jesus Christ you showed the depth of your concern for your world as he 
suffered and died for us, before being raised again on the third day.

During his lifetime, he healed the sick. And it was not an easy task: with the crowds amazed and 
misinterpreting the events and the religious leaders frowning and criticising he barely had the space to 
care as he wished.

Lord give us the strength to resist the temptations of our task: the desire to see miracles where you do not 
wish them; the desire to stare and interfere where quiet and rest is needed; jealousy of the success and 
the care of others, And give us, through your Holy Spirit, the peace of mind and faith which are essential to 
travel with those in pain, in grief or dying. May we understand the importance of the task and the greatness 
of the resources you give us for it. In the name of Jesus Christ, the Good Physician. Amen. 

INTRODUCTION

Illness and grief are the two most difficult circumstances for visiting for many of us, and yet it is in these 
situations that visits are most deeply appreciated. Everything said in Chapter 4 is true of these situations 
also. Sharing our humanity and weakness with each other is the basis of all successful visiting. Elders are 
not expected to be professional counsellors – you have a different calling. 

But specific guidelines for these situations is often requested. A little help is given here, therefore, to 
those who wish to consider and discuss these important matters. 

Discuss:

Here are two lists, summing up what our caring as elders is about, and what it does not involve. Do you find 
the lists helpful? Add your own suggestions to each list.

Caring is NOT:

Taking someone over•	

Solving someone’s problem for them•	

Saying “I know exactly how you feel”•	

Dishing out clichés and platitudes•	

Rescuing people from their painful feelings•	

Needing to give advice•	

Making decisions for others•	

Telling someone to stop crying•	
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Reassuring someone that “everything will be all right”•	

Saying things like “It must have been God’s will”•	

Caring IS:

Helping the other person to feel that you are really with them in their situation•	

Feeling what it is like to be the other person (“empathy”)•	

Being available•	

Listening and accepting and responding warmly•	

Letting it be known that it’s all right to vent the feelings on you•	

A hand on the shoulder•	

MINISTERING TO THE SICK

At a time of sickness, when a person is physically weak, and perhaps their emotional or spiritual strength 
is also sapped, a visit by an elder can be especially important. The experience of illness often challenges 
people’s faith. They may feel that their suffering is cruel and that it does not fit their image of a loving God.  
Regular visiting by an elder demonstrates in a human and personal way the care and compassion of Christ.

A sick person is more likely to seek the elder’s help if a bond of trust has already been established (see 
Chapter 4). But the experience of visits during illness may itself forge such a bond. At times when others 
find it difficult to visit, it is all the more important that an elder continues to do so.

Visiting at a time of illness calls for great sensitivity. It is important to be in tune with the person who 
is ill. Not all conversation need be serious – a chance to converse about everyday matters may be all the 
more important. 

Consider the following guidelines for visiting:

If you said you would visit and gave a time, stick to it.•	

Remember that this person is a whole person, interested in more than just their illness.•	

On the other hand, do not avoid talk of the illness.•	

Listen to what the person is saying, and treat him/her seriously.•	

Do not avoid conversation about spiritual questions. It may be that the reading of a passage of •	
scripture and a prayer would be particularly appreciated at this time.

Don’t overstay your welcome. Be sensitive to the person tiring or needing medication. •	

Discuss:

Add further guidelines from your own experience, both of visiting and of being visited. 

CHRISITAN HEALING

Some of those who are ill may seek after miraculous cures, and start to attend Christian or quasi-Christian 
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meetings where such is offered. Spiritualism often proves attractive in such circumstances.

Try not to be too judgemental about this. On the other hand, do not give succour to unrealistic or naive 
expectations. It may be helpful to offer the true Christian “ministry of healing”, which offers not false hope, 
but the support of God in Christ. This ministry may on occasions open the way for God to heal, by realising 
pent-up emotions or blockages to good health and wholeness. But there is no guarantee of that, and no 
false promises should ever be made.

The ministry of healing involves two elements:

Prayer, often very simple or even silent•	

The laying on of hands and/or anointing with oil. This can be as simple as holding the hand or •	
soothing the brow of the sick person. No elaborate ritual is required.

Other members or the minister may wish to share this ministry with you. This ministry should not be 
seen as unusual, but simply as part of the normal life of the Church, the “Body of Christ”, as we seek – in a 
spirit of acceptance, trust and expectation – to do His will.

Suitable passages of scripture include:

Psalm 16; Psalm 27; Psalm 46.1-3; Psalm 130; Psalm 139.1-18

Matthew 7.7-11; Mark 4.35-41; Mark 5.25-34; Luke 4.40

Romans 8.35-39; 2 Corinthians 12.8-10; Ephesians 3.16-31; Philippians 4.4-9

The Ministry of Healing Department of the Connexion can provide more information and useful leaflets. 
The name and address of the Secretary may be found in the current Year Book  and see also the PCW 
website  (www.ebcpcw.org.uk/english/what-we-do/healing-ministry )You might find some of the 
suggested prayers and readings in the Healing Service in the Book of Services (pp 195 - 201) helpful also – 
although remember that they were intended for public worship rather than private ministry.

Discuss:

Your congregation’s membership may include some doctors and nurses, and will certainly include people 
with experience of being ill, and either recovering or living with chronic (long-term) illness. How can church 
members, with their varied gifts and training, engage together in a ministry of healing?

VISITING THOSE WHO ARE TERMINALLY ILL

When you visit someone who is terminally ill, you may well find them expressing one of the following 
reactions to their situation:

Denial that they are extremely ill•	

Anger at their situation (perhaps blaming doctors or themselves)•	

Bargaining for some time to complete unfinished business [hard as it is, try not to get drawn into •	
this bargaining!]

Depression over lost strength and abilities, and over the impending loss•	

Acceptance and a coming to terms with what is to be.•	

Not every person goes through all these emotions, and they may come in any order – or even all at 
once! People are not helped by being told “Oh, you’re bound to feel like that – but don’t worry it will pass”. 
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But it can be helpful for the visitor to know that these emotions are entirely natural.

When visiting someone who is terminally ill, the elder has to face up to this situation, and find ways of 
gently and graciously supporting the person and his/her family. Simply “being with” them – and not being 
too embarrassed to visit, or afraid of periods of silence – may well be the best you can offer. 

It is now usual medical practice to inform a patient and the family about terminal illness. Very often, 
the patient him/herself already knows instinctively before the medical diagnosis is received. You may, 
however, even today be asked to keep their condition secret from a patient, or by the patient to keep it 
secret from the family Such pretence can add extra tensions at an already difficult time, and prevent any 
possibility of a dignified and loving farewell. If you find yourself caught in the middle of such a situation, 
discuss it with your minister or a neighbouring pastor at the first possible opportunity. Do not be drawn 
into deceit – you may never be forgiven and may lose valuable friendships. 

Discuss:

Reflect on any experience you have had of responding to terminal illness. Share what you feel able 1.	
with each other. 

The Christian faith speaks about “eternal life”, “the resurrection of the body”, “the communion of 2.	
saints” – God’s power over death itself. How can this help:

the person who is terminally ill;•	

his or her family;•	

you as their elder?•	

MINISTERING TO THOSE WHO ARE GRIEVING

The most common experience of grief is when someone close to us dies. There are however, other kinds 
of loss which can be severe and cause us to grieve. They might include:

moving house or job•	

a child leaving home•	

redundancy and unemployment•	

going deaf or blind•	

loss of self-respect, privacy, or health•	

What follows applies to all these kinds of situations.

It used to be thought, and taught, that those in grief went through “four stages of grief”. It is now known 
that this is an over-simplification. Not everyone experiences all of the four stages, and they may come in 
any order, or even all at once. As with terminal illness, however, it is still useful for the elder to be aware of 
the four kinds of emotion with which you may be presented when you visit:

Shock•	  – this can lead to a kind of emotional numbness, which may leave the bereaved person 
unable to think about their loss, or to plan for the future. In this situation, it is important to check 
that someone is at hand to make everyday decisions (what to buy, what to eat). Otherwise, simply 
“being there” will be enough.

Control•	  – keeping going for the sake of others. This will almost certainly happen around the time of 
a funeral, and may well be evident over a much longer period. It can mask a much deeper sense of 
loss. “Oh, aren’t you coping well?” may be a cruel as well as an inaccurate comment.
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Regression•	  – Vulnerability, irritability or mistrust may well become apparent as the grieving person 
uses up all his/her energy on daily tasks. This is especially likely if there is a family to be cared for. 
Try not to take offence. It may be appropriate to offer practical help – but the offer may well be 
refused! Again, just “being there” may be the best possible help. 

Adaptation•	  – Gradually, a bereaved person will become ready for new relationships (or a new job 
or whatever, if the loss was of a different kind). How long this takes will vary from person to person. 
Some people never manage to adapt. In such circumstances, professional help may be needed. 
Consult your minister, or a sympathetic doctor, for advice on how such help may be offered 
sensitively.

HOW SHOULD I RESPOND TO GRIEF?

The following are a few practical suggestions. They should be read in conjunction with the general 
comments about visiting in Chapter 4. 

Your presence is far more important than your words. It may be helpful to touch a shoulder or hand. 1.	
But do not force touch on someone who is uncomfortable with it.  

Listen to what is being communicated, in words and silences and “body language”. Rather than 2.	
imagining how you would feel in this situation, listen carefully to how they do feel. Respond with 
caring and understanding. Do not be tempted to launch into stories of your own. 

Help the grieving person to talk about the person who has died (or the job/child/etc. now lost). Do 3.	
not avoid the subject.

Give your phone number and e-mail so they can contact you. The offer of help may be as 4.	
reassuring as any help you do indeed carry out.

Be aware of your own feelings of loss and bereavement. You could find yourself being reminded 5.	
of painful events. But remember that the very fact that you too have had such experiences is a 
resource for your work as an elder. 

You need to work out what you yourself believe about life and death. You may find the following 6.	
Bible passages helpful:

Psalm 16.1-2, 5-11; Psalm 22.1-11; Psalm 23; Psalm 31.9-14; Psalm 46; Psalm 90.1-6; •	
Psalm 103.8-18; Psalm 139.

Boo•	 k of Job (which relates to a wide variety of kinds of loss)

John 11.17-27; 14.1-7, 15-21, 27•	

The Resurrection of Jesus: see •	 Matthew 28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 20 & 21

Romans 8.18, 28, 31-39•	

1 Corinthians 15•	

Revelation 21.1-5•	

No7.	 w is not the time for reasoned arguments about life or death (or whatever). The question “why”, 
when asked by a grieving person, is not a question seeking an intellectual answer, but rather a cry 
of protest or a question about meaning and purpose. 

In the midst of grieving, meaning is to be found in the caring offe8.	 red by others, just as the ultimate 
meaning of life is not an intellectual formula, but rather is found in a relationship with the God of 
love. God walks with us in the valley of the shadow. The gospel of resurrection speaks not only 
of life after death, but also of the power of love, which is never vanquished even by the deepest 
darkness (John 1.5).
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Prayer is an important response. See the comments in the section on Prayer in Chapter 4. At a time 9.	
of grief, it is all the more true  that eloquence and wordiness are not called for. What is called for 
is a desire to share deep feelings and distress before God. This may be done in silence, in touch, 
or in a few words. There is no dividing line between conversation and prayer – God hears all our 
conversation, whether we explicitly direct it at Him or not. 

Exercise:

Think about loss situations in your own experience or in your work as an elder. Choose one such situation. 
Feel again what it was like. What would it have been appropriate to include in a prayer? Write a short prayer 
for the situation. 
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6: “Bridging the Generation Gap”: 
Ministering to Young People
INTRODUCTION

The cry of many of our congregations today is “Where are the young people?”, and there is a widespread 
desire to welcome and incorporate young people in the life of the church. On the other hand, the cry of 
many young people is that they wish to fulfil their spiritual needs, but that the churches do not offer a 
meaningful way of doing so. 

This chapter is not about how to run a Sunday School or about youth work – there are resources for that 
available from the Sunday Schools Council for Wales, the NCEC,  Coleg Bala and the connexional Children 
and Youth Service (see the list of resources at the end of this chapter). The intention in this chapter is to 
offer a way for the elders – and perhaps some other church leaders – to meet with young people, and 
begin a dialogue with them. 

It is often said that there is a “generation gap”. If that is true within the church, then we are a long way 
from the ideal of a family community which Christ intends for us. The best way to bridge the generation 
gap is to bring the generations together face to face. A programme of four meetings is suggested here, to 
be held over a period of four weeks or four fortnights or four months, as convenient. Unlike other chapters 
of this book, this chapter is not to be used by the elders alone – you must be willing to spend some time 
with young people in order to make good use of it. 

These four meetings are not centred on finding the right answers, and it is not presumed that age 
always has wisdom on its side. Instead, they appeal to the life experience of young and old alike to reveal 
our common humanity. If these meetings are to prove effective, then the adults must leave behind any 
sense of superiority, and the young people must abandon any feelings of inadequacy or stubbornness. 

The ideal would be to invite together the elders (and perhaps a few other adults with a particular interest 
in working with young people) and young people who already have some connection with the chapel – 
through attendance, through family links or through the church’s contacts with the local school. If there are 
no such young people at all, a local Youth Club or Young Farmers’ Club could be invited to help you with this 
exercise.

It is suggested that roughly equal amounts of adults (aged 30+) and young people (i.e. teenagers) be 
involved. Keeping the number roughly equal is important. All the elders may be involved, or perhaps some 
may be selected for the work. Remember that teenagers are likely to be embarrassed if their own parents 
are present. 

THE FIRST MEETING: GIFTS

Gathering and starting

Arrange a meeting in a comfortable place – someone’s lounge would be better than the chapel vestry. If 
the young people of the church have a regular venue, then try meeting there. Whatever you do, don’t meet 
in the place where elders’ meetings are usually held, as this will give you an unfair advantage over the 
young people. Do not insist that people mix from the word go – that will happen later – and try to avoid 
questions which might emphasise the gap, e.g. “what is your job?” or “where do you live?”

Sit in a circle or some other pattern which enables everyone to see everyone else (see Chapter 8 for 
an explanation of the importance of this in any meeting). Take up to ten minutes to go around the room 
asking for first names only (or a familiar nickname, if that is the person’s preference) and a sentence 
expressing what is in each person’s mind (hopes or doubts) as they come to the meeting. 
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Workshop

Divide the group in two for the next half hour. Ask all the adults to go to one room, and the young people to 
another. 

In each room, arrange two large sheets of flipchart paper or card or similar, marked out as follows:

In each room, ask the group to take the sheet which relates to their own age–group, and spend about 
ten minutes noting what they see as being good or bad about their age group. Then note the very best and 
very worst features (numbering them 1,2,3, etc).

Then spend the same amount of time discussing the other age group. Finally give each group three 
sheets of A4 paper, and ask them to write down boldly three gifts which each constituency (adults or 
young people) feel they have to offer the other.  

Plenary

Bring the two groups together, and sit in a circle, arranged so that all can see the place where the groups’ 
posters are displayed. 

Take first the two posters about Adults, and together compare what the two groups saw as the good 
and bad points of adults. Note the similarities and the differences between the two lists. The members of 
the groups may say why particular things were mentioned or what they are meant to signify.

After about ten minutes, turn to the two sheets about young people, and do the same with them. Then 
place before the whole group the two lists of gifts which each constituency thinks they have to offer the 
other group. 

Discussion groups

Divide into groups, with about three young people and three adults in each. (In a small church, you will here 
remain as one group, and likewise on other occasions when splitting up into small groups is mentioned). 
Discuss these two questions:

Which items on the charts surprised you and why?1.	

How can we give and receive each other’s gifts in the church? 2.	 (or, if you have with you young people 
from outside the church, within the community?)

After a quarter of an hour, provide each group with a copy of John 6.1-13 (feeding of the five thousand) 
and the question: What does this story say about Jesus and young people? Give the groups 5-6 minutes to 
discuss this.

Good Bad Good Bad

young people adults
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Conclusion

Come together again. Do not ask for people to report back. Instead, allow a moment of silence in which 
people can thank God for each other and for what they have shared, and close the meeting by saying the 
Grace together. 

THE SECOND MEETING: PAINS

Ask the members of the group to remind each other of their first name and after that to say which year 
of their life so far they have most enjoyed and why. The leader would do well not to start or end with him/
herself, so as not to put undue importance on his/her answer. 

Workshop

For this session, you will need a stock of colour supplements, magazines, newspapers, etc. preferably with 
a lot of pictures; one pair of scissors for every two people; a pot of glue for each subgroup and pieces of 
card (around 20 in. sq. per person). 

Assure everyone that this is not an artwork competition, but rather an opportunity to depict something 
about our lives which we can share with each other. 

Divide the participants into subgroups (mixed age) of about 4-6 people. When ready, they each take a 
piece of card and think of five pains they have had in the last twenty years (i.e. during their lifetime in the 
case of the young people, and during adulthood in the case of the adults). These may be physical or social 
or religious or growing pains. Rather than talk about them, they should rummage through the magazines 
and papers to find pictures or, failing that, headlines which represent the particular pains they have 
experienced. Try to encourage pictorial rather than verbal representation. 

The sub-groups can take up to 40 minutes to complete this exercise. It is perfectly in order for 
participants to talk to each other as they make up their collages – so long as they remember that the aim 
is to make a collage rather than to hold a discussion!

Plenary

Bring everyone together after 40 minutes and pin or stick the collages to the wall, putting those from 
similar age groups together. Ask the group to comment on what similarities they see in each age-range. 

Discussion groups

Now divide the group into different subgroups, each participant taking their collage to their new subgroup. 
Encourage discussion of these by asking the following two questions: 

What pain of the young do the adults remember experiencing and how did they cope with it?1.	

What pain of the adults do the young least look forward to, and why?2.	

Allow around twenty minutes for discussion, then distribute to each group a copy of John 5.1-10, 
together with this question: What does this miracle (especially verse 7) say about adults?

Having read the passage and the question, and discussed it for about ten minutes further, an 
opportunity should be given for the members of the subgroup to say whether they know anyone who at 
the moment is in some kind of pain. Note the first names only of these people, and briefly their particular 
disease or distress (see the prayer below for examples). 
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Conclusion

The leader should indicate that the session will close by doing that which Jesus suggested, viz, praying for 
those in pain or distress. A representative of each subgroup can then simply mention the Christian names 
and ailments of the people referred to, ending perhaps with a brief response, e.g.:

We pray for Mary who has cancer of the womb;
we pray for Duncan, who is trying to give up alcohol;
we pray for Mandy who is having a difficult pregnancy.
Lord, in your mercy: Hear our prayer. 

The meeting may be closed by saying the Grace together. 

THE THIRD MEETING: DREAMS

Ask each participant to remind everyone of their Christian name, and to name someone else (alive or dead) 
whom they would like to be if they woke up tomorrow a different person. Encourage everyone to take part 
in this. Encourage people to ask why, etc. 

Then give everyone a piece of A4 paper and a pencil. The paper should be divided, in advance to four 
squares by vertical and horizontal lines. Ask each person to draw a symbol (not an artistic picture!) of four 
of their dreams – without writing any words. The dreams should be daydreams – hopes, ideals, etc. – or 
nightmares about the future, rather than the recalling of last night’s dream! For example, if someone 
dreamt of winning a large sum of money, then either a £ sign or a picture of a money-bag might be their 
symbol. Allow up to 15 minutes for this. 

Ask everyone to put their papers on the floor. Look round the symbols, and try to group people in 
threes or fours according to what they have in common – e.g. place all those who used £ signs together. 
(Because of the second group exercise, ignore for now, dreams relating to war and peace). 

Workshop

In the small subgroups where there is a common symbol/denominator, ask each person to note on the 
back of their sheets, with regard to the dream which shared some characteristic with the others:

If the dream was to be painted, what would be the predominant colour?1.	

If the dream was to be put to music, what tune would you use?2.	

If the dream were to be made into a film, who would be in the lead role?3.	

One by one, let the group members introduce their dream, and give an opportunity for discussion. Note 
the similarities and the differences. Share to what extent each person is prepared to commit him/herself 
to fulfilling their dream (or preventing it, if it is more of a nightmare).

After about twenty five minutes, go round the groups, moving people about if required to ensure that 
there is a mix of ages, and give to each sub-group a copy of the following, which they should first of all 
work on individually:

DREAMS OF WAR AND PEACE

What influences the way you think about war or peace? (List people, information, experiences which 
have had an effect on you)

What do you regard as the differences between the war/peace issue in 1943 and today?

After ten minutes, the groups should discuss for about five minutes their members’ answers to the first 
question. 
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Plenary

Bring the groups together, and the leader should place on the wall a large sheet of paper, divided into two 
columns, one headed 1943 and the other today. Then the individual answers given to the second question 
should be collated. Ask the whole group whether the Christian attitude to warfare should be any different 
today than in 1943.

Conclusion

Ask the group to return to their subgroups, taking with them a copy of Mark 10.17-22 and the question: In 
the context of dreams, ideals and hopes, what does this story say about conviction and commitment?

Invite people to say one thing which they feel they have learned in the course of the meeting, and after a 
moment’s silence the group close by saying the Grace together. 

THE FOURTH MEETING: QUESTIONS

Begin by inviting everyone to share embarrassing questions they have been asked, or could be asked. 

Workshop

Divide into the two age groups, each with a leader, and list the ten questions each group would most like to 
ask the other. Allow twenty minutes or more, and give each participant time to copy down the list. (If this is 
likely to be difficult for some, be prepared to get someone to make copies as the discussion continues). 

Having completed the lists, ask people to get into pairs – one from each group – to ask each other in 
turn the ten questions noted. The answers should be recorded. Then, the participants go back to the same 
age group and the leader in each notes the commonest answers to each question on the sheet. 

Each group then discusses what these answers say about the other group, and prepares a three point 
plan which it would like the other group to adopt in order to improve matters. 

Plenary

When the sheets of questions and answers and the three-point plans are ready, bring everyone together, 
and allow each group to present its conclusions and plan to the other. Then give an opportunity for the 
other group to respond. 

Discussion groups

Divide everyone into small groups of 4-6 people (mixed age). Set two tasks for them:

To reflect with each other how they responded to the questionnaire, the results and the three-point 1.	
plan as it would affect them.

After about ten minutes, give them copies of 2.	 Luke 2.41-52 and the question: What does this say 
about the relationship between young and old in the church?

Conclusion

Bring everyone together and let the subgroups share their reflections on the Biblical passage. If the 
church is ready to take further steps, then ask what lessons can be drawn from the account about the 
relationship between young and old in the congregation, and how it could be improved. If the congregation 
is not willing to respond positively to at least some of the answers, then don’t ask the question.
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Close with a period of open prayer where participants can express concern, gratitude or whatever. 

Having completed four meetings, it is possible that a new era will begin in relationships between 
members of the congregation across the generation gap. The elders’ task will be to ensure that 
communication continues, and that their pastoral care and leadership take into account what has been 
learned, during these sessions. 

RESOURCES FOR THE TASK

Guidance and assistance with all aspects of work with children and young people may be obtained from 
the Connexional  Children and Youth  Service. The Service publishes plenty of material for use in children’s 
clubs and so on .,  (go to www.ebcpcw.org.uk/english/resources/youth-and-children  ) . and can be 
contacted at: 

Coleg y Bala, Ffordd Ffrydan, Bala, Gwynedd LL23 7RY.

Tel: 01678 520565.  E-mail: colegybala@ebcpcw.org.uk

Material and training in Welsh for Sunday Schools and children’s work are provided by the Sunday Schools 
and Religious Education Council for Wales (go to www.ysgolsul.com)

E-mail  aled@ysgolsul.com

Similar material is published in English by:

Christian Education Council,  www.christianeducation.org.uk
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7: The Elder and the Connexion
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: 1 Peter 5.1-4 – a short treasury on being an elder. 

Prayer

Lord Jesus, Chief Shepherd, you have called us to shepherd your flock and to do so in humility, 
remembering your suffering.

Forgive us where we have failed in our task, and give us your grace to continue in your work, and to seek 
the help, support and encouragement of our fellow elders and ministers in the Connexion, that together 
we may demonstrate and enact the love of God, your loving Father and ours. Amen.

INTRODUCTION

The “Hen Gorff” (“Old Body”) is in fact a relatively new body in the religious history of Wales. Only in 1862 
was it constituted as a denomination. (Some of this history is contained in Chapter 2, and in the Appendix 
to this Chapter). Even so, it has developed a tradition over several generations. 

At one time, it was taken for granted that new elders would be reasonably familiar with the main aspects 
of the history and order of the denomination. But it is not so today. Some have come to faith in Christ as 
adults, having not been raised in the chapel. Some have come to us from other denominations. A number 
of our churches are interdenominational or part of ecumenical pastorates with other denominations. 
Struggling with the structure of the denomination, therefore, can be taxing for our elders. 

In this chapter, we shall attempt a brief but accurate outline of that structure, and then give some 
guidelines as to how local elders should relate to the denomination throughout Wales. 

It must be said at the outset that these structures are not primarily a hierarchy of levels of government, 
but rather growing circles of Christian fellowship, promoting our witness, our answerability one to another 
and our care for each other. Regionally and nationally, as locally, Christian authority and leadership is to be 
exercised together. 

As a result, Presbyterians have traditionally been suspicious of setting up regional and national offices 
and officers, preferring to rely on volunteers. But with the ever-growing complexity of our society, and 
the mound of legislation which requires a national response, it has become necessary to do so. This can 
be derided as “bureaucracy”, but the intention in employing people regionally or nationally is the same as 
employing them locally – that is to support the members of the church and its committees  in doing their 
work more effectively, with professional back-up. Even so, as we shall see, much of the responsibility still 
falls upon ordinary unpaid elders. 

THE PRESBYTERY

For most of our members, the local church is the focus of their religious life and loyalty. But in reality, in 
the Presbyterian Church it is the Presbytery which is the “local church”, the individual congregations being 
branches of it. The governing body of the church, therefore, is the Presbytery, consisting of all the elders of 
the area. Unlike the United Reformed Church or the Church of Scotland, where only representatives of each 
local church are sent to the Presbytery or District Council, in the PCW it is expected that all elders who can 
attend Presbytery will do so. This is not an option, but part of the job. 
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These are responsibilities of the Presbytery according to the Handbook of Order and Rules  (p 11 ):

Supervise the work of the churches within its bounds.•	

Prepare and maintain Strategies for Ministry and Mission, including the use of resources•	

Converse with ministers and elders concerning their spiritual experience and their experience in •	
their office.

Supervise the election of elders in the churches.•	

Receive and supervise lay preachers who are not elders.•	

Hear a case and discipline elders, candidates, preachers and lay preachers with complaints •	
proved against them except that any complaint brought against a Minister needing further 
consideration must be referred to the Association.

Consider appeals.•	

Receive and consider messages direct from churches where there is no District/Area Meeting, •	
from District/Area Meetings and refer messages to the Association.

Supervise the work of the Sunday School, young people and children.•	

Supervise the course and the work of Candidates for the Ministry, confer with them at least once •	
a year and recommend Candidates to the Association for ordination.

Supervise calls to Ministers, their induction and their release from pastorates.•	

Supervise the order and maintenance of the Ministry.•	

Encourage uniting churches and seek opportunities to initiate new causes as the population •	
changes/moves.

Take care of all Connexional interests, supervise buildings and all financial requirements •	
concerning them.

Ensure that all the requirements of the Association are met.•	

Confer with and ordain those elected to be elders in the churches of the Presbytery and arrange •	
an Open Session for their ordination.

Keep an up to date register of the Presbytery elders to be published in the Presbytery Yearbook •	
with a copy being sent to the Central Office

Present names of Elders to be trained and licensed to administer the sacraments and provide a •	
list of Licensed Elders for the Life and Witness Board.

Make arrangements for services in which Licensed Elders are commissioned to administer the •	
Sacraments

Furthermore, presbyteries have financial responsibilities regarding the income and expenditure of 
churches, and arrears in respect of Connexional Contributions. ( See The Handbook of Order and Rules , pp. 
11-12)

Some presbyteries continue to hold District Meetings. These group together churches in areas smaller 
than covered by a whole presbytery, and include all the ministers and elders in the churches of that area. 
In some presbyteries, District meetings have ceased altogether, and in others some Districts have no 
ordained ministers to serve them. 
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For District Meetings  The Handbook of Order and Rules states (p. 10) 

The Presbyteries will decide on the function and boundaries of District/Area Meetings within 
their Presbyteries. Some Presbyteries may choose to forego the District/Area Meeting 
altogether whilst others will wish to grant considerable authority to the District/Area 
Meeting according to local need and the geographical size of the Presbytery. The District/
Area Meeting could maintain close links between local churches and encourage ministry and 
mission. In order to avoid a feeling of estrangement the District/Area Meeting could play an 
important role in encouraging prayerful fellowship between churches and in strengthening 
pastoral care for one another. These District/Area Meetings have no authority to take 
decisions, unless the Presbytery decides otherwise, but rather to discuss resolutions and 
items from Connexional courts and to work towards strengthening the relationship between 
the churches within their Presbytery. Even if Districts/Areas were given functions by 
Presbytery, all authority relating to Finance would remain with the Presbytery.

 This shows the breadth of the Presbytery and District’s responsibilities. No elder can reasonably 
complain that the Presbytery or District is “interfering” in local elders’ decisions – they are all members of 
District and Presbytery, with the right to speak and vote. 

THE ASSOCIATION

All the Presbyteries and their constituent churches are members of the Association. This is one body, 
covering the whole of the denomination. In practice, however, the Association meets in three provinces 
– the North and the South, where meetings are in Welsh, and the East, where meetings are in English. 
(Although some English- speaking local churches are associated with the South and North, and some 
bilingual churches with the East.) There is a tendency to refer to “the three Associations” – North, South 
and East – as separate bodies. In this book, we will keep to the technically correct position, which is that 
the one Association meets in three provinces – North, South and East. 

The Association meets in each province twice a year. Every serving minister and elder may attend any 
meeting of the Association in any province. But members of each Presbytery in the appropriate province 
are appointed to carry the main representative function.

The main responsibilities of the Association (Handbook of Order pp 12 – 13 )  within its province is to 
consider    

All the affairs of the churches, and the Presbyteries.•	

Receive Candidates for the Ministry and supervise their course.•	

Consider requests from Presbyteries for Pastorates to call ministers.•	

Ordain Ministers who are presented to it by the Presbyteries and who receive its approval.•	

Hear cases and, if appropriate, suspend or dismiss Ministers with complaints proved against •	
them.

Receive and consider appeals.•	

Receive and consider messages from the Presbyteries.•	

Receive and consider messages from and for the General Assembly.•	

Have charge of its funds.•	

Supervise doctrine, mission and discipline.•	
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Ensure that Connexional policies are implemented•	

Determine the Association element of the Connexional Contribution.•	

Prepare and implement a Ministry and Mission Strategy in conjunction with the Presbyteries and •	
the Life and Witness Board

Consider applications to sell property and other financial applications according to the Rules.•	

The travelling and subsistence expenses of the officers and members of the Association •	
Committee, and of members of committees appointed by the Association, shall be defrayed as 
required and in accordance with the rates which it determines.

In practice, committees are set up to carry through much of this work. In one session, the elders and 
ministers meet separately, and there is special value for the elders in this “Elders Meeting”, which provides 
the opportunity to share experiences with elders from a wider circle.  

The Association has the last word on many matters, and on all matters not considered by the General 
Assembly.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY 

 Constitutionally, the General Assembly is a joint meeting of the Association in all three provinces – the 
AGM of the Association, so to speak. Because of this, Assembly may act on important matters only once 
the views of the Association in each of the three provinces have been heard and taken into account. Once 
again, all ministers and elders may attend and take part in the annual Assembly, but representation is 
ensured by each Presbytery nominating representatives. 

In practice, much of the national work of the Connexion is carried out by the Assembly Boards and their 
Departments. This is the current structure (as of the 2008  General Assembly):

General Assembly Board which arranges the meetings of Assembly, considers matters from the 
provincial meetings of the Association for presentation to the Assembly, and co-ordinates the work of the 
Boards (General Assembly Department).  Seven Departments or Panels belong to this board;

Church and Society Department•	

Pensions Department•	

Communications Panel•	

Ecumenical Panel•	

Worship and Doctrine Panel•	

Historical Society Panel•	

Davies Lecture Board Panel•	

Nominations Panel•	

Central Office Monitoring Panel•	

The Life and Witness Board which arranges, encourages and develops the ministry and mission of 
the Connexion in Wales and throughout the world. It is responsible for the work of six departments –, 
the The Children and Youth Service Department, the Candidates and Training Department, the Women’s 
Department , the Ministeries Department, The Spirituality Department and the World-wide Church 
Department.

Resources and Properties Board which co-ordinates the work of the Applications Department, the 
Policy and Performance Department, the Coleg Trefeca Department and the Coleg y Bala department. 

The Boards meet twice a year, and the Departments between those meetings. The names and 
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addresses of the secretaries of each Board and Department are in the current Year Book. The elders 
of any church may turn to these officers for informal advice and help about specific matters – but it is 
recommended that this be done as an elders’ meeting rather than by an individual elder. If you are not sure 
which is the relevant Board or Department, the Clerk of Presbytery will be able to advise. 

Formal messages should be sent to any Board through Presbytery and Association – provided that 
these bodies agree with their content. However, that procedure is best reserved for requests for changes 
in policy or formal proposals for new projects. Day to day queries are better addressed directly to the 
Board or Department responsible.

THE CHURCH BEYOND THE CONNEXION

The Connexion is only a small part of the Body of Christ in Wales, and the churches in Wales are only a 
small part of the Body of Christ throughout the World. The Connexion’s place in the world-wide Church 
is expressed in many ways, including numerous informal links. But the Connexion is also in formal 
membership of a number of ecumenical bodies. 

The main bodies of which we are currently part include:

CYTÛN: Churches Together in Wales – a body which includes the principal Nonconformist 
denominations in Wales, some of the British denominations represented in Wales, the (Anglican) 
Church in Wales and the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches in Wales. Its aim is to foster effective 
co-operation and dialogue between these denominations in Wales. 

The Council of Churches for Britain and Ireland is the British body corresponding to CYTÛN. It includes 
a wide rang of denominations from the four nations (including the Republic of Ireland), including new 
churches as well as the traditional denominations.

The Conference  of European Churches, which includes the same range of churches (apart from the 
Roman Catholic Church) throughout Europe. 

The World Council of Churches, which extends the Christian family throughout the world. The World 
Council has been responsible for promoting discussion on topics such as Baptism, Eucharist and 
Ministry.

The Free Church Council for Wales, which co-ordinates the work of the Nonconformist Christian family 
in Wales – viz. the Welsh Independents, the Baptists, the (Wesleyan) Methodists and the Presbyterians, 
and some of the corresponding British denominations in Wales.

The Free Churches’ Council, which represents these churches throughout England and Wales, and also 
a number of the newer Free Churches (including some of the new and Pentecostal denominations). 
It is this body which co-ordinates Free Church representation with regard to health care chaplaincy, 
education and so on.

ENFYS, the Welsh Covenant between the Church in Wales, the Presbyterian Church of Wales, the 
(Wesleyan) Methodist Church in Wales, the United Reformed Church in Wales and some congregations 
of the Baptist Union of Great Britain. The aim of ENFYS is to achieve visible unity between these 
denominations, and to that end it promotes interdenominational conversations, local ecumenical 
projects and liturgical agreement. 

The Council for World Mission (CWM) – a world-wide family of Congregational and Presbyterian 
churches, most of them deriving from the missions of English and Welsh Congregationalists and 
Presbyterians, but also including similar denominations with different histories. Understanding is 
fostered through the sharing of resources, and especially by exchanging people between churches. 
Annual Prayer Handbooks are produced in English and Welsh, which are shared with the Union of Welsh 
Independents, the Congregational Federation and the United Reformed Church.
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The World Alliance of Reformed Churches, which brings together the world-wide Presbyterian 
family, and the European family in its European Council. Some Congregational denominations, and a 
number of United churches, also belong to this body. They include all the British CWM denominations, 
together with the Church of Scotland and the Presbyterian Church of Ireland. There are also a number of 
ecumenical bodies that carry out particular functions for the churches. These include:

Christian Aid, the British churches’ agency which works in partnership with the poor of the world. 

The Council for Sunday Schools and Religious Education in Wales, which arranges the Welsh 
language Sunday school syllabus and related activities. 

Discuss:

Get hold of a copy of the Proceedings of the latest General Assembly. Ask someone to list the resolutions 
presented, and try to place them in order of importance for your church. Which matters should you now 
pursue further?

APPENDIX: HISTORY OF THE CONNEXION

1731-1761	
Circulating Schools of Griffith Jones, Llanddowror. 
Though he did not align himself with the Methodists 
he is regarded as the morning star of the 
movement.

1735	
Commencement of the Methodist Revival through 
the conversion of Howell Harris, Trefeca, under the 
preaching of Pryce Davies, Vicar of Talgarth, and the 
conversion of Daniel Rowland, curate of Llangeitho, 
under the preaching of Griffith Jones. 

1737	
Harris and Rowland met at Defynnog, Breconshire, 
and agree to promote what came to be known as 
the Methodist Revival in Wales.

The conversion of Howell Davies, schoolmaster 
at Talgarth, under the preaching of Howell Harris. He 
took Holy Orders and went to Pembrokeshire in 1741 
where he became prominent with the Methodists. 

William Williams, who became the hymn-writer 
of the Revival, converted under the preaching of 
Howell Harris while still a student at Llwyn-llwyd 
Academy. He was ordained deacon in 1740 but got 
no further in Holy Orders. 

Following these conversions, the leaders of 
the movement travelled the length and breadth 
of the land preaching the Gospel, often suffering 
persecution and sometimes just escaping with 
their lives. They gathered the converted together 
into “Societies” and made arrangements for their 
succour by the appointment of leaders whom 
they called “exhorters”. “Superintendents” were 
appointed over groups of societies (See Chapter 1).

1738	
The conversion of John Wesley, which began 
the Methodist Revival in England. The term 
“Methodists” was derived from England, being 
applied in the first instance in derision to the 
Methodist members of the “Holy Club” at Oxford.

1742	
The first meeting of the Association at Dugoedydd, 
Cil-y-Cwm, near Llandovery.

1743	
An Association meeting at Watford, and in Groes-
wen Chapel, near Caerffili. Present were: George 
Whitefield (Moderator), Howel Harris, Daniel 
Rowland, Howel Davies, William Williams, John 
Powell, Joseph Humphreys and John Cennick. 
This was a united Association of the Calvinistic 
Methodists of England and Wales. For some years 
the leaders of the movement in the two countries 
were in touch with each other – hence the presence 
of Whitefield at Watford. 

Peter Williams converted under the preaching of 
George Whitefield. He was ordained deacon by The 
Church of England in 1745, but was never ordained 
priest. He cast his lot with the Methodists in 1747.

1750	
Dissension arose between Harris on the one hand 
and Rowland and the other leaders on the other 
hand, in matters of doctrine and with regard to 
Harris’s personal behaviour. Consequently there 
was a split amongst the Methodists between 
“Harris’s people” and “Rowland’s people”. This 
retarded the movement.
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1752	
Harris withdrew to Trefeca and established his 
“Family” there. His idea was to keep his people 
together by establishing a religio-industrial 
community after the pattern of some Moravian 
institutions on the continent and in accordance with 
Acts chapters 2 & 4. Substantial buildings, parts of 
which still remain, were erected for the purpose. 
The numbers of those who responded to Harris’s 
invitation varied from time to time, but it is recorded 
that at the beginning of 1756 there were about 100, 
besides ten families in farms in the neighbourhood. 
Three  services were held daily and four on Sundays. 
Life was rigidly controlled; young people had to 
obtain consent to marry. Harris intended the Family 
to foster industry as well as religion, particularly 
agriculture. So as to make the family self-
supporting about sixty trades were plied at Trefeca 
- there were weavers, spinners, carpenters, stone-
masons, shoe-makers, book-binders and printers. 
It was a remarkable venture, but the Family had its 
trials and problems. 

1760-3 Harris serving in the Breconshire Militia 
and absent from his Family. During this time eighty 
members were lost in a smallpox epidemic.

1762	
A mighty revival at Llangeitho, which gave the 
Methodist movement a new lease of life. People 
from all over Wales flocked to Llangeitho, on foot 
and on horseback, to hear the preaching of Daniel 
Rowland, especially on Communion Sundays. The 
hymns of William Williams contributed greatly to 
this new spiritual awakening.

1763	
Daniel Rowland loses his curacy at Llangeitho, and 
builds his “New Chapel” in the village, where he 
continued to minister until his death in 1790. 

Harris returns home, Harris and Rowland 
reconciled, restoring unity in the Methodist ranks.

1768	
The Countess of Huntingdon opens a college at 
“Trefeca Isaf” for the purpose of training evangelical 
preachers. George Whitefield preached the opening 
sermon. The college moved to Cheshunt in 1791 and 
later to Cambridge.

1770	
Peter Williams publishes his annotated Bible. The 
“Peter Williams’ Bible” was well received and there 
were many editions before the end of the century. 

However in some of his notes Peter Williams 
inclined towards the Sabellian heresy which tended 
to undermine the doctrine of the Trinity. See 1791.

Death of Howell Davies .

1773	
Death of Harris at the age of 59. From this time the 
life of the Trefeca Family began to decline. Harris’s 
old assistants carried on but they lacked his energy 
and influence. 

1784	
Thomas Charles joins the Methodists. Ordained a 
deacon in the Church of England in 1778, he served 
in several curacies in England and Wales. He lost 
his position in Llanymawddwy in 1784. He married 
Sally Jones, Bala, in 1783, and her reluctance to leave 
Bala, and his rejection by the Church in the diocese 
of St Asaph proved decisive in Charles’ life. Under 
his influence Bala became the centre of Methodism 
in Gwynedd.

1790	
The Association in the North begins to meet as 
such. The Association had met in the North before 
this, but it was the one Association. From 1790 
onwards the Association met in the North as well 
as in the South, with a delineation of the territory of 
the one and the other for the sake of convenience. 
In conception, it was still the one Association. 
Probably the coming of Thomas Charles to Bala had 
something to do with this development. 

Death of Daniel Rowland.

1791	
Peter Williams disciplined in the Llandeilo 
Association (see 1770). He spent the rest of his life, 
until his death in 1796, outside the Connexion. 

With the death of William Williams, the last of 
the first four leaders disappeared from the scene. 
However, another leader had appeared – Thomas 
Charles – and with him must be associated his 
collaborator, Thomas Jones, Denbigh. Thomas 
Jones was preacher, scholar, theologian, church 
statesman and writer. It was his printing press that 
was bought by Thomas Gee in 1813. In the South the 
influence of clergy such as David Jones, Llan-gan, 
and others was very strong. 

1798	
Having experimented with Circulating Schools 
on the pattern of those of Griffith Jones, Thomas 
Charles began to interest himself in the Sunday 
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School movement:  he was superintendent of the 
North Wales Sunday School Society from 1798 until 
his death in 1814. He wrote a Short Catechism, The 
Christian Instructor, and a Dictionary of the Bible, 
for the Sunday Schools. He was ably assisted by 
Owen Jones, Gelli, in the North and by Ebenezer 
Richard, Tregaron, in the South. Later, Thomas 
Charles was concerned with the establishment of 
the Bible Society, which supplied Wales with Bibles 
and Testaments. 

1808	
The commencement of missionary work among the 
people of the English Borderland in Denbighshire 
and Montgomeryshire.

1811	
The first ordination of Ministers, in Bala in the North 
and in Llandeilo Fawr in the South, under the guiding 
hand of Thomas Charles. Thirteen were ordained in 
the South and eight in the North (including Thomas 
Jones, Denbigh), all mature men who had been 
preaching with success for many years. This marked 
the final rupture with the Church of England. 

1813	
The establishment of the Home Mission Society 
– Denbigh section, Thomas Charles and John 
Elias being present at the meeting in Wrexham. 
Its purpose was to evangelise in the borderland 
between England and Wales. The Montgomeryshire 
section was established in 1815, and the two 
sections were combined at the Llanrwst Association 
in 1834. 

1814	
Death of Thomas Charles.

1823	
A Confession of Faith for the Connexion compiled 
and published, based on the 39 Articles of 
the Church of England and the Confession of 
Westminster. This was adopted by the Connexion at 
Aberystwyth. 

1826	
The incorporation of the Connexion by legal deed, 
ensuring the possession and control of all chapels, 
and made effective by a Declaration of Trust, which 
was registered in 1828. 

A “Society to evangelise central Wales” was 
established in the South. This meant Radnorshire. 
The rift in the Methodist ranks and Harris’ 

withdrawal to Trefeca had left their mark on this 
county. Monmouthshire and Pembrokeshire were 
also mentioned as counties where Methodism had 
lost ground. The new society was Home Mission in 
the South.

1837	
Lewis Edwards and David Charles opened a school 
at Bala, which was taken over in 1839 as a training 
College for ministers.

The Breconshire monthly meeting took 
possesion of Trefeca when the last members of the 
Family presented it to the Presbytery.

1838	  
The entire Trefeca property was transferred to the 
Connexion in the Breconshire Presbytery meeting 
at Crai, and this was confirmed  in the Association 
in the South in August 1839  In1842 a Theological 
College was established at Trefeca under David 
Charles. 

1840	
The establishment at Liverpool of the Overseas 
Missionary Society for work on the Khasia and 
Jantia Hills in Assam, India. The first missionary 
arrived on the field in 1841, but stayed only for a 
short time.

1843	
William Lewis arrived on the mission field, and 
remained until 1860 when his health broke down.

1845	
The first move made at the Llanelli Association 
towards the formation of pastorates. A resolution 
was passed in favour of placing all the churches 
under pastoral care. The movement had its 
supporters and opponents, but slowly and surely 
it won the day by the second half of the century. 
The chief supporters were Edward Matthews in the 
South and Edward Morgan in the North.

The first issue of Y Traethodydd, a quarterly 
magazine, edited by Roger Edwards, Mold and 
Thomas Charles. It is still being published every 
quarter. 

1859	
The ’59 Revival, probably the most lasting in its 
effects of all the revivals that occurred in Wales in 
the last 150 years. It lasted until 1862. 
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1864	
The first meeting of the General Assembly at 
Swansea, the Revd Henry Rees, Moderator. It was 
not at the outset a Church Court, but rather a grand 
committee of the whole Connexion met together 
to discuss matters referred to it by courtesy of 
the Associations in the South and North. In due 
course, it was given Association status by the 
Church enacting that every Minister and Elder were 
members of it.

1867	
The present college building at Bala opened. Edward 
Morgan, Dyffryn, collected £24,203 to carry on the 
work there together with £5,000 towards the cost 
of the building.

1870	
The first move in the North to establish “English 
Causes”.

1878	
The North decides to institute an Auxiliary Fund to 
provide grants in aid of the Ministry.

1889	
The first united English Conference, held at 
Aberystwyth, and subsequently at Liverpool in 1892. 
From 1894 it was held annually up to the war years 
1914-18. It was resumed in 1919. 

1891		
The Bookroom established in Caernarfon.

Dr T.C Edwards follows his father as Principal of 
Bala.

1891-2	
The commencement of the Forward Movement. 
The first Superintendant, 1891-1907, was Dr John 
Pugh. Many halls were built in South Wales and new 
churches established. 

1900	
The Centenary Collection, when £100,000 was 
collected by the Connexion.

1904-5	
The Evan Roberts’ Revival, which effected a renewal 
in churches throughout Wales. It spread over the 
border and its influence still remains especially 
among the “Pentecostal” churches which spread 
through the world during the 20th century. 

1906	
The Theological College at Trefeca moved to 
Aberystwyth. A Preparatory School for candidates 
for the ministry established at Trefeca. 

1919	
The printing press established at Caernarfon.

1919-20	
The first Reconstruction Commission after World 
War 1. One result of it was the amalgamation of the 
Home Mission and the Auxiliary Funds to form a 
Central Fund for the Maintenance of the Ministry. 

1922	
The Theological College at Bala united with the 
South Wales College at Aberystwyth. Bala becomes 
a college for a one year course in practical training 
for the Ministry.

1926	
Formation of the Presbyterian Church of North-
East India by the churches established by the Welsh 
mission.

1927	
Publication of the Church Hymnary Revised Edition 
jointly with the Presbyterian Churches in Scotland, 
Ireland, England, Australia, New Zealand and South 
Africa. 

1929	
Publication of the new Welsh Hymn Book, compiled 
jointly with the (Wesleyan) Methodist Church.

1932	
Adoption of the Short Declaration of Faith and 
Practice.

1933	
Parliament approves a law to change the 
Constitution of the Connexion, namely the 
Declaratory Articles (1826), releasing the property 
of the Connexion from unconditional allegiance 
to the 1823 Confession of Faith, and establishing 
and incorporating a Properties Board to hold and 
control all Connexional property. The Connexion’s 
name was officially changed to “The Presbyterian 
Church of Wales or the Calvinistic Methodist Church 
of Wales”. 

1936	
The Council of the English Churches meets for the 
first time in Cardiff.
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1937	
The Conference and the Council of the English 
Churches united, with one set of officers for both 
and one executive.

1942-6	
The second Reorganising Commission.

1947	
The inauguration of the Association in the East in 
Cardiff. This gives the English churches their own 
Court, and the Association henceforth meets in 
three provinces, the South, the North and the East. 

1948	
As a result of the Reorganising Commission, the 
Sustentation Fund was established.

The first ordination (as opposed to “setting 
apart”) of elders.

1953	
The practical course for ministerial candidates at 
Bala is discontinued, such training to be given in 
future at Aberystwyth. Bala becomes a preparatory 
college.

1955	
The establishment of the Ministers’ Pension Fund.

1956	
Foundation of the Council of Churches for Wales, 
the Presbyterian Church of Wales being a founder 
member.

Formation of the “Four Denominations” 
Committee to consider forming one united free 
church in Wales.

1958	
The establishment of the new and complete 
Sustentation Fund to ensure for each Minister a 
minimum stipend, together with a free Manse. 

Publication of a Welsh language Book of 
Services.

1961	
Formation of a working party, under the auspices of 
the Council of Churches for Wales, to produce a new 
translation of the Bible into Welsh. New Testament 
published 1975, Psalms 1979, complete Bible 1988. 
A revised edition containing inclusive language 
appeared in 2004

1964	
The celebration of the centenary of the General 
Assembly.

The preparatory college at Trefeca and Bala 
closed, in the face of the growth in publicly funded 
further education.

The report of the Four Denominations’ 
Committee, Towards Union, fails to achieve 
sufficient support amongst the denominations 
concerned. 

1966	
The establishment of the Mission Board, to 
comprise what had hitherto been performed by 
the Foreign Mission and the Forward Movement 
Committees, with officers, staff and a central office 
in Cardiff. 

Coleg Trefeca founded as a lay training centre 
and Coleg y Bala as a youth centre for the 
Connexion.

1968	
Publication  in English of The Presbyterian Service 
Book, jointly with the Presbyterian Churches of 
England and Ireland.

1969	
The last missionary from Wales leaves the 
Presbyterian Church of North-East India.

1973	
Publication of The Church Hymnary Third Edition 
jointly with the Presbyterian Churches in Scotland 
and Ireland, and the United Reformed Church 
(formed by the union of the Presbyterian Church of 
England and Wales in 1972).

1974	
The Connexion covenants with the Church in Wales, 
the Methodist Church and the United Reformed 
Church in Wales to work together for church union 
in Wales.

1978	
The Connexion and the Presbyterian Church 
of North-East India join the Council for World 
Mission (CWM), founded in 1977 as a partnership of 
Congregational and Presbyterian churches.

1985	
Publication of a Supplement to the Welsh Hymn 
Book.
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1987	
The Connexion represented at the Swanwick Inter-
church Conference, which agrees to take further 
steps towards co-operation between the principal 
Christian denominations in the British Isles, with the 
Roman Catholic Church a full member for the first 
time.

1990	
In the wake of the Swanwick Conference, the 
Connexion joins CYTÛN and the Council of Churches 
for Britain and Ireland.

1991	
The boards and committees of the General 
Assembly are re-organised as six Boards and a 
number of Departments, each associated with one 
Board.

Publication of a new bilingual Book of Services.

1993	
At the request of the Communications Board of the 
Connexion, a committee formed by the Connexion, 
the Union of Welsh Independents, the Baptist Union 
of Wales, the Methodist Church in Wales and the 
Church in Wales to publish a new Welsh language 
hymnbook. It is intended to publish it in the year 
2000.

1995	
At the request of the Free Church Council for Wales, 
a committee is formed to consider forming a united 
Free Church for Wales, by the Connexion, the Union 
of Welsh Independents, the Baptist Union of Wales, 
the Methodist Church in Wales and the United 
Reformed Church in Wales. 

The Ecumenical Validating Board  was 
established in order to provide accreditation for 
ministerial training courses with The Church in 
Wales, The Presbyterian Church of Wales, The 
Welsh Independents, the Baptists, The Methodist 
(Wesleyan) Church and the Uniting  Reformed 
Church being members.

2001	
A new Welsh inter-denominational hymnbook is 
published – Caneuon Ffydd

2002	
The United Theological College at Aberystwyth is 
closed and the Candidates and Training Department 
established as a separate charity under the wing of 
the Connexion.

2008	
The administrative structure of the church is revised 
reducing the number of presbyteries.

2010	
A revised edition of the bilingual Book of Services is 
published

2012	
The Gathering of the Covenanted Churches in Wales 
meeting at Aberystwyth on 13 October  extended 
an invitation to the five denominations, The 
Covenanted Baptist churches of the Baptist Union 
of Great Britain , The Church in Wales, The Methodist 
Church , The Presbyterian Church of Wales , The 
United Reformed Church, to regard themselves as a 
uniting church in Wales, and offered proposals as to 
how this could be achieved.
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8: The Elders Meet Together
OPENING WORSHIP

Reading: 1 Corinthians 11.17-34

Prayer:

Lord Jesus, in your grace you have called us – yes, us! – to be your Body on earth. Yet so often we devalue 
the privilege you have given us by behaving like a company Board meeting or even like an unholy rabble. 
Forgive us when we fall short of what you expect of us. Help us now to consider how we may improve the 
quality of our meetings together, that they may be open to your guidance, filled with your Spirit and inspire 
us to action in your Name. Amen.

INTRODUCTION

The elders of the local church meet together regularly – at least each Sunday. What is done in this chapter 
is to outline some guidelines and suggestions for making the best use of the formal meetings of the local 
eldership, to ensure that the guidance of God is at their heart, and that they can fulfil their work. 

There should be no need to say that the agenda and nature of each meeting should be arranged with 
the minister where there is one. But in those churches which are without a minister, then the elders 
themselves must ensure appropriate arrangements and a comprehensive agenda. It is hoped that this 
chapter will be of particular help in such situations. 

THE PURPOSE OF MEETING

In a provocative book published in Australia, Your Church Can Come Alive, Rowland Croucher says this:

Many pastors and leaders think that if you want to involve someone in the life of the church, invite 
him or her to join a committee and they’ll feel wanted, active, part of the group. That’s a fallacy. For 
one thing, many amateurs run church committees and run them very poorly, creating frustration in 
those who give high priority to spending time fruitfully. Further, the best happenings in life involve 
openness, warmth, trust and spontaneity – most of which may be missing when a group meets as 
functionaries rather than as brothers and sisters.

(Rowland Croucher, Your Church Can Come Alive, Uniting Church Press, Melbourne, pp 40-41)

Does this ring a bell about your church and presbytery? Croucher says that we should be clear what is 
the purpose of any committee before it meets, and what is the purpose of any meeting before convening 
it. A committee can be destroyed by one obstructive person, a “permission-withholder”. 

How should we deal with “permission-withholders”? Although it is difficult, the first piece of advice 
must be not to sweep the matter under the carpet, pretending that there isn’t a problem. That will only 
exacerbate the situation. 

Secondly, the “permission-withholder” must not be allowed always to win the day. That will only stoke 
up the fires for the next time, and the time after that, with the “permission-withholder” becoming more 
powerful and more power-hungry each time. “Getting my own way” may become as addictive as drugs or 
alcohol – and just as harmful also. 
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Much depends on the chairperson of the meeting. He or she should be assured of everyone’s support 
in insisting that all present keep to the rules of civilised discussion. Threats should never be allowed in a 
Christian meeting (“If we don’t do what I want, then I’ll resign”). If unreasonable behaviour is resisted once, 
that will substantially reduce the chances of its happening again. If resisted the second time, a period of 
peace will follow. When such behaviour is resisted the third time, then the problem is solved. 

Finally, do not be afraid of resignation, if it should come to that. If the whole situation is placed in 
the hands of God, He will supply the successor in the post. We meet in the power of His Spirit, and not 
according to our own resources only. 

Discuss:

“No one should be a committee member, except as an occasional advisor, who does not already belong to 
a Bible study/prayer group”. (Croucher, p.41). Do you agree?

ARRANGING THE ROOM

Here is an unexpected heading! But it can make a great difference to a meeting how the furniture is 
arranged in the room. The traditional arrangement for our meetings is something like this;

Discuss:

What are the results of arranging the room like this?

The following comments are suggested in answer to this question:

The layout suggests that the three officers at the front bear the main responsibility for the work 1.	
and for the meeting – there is a physical space between them and the rest (because of the table). 
Those in the front can strike the table to halt discussion or “strengthen” their argument if they wish; 
they can look for evidence in their papers more easily than the rest.

If the discussion becomes an argument, then an argument between the officers and the rest is 2.	
most likely, as they face each other across the table.

A number of the elders will address the backs of the other people’s heads (but the officers can see 3.	
everyone’s faces).

Misunderstandings may result from a failure to hear at the back, or a failure to read the body 4.	
language of those speaking or those listening.
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So how about re-arranging the room as follows: 

				  

Discuss:

What is the message of this reorganisation?

Everyone has the opportunity to hear and see everyone else.1.	

The officers do not have advantages over the rest in the discussion.2.	

Genuine meeting may occur – i.e. everyone in the room may meet everyone else, during the 3.	
discussion and throughout your time together.

The experience of churches which have re-ordered things on these lines is that elders’ meetings which 
were difficult and bad-tempered at times have become team meetings, with co-operation and concerted 
seeking after truth replacing “winning the argument”. Is it not amazing how the whole atmosphere of a 
meeting can be altered by re-arranging the furniture?! 

THE AGENDA OF THE MEETING

The aim of this section is to list the various aspects of the work of the church which should appear from 
time to time on the agenda of the elders’ meeting. Not every item will have a place at every meeting, and 
there is no point presenting a report for the sake of it. On the other hand, if the same items are lost each 
time, then there could be something amiss about the elders’ priorities. It is suggested, therefore, that 
those responsible for drawing up the agenda should look at this section from time to time. 

In devising an agenda for a particular meeting, the following points should be borne in mind:

The elders should know in advance what is to be discussed. Except in a real emergency, they should 1.	
not be expected to make important decisions without having an opportunity to think and pray 
about it in advance. 

There should be a balance between major and minor matters, between day-to-day matters and 2.	
matters of principle. 

It should be arranged for important matters to be introduced orally or in writing before they are 3.	
discussed. 

Minister
SecretaryTreasurer

Elders
No empty seats!

Small table to 
keep notes
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Everyone should have the opportunity to raise matters that concern them, perhaps in order that 4.	
they might be fully discussed next time. 

There should be time for relatively relaxed discussion as well as getting through urgent business.5.	

There should be an understanding as to when the meeting will close.6.	

Everyone should have the opportunity and the freedom to join the discussion. 7.	

Perhaps a small group of elders could help with drawing up the agenda, rather than leaving it to the 
minister or secretary each time. 

In turning to the specific content of the agenda, firstly every meeting should include a time for praise 
and prayer. If a major decision is required, then a pause for prayer should be allowed before proceeding. 
If there has been a difficult or unpleasant discussion, then time should be taken to pray to God, asking 
forgiveness if necessary, before continuing with the agenda. The first step to take if an elder reaches 
breaking point and leaves a meeting is to pray for him or her and for the family to which they will return.

There should be careful consideration of how to deal with the minutes of the last meeting. Is it possible 
to type and send them out on e-mail in advance? This gives a chance to people to think about what was 
done last time, and time is saved in the meeting itself. The meeting should certainly not get into the habit 
of adopting the minutes without hearing or seeing them – this can lead to serious problems in the future. 

Thirdly, the elders have specific responsibilities with regard to receiving members, recognising 
preachers and so on. In the current Handbook of Order and Rules this information is scattered through the 
book, and it may be useful therefore to list these responsibilities here:

Keeping and reviewing the 1.	 roll of members, and exercising discipline when required (Detailed and 
wise advise on discipline is given in the Handbook ook of Order pp 5-6 . See also the section on 
“Absent members” in Chapter 4 of this book).

	2.	 When there is no minister at the church, the elders are also responsible for:

Arranging for one of the elders to converse with candidates for membership;a.	

Arranging a special class to prepare the children of the church when it is felt that they are b.	
sufficiently mature, and others who wish to become members, in order that they might be 
received;

Arranging to present appropriate books to young people received into membership.c.	

Considering applications by members to become 3.	 lay preachers, and arranging with the Presbytery 
a meeting of the church to decide whether their application is to be accepted (Handbook of Order 
pp 44 ).

Seeking out members with an 4.	 aptitude for the ministry, giving them the chance to exercise their 
gifts, and arranging with Presbytery a meeting of the church to decide whether they should be 
recommended as candidates ( Handbook of Order pp 46 ).

Informing the Presbytery if it be the wish of the church to hold an 5.	 election for elders within seven 
years of the previous election, and arranging elections with the Presbytery ( Handbook of Order pp 
7).

It would be good for the elders to consider these four matters at least annually, so that the gifts and 
needs of the members are not overlooked. 



Training Course and Handbook The Elders and their Work 65     

The elders have specific duties when a minister departs or a new minister is to be called:

Informing the Presbytery when it is the wish of the church to 1.	 call a minister. If the request is 
confirmed by the church(es), then a Pastorate Committee is elected to pursue the matter with the 
Presbytery (see the  Handbook of Order p 34 ). 

Accepting the 2.	 resignation of a minister, and informing the Presbytery  Handbook of Order p.35).

But this is not the end of the list of elders’ duties. They have responsibility for the whole range of church 
work locally, and the following headings are suggested as ones which should appear regularly on the 
agenda:

The 1.	 mission and public witness of the church. See Chapter 3.

The 2.	 worship of the church, including its order, contents and appropriateness for the congregation. 
This is primarily a matter for the minister where there is one, but where there is not then it should 
be a high priority on the agenda. The Supply Secretary should certainly not be expected to bear all 
the responsibility. Advice may be obtained from The Candidates and Training Department if the 
elders wish to discuss improving the worship or reforming the order or style of services, e.g by 
introducing family services or mission services. 

Children’s and youth work3.	 , including the Sunday School. Valuable assistance in this work may 
be obtained from the staff of The Children and Youth Service and  Coleg y Bala (See Chapter 6). 
Use them. Note that it is the elders’ duty to arrange special contact and care for children who 
are baptised, especially if their parents are not members. The elders should also be prepared to 
consider requests that children might receive communion, and arrange preparation for them to do 
so. 

Pastoral care4.	  of members, adherents and others who come in contact with the church (see 
Chapters 4-6). The Handbook of Order and Rules places special responsibilities on the elders and 
the minister in the case of those suffering from marital difficulties, or who wish to remarry after 
divorce (Handbook of Order pp74 – 75 ). These are common sense “rules”, but it is good to be 
reminded that neither marriage nor divorce are to be arranged lightly.

Educational work5.	  for adults – Bible studies, foundation courses, and so on. Help with this work 
may be obtained from the Presbytery and The Candidates and Training Department. 

Overseeing the arrangements of the 6.	 Fellowship Meeting, Prayer Meeting, Sisterhood, etc Where 
there are no such meetings, then setting them up as a church, pastorate or ecumenically should be 
considered.

The 7.	 buildings. There is a financial (see below) and a mission responsibility here (see Chapter 3 for 
the mission aspect). The elders are the Managing Trustees of the local church’s property, although 
the Connexional Resources and Properties Board is the Custodian Trustee. In practice, these 
responsibilities are shared with the Presbytery, whose officers should be consulted before any 
major or costly work is undertaken, to ensure that this fits with the Presbytery strategy. Presbytery 
must give express permission for any work which will cost more than £5,000 in total. Guidance on 
selling, leasing, mortgaging or exchanging property is contained in the Handbook of Order pp53-54 
. But note here that any tenancy agreement entered into must be drawn up by a qualified solicitor, 
and be approved by Presbytery.  See the information on the Connexional website ( go to www.
ebcpcw.org.uk/English/resources/property/ ) regarding; 

Tenancy pac•	 k

Shorthold assured tenancy agreeme•	 nt

From time to time, this item on the agenda will extend beyond such legalities and practicalities 
to a more in-depth consideration of the buildings and their future. Chapter 3 includes guidance 
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on some of the questions that might need to be asked. However, it may be that the Presbytery 
strategy – or the congregation’s own wishes – will lead the Elders to consider whether to retain the 
building(s) at all, or whether instead to join another church, or share a building with another church. 
All elders’ meetings would do well to consider the questions posed by T.J Edwards in Y Goleuad 
dated 13 Match 1998:

	“Is it for the sake of tradition alone that we maintain buildings in which nine out of every ten pews 
are vacant? Would we prefer to see every congregation die on its feet rather than unite in one 
purpose-built place of worship? Is it moral for us to place an unnecessary financial burden on the 
shoulders of the falling numbers who will come after us, or should we unite, and leave a much 
stronger witness to the Church of Jesus Christ in one strong congregation?” 

	(Equally, it is right the elders should ask whether it is inevitable that numbers should fall, as is Mr 
Edwards suggestion)

Financial matters – 8.	 see below.

Co-operation with other local churches, 9.	 something increasingly necessary in this secular age.

Communicating locally 10.	 about the work of the Connexion, Christian Aid, CWM, etc. The complaint 
is frequently heard that the ordinary church members do not get to hear about all the work carried 
out in the name of the Church of Jesus Christ. Information about these things is sent regularly 
to each church – usually to the secretary. It should be ensured that this information is shared 
throughout the church in an attractive and imaginative way.

Remember, as has been said several times in this book, that no one elder is expected to be expert in all 
these fields. They are all joint responsibilities, and in a number of cases the responsibility is shared further 
– with the whole membership, or with the whole Presbytery. These are great responsibilities, it is true, but 
they should not frighten those who are prepared to share in the work. 

FINANCIAL MATTERS

Here is an area which does frighten people - especially those who don’t like figures. It is too easy to leave 
not only the arithmetic, but also the responsibility, to the Treasurer. But that is not fair. Each member has a 
financial responsibility to respond to the great gift of God in Christ. 

The Handbook of Order and Rules (pp 59-62 ) contains important guidance for churches about their 
financial affairs. It is the responsibility of the elders, under the heading “Financial matters” on the agenda, 
to ensure:

That the church 1.	 raises money for the following:

The i.	 Connexional Contribution which is set annually by the Association and the General 
Assembly, and which finances all the work of the Assembly and the full time ministry, and 
contributes to bodies such as CWM, CYTUN, ENFYS and so on. 

Levies for the ii.	 Presbytery and Association, set annually by those bodies in order to 
continue their work;

The care, maintenance and decoration of the iii.	 church buildings, installing heating and 
lighting apparatus and improving health and safety conditions in them, etc.

The acquisition of religious iv.	 literature and audio-visual apparatus as aids to the instruction 
of members and children;

Contributing as required to v.	 local CYTUN or Council of Churches, Free Church Council, and 
possibly other ecumenical bodies in the area.
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Educating the membership2.	  about their financial responsibilities. This includes informing tax-
paying members of how they may increase the value of their gifts by covenanting or by the Gift Aid 
scheme.(go to www.ebcpcw.org.uk/userfiles/files/resources_E/Finance/Gift_aid_form.pdf )

Preparing a budget 3.	 for the coming year, and asking the Treasurer to keep the whole church 
informed as to whether it is being met. It is easy to draw up a budget which simply repeats last 
year’s plus inflation. But take the opportunity to see whether more could be done, or the resources 
available could be better used. Ensure that the members know how much is needed each week, and 
inform them if this is being fulfilled long before the end of the year. It is important to try to avoid 
living off the gifts of the past by using capital to meet current expenditure. 

Supporting 4.	 voluntary collections sponsored by the Connexion, the Association or the Presbytery, 
such as the denominational Christian Aid appeal, or special appeals for the denomination’s centres. 

Deciding on 5.	 local requests to conduct collections within the church towards other good causes, 
remembering that supporting those in need is one of the duties of church members in any case. 

Keeping accounts6.	  – 

Charity Commission guidelines state that every church (charity) must produce a set of accounts for 
every financial year.

Churches with income below £25,000 in the relevant financial year.

Accounts must be prepared on either a receipts and payments basis or accruals basis.

There is no requirement to have the accounts independently examined or audited but the Charity 
Commission may require an audit in exceptional circumstances.

Churches with income over £25,000 but not exceeding £250,000 in the relevant financial year.

Accounts must be prepared on either a receipts and payments or accruals basis.

Accounts must be subject to outside scrutiny but trustees may choose either an independent 
examination or audit by a registered auditor.

An independent examiner must be independent and therefore cannot be a member of the local 
church under scrutiny.

A suitably qualified church member can examine the books of a church of which he/she is not a 
member.

Churches with income over £250,000 but not exceeding £500,000

Accounts must be prepared on the accruals basis in accordance with the 2008 regulations and the 
SOCP (Statement of Recommended Practice).

Accounts must be subject to outside scrutiny but trustees may choose either an independent 
examiner or audit by a registered auditor.  If the income is over £250,000 the independent 
examiner must be a member of a body specified in the 1993 Charities Act.

The Connexion has clear rules with regard to 7.	 investments (See The Handbook of Order and Rules 
pp 54 – 55) . All Connexional departments and churches are directed to make all investments 
(except such sums as must otherwise be held) in the name of the Board or other appointed 
custodian.

The Connexion is not a registered Financial Adviser, and therefore is not allowed to give local churches 
advice about such investment. It is the responsibility of the Elders to seek proper advice, from an 
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independent adviser. Note that most banks and building societies offer advice relating to their own 
products only, and are therefore not independent in this sense. It is also important that the investment 
chosen is approved for investment by a charity. An independent adviser should be able to confirm this.

LEGAL RESPONSIBILITY

The Charities Acts 1992 and 1993 and other legislation place a number of detailed legal requirements 
on the “Managing Trustees” of churches – i.e the elders. On the whole, the elders will meet these 
requirements by following the above guidance, and by effective co-ordination with the Presbytery. 

Particular worry can be caused in relation to the elders’ responsibility for matters relating to their care 
of the buildings as Managing Trustees, e.g for insuring them, and with regard to the health and safety of 
those using them. It is suggested that  trustees, in using the legal authority they have with regard to the 
church property, should “take as much care of the property as a reasonable man would of his own; no 
more, no less”. In the case of insurance, this means insuring the building on the basis of a professional 
valuation. If the insurance proved to be inadequate – e.g. if the buildings were not insured for their full 
value – then the whole membership of the church (not the elders alone) would be responsible for meeting 
the costs from the church funds, through personal contributions or by fund-raising efforts. 

Similar principles apply in other situations. For example, if someone is injured on church property, it 
will be asked whether such an injury could reasonably have been foreseen, and had such steps as were 
practicable been taken to safeguard the public.  For example, if it is known that some gravestones are 
unsound, then they should either be secured or at least a clear notice should be placed to warn the 
public of the danger. Such potential hazards should be checked regularly by the elders, with professional 
assistance if necessary. Would a reasonable man leave potential dangers such as these unattended in his 
own garden? Much of the law in these areas is based on what a reasonable man might be expected to do.  
There are several relevant documents pertaining to health and safety issues on the Connexional website 
(go to www.ebcpcw.org.uk/english/resources/property );

Health and safety informatio•	 n (Word document)

Health and safety questionnair•	 e

Guidance for management of cemetrie•	 s

If there is some legal uncertainty, then the advice of the Connexional Solicitor should be sought in the 
first instance, by writing through the Presbytery, to the General Secretary in Cardiff. If it is necessary to go 
to a local solicitor for some reason, then the Presbytery should be informed and the meeting attended 
jointly. Remember that the majority of local solicitors do not have expertise in the specific areas of church 
or trust law. 

It is not possible to lay out all the relevant legal information in this book – it would entail a heavy volume 
that would be turned to only rarely. New laws are continually being passed, and the contents of the book 
would soon be outdated or even misleading. Therefore, we list here some of the most useful from which 
specialised information might be sought, having first informed the Presbytery and sought its guidance. 

The Charity Commissioners produce leaflets listing the main current legal requirements with regard, for 
example, to drawing up and auditing accounts. Go to  http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/

The Estates Officer of the Presbyterian Church of Wales is employed to provide expert advice to local 
churches and Presbyteries on all matters relating to property. He can be contacted through the Cardiff 
office. See also the Connexional web-site. 
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Conclusion – What Next?
Remember that you will never finish training to be an elder – at least, not in this world. There are several 
directions in which to turn.

Further details and advice may be obtained from:  Y Cyfarwyddwr Hyfforddiant, Y Coleg Gwyn, Ffordd 
Ffriddoedd, Bangor, Gwynedd, LL57 2EH 01248 370463 elwyn.richards@btconnect.com 

Remember also that special training days are held for elders annually, and the Elders’ Weekend  
at Coleg Trefeca every November. Also consider following some of the courses below – more 
information can be had from the Director of Training:

Exploring the Christian Faith

Although this is a course designed specifically for lay preachers, it is also of use for all elders. It has 6 
modules with four units in each module;

Doing God•	
The Person and Work of Christ•	
Church and Society•	
The Nature and Practice of Worship•	
Pastoral Care•	
Bioethics •	

Go in Christ’s Name

A resource pack for elders and pastoral visiting teams

This is a short course based on group discussion which looks at visiting and pastoral care , and which 
includes a CD and notes. It has six sessions;

The challenge to care•	
Models of pastoral care•	
Visiting the seriously ill•	
Caring for the bereaved •	
Caring for the confused elderly •	
Praying together•	

Leading Worship

A short course to be used locally which gives guidance regarding several aspects of conducting worship, 
and which looks at:

The purpose of worship•	
The Bible in worship•	
Presentation skills•	
Prayer in Worship•	
Music in Worship •	
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