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BY JANIE KIRT MORRIS

Whether your vestry is composed 
of six or sixteen, the members 
are vital faith leaders for your 
church.  Yet, when it comes to 
recruiting new candidates, outgo-
ing members sometimes default 
to criteria that I equate to raising 
a red flag. Do any of these sound 
familiar? “He’s retired and has 
lots of time on his hands, so I bet 
he’d be willing.”  “She’s one of 
our biggest givers, we’d better 
ask her.” “He’s not involved yet; 
maybe if he’s on vestry he will get 
more connected.”  Help!

As a new rector in the 1990s, I 
knew that I wanted a prayerful 
process for raising up healthy, 
faithful leaders for the congrega-
tion.  I attended conferences and 
listened to wise observations 
from experienced lay and clergy 
leaders and over time created 
a process that has helped us at 
Emmanuel Episcopal Church in 
Houston.  

The key to this process work-
ing well is intentional planning 
and communicating by congre-
gational leaders, especially the 
senior warden, keeping the focus 
on ministry.  Clergy and lay lead-
ers identify qualities to look for 
in new vestry members, sharing 
this information widely among 
the congregation using print, 
email, and personal invitations to 
potential candidates. Scheduled 
discernment sessions precede the 
formal nomination process and 
election, providing an opportu-
nity for interested members to 
learn more about how the vestry 
functions, expectations of vestry 
members, time commitment, etc.

The step-by-step process we use 
at Emmanuel follows; please take 
what you want and adapt it for 
your situation. I’ll cheer you on 
as you cooperate with the Holy 
Spirit in prompting the right peo-
ple to serve at the right time.



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013 :: VITAL VESTRIES :: www.ecfvp.orgPAGE 2

1.  Set a schedule: The process is 
built around scheduled “Vestry 
Discernment Sessions.”  I have 
usually needed to schedule two 
duplicate sessions, one on a 
weekday evening and one on a 
Saturday to insure availability 
to each interested person.  The 
senior warden and I lead these 
sessions, and sometimes other 
vestry members attend.

2. Publicize these sessions in 
every way you have available: 
This is the time to “take nomina-
tions.”  Encourage vestry and all 
members of your church to iden-
tify who should attend these.

 General publicity:  Use your 
newsletter, electronic notes, 
verbal and printed announce-
ments on Sundays to invite 
people to come. Always use the 
language of ministry!  The 
“oversight of the well-being of 
the church,” the administration 
of the “household of faith,” 
modeling of Christian commu-
nity, all these are ministry.  Be 
sure to emphasize that a vari-
ety of gifts are needed on a 
leadership team.  For example, 
a vestry needs a person or two 
who have a gift of prayer as 
well as one or two who excel in 
reading a balance statement!

 Personal invitations: 
Encourage all members of the 

church to be alert to who will 

make good vestry leaders.  
Certainly vestry members should 
initiate conversations with poten-
tial candidates.   I always make 
personal invitations by writing 
letters or emails to a list of those 
we agree are healthy, mature pos-
sible candidates, and I follow up 
with a phone call.  This is part of 
discernment:  I describe to people 
the qualities I see in them that 
would make them appropriate 
candidates for vestry.  I am clear 
that attending one of the sessions 
in no way obligates anyone; rath-
er I emphasize that this is prayer-
ful exploration with the help of 
the Holy Spirit.  You can share this 
work with the Senior Warden.  I 
think the clergy leader should 
keep a list of who is invited each 
year in a private file and make 
notes of results.  Some who dis-
cern they are not ready this year 
may be open to attending a dis-
cernment session or becoming a 
candidate in their future.

3. Qualities to look for: Each 
person must be grounded in faith, 
be regular in worship attendance, 
and be a person of prayer.  Of 
course, we are looking for skills 
and experience that will be help-
ful.  We seek those who are 
respected in the church commu-
nity; some will already be known 
widely, while others are building 
that respect within smaller circles 
in ministry teams and responsi-
bilities.  Finally, each person must 

be positive and trustworthy, i.e. 
emotionally healthy.  We must not 
get hooked into “fixing” someone, 
even when we feel anxious, even 
desperate to get that one more 
vestry candidate! 

4. Hold the sessions: I make an 
agenda so that each session is 45 
minutes-1 hour in length.  At the 
heart of discernment is the ques-
tion:  Is this a ministry God wants 
me to do?  To help those who 
attend listen to God about this we 
provide handouts that describe 
both the “job description” and the 
criteria and expectations of vestry 
members. Our list of expectations 
begins with their commitment 
to Christ and belief that prayer 
helps us discern God’s leading. We 
include practical statements about 
attendance at meetings (and pro-
vide a list of the next year’s meet-
ing dates), and financial pledging.  
We also express expectations of 
ability to form an environment 
of trust and loyalty.  We read and 
briefly discuss our Vision and 
Mission statements and preview 
any extraordinary initiatives of 
the near to mid-future.  We open 
and close with prayer and have a 
brief scripture teaching.  We want 
those who attend to leave with a 
sense of what the time commit-
ment will be and with our sup-
port in their prayerful listening.  
We ask for their replies within 
two weeks. These are all good 
answers:  No; No, not now; or Yes,
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I’m ready!  The clergy would do 
well to record the replies in the 
discernment file for future years’ 
consideration.

It has been my experience in 
most years that this deep listen-
ing is the election.  I mean that 
if the community has invited all 
the appropriate people to attend 
one of the sessions and they have 
faithfully considered the ques-
tion, “Is this a ministry God wants 
me to do” and the answer is yes, 
then we have the right number 
of people for the number of posi-
tions.  We are careful not to have 
only one candidate beyond the 
required number.  That is a set up 
for hurt and a hard pastoral situ-
ation.  It is best that if you have 
more candidates than positions 
that you have at least two beyond 
the number of openings.

5. The election at the annual 
parish meeting: Publicize the 
candidates with short biogra-
phies and photos in your newslet-
ter, on bulletins boards, and/or 
online.  At the meeting, introduce 
the candidates who have gone 
through discernment.  We do 
open the floor for nominations 
from those present at the meet-
ing, not limiting the Holy Spirit’s 
inspiration!  But I have found that 
we do not have these floor nomi-
nations.  I always encourage those 
at the annual meeting to think 
about who to encourage to enter 

discernment the next year.

While all human processes have 
their frailties, over the years we 
have had healthy, strong vestries.  
People are mostly on the “same 
page,” expecting and experienc-
ing vestry not as a “business 
meeting,” but as a faith-girded 
leadership group.  Language is so 
powerful.  Two of the most help-
ful uses of words in all this: 1. 
“Ministry”—People are called to 
this ministry.  Vestry ministry is 
Christ-centered.  2. “Household of 
faith”—Confront gently but surely 
then get rid of the phrase that 
“church is a business…” It is not.  
We are a household of faith, and 
every household needs to tend to 
its “house” and its finances, and 
at the heart of the household are 
the relationships to God and each 
other.

The Rev. Janie Kirt Morris is 
rector of Emmanuel Episcopal 
Church in Houston, Texas. Called 
to Emmanuel from the Diocese 
of Oklahoma in early 2003, she 
feels blessed to serve there. Janie 
resonates with the assurance from 
Romans 8:38 that nothing “will be 
able to separate us from the love 
of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” In 
addition to her passion for minis-
try, Janie enjoys listening to music, 
especially jazz, playing and watch-
ing sports, and being in nature.

Resources

 Criteria and Expectations of 
Vestry Members http://www.
ecfvp.org/tools/vestry-discern-
ment-process/ 

 Discerning Individual Gifts on 
the Vestry http://www.ecfvp.
org/vestrypapers/discern-
ment/discerning-individual-
gifts-on-the-vestry/

 Emmanuel Vestry Discernment 
Agenda  http://www.ecfvp.org/
tools/vestry-discernment-pro-
cess/ 

 Top 10 Resources for Vestries 
http://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-
papers/vestry-101/top-10-re-
sources-for-vestries/

 Vestry Discernment: A 
Prayerful Process http://www.
ecfvp.org/tools/vestry-discern-
ment-process/

 Vestry Discernment Letter 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/
vestry-discernment-process/

 Vestry Job Description  http://
www.ecfvp.org/tools/sample-
vestry-job-description/

 Vestry Selection http://www.
ecfvp.org/posts/vestry-selec-
tion-2/ 
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Editor’s Letter
Happy New Year!

What makes some vestries really 
effective? Is there a secret to 
developing a vestry that enjoys 
working together, feels energized 
while doing so, and has fun at the 
same time? 

How are vital congregations and 
congregational leaders making 
God present in their families, 
community, and world at a time 
when it sometimes feels as if no 
one is interested?

These are questions we think 
about a lot at ECF Vital Practices – 
and we’re devoting our January/
February Vestry Papers to an 
exploration of some of the vital 
practices that lead to vestries that 
work well.

This month, we’ll share articles 
on: 

 Vestry selection: Janie Kirt 
Morris of the Diocese of Texas 
shares a process she’s devel-
oped for “Build A Healthy 
Vestry.” The key? Careful prep-
aration, communication, and 
education at the very beginning 
of the vestry nomination pro-
cess.  (This article is also 

offered in Spanish)

 Group dynamics: Paying 
attention to how a group func-
tions is among the most impor-
tant things affecting group 
effectiveness. In “Framework 
for Vestry Success,” Sandy Kolb 
looks at five stages every group 
goes through, helping vestries 
to recognize the importance of 
addressing the issues common 
to each stage. 

 Vestry responsibilities: 
Getting bogged down in the 
weeds of a congregation’s tem-
poral or worldly affairs can 
leave vestry members frustrat-
ed and dissatisfied. In  
“Reframe Vestry Meetings,” 
Randy Ferebee invites vestry 
members to reflect on ways to 
transform their governance 
responsibilities into a “genera-
tive, sense-making experience,” 
by offering a frame of reference 
through which leaders can pro-
cess all governing issues and 
challenges.

 Challenging assumptions: 
How often are we locked into 
old ways of thinking? Eighteen 
months of clergy supply work 
in three northeastern dioceses 

helped William Doubleday 
become acutely aware of some 
practices that impact congrega-
tional vitality. In “Rethink 
Congregations” he shares his 
observations as well as steps 
congregational leaders can take 
to explore the relevance of 
these observations in their 
communities.  

 Vestry recruitment: Chris Yaw 
offers ECF Vital Practices’ first 
video Vestry Papers article, 
“Called to Serve,” in which 
Christopher Webber, author of 
The Vestry Handbook shares 
his approach to vestry recruit-
ment.

 Vestry vitality: In “I Really 
Miss Vestry Meetings,” Henry 
Parsley, retired bishop of 
Alabama states “vestries should 
be one of the most exciting 
ministries in the church – joy-
ful, in fact” and then shares the 
key components that he, after 
working with vestries for many 
years, believes are integral to 
vestry vitality.
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 Managing Across Difference: 
Ken Howard serves a congre-
gation that attributes its health 
to its practice of “being church 
first, do church second.” In 
“Vestry as Body of Christ,” Ken 
shares how this understanding 
plays out in the structure and 
processes of St. Nicholas’ ves-
try.

 Making Tough Decisions: 
“Being at the Edge“ by Lori 
Hale Babcock shares the story 
of St. John’s Mt. Washington’s 
courageous decision to change 
from a church saddled with a 
building to congregation com-
mitted to discipleship, bringing 
with it renewed “energy and 
confidence that God has a 
dream to renew and transform 
the world – and that our little 
group of disciples is uniquely 
qualified to be a vital part of 
this work.” 

Following each article is a list 
of resources offering additional 
information and/or practical 
tools. 

For new vestry members, ECF 
Vital Practices has a number of 

resources to help get you start-
ed in your new ministry.  Our 
January/February 2012 Vestry 
Papers, “Real Basics for Vestries” 
(http://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-
papers/issue/real-basics-for-
vestries/) is a good place to start.  
Prefer a webinar? ECF is offering 
its Vestry Leadership Webinar 
on January 15 at 7:00 pm ET 
https://ecf.episcopalfoundation.
org/sslpage.aspx?pid=426 or, 
you can watch  our 2012 Vestry 
Leadership 101 webinar here. 
(http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/
webinar-vestry-leadership-101/) 

If you would like to be notified of 
new Vestry Papers and ECF Vital 
Practices content, please consider
becoming a registered user by 
signing up using the ‘Register’ 
button at the top right hand side 
of our homepage. (http://www.
ecfvp.org/account/register) 

I also invite you to use the Topics 
index on each page of the site to 
find other resources related to 
the ministry of the vestry includ-
ing past Vestry Papers articles, 
blog posts, and the many resourc-
es found in our Your Turn and 
Tools sections.

Faithfully, 

Nancy

Nancy Davidge 

PS: To make it easier for con-
gregational leaders to find the 
resources offered through ECF 
Vital Practices, please con-
sider adding a link to ECF Vital 
Practices to your website. Here’s 
how: Using your websites ‘add 
a link’ tool, insert our full URL – 
http://www.ecfvp.org/.
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Effective groups are not born fully 
formed and functional.  In con-
gregations, electing a vestry is the 
beginning of a process; our new 
vestries need nurturing to help 
them form into a group that meets 
goals and works for the good of the 
whole congregation. Understanding 
how groups form and paying atten-
tion to process and the needs of 
individual members, as well as to 
task, are essential to creating a 
well-functioning vestry. 

Vestries looking for a roadmap to 
help facilitate healthy group devel-
opment may benefit from the work 
of educational psychologist Bruce 
Tuckman. His five stage model of 
group development, developed in 
the 1960s, is still widely used. As 
you read about each stage, think of 
your own experience in a success-
ful group. What was done at each 
stage that contributed to that suc-
cess? 

Stage 1 - Form: In its initial phase, 
the group is forming. Member’s 
questions revolve around role, 
acceptance, and expectations. A 
vestry retreat soon after the elec-
tion is a great way to help people 
get to know each other, bring 
incoming members up-to-speed on 

the work of the vestry, and estab-
lish procedures and norms will 
help the group coalesce around a 
shared agenda. Because trust is not 
yet high, people tend to be nice to 
each other and avoid conflicts at 
this stage. Setting goals and norms 
and clarifying roles helps create the 
environment of trust needed for 
task accomplishment and should be 
done as a group. Doing ‘form’ well 
sets the tone for the group’s ability 
to function as a team. 

Stage 2 -  Storm:  This second 
stage is about control and making 
sure that one’s individual needs are 
met. Issues begin to emerge around 
assignments, procedures, goals, 
or anything else in the life of the 
group. People signal their concerns 
and declare what is important to 
them. This is the time to reiterate 
the norms already established (e.g., 
come prepared to vestry meet-
ings; be on time) and make adjust-
ments if concerns are valid. The 
vestry leader is typically the one to 
enforce these agreements. While 
many of us shy away from conflict, 
this stormy stage is a healthy step 
toward group effectiveness and is 
to be expected. When navigated 
well it provides the group with a 
sound foundation of trust.  

Stage 3 - Norm: With roles and 
responsibilities clarified, a con-
sensus around goals reached, and 
norms and procedures under-
stood the vestry turns to its tasks. 
Working together is an increasingly 
comfortable proposition. While 
the leader is still responsible for 
enforcing group norms, members 
will take on the role of enforcing 
group norms as well. There is a 
sense of accomplishment as prog-
ress is made toward the goals the 
vestry has set for itself.

Stage 4 - Perform: Groups must 
be together for an extended 
period of time, with no changes in 
membership, to develop the level 
of trust and candor that character-
izes this stage. Roles and respon-
sibilities change fluidly to meet 
changing circumstances, and there 
is a high level of interdependence. 
Individuals also act independently 
because the group is confident 
that everyone is working in the 
best interest of the congrega-
tion as a whole. In congregations, 
vestry membership may change 
too frequently to reach this stage, 
however long-standing groups or 
groups called to work intensively 
on a task, such as a search com-
mittee, may get to this level.Stage 

Framework for Vestry Success  
BY SANDRA CLARK KOLB 
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Stage 5 – Adjourn: As vestry 
members’ terms come to an end, 
so does the work of that particu-
lar vestry. What has been accom-
plished needs to be celebrated, 
with individuals acknowledged for 
their contributions. This acknowl-
edgement can occur at a vestry 
meeting and/or more publically 
during a decommissioning held as 
part of a regular Sunday worship 
service. Build in time for the out-
going vestry members to share 
their observations as well as their 
prayers and suggestions for the 
next vestry. Consider including 
the out-going members in part of 
a new vestry retreat so they can 
share their experiences and pass 
on the torch of their knowledge.

At all stages of development suc-
cessful groups balance three 
functional areas: task, group 
maintenance, and individual 
needs. Too much focus on group 
harmony prevents goals from 
being accomplished and leaves 
individual members frustrated 
(they may drop out). Too much 
focus on task sets the stage for 
creating divisions within the ves-
try (and the congregation) and 
alienating members. If the skills of 
individual members are not used, 
they become bored and reluctant 
to serve. Think again about the 
successful group of which you 
were a part. How did it tend to all 
three? Here are some things that 
promote success in each of these 

functions.

Task: Every member of the group 
should be expected to contribute 
to task accomplishment by offer-
ing proposals and suggestions. 
The giving and requesting of fac-
tual information promotes task 
accomplishment, as does the giv-
ing and seeking of opinions. By 
pulling together ideas and check-
ing your understanding of other’s 
positions you also help the vestry 
reach its goals.

Group Maintenance: This func-
tion refers to group harmony and 
the extent to which members 
work well together. Encouraging, 
working to reconcile differences, 
offering standards for decision-
making, and being willing to 
compromise all promote group 
cohesion. Stepping back on occa-
sion will allow you to observe the 
group and draw in those whose 
ideas have not been heard. 

Meeting Individual Needs: 
Willingness to serve is condi-
tioned by whether a member’s 
call to this ministry is fulfilling. 
Paying attention to the gifts each 
brings and assigning responsibili-
ties accordingly goes a long way 
to making members feel valued. 
Remember that vestry service 
is only one of many priorities in 
someone’s life and accommodate 
individual needs to the extent 
possible. 

All small groups go through 
Tuckman’s development stages. 
How quickly they cycle through 
depends upon a variety of fac-
tors, including the extent to which 
the members already know each 
other. Every time someone joins 
or leaves the vestry, the cycle 
begins again. Knowing what stage 
of development your vestry is in 
at any given time helps the group 
reform when its membership 
changes. 

Creating – and maintaining – suc-
cessful vestries, committees, and 
task forces takes work. Your ves-
try or committee will be as suc-
cessful as its ability to keep the 
balance among task, group main-
tenance, and individual needs. 
With this roadmap, you’re on your 
way to creating a successful ves-
try!

Sandra Clark Kolb is a Fresh 
Start consultant with the Episcopal 
Church Foundation and an inde-
pendent consultant working with 
congregations and their lead-
ers in the Diocese of Washington 
where she also serves as Fresh 
Start coordinator for the diocese. 
She has served multiple terms on 
a vestry and been a senior warden 
and chair of a search committee. 
A member of St. Alban’s Episcopal 
Church in DC she currently serves 
on the Adult Forum Committee and 
chairs the Interfaith Committee for 
her parish.



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013 :: VITAL VESTRIES :: www.ecfvp.orgPAGE 8

Resources

 Creating Successful Vestries 
and Committees (a Fresh Start 
resource): http://www.ecfvp.
org/tools/roadmap-for-vestry-
success/

 Group Dynamics and 
Community Building www.
community4me.com 

 What is a Group? 
http://www.infed.org/group-
work/what_is_a_group.htm

 Structuring Leadership Teams 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/
structuring-leadership-teams/

 Tuckman’s Stages of Group 
Development http://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Tuckman’s_stag-
es_of_group_development 
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Does this sound familiar?

Saint Dunstan’s Church is above 
average in size for an Episcopal 
Church.  It has about one hundred 
worshippers on Sunday.  This has 
been true for about a decade, but 
twenty years ago the number was 
twice that.  During that earlier 
period, the church had a rector, an 
associate, a part time youth minis-
ter, and a director of Christian edu-
cation.  Now they have one priest 
and volunteer leaders in youth 
ministry and Christian education.

Located in a suburban area of a 
small city, Saint Dunstan’s has a 
small amount of capital debt from 
a Christian education wing built 
around the time attendance began 
to drop. Thinking the church was 
no longer appealing to families 
with children, a building dedicated 
to the education of children and 
youth was intended to “fix the 
problem.” However, young families 
have not made Saint Dunstan’s 
their church home. The new wing is 
now mostly vacant on Sundays and 
in need of some minor repairs.

The twelve members of the vestry 
meet monthly in a corner of their 
parish hall.  They open with prayer, 

approve the minutes, listen to a 
budget report and resume what 
they believe to be a never-ending 
discussion.  The repairs needed 
on the education wing surface 
again.  “Do we need to have a rum-
mage sale to help pay for repairs?” 
“Where are the kids it was built 
for?” “Why aren’t we attracting 
new folks, especially younger mem-
bers?” “Maybe we need to hire a 
part-time youth minister or some-
thing.” 

In the midst of this discussion 
another wrinkle is added.  “Visitors 
don’t feel welcome here.  I invited 
a co-worker a month ago and she 
came when I wasn’t here.  No one 
spoke to her.”  Problem solving sets 
in.  “Let’s train our greeters better.” 
“Maybe the rector needs to make a 
bolder welcoming announcement.” 
“I think the rector should be visit-
ing more people, at least that is 
what some parishioners have said 
to me.  She spends too much time 
in her office.” 

After two hours, the meeting 
adjourns. Most members are 
exhausted and no solutions seemed 
to be put forth. The issues will be 
revisited at the next meeting.

The place where the vestry is 
stuck has to do with change. 
Change comes in two kinds: tech-
nical change and adaptive change.

Technical change is familiar to 
everyone.  We encounter prob-
lems and circumstances for which 
there is a known remedy.  When 
our faucet leaks in the bathroom 
we call a plumber.  The inculcated 
reaction in most of us is seeking 
a technical change when we are 
faced with a problem.  Our default 
inclination is to fix the problem.   
This is the realm of management 
as opposed to leadership. 

Adaptive change is about learn-
ing new ways, changing attitudes, 
remodeling behaviors and broad-
ening our values.  Without engag-
ing adaptive change, many of 
the problematic experiences we 
have will go unresolved and, over 
the long term, fester.  Adaptive 
change is about changing us, 
changing processes, changing our 
lives.  Probably the most common 
source of leadership failure is the 
temptation to treat challenges 
with a technical fix rather than 
employ the longer, harder work of 
adaptive change. 

Reframe Vestry Meetings
BY RANDY FEREBEE
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Saint Dunstan’s was using techni-
cal change when adaptive change 
was needed.  The good news for 
Saint Dunstan’s is that their rec-
tor attended a diocesan study day 
for clergy. She came back with 
an aha moment to share with the 
vestry. There was no overnight 
cure, but with the help of a nearby 
Presbyterian minister who was 
schooled in change theory, they 
began to break out of their cycle 
of limitation and lament.

The question for vestries then 
is: If the vestry is not a board of 
directors managing the temporal 
affairs and keeping the rules and 
regulations as a primary func-
tion, what should the vestry be? 
Beyond the governance of a con-
gregation lies the larger horizon 
of where God is calling those in 
your faith community as they 
are formed as disciples of Christ. 
Congregations are unique and gift-
ed collections of people endowed 
with abilities and talents which, 
when aggregated, offer God both 
voice and hands to accomplish the 
ongoing work of making whole 
that which has become broken.

The major work of the vestry, 
which transforms governance 
into a generative, sense-making 
experience, is to create a frame of 
reference through which leaders 
process all governing issues and 
challenges. The output of such 
a process both builds health in 

individual members and energizes 
a congregation to move forward 
with growing capacity for partici-
pation in the reign of God.

Much of the time a vital vestry 
spends together has this purpose: 
How do we make God present in 
our families, our neighborhood, 
our town, and our world? As the 
vestry discerns its own, unique 
answer to this question, it opens 
the ministry to everyone while 
helping to create a meaningful 
path through the complex adap-
tive changes every community 
needs to negotiate.

This article is excerpted from 
Randy Ferebee’s new book 
Cultivating the Missional Church: 
New Soil for Growing Vestries 
and Leaders, (Church Publishing, 
available in early 2013) and is 
reprinted with permission.

Randy Ferebee retired in 2009 
after 36 years as rector of St. 
Alban’s in Hickory, NC. He co-
founded Epiphany Institute + 
Consulting to create environ-
ments for leadership development 
and to assist congregations with 
entering this new missional era.   
Randy’s new book Cultivating the 
Missional Church: New Soil for 
Growing Vestries and Leaders, 
Church Publishing, will be avail-
able in early 2013. 

Resources

  Cultivating the Missional 
Church: New Soil for Growing 
Vestries and Leaders by Randy 
Ferebee https://www.church-
publishing.org/products/index.
cfm?fuseaction=productDetail&
productID=9664

 Network Theory and Churches 
https://www.churchpublishing.
org/media/922823/ResourceO.
pdf 

  Recommended Order of 
Meeting for Vestries  http://
www.ecfvp.org/
tools/a-suggested-order-of-
meeting-for-vestry-meetings/

 Transforming Disciples by Linda 
Grenz https://www.churchpub-
lishing.org/products/index.cfm
?fuseaction=productDetail&pro
ductID=3315 

 The Vestry Resource Guide 
http://www.episcopalfounda-
tion.org/tools-and-programs/
leadership-tools/the-vestry-
resource-guide 
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“We go to church there, but we 
don’t live there….” 

Spending the first 18 months of my 
retirement from seminary teach-
ing doing clergy supply in parishes 
in the Dioceses of New York, Long 
Island, and Connecticut, I hear this 
more and more. 

During this time, I became acutely 
aware of things that at some level 
I have known and taught about for 
decades. Many of the parishes in 
which I have served as a supply 
priest are very near or contigu-
ous to one another. Most of them, 
to one degree or another, share 
similar problems: declining mem-
bership; rising costs; too frequent 
changes in clergy; deferred main-
tenance of buildings and grounds; 
stalled stewardship efforts; halt-
ing efforts in putting on a Sunday 
School or holding on to or attract-
ing a critical mass of children and 
youth; a very significant number 
of both very active and com-
pletely homebound members over 
seventy-five; a relative paucity of 
members under forty; a shortage of 
people with an earnest desire for 
the church to be a force mission, 
outreach, and evangelism in the 
community; and a stated desire to 

SURVIVE.   

How does the pattern of parish-
ioners’ residence impact our 
understanding of and health of our 
congregations? My findings/obser-
vations include: 

 Today – in many regions of the 
country - where one resides has 
almost nothing to do with 
where one attends church. Most 
people drive to church or use 
public transportation. The vast 
majority can and do choose 
from many ecclesiastical desti-
nations. In urban settings, 
where people might actually 
walk to church, frequently 
there is more than one 
Episcopal Church within rea-
sonable walking distance. 

  In urban, suburban, and even 
some rural settings, it is not 
unusual for worshippers to 
have driven past  - or have been 
in close proximity to - any-
where from one to four or even 
more Episcopal churches. In 
more urban settings where 
worshippers may walk or take 
public transportation to church, 
the number of non-destination 
Episcopal churches along the 

way may actually rise to a two 
digit number.

 Though we often speak or read 
about destination, niche, or 
program-sized congregations 
which may have a particular 
panache for drawing attendees 
from a large catchment area, 
such adjectives do not actually 
apply to most Episcopal 
churches.

 A significant number of current 
congregants formerly attended 
one or more nearby Episcopal 
churches. Reasons for changing 
parishes appear to include: a 
recent period of high level con-
flict in a parish; disappointment 
with the pastoral care received 
or not received in some person-
al crisis; dissatisfaction with 
particular clergy as leaders, 
pastors, preachers, liturgists, or 
people; or a desire for types of 
programs or ministries not 
found in every congregation, 
e.g. attraction to a particular 
priest or preacher; a more 
sophisticated music program in 
Sunday worship; existence of a 
viable and attractive Sunday 
School; opportunities to spear-
head or volunteer in outreach

Rethink Congregations
BY WILLIAM A. DOUBLEDAY



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013 :: VITAL VESTRIES :: www.ecfvp.orgPAGE 12

     ministries; the availability of 
youth ministries; the presence 
of worthwhile adult education 
programs; handicapped acces-
sibility; adequate safe parking; 
or a proclivity for a particular 
liturgical style. 

 There is often a serious discon-
nect between where people 
live, where they work, and 
where they go to church. They 
may have limited personal, 
spiritual, or even geographical 
connection to the actual physi-
cal community in which the 
church they attend is located.  
Las Posadas: The 
Stewardship of a Warm Latino 
Welcome (video): http://www.
tens.org/newsletter/newslet-
ter-blog/las-posadas-the-stew-
ardship-of-a-warm-latino-wel-
come 

 Often there is a parallel discon-
nect between the practical, 
spiritual, and missional needs 
of the local community where 
the church is located, and the 
vision and practical resources 
of those who actually worship 
in that church.

  Parishes often have long-stand-
ing antipathies to other 
Episcopal parishes in their area. 
These may be rooted in history, 
class, race or ethnicity, person-
alities, or earlier geographic 
realities. Today congregations 

and individuals frequently cling 
to those antipathies even when 
they have no idea what their 
origins may have been.

 Neighboring clergy are often 
reluctant to share parish pro-
grams, their own spiritual 
needs and resources, or true 
collegiality because they under-
stand that they are competing 
for the same market share of a 
declining denominational pres-
ence in a larger area.

 In an era of mainline denomina-
tional decline, the growth of 
non-denominational churches, 
and a marked decrease in 
denominational loyalty, market 
share competition also seems 
to have produced a decline in 
ecumenical cooperation and 
collaboration at the congrega-
tional and community levels. 
This is the case even though in 
some places shared worship, 
shared buildings, shared clergy, 
and collaborative chaplaincies 
and outreach programs are 
happening with a considerable 
degree of success. In particular, 
the “Call to Common Mission” 
has enabled some genuine 
cooperation between Episcopal 
and Evangelical Lutheran con-
gregations. With full inter-com-
munion on the horizon with the 
United Methodists, there may 
be possibilities for collabora-
tion with those and other 

church in the future.

I believe only diocesan, regional, 
and ecumenical leadership and 
intervention in these ecclesiastical 
realities has any hope of address-
ing – indeed breaking – this self-
perpetuating cycle of decline. The 
future of the church undoubtedly 
rests on the possibility of new 
visions of mission and ministry, 
fewer church buildings, more col-
laborative parishes, more flexible 
and cooperative clergy, and more 
ecumenical partnerships. This does 
not appear to be happening at the 
local grassroots level to any signifi-
cant degree in most communities.

For parish clergy and lay leaders 
who might wish to explore the rel-
evance of my observations for their 
own parishes, and their mission 
and ministry, I offer some possible 
action steps: 

  Do a zip code analysis of the 
parish directory or address list. 
Ask to what extent the parish 
membership is rooted in the 
actual community where the 
church building is located.

  Consider getting a detailed 
housing map, not just of the 
town or city in which the 
church is located, but of the 
whole region. Mount the map 
on a bulletin board, and then, 
using pushpins, mark where 
members of the congregation
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    live and where they work. It is 
not unusual for some congre-
gants to live in one community, 
commute to work in a second 
community, and attend church 
in a third. It is also useful to 
somehow account for snowbird 
members who leave every win-
ter, and vacationers who regu-
larly attend for some segment 
of every year. In noting the 
potential for children’s, youth, 
and family ministry initiatives, 
it is sometimes helpful to note 
how many different school dis-
tricts are represented among 
the children and youth of the 
parish.

 And then add to that parish 
map, pins of other colors locat-
ing the additional Episcopal 
Churches in the area, and other 
denominational congregations 
which may be perceived as 
competitors for members or 
which may be contributors to 
your own parish rolls, e.g. ex-
Roman Catholics looking for 
remarriage after divorce or for 
a more open attitude towards 
contemporary social issues.

 Examine federal, state, and local 
census and other demographic 
data to determine what sorts of 
growth or retrenchment or tak-
ing place in the communities 
that contribute members to the 
parish.

 Take walking and driving tours 
of the actual community where 
the church building is located. 
Take note of sights, sounds, and 
smells. What languages are spo-
ken? What ethnic food stores or 
restaurants are on offer? 
Inquire what is happening to 
housing stock: who is moving 
in or moving out? Is the down-
town of that community 
vibrant, nearly abandoned, or 
somewhere in between?

 Consider interviewing people 
on the street in the neighbor-
hood of the church building. 
You might want to ask them 
questions like: Have you ever 
heard of the Episcopal Church? 
Do you know if there is an 
Episcopal Church is this neigh-
borhood/community? Are your 
spiritual or religious needs 
being addressed in this commu-
nity? Are there needs for com-
munity outreach, social minis-
try, or spiritual nurture that are 
not being met in this area? 

 Conduct an inventory of the 
parish’s actual current engage-
ment with mission and out-
reach in the particular commu-
nity in which it is located, as 
well as more regional expres-
sions of mission and outreach.

Out of this exploratory process 
might come new ideas and new 
visions for what might make a 

church relevant and mission-driven 
within the community or region 
where it is located. The vestry and 
other parish leaders might consider 
the implications and practicalities 
of implementing those new ideas 
about and visions for the future 
ministry of the congregation.

The Rev. William A. Doubleday 
serves as priest-in-charge at St. 
Mark’s Episcopal Church in Mount 
Kisco, NY. He spent 25 years as a 
professor of Pastoral Theology at 
The General Theological Seminary 
(1986-2005) and at Bexley Hall 
(2005-2011) where he taught 
courses in congregational leader-
ship and in Canon. Before accept-
ing the position at St. Mark’s Bill 
stayed very busy with supply work 
and guest preaching; he continues 
his work with adult education and 
diocesan training programs.

Resources

  A Snapshot of Our Urban 
Neighborhood http://www.
ecfvp.org/vestrypapers/real-
basics-for-vestries/a-snapshot-
of-our-urban-neighborhood/  
(English) and http://www.
ecfvp.org/vestrypapers/real-
basics-for-vestries/una-instant-
nea-de-nuestro-barrio-urbano/ 
(Spanish)
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 Demographic Data Resource: 
http://www.healthycity.org/

 Vestry Retreat: A Snapshot of 
Our Urban Neighborhood 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/a-
snapshot-of-our-urban-neigh-
borhood-vestry-retreat/ 
(English) and http://www.
ecfvp.org/tools/planificacin-
estratgica-para-las-feligresas/ 
(Spanish)

 Webinar: Two Part Series on 
Becoming Local – From 
Neighborhood Engagement to 
Neighborhood Church, Part 1, 
On Every Side, January 22, 
2013, 7:00 pm ET https://ecf.
episcopalfoundation.org/ssl-
page.aspx?pid=429 (After 
January 22, 2013, look for the 
archived version of this webi-
nar using the Search function at 
www.ecfvp.org.)
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Ya sea si su junta parroquial está 
formada por seis o por dieciséis, 
los miembros son líderes de la fe 
de suma importancia en su iglesia. 
Sin embargo, cuando se trata de 
reclutar nuevos candidatos, los 
miembros que finalizan sus funcio-
nes a menudo emplean criterios 
que yo equiparo a izar una bandera 
roja.  ¿Les suena conocida alguna 
de estas cosas?: “Él está jubilado y 
tiene mucho tiempo, así que seguro 
que estará dispuesto”. “Ella es una 
de nuestras principales donantes, 
así que mejor que le pidamos”. “Él 
todavía no está participando, pero 
a lo mejor si está en la junta parro-
quial se conectará  más”. ¡Socorro! 

Como nueva rectora en la década 
de los 1990, sabía que deseaba 
contar con un proceso inspirado 
por la oración para formar líderes 
sanos y fieles de la feligresía. Asistí 
a conferencias y escuché comen-
tarios llenos de sabiduría de legos y 
miembros del sacerdocio con expe-
riencia, y con el correr del tiempo 
creé un proceso que nos sirvió 
de ayuda en la Iglesia Episcopal 
Emmanuel de Houston.    

La clave de este proceso es traba-
jar bien con planificación inten-
cional y comunicación con líderes 

de la feligresía, especialmente 
con el coadjutor principal, man-
teniendo la concentración en el 
ministerio. Líderes del sacerdocio 
y legos identifican las cualidades 
que se deben buscar en los nuevos 
miembros de la junta parroquial y 
comparten ampliamente esa infor-
mación empleando materiales 
impresos, correspondencia elec-
trónica e invitaciones personales 
a posibles candidatos. Sesiones 
de discernimiento prefijadas 
preceden el proceso formal de 
nombramiento y elección. Esas 
sesiones dan a los miembros inte-
resados la oportunidad de apren-
der más sobre las funciones de la 
junta parroquial, lo que se espera 
de los miembros de la junta parro-
quial, la dedicación de tiempo, etc.

A continuación figura el proceso 
paso por paso que empleamos en 
Emmanuel: tomen lo que deseen 
y adáptenlo a su situación. Yo los 
aclamaré a medida que cooperen 
con el Espíritu Santo en la promo-
ción de las personas adecuadas 
para que sirvan en el momento 
adecuado.  

 Fije un horario: El proceso 
gira alrededor de “Sesiones de 
discernimiento de la junta par-

roquial” prefijadas. Por lo gen-
eral necesito programar dos 
sesiones duplicadas, una en la 
noche de un día de semana y 
otra en un sábado, para asegu-
rar que todas las personas inte-
resadas estén disponibles.  El 
coadjutor principal y yo lidera-
mos esas sesiones, a las que a 
veces asisten otros miembros 
de la junta parroquial.

 Publicite estas sesiones por 
todos los medios que tenga a su 
disposición: Este es el momento 
de “tomar nombramientos”. 
Estimule a la junta parroquial y 
a todos los miembros de su 
iglesia a que identifiquen quié-
nes deben asistir a ellas.

    Publicidad general: Use su 
boletín, notas electrónicas y 
anuncios orales e impresos 
los domingos para invitar a 
la gente a que asista. ¡Emplee 
siempre el lenguaje del min-
isterio! La “supervisión del 
bienestar de la iglesia”, la 
“administración del hogar de 
la fe”, ser modelos de comuni-
dad cristiana, todos ellos son 
ministerio. No deje de recalcar 
que se requiere contar con una 
variedad de dones en un equipo 

Formación de Juntas Parroquiales Sanas
POR JANIE KIRT MORRIS 
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de liderazgo. Por ejemplo, una 
junta parroquial necesita tener 
una persona o dos con el don 
de la oración, así como una o 
dos que sepan leer un balance. 

     Invitaciones personales: 
Estimule a todos los miembros 
de la iglesia a que estén alertas 
a quiénes podrán ser buenos 
líderes de la junta parroquial. 
Sin duda los miembros de la 
junta parroquial deben iniciar 
conversaciones con posibles 
candidatos. Yo siempre realizo 
invitaciones personales escribi-
endo cartas o enviando men-
sajes por correo electrónico a 
una lista de los que estamos de 
acuerdo en que son posibles 
candidatos sanos y maduros, 
y doy seguimiento con una lla-
mada telefónica. Esto es parte 
del discernimiento: Describo a 
la gente las cualidades que veo 
en ellos que hacen que sean 
candidatos apropiados para la 
junta parroquial. Les dejo claro 
que asistir a una de las sesiones 
de ninguna manera obliga a 
nadie; en lugar de ello recalco 
que es una exploración inspi-
rada en la  oración con la ayuda 
del Espíritu Santo.  También 
puede compartir esta labor con 
el coadjutor principal. Creo que 
el líder sacerdotal debe man-
tener una lista de las personas 
invitadas cada año en un archi-
vo privado y escribir apuntes 

de los resultados. Algunos que 
disciernen que no están listos 
este año pueden estar dispues-
tos a asistir a una sesión de dis-
cernimiento o a ser candidatos 
en el futuro. 

 Las cualidades que se deben 
buscar: Todas las personas 
deben estar firmemente 
enraizadas en la fe, asistir regu-
larmente al culto y ser gente de 
oración. Por supuesto que bus-
camos destrezas y experiencias 
que serán útiles. Buscamos 
gente respetada en la comuni-
dad de la iglesia: algunos serán 
conocidos ampliamente mien-
tras que otros podrán estar for-
mando ese respeto en círculos 
más reducidos, como equipos y 
responsabilidades de ministeri-
os.  Finalmente, todas las perso-
nas deben ser positivas y dig-
nas de confianza, es decir emo-
cionalmente sanas. ¡No debe-
mos quedar “empecinados” en 
alguien, incluso si estamos 
ansiosos y hasta desesperados 
por obtener otro candidato a la 
junta parroquial! 

 Realice las sesiones: 
Programe las sesiones para que 
cada una de ellas sea de 45 
minutos a 1 hora de duración. 
La pregunta central del dis-
cernimiento es: ¿Es este minis-
terio lo que Dios desea que yo 
haga? Para ayudar a los asis-

tentes a que escuchen a Dios 
sobre esto les entregamos 
volantes con la “descripción del 
trabajo”, los criterios y las 
expectativas de los miembros 
de la junta parroquial. Nuestra 
lista de expectativas comienza 
con su compromiso hacia Cristo 
y su creencia de que la oración 
nos ayuda a discernir la guía de 
Dios. Incluimos enunciados 
claros sobre la asistencia a las 
reuniones (y proporcionamos 
las fechas de las reuniones del 
próximo año) y de los donati-
vos prometidos. Expresamos 
también expectativas de habili-
dad de crear un medio de confi-
anza y lealtad. Leemos y discu-
timos brevemente nuestros 
enunciados de Visión y Misión y 
describimos las iniciativas 
extraordinarias, si corresponde, 
para el futuro cercano y media-
no.  Empezamos y terminamos 
con oración y tenemos una 
breve lección de las Escrituras. 
Deseamos que todos los que 
asistan se vayan con un sentido 
del tiempo que deberán dedi-
car, así como de nuestro apoyo 
en su atención en oración.  Les 
pedimos que respondan en un 
plazo de dos semanas. Todas 
las siguientes son buenas 
respuestas: No; No en este 
momento; o ¡Sí, estoy listo! 
Conviene que el sacerdocio 
incluya las respuestas en el 
archivo de discernimiento para
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    considerarlas en años futuros. 

    Ha sido mi experiencia en la 
mayoría de los años que esta 
manera profunda de escuchar 
es la elección. Lo que quiero 
decir es que si la comunidad 
invitó a toda la gente apro-
piada a que asista a una de las 
sesiones y ellos consideraron 
fielmente la pregunta, “¿Es este 
el ministerio que Dios desea 
que haga?” y la respuesta es sí, 
entonces tenemos el número 
correcto de personas para el 
número de cargos.  Tenemos 
cuidado de no tener sólo un 
candidato además del número 
requerido. Eso es algo que 
probablemente herirá y será 
una decisión pastoral difícil  
Lo mejor es que si usted tiene 
más candidatos que cargos que 
tenga al menos dos más que el 
número de puestos vacantes.   

 La elección en la reunión 
anual de la feligresía: 
Publicite los candidatos con 
biografías breves y fotos en su 
boletín, en tableros de anuncios 
y/o en línea. En la reunión, pre-
sente a los candidatos que pas-
aron por el discernimiento. 
Permitimos que los presentes 
realicen nombramientos en la 
reunión, por no limitar la inspi-
ración del Espíritu Santo. Pero 
he hallado que no se realizan 
nombramientos en ese momen-

to. Es por eso que siempre 
estimulo a los que asisten a la 
reunión anual a que piensen en 
personas a las que se debería 
estimular a que asistan al dis-
cernimiento el próximo año.

Si bien todos los procesos huma-
nos tienen sus flaquezas, a lo largo 
de los años hemos tenido juntas 
parroquiales sanas y fuertes. En 
general, la gente está de acuerdo 
en lo que se dice y espera que sea 
la junta parroquial, y siente que 
no una “reunión de negocios”, 
sino un grupo de liderazgo ilu-
minado por la fe. ¡El lenguaje es 
tan poderoso! Dos de los térmi-
nos más poderosos en todo este 
proceso son: 1) “Ministerio”—La 
gente es llamada a este ministe-
rio. El ministerio de la junta par-
roquial está centrado en Cristo.  
2) “Hogar de fe”—Enfréntelo con 
amabilidad, pero también con fir-
meza y después deshágase de la 
frase de que la “iglesia es un nego-
cio…”. No lo es. Somos un hogar 
de fe y todos los hogares necesi-
tan cuidar su “casa” y sus finanzas, 
y en el corazón del hogar están 
las relaciones con Dios y con cada 
uno de nosotros. 

Janie Kirt Morris es rectora de 
la Iglesia Episcopal Emmanuel 
en Houston, Texas. Llamada a 
Emmanuel de  la Diócesis de 
Oklahoma a principios de 2003, 
se siente bendecida por servir 

allí. Janie resuena con la garantía 
de Romanos 8:38 de que “nada  
nos podrá separar del amor de 
Dios que es en Cristo Jesús Señor 
nuestro”. Además de su pasión 
por el ministerio, Janie disfruta 
escuchar música, especialmente 
jazz, jugar y ver deportes y estar en 
la naturaleza. 

Recursos

 Criteria and Expectations of 
Vestry Members http://www.
ecfvp.org/tools/vestry-discern-
ment-process/ 

 Discerning Individual Gifts on 
the Vestry http://www.ecfvp.
org/vestrypapers/discern-
ment/discerning-individual-
gifts-on-the-vestry/

 Emmanuel Vestry Discernment 
Agenda  http://www.ecfvp.org/
tools/vestry-discernment-pro-
cess/ 

 Vestry Discernment: A 
Prayerful Process http://www.
ecfvp.org/tools/vestry-discern-
ment-process/

 Vestry Discernment Letter 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/
vestry-discernment-process/ 
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Does this story sound familiar? 
The parish annual meeting is two 
weeks away. The congregation 
needs to elect two new wardens 
and a new treasurer. Minutes 
before the Sunday service begins, 
the senior warden shares with the 
rector that there are no candidates. 
Will he say something during the 
service?

In this short video, Christopher 
Webber, Episcopal priest and 
author of the popular book The 
Vestry Handbook shares how he 
responded when this happened to 
him.

Here’s the link to the video: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=I5-
bYZyXdWQ

Every year Episcopalians seat a 
brand new vestry, elected by the 
congregation and consisting of the 
gifted and willing in our congrega-
tions. Yet too often the vestry’s 
– and the congregation’s - under-
standing of the vestry roles could 
be better. As congregational lead-
ers, we have a responsibility to 
support these generous leaders the 
best we can, starting with the way 
we invite parishioners to consider 
serving on the vestry.  

As a first step, we invite you to con-
sider these questions for reflection 
and discussion:

 What is your response to Rev. 
Webber’s approach?

 How would you rate your cur-
rent process for calling new 
vestry candidates?

 Reflecting on when you first felt 
called to serve on the vestry – 
how would you describe the 
process you went through? 

 Thinking about the way your 
congregation calls leaders to 
serve – what works well? What 
would you change and what 
would that change look like?

Chris Yaw is an Episcopal priest 
and former journalist. He created 
ChurchNext to “help you and me 
connect with the very best mentors 
around.“  ChurchNext offers free 
interviews, as well as affordable 
Master Classes, on a number of top-
ics. The video presented in this arti-
cle is an excerpt from the Vestry 101 

Master Class produced by Chris Yaw 
and Church Next and is used with 
permission.  [http://churchnext.tv/ ]

Christopher L. Webber a gradu-
ate of Princeton University and the 
General Theological Seminary in 
New York is the author of a number 
of books ranging from a guidebook 
for Vestries to a study of Christian 
marriage. He has also written 
hymns included in several major 
hymnals in the United States and 
Canada.   More at: http://www.
clwebber.com

Resources

 Build a Healthy Vestry http://
www.ecfvp.org/vestrypapers/
vital-vestries/build-a-healthy-
vestry/ 

 “Calling” a sermon by 
Christopher Webber http://
www.clwebber.com/2011/01/
calling/

 Discerning Individual Gifts on 
the Vestry http://www.ecfvp.
org/vestrypapers/discern-
ment/vestry-discernment-
begins-with-the-soul/ 

Called to Serve? 
BY CHRIS YAW AND NANCY DAVIDGE
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 The Vestry Handbook by 
Christopher L. Webber (now in 
its third edition)  https://www.
churchpublishing.org/prod-
ucts/index.cfm?fuseaction=pro
ductDetails&productID=8855

 Vestry 101 Master Class  
http://churchnext.tv/ii-master-
class-007-vestry-101-with-
christopher-webber/

 
 Vestry Discernment Process 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/
vestry-discernment-process/



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013 :: VITAL VESTRIES :: www.ecfvp.orgPAGE 20

I rarely hear former vestry mem-
bers say, “I really miss those vestry 
meetings.” Does that surprise you? 
Do you consider vestry service a 
chore?

I have had the privilege of work-
ing with vestries for 40 years. As 
bishop I held an annual conference 
for wardens and vestry members 
to discuss the immense value of 
their leadership role in the church. 
It was one of my favorite days each 
year.

Why? Because I believe that ves-
tries should be one of the most 
exciting ministries in the church – 
joyful, in fact. Healthy, effective ves-
tries make healthy, effective parish-
es. When rectors and vestries work 
together as a well-aligned team, 
extraordinary things happen for 
the mission of God. Unfortunately, 
the opposite is also true – when 
they don’t, it’s usually not a pretty 
sight. Or at least a very dull one. 

If you need to put more joy and 
vitality into your vestry service, let 
me offer a few learnings that I think 
help make vestries vital.

Spiritual nourishment tops 
the list.  The open discussion of 

a passage of Scripture for 15-20 
minutes at the beginning of each 
meeting enables the members to 
share insights, experience Christ’s 
grace in deepening relationships, 
and remember that they are about 
God’s business. Insights about a 
Bible text can open fresh avenues 
of thought never dreamed of when 
the formal agenda was prepared. 
(And it never makes the meetings 
longer – I promise!)

Gospel vision is the next key ele-
ment. I am fond of quoting Helen 
Keller who was once asked if any-
thing were worse than losing one’s 
eyesight. She quickly replied, “Yes, 
losing your vision.” A vestry that 
has lost its vision is a sorry sight. 
The symptoms are usually over-
attention to financial reports (and 
scarcity), dull routine, and anxiety. 
We are so excited and thankful to 
God, that in loving trust, we confess 
belief in One God who we see in 
three different ways. We see God 
as the Father who creates, the son 
who redeems, and the Holy Spirit 
who sanctifies.

God has created the church to be 
on the move, not sitting still and 
fretting over maintenance issues. 
Of course, it is vitally important to 

care for the institution and fabric. 
But the world is yearning for good 
news and hope, and we are called 
to reach out, to offer transforming 
worship, to form faithful people, 
and to live Christ’s love in the 
world.  Imagine a vestry agenda 
that, before the financial report, 
etc., has such visionary items first 
on the list! 

Before the annual vestry retreat of 
one parish I served, vestrypersons 
interviewed several people in the 
community (not Episcopalians) 
and asked two questions: what 
is your impression of our parish 
and what do you think we should 
be doing for God and for this city?  
The results were fascinating and 
unfailingly provided seeds for 
new mission and outreach initia-
tives.  

Year- round stewardship is next 
on my list. Vestry members need 
to be among the most generous 
and committed stewards in the 
parish. Generosity is contagious. 
When the vestry - in word and 
example - challenges the parish 
to give of themselves in time, tal-
ent, and treasure, energy is cre-
ated throughout the community. 
Christian stewardship is not the

I Really Miss Vestry Meetings   
BY HENRY PARSLEY
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same as fund-raising. It is a way 
of life. It is about living gener-
ously and putting God first in our 
priorities.

Support for the rector is fourth 
on my little list. If a person can-
not work with the rector in a 
positive way he or she should 
not be on a vestry. Now this 
does not mean always agreeing. 
A vestry of ‘yes’ people is not 
very creative. The Spirit works in 
lively dialogue. Support includes 
honest feedback and construc-
tive criticism, but always for the 
purpose of building up the rec-
tor’s and the parish’s ministry, 
not tearing things down.

Likewise, rectors must empow-
er vestry members to exer-
cise their gifts of leadership. As 
systems theory wisely points 
out, if the rector over-functions 
the vestry will under-function 
and God’s work is diminished. 
Balance is key. One of the best 
times in my parish ministry was 
when we agreed that I should 
stop attending all the countless 
committee meetings. Not only 
did it give me time to be a better 
pastor and teacher and evange-
list, but it empowered lay lead-
ership in fresh ways. I kept in 
close touch with the chairs and 
attended meetings when asked 
or crucial. Meanwhile amazing 
ideas and plans emerged in my 
absence. Imagine that! 

Dealing with anxiety in a 
healthy way is next. We live 
in an unsettled age of rampant 
change, and this takes a toll on 
the church. Anxiety may be a 
parish’s worst enemy, creat-
ing negativity and conflict. The 
three best ways I know to deal 
with it are laughter, listening, 
and firm focus. Vestries need to 
have fun, laugh together, and 
not take themselves too seri-
ously. Anxious people need to 
be listened to and heard, even 
if we cannot satisfy their needs. 
Finally, the vestry needs to have 
a firm focus in mission, and 
never let agenda-driven people 
keep us from moving toward dis-
cerned goals.

When, at times, there is sig-
nificant conflict brewing, mature 
Christian leaders do not sepa-
rate. They lean into it and find a 
way through together. 

Finally, healthy, effective ves-
tries are always focused beyond 
themselves. Churches that live 
unto themselves die unto them-
selves. The vestry sets the tone. 
The ministry of the diocese and 
larger church should always get 
first and unfailingly generous 
support. Community outreach 
and evangelism should be on the 
top of our list of priorities, not 
last, with whatever energy and 
money might be left.

Probably the happiest vestry 
I ever worked with kept faith-
fully its commitment to give a 
minimum of 30% of the par-
ish’s annual income to ministry 
beyond itself. Sometimes much 
more. Not only did this help 
many people and ministries. It 
energized the parish to be giv-
ers. They knew that their gifts 
were going to mission, not just 
maintenance; to making a real 
difference, not just protecting the 
status quo.

These are a few things that I 
believe help vestry service to be 
joyful and gratifying, making for-
mer members say, “I really miss 
those vestry meetings!” Such ves-
tries build up the church in love 
and service, for the good of the 
world and the greater glory of 
God. As the old song says, “That’s 
what it’s all about!”

Henry Parsley was ordained 
deacon in 1973 and consecrated 
bishop in 1996. He has been espe-
cially active in outreach minis-
tries, as Chancellor of Sewanee, 
and chairing the bishops’ 
Theology Committee. He loves to 
fly-fish, lead retreats on literature 
and faith, travel, and laugh with 
friends.
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Resources

 A Suggested Order of Meetings: 
http://www.ecfvp.org/tools/a-
suggested-order-of-meeting-
for-vestry-meetings/

  Every Member Canvass: Christ 
Church Cathedral, Nashville 
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=6lVT2l1K7iI

 Every Member Canvass train-
ing: http://www.docstoc.com/
docs/110512570/EVERY-
MEMBER-CANVASS-TRAINING 

 TENS Every member canvass 
materials: A Manual for 
Stewardship Development 
Programs in the Congregation 
http://www.tensstore.org/
p/P/AMFSDP.html and its com-
panion workbook The Faithful 
Member Home Visitation 
Commitment Program  http://
www.tensstore.org/p/P/
TFMHVCP-DD.html

 Vestry Discernment http://
www.ecfvp.org/vestrypapers/
discernment/vestry-discern-
ment-begins-with-the-soul/ 

 The Vestry Resource Guide 
http://www.episcopalfounda-
tion.org/tools-and-programs/
leadership-tools/the-vestry-
resource-guide
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Judging by what I hear from my 
clergy colleagues, I think it’s safe 
to say that vestry meetings are not 
most people’s idea of a good time.  
And from the comments I hear 
from lay people at diocesan gather-
ings, lay folk don’t often have joy 
in their hearts about vestry meet-
ings either.  This probably explains 
the rolled eyes I often get when I 
tell them I look forward to vestry 
meetings at St. Nicholas Episcopal 
Church in Germantown, Maryland. 
What makes our vestry experience 
different?  

It has a lot to do with our under-
standing of what it means to be 
a healthy congregation. From the 
beginning (St. Nick’s started in 
1995), we expected every group 
within our parish to operate as 
a microcosm of the larger body, 
with its primary goal being to 
embody our understanding of 
healthy Christian community.  And 
we expected this approach to “be 
church first, do church second” 
would be true even for the vestry… 
especially for the vestry.

At St. Nick’s, our understanding 
of what it means to be a Christian 
community underscores all that we 

do. We believe that the only suf-
ficient basis for Christian unity is 
Christ’s love for us.  To paraphrase 
Richard Hooker, what makes us 
Christian is our relationship with 
Christ. All other considerations 
– doctrinal and practical – are 
secondary; they are  “logical con-
sequents” of that relationship.  
We are not free to exclude people 
from the body of Christ simply 
because they disagree with us, 
even on important matters.  On the 
contrary, because each of us is at 
least a little bit right and a little bit 
wrong in our understanding of God, 
we need the conflict of our differ-
ences to bring all of us to a broader, 
deeper understanding of God.

Let me share with you how this 
understanding plays itself out in 
the structure and processes of our 
vestry:  

 Fellowship, Bible Study, and 
Prayer before Business:  As 
with every group in our congre-
gation, vestry meetings start 
with prayer:  not pro forma 
prayer but intentional prayer 
about our purpose for being 
there and inviting the Spirit’s 
presence and guidance.  The 
first 30 minutes of monthly 

two-hour vestry meeting is 
dedicated to three things:

    1. A time of fellowship/checking 
in 

    2.  Bible study led by a vestry 
member

    3.  Prayer led by the same ves-
try member focused items 1 
and 2

     Oddly enough, I think we 
achieve more in the remaining 
90 minutes than if we used the 
whole two hours for business.

  Discernment Rather Than 
Representation: We view the 
primary role of the vestry as 
seeking the will and the calling 
of God for the parish, not con-
stituency representation. 
However, we recognize the ten-
dency of those serving on lead-
ership bodies to think of them-
selves as representing “people 
like them,” despite the fact that 
this can lead to cliques and fac-
tional disputes.  So rather than 
deny this tendency, we name it, 
intentionally use it (to launch 
the gathering of information – 
e.g.,” What are the needs, goals, 
strengths, and weaknesses of 
people like me?), and then just

Vestry as Body of Christ
BY KEN HOWARD
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 as intentionally discard it as we 
move into the process of dis-
cerning what God is calling us 
to do.

 Transformational Dialogue 
Rather Than Win-Lose 
Debate:  Most congregations 
view disagreement as a some-
thing be avoided, either by 
excluding those who disagree 
or by denying that it exists or 
matters. Yet as we understand 
it, disagreement can be not just 
healthy but holy. We find that 
when all of us strive to speak 
and to listen in love to what is 
at the heart of the matter for 
each of us (rather than to 
defend our positions), we are 
often pleasantly surprised to 
discover solutions that tran-
scend our various positions and 
achieve what is at the heart of 
that matter for everyone.  Our 
vestry officially abides by 
Robert’s Rules, but we call our 
votes to confirm our discern-
ment rather than achieve a 
decision.  Remembering that 
everyone present has some-
thing to contribute and that no 
one present has complete 
understanding, when someone 
raises an objection, we listen 
for how God is trying to expand 
our understanding through our 
disagreement. The results:  
Most often the many broaden 
their approach to include the 
concerns of the one. Sometimes 

the one is convinced by a deep-
er understanding of the many. 
And every so often (I get excit-
ed when this happens), the 
many are convinced by a deep-
er understanding of the one.

 Organization and Leadership 
Based on Gifts and Calling:  
Because we view the vestry as 
the body of Christ in miniature, 
we try to operate more like an 
organism than an organization.  
Just as we do in the congrega-
tion as a whole, we view each 
person’s gifts and calling as 
God’s guidance regarding their 
appropriate role within the ves-
try.  People aren’t required to 
“put in their time” before serv-
ing on our vestry. Nor are there 
hoops to jump once on the ves-
try before serving in certain 
positions.  Our current Senior 
Warden was elected to the ves-
try less than a year after joining 
the parish and was elected by 
the vestry to the senior warden 
position soon after that, simply 
because it became clear to all 
that he was best suited for the 
role. Another important part of 
our vestry organization is 
paired ministry oversight.  In 
addition to our senior and 
junior wardens, we have ten 
members who are responsible 
for serving as liaisons to each of 
our five ministry areas.  So we 
“send them by twos.”  Our goal 
is that every leader has a part-

ner/understudy/co-conspirator 
for Christ – to support, coordi-
nate, encourage, hold account-
able. Nobody works alone.
There is excitement in church 
today because there is going to 
be a baptism. God is at work 
among the people. The collects 
used at baptism, stand in a 
long line of prayers from the 
past, today’s prayer, and 
prayers for the future.

I hope I have not given you the 
idea that we have achieved some 
kind of perfection, either as a 
vestry or as a congregation.  On 
the contrary, we make as many 
mistakes as any other congrega-
tion or vestry, if not more.  In fact, 
our willingness to try and to fail 
and to learn from our failures and 
try again is a big reason why our 
work together  is as productive as 
it is… And an even bigger reason 
why, after 16 years, I still look for-
ward to our vestry meetings.

Ken Howard is the rector of 
St. Nicholas Episcopal Church 
(SaintNicks.com), a young, grow-
ing, diverse congregation in 
Germantown, Maryland, near 
Washington, DC.  He is the author 
of the book Paradoxy: Creating 
Christian Community Beyond Us 
and Them which describes the 
emergent, incarnational approach 
to Christian community which 
developed at St. Nicholas Church. 
He is also the director of The
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Paradoxy Center for Christian 
Community at St. Nicholas Church 
(PracticingParadoxy.com), dedi-
cated to the exploring practice of 
Incarnational Christianity, and 
extending it through resource 
development, coaching, consulta-
tion, and training with congrega-
tions, dioceses, and national church 
groups.

Resources

  Paradoxy: Creating Christian 
Community Beyond Us and 
Them  http://www.practicing-
paradoxy.com/ 

  Practicing Paradoxy http://
www.practicingparadoxy.com

 
  St. Nicholas Episcopal Church 
website http://www.saintnicks.
com/home.php 

  Study guide for the practice of 
Incarnational ministry http://
www.practicingparadoxy.com 
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Back when I was a theatre major in 
college, I performed as a dancer in 
the musical, Evita, which is about 
the rise to power of Argentinean 
President Juan Peron and his wife, 
Eva. Political power in Argentina in 
the early 20th century was unpre-
dictable and tumultuous. To cap-
ture the feeling of uncertainty, the 
director designed a stage that was 
slanted at a 35-degree angle. We 
dancers had to perform complex 
routines without the benefit of the 
ground being where we expected 
it to be, and we took many spills 
early on! With practice, we got the 
hang of it, and on opening night 
our audience sat spellbound as the 
story unfolded in this slightly off 
balance way.

As the story of St. John’s Mt. 
Washington unfolds, over the last 
year or so most (if not all) of us 
have felt slightly off balance. Our 
story is a familiar one: the upkeep 
on our historic church building was 
crippling us.  

In 2009, the vestry began an inten-
tional process to discern just what 
it is God is calling us to do and be.  
We thought the process would 
take a few months, generate new 
revenue streams, and entice long-

lost folks back to the pews. Instead, 
the process asked us to examine 
the deepest desires and fears of 
our hearts. We had to be brutally 
honest about what St. John’s has 
in abundance (a heart for service, 
love for each other, a quirky can-do 
attitude) and what we truly lack 
(a realistic vision for 21st cen-
tury ministry; the time, talent, and 
treasure to maintain a 100 year 
old building). We cried and raged 
over what seems unfair and we 
had our hearts broken when some 
of us decided to turn back from 
the daunting task before us. And 
just when we thought we had the 
next step all figured out, reality or 
opportunity would step in and lead 
us down another path. The Holy 
Spirit has definitely kept us off bal-
ance!  

After two plus years of discern-
ment, our congregational leaders 
made the bold decision to com-
pletely re-format our response to 
our baptismal call to discipleship. 
During our 2012 annual meeting, 
the vestry invited the congrega-
tion to reflect on the ‘Blessings’ 
and ‘Bummers’ of the previous 
year – what emerged was a list of 
blessings related to people and 
mission while the list of bummers 

was all building related. 

We chose to move out of our 
beloved church building and 
into rented space, a decision that 
improved our financial situation 
by reducing maintenance and util-
ity expense.  In September 2012, 
after recognizing that finding a 
tenant for our beloved church 
building was not a realistic plan 
and with the approval of the 
Diocesan Standing Committee, 
the decision was made to offer 
our too large, too old, and too 
resource-intensive building for 
sale.  

For nearly eight months, St. John’s 
has rented space at Springwell 
Faith and Fellowship Chapel, less 
than a mile from our former loca-
tion and located on the grounds 
of Springwell Senior Living, a resi-
dential community formerly oper-
ated by the Methodists. We’ve 
welcomed new worshippers 
including residents of Springwell 
Senior Living, their families, and 
other neighbors. 

Since making the move, we’ve 
been exploring creative ways 
of coming together for worship. 
Some Sundays the congregation

Being at the Edge…
BY LORI HALE BABCOCK
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gathers at the Blue Sage, a local 
coffee shop, to say prayers, dis-
cuss the day’s Gospel lesson, 
and share Christian fellowship 
as we enjoy coffee and pastries, 
with ‘the first round’ picked up 
by St. John’s. On Christmas Eve, 
we gathered at St. John’s Church 
for ‘Carols and Cocoa’ on the 
grounds of our former home. We 
have moved out of our historic 
building and into the world.

Recently, our feeding ministry 
has been attracting families with 
young children who are perfectly 
suited to the task of sandwich 
making. We are working on ways 
to be intentional about including 
them in the life of St. John’s even 
if they choose not to participate 
in worship. Our feeding ministry 
serves a unique role as a minis-
try that provides an opportunity 
for individuals to “give back,” as 
well as serving as a conduit for 
entrance into deeper involve-
ment in the worship and fellow-
ship life of St. John’s. 

As our vestry discerns the will 
of the Holy Spirit in the com-
ing year, we are aware that the 
majority of us are adults who are 
either single or worship with-
out a partner present. Many are 
single parents. It seems St. John’s 
is a place where seekers find a 
place to belong and relationships 
of meaning, rooted in Christ, can 
blossom. We expect to build on 

this strength, as well as explore 
ways of serving the elderly 
among us, even as we are aware 
they have so much wisdom and 
years of deep faith to encourage 
those of us in our middle and 
younger years.

Funding our ministry will be a 
challenge into the foreseeable 
future. We expect lower annual 
giving this year since many 
parishioners have chosen not to 
continue at St. John’s. Pledging is 
a new concept to many of those 
who are now active worship-
pers with us, and might never 
be appropriate for the elderly 
residents. The vestry is exploring 
creative ways to support min-
istry such as more “fee-for-ser-
vice” ideas, i.e. asking for dona-
tions or charging a fee to support 
the cost of various ministries. As 
St. John’s has blazed a trail out 
of our building and into creative 
ways of preaching good news, we 
trust new funding models will 
emerge and be a model for oth-
ers as well.

When the church building is 
sold, we plan to invest most of 
the proceeds to enable St. John’s 
to fulfill its mission and pursue 
ministry projects of compas-
sion and transformation. We 
also have promised to repay 
our friends in the Diocese of 
Maryland the past allocations 
owed.

This decision has blessed us in 
ways we could not have imag-
ined. The pressure to raise more 
and more money to sustain our 
buildings and our life in it is 
nearly gone. It’s been replaced 
with energy and confidence that 
God has a dream to renew and 
transform the world – and that 
our little group of disciples is 
uniquely qualified to be a vital 
part of this work. Our hearts 
are light as we gather to make 
sandwiches for the hungry and 
there is always room for more 
hands that want to serve. Every 
Sunday we worship with people 
in our neighborhood who are 
elderly and infirm; their smiles 
tell us that our very presence is 
good news. These elderly friends 
have amazing wisdom to share, 
and we gain even more when 
their family members and oth-
ers worship with us. Beyond our 
doors, St. John’s creativity and 
courage to change are a model 
and encouragement to the many 
other struggling Episcopal and 
other churches in our area. 

St. John’s Mt. Washington can 
attest that letting go of long-held 
practices produces anxiety and 
fear, but anxiety and fear are 
no match for the abundance of 
blessing that springs up when 
our hearts and minds are willing 
to follow where the Holy Spirit 
leads. After a recent vestry
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gathers at the Blue Sage, a local 
meeting adjourned, every mem-
ber stayed at the table, throwing 
out creative ideas for worship, 
fellowship, and outreach. The 
energy, clarity of vision, and 
sense of shared purpose was pal-
pable.

As disciples of Christ we are 
learning, now more than ever, 
what it means to trust in God and 
follow where we may not always 
want to go. We have a message 
of good news and strive to share 
it with those who long to hear. 
We know there are other faith-
ful communities who are strug-
gling and in need of support and 
encouragement. We hope to offer 
it as the Diocese of Maryland has 
offered it to us. As a retired cleric 
recently said, “instead of going 
over the edge, St. John’s is on the 
cutting edge.”  By the grace of 
God, may it be so. 

I suspect the off-balance feel-
ing will continue for some time. 
There is no biblical (or experien-
tial) evidence that God promises 
security or stability. God promis-
es to be with us no matter what. 
Maybe feeling off-balance is just 
part of the fun…

Lori Hale has served St. John’s 
Mt. Washington Episcopal Church 
since early 2009, and prior to that 
she served as Priest-in-Charge at 
Trinity Cathedral in the Diocese 

of Easton. She serves on the 
board of the Episcopal Housing 
Corporation and the Diocese of 
Maryland Financial Assistance 
for Congregations ministry team. 
She formerly worked as market-
ing director for a transportation-
engineering firm. She is married 
to John, a Navy musician and they 
have four children and two dogs.

Resources

  Can Our Church Live? 
Redeveloping Congregations in 
Decline by Alice Mann: http://
www.alban.org/bookdetails.
aspx?id=460

  Congregational Seasons: A 
resource for transitions 
https://www.facebook.com/
groups/382471431803576/ 

  Dating the Presbyterians 
http://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-
papers/death-and-resurrec-
tion/dating-the-presbyterians/

 Cortejados por los 
Presbiterianos http://www.
ecfvp.org/vestrypapers/death-
and-resurrection/cortejados-
por-los-presbiterianos/  

  Episcopal Church Building 
Fund http://www.ecbf.org 

  Five Marks of Mission 
Facebook group https://www.
facebook.com/groups/

FiveMarksofMission/?fref=ts 

  Hope and Action: Abundant 
Small Congregations http://
archive.episcopalchurch.org/
documents/Hope_and_Action.
pdf 

  Partners for Sacred Places 
http://www.sacredplaces.org 

  Resurrection Leadership 
http://www.ecfvp.org/vestry-
papers/healthy-practices/res-
urrection-leadership/ 

  Why Our Buildings Just Don’t 
Matter http://www.ecfvp.org/
posts/why-our-buildings-just-
dont-matter/


