QUESTIONS ABOUT THE NEW PLANS FOR POJ

Questions were raised at the June 2009 Presbytery Meeting.

1. Is the current structure broken?  What are we fixing?

One of the tenets of our Reformed faith is that we are “reformed and always reforming.”  Such a principle implies that we are always looking to see how we can best serve God as disciples.  In recent years, we have a number of committees and subcommittees that have “run out of steam” or are no longer useful in the life of the presbytery.  Finding persons with interest to staff these committees has become a problem for the Committee on Nominations.  Some boards and committees rarely meet.  The current structure is about 12 years old and needs renewal.  We are attempting to be faithful in discerning what God is calling us to do as a presbytery.  Such effort takes time and a prayerful seeking of God’s Will for our life as the Presbytery of the James.

2. Is the structure too loose?

The proposed structure reflects the discernment and decision by the presbytery for three 

areas of ministry:  mission, leadership, connectionalism.

The proposed structure might appear to be “too loose” in this early planning and development stage.  However, as we grow into it and are more comfortable with permission- giving to persons called to serve Christ, we hope we can find the comfort and ability to live into a new way of being the church.

3. The name “Leadership Connections” is confusing.

The three concepts that emerged from the discernment process were: mission, leadership connections and communication.  In an effort to honor the process and keep the concepts before the presbytery, they or a variation of them was included in the three proposed Teams.  Connectionalism was identified with leadership (ministerial and laity).  Therefore, Leadership Connections was an attempt to clarify the purpose of that particular Team.

4. Is Presbytery only going to be the sum of our passions?  How will the allowance of

“mushrooming” of groups fit in with the purpose of the presbytery?

Some may understand that following “our passion” may mean that we ignore our 

Reformed ways of being for novel or fringe ideas that attract “passionate, high-energy, 

Type-A personalities.”  Not so, necessarily.  Our hope is that while we remain faithful to 

the work of the church as outlined in our Constitution, the Holy Spirit will take us to new 

heights and broaden our horizons through individuals and groups that sense the Spirit’s 

prodding in various areas of mission and outreach. 

It does not appear that the Presbytery only will be the sum of our passions.  In fact, the discernment process in 2008 helped identify the “playing field” or the parameters of what God is calling the Presbytery of the James to be and do.  Three areas have been identified: mission, leadership connections and communication.  While these three areas are not defined completely at this stage, the work of the presbytery must fit within one or more of these three areas.  Further definition of the areas will be the responsibility of the three Teams and approval by the presbytery.  The presbytery will be more involved in determining our priorities during the budget process than before.  (See question 9 below).  A consensus will develop in the presbytery of what is important and what is not.
5. Will this plan leave people out?  Does this preference the extrovert, the volunteer, the passionate?

The new vision is an attempt to include many people in the life and work of the presbytery.  Yes, this plan will leave people out; the current plan leaves people out.  There is a desire for persons with passion and desire to spread the Gospel, to be involved and to celebrate the Good News which we have to share. One need not be extroverted in order to have passion for God and zeal for the Gospel.
6. Consider Church of the Saviour Model for affirming ideas which “bubble” up.

This could be a resource for the developing groups. Several task group members are acquainted with this model and will study its usefulness for our presbytery.
7. Participation before interest or interest before participation?

Both/and….there could be interest in an area which would generate participation.  There could be participation by a group of folks that would general interest by a wider group of participants.  Either way is possible; both ways are inevitable.   

8. Evaluation of purpose groups process; how do we assess when to close them down?  Sunset provision?

Purpose groups that need support, publicity, and logistical assistance will need to be renewed annually.  If the intentions of the purpose group are not met, the Team responsible for the purpose group will end the funding.  Purpose groups desiring financial support from the presbytery budget will be given a three-year life span and funding based upon specific goals and projected outcomes.  Each three-year cycle will determine whether the funding continues or whether the particular purpose group will only receive support and logistical assistance.

Purpose groups will be required to state their goal(s) and metrics for determining that 
a goal has been or is being met. All groups will have a sunset provision of three years. They may be renewed by demonstrating that they are meeting an ongoing need and providing metrics to measure their continued success.

9. How can persons be called to positions of leadership if they don’t “bubble” up?

The Committee on Nominations will continue to provide leadership for the teams, for Committee on Ministry, for Committee on Preparation for Ministry, for the Permanent Judicial Commission, for Committee on Representation, and other mandated committees.  Various names come to the Committee on Nominations from a number of sources.
 
a) People could send names to the Presbytery office for specific ministries; 

b) People could be contacted by other at-large members of the presbytery for leadership and/or participation in Purpose Groups; or 

c) People could hear about ideas/groups/positions via presbytery communications (web postings and forums, presbytery meeting announcements; The Vine, etc).
Group members may also rise to positions of leadership.
10. Depending too much on volunteers?  Terms of service?

We depend upon volunteers or “called persons,” for all we do as a presbytery.  There would be three-year terms of service on the mandated teams and committees with a possible aggregate of six years before rotation off would be required.

We have always relied on volunteers for the mission and ministry of the presbytery; however, we will depend on the work of the Spirit to help us discern those groups and activities which may need to come to an end, and others which need to be considered.  Each Team will help discern and shape the form and direction of its Team’s ministry.  As Teams perceive needs within the presbytery, they may communicate those to the presbytery at large or encourage those who have expressed interest to become active.

11. Role of Nominations Committee.

The Committee on Nominations will continue to nominate people for the following committees and with election by the presbytery:  The three Teams, Committee on Ministry, Committee on Preparation for Ministry, Permanent Judicial Commission, Committee on Representation, Alternates and Commissioners to General Assembly, Commissioners to Synod, and other mandated committees.  

Geographic regions, developed exclusively for the purpose of nominations, will be used to ensure representation across the presbytery.

12. Committee on Representation.

This requirement was overlooked; this committee will be added. 

13. What will be the budgeting process?

The budgeting process will be similar to the current process where various Teams or Committees submit their proposed budgets with rationale for funds requested.  It is anticipated that the first reading of the proposed budget would be at the summer stated meeting of the presbytery instead of the fall stated meeting.  Budget preparation would be for the following calendar year.

Our three Teams (mission, leadership connections, communication) will be responsible for constructing budgets that include purpose groups and committees whose work fall under their respective oversight areas. These budgets will include funds for standing committees, approved purpose groups, and Team expenses. Some of these monies will be distributed as grants following an approved granting procedure.

The Budget Committee would have two people from each Team and would be moderated by a person of the Communication and Coordination Team.  A proposed budget would come to the presbytery for consideration and approval.
14. How do we ensure financial responsibility by all these groups?

There would be clear criteria about funding and also about accountability and reporting.  Funding could not occur until there was a plan of how the funds might be used.  There would be mechanisms in place to ensure that funds are distributed and accounted for in line with the funding criteria.
Financial guidelines already are in place, as approved by the Presbytery, and they will continue to be followed, for example:
-More than one person is required to approve expenditure.
-Annual audit or financial review is done.
-Disbursement approval requires documentation from appropriate committee and leadership.
-The General Presbyter can sign checks up to $500; two signatures are required over $500.

15. Can congregations designate giving?

Giving to the presbytery by congregations is an area that will be explored as part of the discernment process.  Our current giving pattern is about 15 years old and it would be timely to revisit it as part of these efforts.

Questions to be considered include: will we be permissive in this area and allow congregations to give to presbytery separately from synod and GA giving?  If so, will congregations be able to designate toward any project, committee, purpose group, or line item? Any restrictions? New thoughts about per capita? We are exploring these questions.
16. How about people not using the internet?

We will do “both/and.”  Since some people do not use the internet, we will continue our service of regular mailings to persons without internet.  We would also inquire about a possible “e-person” in each congregation so that all congregations would have access via the internet.  No one would be left out.  It is true that people without internet would not have information as current as those with internet.  Constant education and exposure for congregations and members to learn how to “do church online” would be part of continuing efforts of the presbytery.
Since electronic communication is fast and eliminates the increasing costs of printing and

postage, we will encourage churches without office computers to designate an email contact who will be responsible for receiving messages and notices and  passing them along to members of their congregations.  

High-speed internet access becomes more widely available every day even in very rural parts of the Commonwealth. A recent headline in the Rappahannock Record was “Counties collaborate to bring broadband here.”  Free public access is already available in several places including the public library, Westminster Canterbury and several coffee shops.

Social networking sites such as Facebook and web-based forums offer easy ways for

people to have conversations even when they are widely separated by geography. And these sites are not just for the young. The fastest growing demographic on Facebook is people over 55 who are drawn to it to stay in touch with their children and grandchildren and then discover that it is also an easy way to stay in touch with their friends.
17. Will small churches be left out?

There is hope that small churches would not be left out, but be more involved as they seek ways to be faithful and discern God’s calling.  A similar argument could be made concerning larger congregations who often function without presbytery involvement or participation.
We imagine a number of ways smaller congregations could be even more empowered: 1) By connecting with other similar sized churches in purpose groups or projects to pool and augment their resources for a particular outreach; and 2) By connecting with larger sized congregations in a mentoring type relationship where the larger church may have personnel, expertise, experience, and funds available for the particular events and/or projects.  Every congregation could be cross-pollinated for ministry and mission. 

18. How does the Synod fit into this?

The Synod would continue in the same relationship as it had in the past.  There would be no change with our new structure.

19. Where do ecumenical relations fit?

Ecumenical relations are an important part of the Presbyterian Witness.  We would continue that effort in the new structure provided there is interest from people within the presbytery to encourage this work.

Perhaps we will place ecumenical relations with leadership connections. Elders, members, ministers, educators, etc., may forge ecumenical and interfaith relationships with members of other church bodies. Usually we think of ecumenical relations, however, as congregations or denominations forming official relationships with other bodies. We could recognize a purpose group (that bubbles up) whose ministry is to foster such relationships.

20. Other presbyteries doing this approach?

The team is inquiring into other presbyteries that have launched a discernment process:  Cincinnati Presbytery, Pittsburgh Presbytery, Eastminster Presbytery, Los Ranchos Presbytery, and San Diego Presbytery.
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