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CHAPTER 3
THE DISTRICT
I. ORGANIZATION AND FUNCTION1
Preliminary to any plan of district church organization is an understanding of the mission of the church
and the place and function of the district in that mission. The mission of the church is set forth in the great
commission of our Lord (Matt. 28:18-20). Although never fully understood, it seems clearly to have an
inner and an outer direction. The inner mission of the church is to nurture its members that they may grow
more and more into the stature of maturity in Christ. The outer mission of the church is to be related as
God’s instrument to the problems and needs of the world. These two major functions of the church are
effective to the extent that they are undergirded by stewardship of time, talent, and treasure on the part of
the membership.
The district is a group of congregations located in geographic proximity to each other and having
common purposes. The district enables the member congregations to do together what they cannot do
separately and helps them to carry out in better fashion their major functions. The organizational structure
of the district should reflect as much as possible the purposes of the district. Above all, the organization
should be a helpful means to the achievement of the district’s goals and the fulfillment of its functions.
Every district should develop its own unique statements of vision and mission and should develop its own
constitution and bylaws clearly defining its purposes, its organizational structure, and it’s working
procedures. These need to be in harmony both with congregational purposes and polity and those of the
Church of the Brethren. The following outline is suggestive of basic principles and procedures to be
incorporated into a district plan of organization. [See the chart of nomenclature at the end of this section.]
It attempts to conserve the major values already existing in the organizational structures of our districts.
Further, it seeks to add to the effectiveness of the work of our church through greater uniformity and
simplicity of structure and nomenclature.
Districts are encouraged to explore creative ways of sharing personnel and financial resources to facilitate
effective ministries both within and among districts. Districts may initiate dialogue for a cooperative
relationship that will resource the needs of district ministries (i.e., Christian nurture and church planting).
A constitution is understood to be a statement of the fundamental principles of government adopted by the
district. The bylaws are the detailed rules and regulations that allow for the effective working of the
district within its basic organizational structure. The following outlines for district constitution and
bylaws are intended to represent what should be minimally expected of every district structure while
leaving room for the flexibility and creativity of each district to carry out their unique purposes.

A. CONSTITUTION
1. Incorporation
The district shall be incorporated under, and pursuant to, the religious corporation act of the state
in which its principal office is located. Where feasible, the office of the district executive/minister

1

CHAPTER 3 – THE DISTRICT

MANUAL OF ORGANIZATION AND POLITY
December 2016

shall be named as the principal place of business. The affairs of the corporation shall be managed
by the district board whose chair, secretary, and/or treasurer shall be the legal officers of the
corporation and shall sign all the legal documents.
2. Purpose of the District
Grounded in its discernment of its unique vision and mission, the purpose of the district shall be
to administer and coordinate the religious and business activities of the Church of the Brethren
within the bounds of the district. The district shall have power to own and convey real estate and
to be trustee of property and of endowment and other funds. The district shall send delegates to
the Annual Conference and may appoint representatives to cooperative religious bodies as need
and opportunity allow.
3. Member Congregations
All Church of the Brethren congregations that are recognized by the district as organized
congregations shall be member congregations of the district within which they are located. A new
church development shall be called a “fellowship” until it has a sufficient resource base for
effective ministry in the local context and is chartered as a member congregation.2
4. District Conference
a. Purpose of a district conference
District Conference is a mass meeting to which delegates and others interested from the
member congregations come in business sessions to give implementation to district purpose.
District Conference is the final authority of the district on policy, program, and procedure.
Although worship and fellowship may become part of District Conference, the following
agenda is indicative of its principal business function:
1) to review achievements;
2) to analyze procedures and results;
3) to survey continuing opportunities and needs;
4) to set goals, outline objectives, and determine priorities;
5) to approve strategy and adopt policy;
6) to organize for action and assign responsibility;
7) to dedicate resources;
8) to receive congregations and fellowships and act on name changes on recommendation
from the District Board;
9) to go forth in service.
b. Conference delegate body
1) All members of the congregations and fellowships of the district shall have the privilege
of moving and discussing the business of District Conference. However, only the official
delegates of the member congregations or fellowships shall have the right to vote.
2) There shall be four delegates for each member congregation or fellowship3 with two
hundred members or fewer. Larger congregations shall have one delegate more for each
additional one hundred members or major fraction thereof.
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3) The pastor and church board chair of each member body shall serve as delegates by
virtue of their offices. Each congregation or fellowship shall elect the remaining quota of
its delegates from its membership at large. Pastors of recognized fellowships shall also be
delegates.
4) Delegates serving from the membership at large shall be elected for a two-year term with
half of their number being selected each year.
5) The delegate body shall have the following functions:4
a) Serve as the final authority of the district in all matters of polity, procedure, and
function.
b) Elect the officers of the district conference, the members of special committees
authorized by the district, and members of the district board.
c) Review the work of the district as presented to the district conference in the reports of
the elected boards and committees.
d) Project the program of the district, determining fields of endeavor, plans for advance,
size of budgets, and all other necessary matters.
e) Dispose of queries that come to the district conference.
f) Receive reports from individuals and/or committees appointed to deal with specific
problems in the life of the district.
g) Determine what resolutions shall be the voice of the district on the problems of the
day.
c. Conference officers
1) The officers of District Conference shall be the moderator, moderator-elect, and clerk.
2) The moderator-elect shall be elected by District Conference for one year and then shall
automatically become moderator for one year. The clerk shall be elected by District
Conference. The treasurer and financial secretary shall be appointed by the district board
subject to the approval of District Conference.
d. Conference committees
1) Nominating and personnel committee. (i.e. Calling and Discernment Committee) There
shall be a committee of 3-6 members called or elected by District Conference.5
2) District Conference program and arrangements committee. There shall be a District
Conference program and arrangements committee of five members called or elected by
District Conference.6 The moderator shall be chairperson.
e. Standing Committee delegates
Delegates shall be named by District Conference to represent the district on the Annual
Conference Standing Committee. The directives of Annual Conference shall be followed in
determining their eligibility, the number allowed, and the length of term.
5. District Board7
a. Purpose of the district board
The district board, hereafter referred to as the board, shall manage and administer the work of
the district as authorized by the district conference. The board is the legal agent of the district
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and shall be empowered to act on behalf of the district conference ad interim except for those
actions specifically reserved for District Conference as set forth in its constitution and
bylaws.
b. Board members
There shall be a board whose size, length of term, and tenure is determined by each district.
The district moderator, moderator-elect, standing committee member(s), and treasurer shall
be invited to meet with the board. If any of these three officers is elected with an unexpired
term on the board, the former position on the board shall be declared vacant.
c. Board officers and organizations
The board shall be organized annually, following District Conference, by the district
moderator. The chair and vice chair of the board shall be selected by the board from among
its elected members. The district executive may serve as secretary for the board. The board
may organize itself into commissions and committees as it chooses to effectively fulfill its
ministry. [See appendix for suggestions.]
6. Committees
a. Historical committee
1) There may be an historical committee appointed by the board.
2) The historical committee shall be concerned with all matters of historic interest to the
district and shall collect, preserve, write, and, as authorized, publish such materials.
b. Auditing committee
1) The board shall appoint an auditing committee, or employ an auditor, to review annually
the financial records of the district treasurer, the financial secretary, and such other
agencies handling district funds as may be requested by the board. An annual financial
report shall be shared, after review, with the district conference.
c. Shalom Team8
1) A committee shall be appointed by the board for a term of five years. The chair of the
board and the district executive/minister shall serve ex officio.
2) The committee shall, on behalf of the board, be responsible for working at discipleship
and reconciliation concerns between any member and those with whom the person may
have difficulty. It may also be called upon to work at discipleship and reconciliation
concerns within a congregation or between congregations and the district.
3) The committee shall bring a report of its efforts and experiences to the board, along with
any appropriate recommendations it has to make.
As an alternative, the board shall make available similar services to the district.
d. Other committees
The district conference and/or the board may constitute or authorize such other continuing or
short-term committees as necessary to assist with the ongoing work of the district. When the
specific assignment of a committee is achieved, the committee shall be dismissed.
7. Related Institutions and Interest Groups
a. The district may enter into relationship with separately organized and incorporated Church of
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the Brethren institutions such as camps, homes for the aging, colleges, and other institutions
of interest to the district. In each instance there shall be mutual agreement between the district
and said institution as to the nature of the relationship. The involvement of the district in
terms of financial support, selection of trustees, program endorsement, receiving of reports,
etc., shall be subject to District Conference action.
b. As requested or as need arises, the board shall give direction to the formation of special
interest and/or age groups within the district. All such organizations shall exist to aid in
fulfilling the mission of the church at large in the district and shall be subject to the oversight
and direction of the board
8. The Section Plan
a. Purpose
The district may circumscribe within its boundaries workable units—geographically and/or
numerically defined—in order to facilitate the organization and administration of district
affairs. These units shall be called sections and, for purposes of clarity, may be numbered or
named.
b. Size
The size of a section may vary according to prevailing circumstances. Where possible a
section shall include five to fifteen congregations and/or fellowships within a radius that
allows for travel and sufficient time for a meeting within one day.
9. Fiscal Year and District Conference Year
a. The fiscal year of the district shall be the same as that designated by Annual Conference.
b. The conference year shall be from the end of one annual district conference to the end of the
next annual district conference.

B. BYLAWS
1. Personnel Selection
a. The nominating and personnel committee (Calling and Discernment Committee) shall
prepare a ballot (or slate) for the use of the district conference in the election of (a) officers of
District Conference, (b) members of District Conference committees, (c) Standing Committee
delegates, (d) board members, and (e) such other officers as are to be elected by District
Conference.
b. Elections and appointments shall be conducted in such a way as to secure leadership from all
parts of the district. Board membership shall provide a good balance between pastors and lay
members.
c. The term of office for all elected or appointed personnel shall be three years unless otherwise
stated in the constitution or bylaws. The board or the district conference may establish such
term limits as seem appropriate for each district.9 The office of anyone who does not fill the
position in a responsible way and is absent from meetings for six months may be declared
vacant by the board.
d. Approximately one-third of the membership of the board and continuing committees shall be
elected in any one year.
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e. The prepared ballot shall include only the names of people who have consented to be
nominees. Prior to the election, information about each nominee shall be given to the
delegates. Immediately following the election, a letter shall be sent to each nominee reporting
the results. These duties shall be the responsibility of the nominating and personnel
committee.
f.

For the aid of those groups making nominations or appointments, the district office, in
cooperation with the nominating and personnel committee, shall maintain a personnel file
indicating the training, aptitude, and record of service of individuals showing promise of
district leadership.

2. Employed Staff
a. District executive/minister
1) The district shall employ an executive. He or she shall be a person qualified by training,
experience, and personal dedication to Christ and the church to guide, counsel, and
encourage district and local church workers in the development of vital and wellbalanced church programs.
2) The executive shall be the executive officer of the board and shall give general oversight
to the implementation of district work. He or she shall serve as secretary of the board,
arranging for someone to record the minutes, and shall be custodian of all official papers
of the district. He or she shall be an ex officio member without vote of the board, the
commissions, and the committees of the district.
3) The executive shall be the placement officer for pastoral placement in the district.
b. Additional professional staff
When the work and size of the district warrant it, additional qualified staff shall be
considered.
c. Office secretary
The district shall provide sufficient secretarial assistance for the employed staff and district
office.
3. Staff Employment Procedures
a. The selection and employment of an executive and other professional staff people, as well as
the termination of such services, shall be the responsibility of the board in consultation with
the denominational office of ministry.
b. The office secretary shall be employed by the board upon the recommendation of the
executive. The office secretary shall be responsible to the executive.
c. The terms of employment for all employed personnel shall be carefully stipulated and
reviewed annually. When the terms have been mutually accepted, such terms shall be set
forth in writing on approved forms and shall be considered an agreement between the
contracting parties.
d. When there is a multiple staff, the division of responsibility and the lines of authority for each
staff person shall be clearly defined and periodically reviewed by the appropriate district
officials. Although there must be close cooperation and harmony among staff members, in the
final analysis all personnel are responsible to the board.
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e. There shall be a written position description for each employee.
4. District Conference Officers’ and Delegates’ Qualifications and Duties
a. All officers and delegates shall be members in good standing of a member congregation or
fellowship and shall serve faithfully in their respective offices.
b. The moderator shall preside at business sessions of the district conference and serve as an ex
officio member of the board. He or she shall be chair of the conference program and
arrangements committee. The moderator shall study the needs of the district and give
interpretation and counsel regarding them to the board and District Conference and to any
other appropriate district agency.
c. The moderator-elect shall perform the duties of the moderator in the moderator’s absence or
at the moderator’s request and shall become familiar with the program of the district in
preparation for moderatorship. The moderator-elect shall be an ex officio member of the
board and a member of the District Conference program and arrangements committee.
d. The clerk shall record the minutes of District Conference and shall, in cooperation with the
district executive/minister, prepare them for publication and distribution to the churches.
e. The treasurer shall be custodian of all district funds, disbursing them as authorized by the
district conference and the board. He or she shall be an ex officio member of the board. The
treasurer shall make written reports to the board and to the district conference as requested
and submit the accounts for an annual audit.
f.

The financial secretary shall receive all current district funds, acknowledge receipt of such,
and deposit said funds promptly in a depository designated by the board. The financial
secretary shall prepare at least quarterly a report of the giving from member churches and of
all other receipts. Said reports shall be made available to the board and the congregations.
The accounts shall be submitted for an annual audit.

g. Congregational delegates shall be elected only from among the active, informed, and
committed membership of the congregation. Delegates shall be expected to attend all
business sessions of District Conference and all meetings of the delegate body. They shall
report and communicate actions and concerns from district to congregation and vice versa.
Delegates shall strive to be alert to the work and opportunities of the Church of the Brethren
at all levels of its organization and program. A delegate shall be expected to attend the
business meetings of one’s congregation.
Delegates shall be elected at the time of general elections in the congregation and shall serve
on a year-round basis. When elected, delegates’ names and addresses shall be reported to the
district office to be included on the mailing list for newsletters, financial reports, and other
pertinent information. Delegates shall register at District Conference to indicate their
presence.
5. District Board Functions
The district board is the legal agent of the district and consists of leadership called by the district
conference to manage and administer the work of the district. Following is a non-exhaustive list
of primary functions of the district board:
a. To be accountable and reportable to District Conference, the board shall …
1. fulfill the directive of the district conference and make an annual report to the conference;
2. prepare the district budget for presentation to District Conference;
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3. process queries received from congregations and bring recommendations related to
queries or other business to district conference for action;
4. recommend to District Conference the receiving or closing of a congregation, or requests
for name changes by any existing congregation;
5. fill vacancies in elective district offices occurring between District Conferences, and fill
such other vacancies not provided for otherwise.
b. To serve as the legal agent and employing body of the district, the board shall …
1. employ and direct the work of a district executive/minister and other such personnel as
may be authorized by the district conference;
2. plan or otherwise provide professional growth and training opportunities for employed
staff, board members, and other district personnel; and
3. arrange for the completion of all legal documents as needed.
c. To ensure accountability for financial resources, the board shall …
1. hold custody of all district capital funds, endowments, and annuities, and hold title to
district properties; distribute district current funds and invest permanent funds as
authorized by district conference; negotiate the purchase and sale of property and the
borrowing and lending of money on behalf of the district;
2. allocate and define authority with respect to the establishment of bank accounts and the
signing of checks and other legal documents;
3. arrange for bonding the district treasurer and financial secretary;
4. provide for an annual audit.
d. To coordinate district ministry, the board shall …
1. promote, administer, assign responsibility and supervise the total church program of the
district;
2. interpret and clarify rules of procedure as needed;
3. provide visionary leadership, project long-range planning, set goals, and initiate new
ministries as needed;
4. make all appointments for which the board is responsible;
5. oversee the ministry credentialing of leadership in line with Annual Conference
guidelines,10 which will include acting on nominees for ordination11 and presenting those
approved for ordination to the congregation for action;12
6. assign to an appropriate group within the district, any item delegated to districts by
Annual Conference;13
7. provide for ecumenical relationships on a district or regional level.
e. To strengthen congregations within the district, the board shall …
1. provide pastoral placement guidance through the district executive minister;
2. study member congregations and strive to help them meet their needs and to fulfill their
mission (see section V. “Congregational Evaluation” of this chapter);
3. receive, consider, and make disposition of concerns brought by congregations or, in

8

CHAPTER 3 – THE DISTRICT

MANUAL OF ORGANIZATION AND POLITY
December 2016

special circumstances, individuals;
4. respond to problems of discipline by following the procedures and suggestions outlined
in section VI of this chapter, “The Shalom Team Model,”14 and section II of chapter 5,
“Ethics in Ministry Relations,”15 in this manual.
6. Business Meetings
a. District Conference
1) The district conference shall convene once a year at such a time as to allow district
organization and program to be in readiness for the new church year. Special meetings
may be called at the discretion of the conference officers in consultation with the board.
Generally, the conference should convene at a place offering facilities conducive to
attendance and providing adequate and comfortable arrangements.
2) The time of the week for the conference should be as free as possible from conflicts with
work schedules. Business sessions shall be at the hour when the delegates are most free to
attend.
3) The district conference program and arrangements committee shall be responsible for
planning the conference program, obtaining leadership, determining the place of meeting,
securing facilities, providing for exhibits, registering delegates, and making other
necessary arrangements for the conference. Suggested scriptures, hymns, litanies, and
worship themes may be offered to the churches for their use locally on District
Conference Sunday.
a) The board shall meet at least quarterly.
b) The committees shall meet regularly or as the board may direct.
c) Adequate advance notice of all business meetings shall be given to the membership
involved.
7. Quorum
a. It is desirable to have as many delegates present as possible for the district conference. No
quorum shall be required except as may be specified by rules of order or state corporation
law.
b. For meetings of the board, a majority of the elected members shall constitute a quorum.
8. Rules of Order
Unless otherwise specified in the bylaws, Robert’s Rules of Order shall be the official rules of
order for the district conference and the board meetings.
9. Amendments
The constitution and bylaws of the district may be amended by a two-thirds vote of the delegates
present and voting at any regular session of the district conference. Written notice of the proposed
amendment shall be given with the call of the meeting issued at least thirty days prior to the
meeting. This plan of organization is to become effective one year after its adoption by the
district conference. All former decisions in conflict herewith are hereby rescinded.
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C. APPENDIX TO DISTRICT POLITY
1. District Structure
The District Board may organize itself into commissions and committees as it chooses to
effectively fulfill its ministry. The prior Manual of Organization and Polity provided the
following guidelines for committees and commissions often used in districts.
a. Executive committee
1) There shall be an executive committee of the board consisting of seven members,
namely, the chair and vice chair of the board, who shall be the officers of the committee;
the four commission chairs; and the district treasurer, who shall be ex officio member
without vote.
2) The executive committee shall recommend staff for employment by the board and shall
counsel with the staff regarding their work and record of agreement. The executive
committee shall assist the chairs of the board and commissions in developing their
respective agenda. The committee shall serve ad interim when the work of the board can
be expedited without infringing upon the board’s responsibilities and authority.
b. Commission on nurture
The commission on nurture shall initiate and stress such program and work in the churches as
fosters the spiritual growth and development of members. This commission shall stimulate
the congregations to have a vital encounter with God, promote the total cause of Christian
education, provide opportunities for training church leaders and workers, supervise the camp
program, counsel and coordinate age and interest groups, maintain audiovisual and book
libraries, and do whatever else may nurture the inner life of the church.
c. Commission on witness
The commission on witness shall be responsible for directing and undergirding the witness of
the churches to the world. The commission shall urge each congregation to share the love of
God and the gospel of Christ with all people everywhere through the work of evangelism, to
support missions at home and abroad, to send and maintain service workers, to give material
aid, to act on social concerns, and to proclaim and use the power of God to meet the needs of
the world. This commission shall direct the work of church extension through the
development of new congregations, the growth of existing ones, and the receiving of
unrelated congregations. When needed, guidance shall be given to the merging or
disorganizing of churches. In these and other outreach ministries, the commission on witness
shall encourage and assist the congregations toward the fulfillment of the great commission
of our Lord. (1987 Minutes (1985–1989), “Revisions of Brethren Polity,” 487.)
d. Commission on ministry
The commission on ministry, comprising ordained ministers and lay people, shall give
counsel and guidance to all ministerial affairs in the district. This commission shall seek ways
to strengthen the relationships and understanding between congregations and pastors, provide
training for local people responsible for church-pastor relations, encourage pastors in their
professional growth, and in various ways strive to increase the joy and effectiveness of the
pastoral ministry. This commission shall counsel and assist churches and individuals in the
various phases of extending and receiving a call to the ministry, becoming equipped and
trained for the ministry, and licensing and ordaining ministers. This commission shall review
the ministerial list periodically and shall make recommendations to the board regarding those
ministers who no longer appear to show interest or dedication in their ministerial calling.
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Along with the congregation, this commission, on behalf of the district board, has the
authority for licensing individuals to the ministry. (1967 Minutes (1965–1969), “A New
Basis of the Eldership,” 235.)
This commission shall review all nominations for ordination to the ministry and recommend
nominees to the district board. The commission shall proceed with ordination when the
district board and the congregation vote approval. (1967 Minutes (1965–1969), “A New
Basis of the Eldership,” 235.)
e. Commission of stewards
The commission of stewards shall aid and challenge the congregations and all district
agencies to be good and faithful stewards of God’s resources. This commission shall promote
a program of general stewardship education and enlistment in the churches, supervise the
financial interests of the district, safeguard and utilize the property of the district, assist in
preparing the annual budget, and in other ways solicit support for the basic work of nurture,
witness, and ministry throughout the district.
2. District Nomenclature
It is recognized, given the wide diversity in district size, geography and needs that the
organizational documents of an individual district will need modifications in the quantity, type
and nomenclature of the organizational units and personnel. The following list is an example of
interchangeable titles used for various functional units or positions. Included at the end are certain
functional units which are peculiar to particular districts and may serve as templates for other
district organizations as need or circumstance arise.
Traditional Terminology/Alternative Terminology in Current Usage
DISTRICT CONFERENCE
MODERATOR
MODERATOR-ELECT
CLERK/Secretary, Recording Secretary, or Writing Clerk
TREASURER
FINANCIAL SECRETARY
NOMINATING AND PERSONNEL COMMITTEE/Gifts Discernment Team, Personnel
Committee, Nominating Committee, or Gifts, Discernment and Call Team
PROGRAM AND ARRANGEMENTS COMMITTEE/Program Committee or District
Conference Central Committee
DISTRICT BOARD/Board of Administration, Leadership Team, Transformation Vision Team,
or Congregational Ministry Coordinating Team
CHAIRPERSON/President or Leadership Team Chair
VICE-CHAIRPERSON/As with Chairperson
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE/Executive Board, Personnel Committee, Core Leadership Team, or
Transformation Vision Team
COMMISSION ON MINISTRY/Ministry Committee, Ministry Interviewing Committee,
Ministry Commission, Pastor and Parish Relations Team, Ministerial Leadership Development
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Team, or Ministry Team
COMMISSION ON NURTURE/Commission on Nurture and Christian Education or
Congregational Resourcing Team
COMMISSION OF STEWARDS/Commission on Stewardship, Finance Committee, Stewards
Commission, Stewards and Finance Team, or Stewardship Team
COMMISSION ON WITNESS/Commission on Witness and Evangelism, Outreach and Service
Team, or Congregational Resourcing Team
HISTORICAL COMMITTEE
AUDITING COMMITTEE
SHALOM TEAM/Discipleship and Reconciliation Committee
ETHICS COMMITTEE/Ethics Team
DISTRICT EXECUTIVE/Executive Minister, District Executive Minister, or District Minister
Other Functions Not Otherwise Specified in Polity
NEW CHURCH DEVELOPMENT---Church Extension Committee, Church Development
Committee, Church Development and Renewal Committee, Church Revitalization and
Development Team, New Church Development Team, or Assessment and Coaching Team
OUTDOOR MINISTRIES--- Outdoor Ministries Commission, Outdoor Ministries Committee,
Camp Administration Committee, Camp Board (with name of camp inserted), or Children,
Youth and Outdoor Ministries Team
INTRADISTRICT SECTIONAL UNITS---Section(al) Steering Committee
CONSTITUTION/BY-LAWS---Constitution and Bylaws Committee, Review and Evaluation
Team, or Priorities and Evaluation Team
OTHER COMMITTEE NOMENCLATURE NOT INTERRELATED---Communications Team,
Service Team, Equity and Endowment Board, and Investment Committee

II. STRUCTURING AND RESTRUCTURING CONGREGATIONS16
The district board through its appropriate commission shall direct the work of church extension through
the development of new fellowships and congregations, the growth of existing ones, and the receiving of
unrelated congregations. When needed, guidance shall be given to the merging or disorganizing of
congregations. Procedures to be followed in organizing and dividing congregations have been
summarized as follows:

A. ORGANIZATION OF NEW CONGREGATIONS
A body of members or the district board through its appropriate commission may call for organization
when, in the judgment of the said commission, conditions of the place from which the call comes
justify such organization. Area councils of churches should be notified and their counsel sought and
considered.
The call for organization shall be in charge of the district board through its appropriate commission.
A moderator shall be selected by the responsible commission. The commission shall provide
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assistance and counsel in establishing a plan of organization. It shall also assist the organizing
congregation in the election of such officials as may be deemed advisable.
The new organization shall then be reported to the district conference and, after its acceptance as a
fellowship or congregation by that district conference, its delegates shall be seated in the district
conference.

B. RECEIVING UNRELATED CONGREGATIONS
When an organized congregation seeks to affiliate with the Church of the Brethren, the district board
shall initiate a series of exchange visits and conversations with the congregation to explore the
theological, biblical, and ecclesiastical perspectives and beliefs of each. If there proves to be potential
for mutual compatibility and supportive participation, the district board shall recommend to district
conference that the district and congregation enter into a year of dialogue and fellowship. During the
ensuing year, the district board will review and evaluate the relationship and make recommendation
to district conference for final action.

C. MERGING ORGANIZED CONGREGATIONS
When two or more congregations desire to merge, they shall seek the counsel and assistance of the
district board. After procedural details have been determined regarding property and other assets,
liabilities, organization, and identity, and a plan of merger has been approved by the congregations
and the district board, the board shall recommend the merger to the district conference. Following
acceptance of the merger, the new congregation shall be received and its delegates seated.

D. DIVIDING ORGANIZED CONGREGATIONS
If a majority of an organized congregation decides to divide into more than one Church of the
Brethren congregation, the congregation shall notify the district board of that decision and the date of
the congregational forum to determine lines, division of church property, etc., and to elect a
moderator for each of the new congregations and other officers, if deemed advisable. The district
board shall then send at least one member of the appropriate district commission to the meeting to
assist the congregation in those tasks. The new organization(s) shall be reported to district conference
and recognition be obtained, after which the delegates of the newly formed congregation(s) shall be
seated.
If a minority of a church desires to be organized, they may petition the district board. This board shall
call a business meeting of the congregation and after hearing the reasons for and against a separate
organization, shall make a report of its findings. If this report is favorable to the petitioners and is
accepted by the congregation, the new organization shall be effected and reported to the district
conference as above.
If the report of the district board favoring the new organization is rejected by the congregation, the
district board may, if deemed advisable, organize the petitioners as outlined above, provided twothirds of the petitioners support the new organization.
If the report of the district board is unfavorable to the petitioners, they shall be counseled to work in
harmony with all the other members in a spirit of love for the best interests of the congregation and to
exercise patience until such time as conditions may be more favorable.
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E. DISORGANIZING CONGREGATIONS
Requests for disorganization of a congregation shall be made to the district board. The board shall
appoint a committee to consider the request. This committee shall examine the circumstances of this
request, consider carefully the spiritual welfare of all involved, and report their findings to the board.
Upon receiving this report, the board shall determine the advisability of such disorganization and
make a recommendation to district conference. If the recommendation is approved by the conference,
the district board shall arrange for a transfer of membership of the then remaining members of the
congregation. The district board shall also recommend to district conference a plan for the use or
disposition of the property of the disorganizing congregation according to the guidelines in this
manual (chapter 6, “Property Holdings and Financial Resources”).
Special care shall be taken to ensure that the official records of the congregation as listed above are
transferred to the district. In addition, related information on the life of the disorganizing
congregation, if available, should be transferred to the district. Such information may include:
1. photographs taken in connection with special events or collected from members;
2. newspaper and periodical articles documenting church activities;
3. manuscript histories of the congregation or any of its subunits or activities;
4. information about special achievements or honors attained by the pastor or lay members;
5. biographical material on the minister and other church leaders;
6. artifacts connected with the history of the church.

III. PROCEDURES IN ADJUSTING DISTRICTS17
A. SEPARATION FROM EXISTING DISTRICTS TO FORM A NEW DISTRICT
1. The new district must have the approval of the district or districts from whose territory it is to be
formed.
2. New districts shall be formally recognized as bona fide district units at the opening session of the
first Annual Conference Standing Committee meeting following the formation of the new district.

B. MERGER OF EXISTING DISTRICTS
1. As a basic administrative and legislative unit in our church, a district should be strong enough in
total membership and in number of vital, active congregations, and well enough contained
geographically, to be able to accomplish functional tasks effectively and to maintain high
standards.
2. When districts are ready to effect merger, notification shall be sent to the officers of Annual
Conference, together with a request to the moderator that the new district be acknowledged as a
de facto district and its members seated in Standing Committee. (Technically, the seating of
Standing Committee members has been regarded as tantamount to recognition of the newly
formed district.)
3. Records of defunct districts may be deposited at the Brethren Historical Library and Archives or

14

CHAPTER 3 – THE DISTRICT

MANUAL OF ORGANIZATION AND POLITY
December 2016

any of the Brethren college libraries for preservation and to enable their availability for historical
research.

C. DISTRICT BOUNDARIES18
1. Districts shall accept responsibility for initiating the realignment process. All plans involving
realignment of district boundaries, mergers of districts, or changes of district names should have
the support of the district boards affected by the changes and the approval of their district
conferences. These changes will be submitted to Standing Committee for recognition and be
reported to Annual Conference.
2. All undesignated territory within the United States and beyond not presently included within the
boundaries of existing districts shall be under the jurisdiction of Standing Committee. If districts
wish to expand into presently undesignated territory, they should consult with the officers of
Annual Conference, representing the Standing Committee. If existing districts wish to relinquish
or remove territory from the district as presently constituted, they should consult with the officers
of Annual Conference.
3. A congregation established in any undesignated territory is understood to belong to and to be
responsible to the sponsoring district. Establishing a congregation in undesignated territory is not
itself sufficient to claim that territory for a district or to prevent another district from initiating
work there.
4. A district may decide to annex adjacent undesignated territory (i.e., expand its boundary). Such
proposals, after being fully supported and approved at the district level, shall be reported to the
Standing Committee.
5. If a congregation or group of congregations wish(es) to realign with another adjacent district, the
district boards of the two districts shall consider the request. The proposed realignment between
the two districts shall be submitted to the two district conferences for approval. If the
congregation(s) or districts are not in agreement with the action taken, they may appeal to
Standing Committee.

IV. DISTRICT RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER
DENOMINATIONAL BODIES19
When a district desires to relate to another denominational body organically or in shared administration,
the following procedures should be followed. There are three potential levels of relationship and hence
three levels of complexity and necessary authorization. A district should follow the procedure most
appropriate to the level of relationship that is anticipated.

A. YOKING
In a yoked relationship, two or more districts operate essentially separate programs. They maintain
separate identities but have shared leadership with single or multiple denominational relationships.
1. In developing proposals for a yoked relationship with another denominational body, district
leaders should consult with the General Secretary and the coordinator of district ministries of the
Church of the Brethren, Inc. staff.
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2. The proposal will need the approval of the district conference and the equivalent body of the
other denomination or denominations involved.
3. After the proposal has been approved, the action should be reported to Standing Committee.

B. FEDERATION/AFFILIATION
Federation is defined as two or more districts with joined programs. They share leadership but retain
separate denominational identities. Affiliation is defined as two or more districts with a single identity
and program. The organizational unit is affiliated with two denominations.
1. In developing such a plan, there should be adequate time for preparation, study, and
interpretation of a proposal. Related denominational staff should be consulted.
2. Approval of the proposal requires a two-thirds favorable vote by the district conference and
the favorable action of the equivalent body of the other denomination(s) according to their
polity.
3. These actions should then be submitted to Standing Committee for ratification and reporting
to Annual Conference.
4. Implementation of the approved plan should follow as rapidly as possible after ratification by
Standing Committee.

C. UNION
Union, or merger, is defined as two or more districts adopting a single new identity or one district
uniting with another judicatory in a new organizational unit, which has a single denominational
relationship.
1. Initiative in proposing study and action toward union may be taken by a local church in the
district or by the district board.
2. Adequate time should be taken to involve local church leaders, district officials, Church of the
Brethren, Inc. staff, and other related parties in the preparation of a plan of union. (Some of the
elements of a plan of union are: listing of all assets; a plan for transferring titles to property;
satisfying the requirements of endowments and trusts; validity of membership and ministries;
concern for dissenting opinion; administrative relationships, etc.)
3. When the district conference approves a plan of union, it shall arrange for a referendum within
three months in each local congregation. Local rules on advance notice and eligible voters shall
apply.
a. The congregational officers shall report the results of the referendum in writing to the
designated district officers.
b. Approval shall require two-thirds of the total accumulated votes cast in all of the duly held
referenda.
4. Based on a favorable referendum, the district officers shall petition Annual Conference through
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Standing Committee to ratify the proposed union. The petition must be presented at a time to
allow it to be printed in the Annual Conference booklet of business.
5. Standing Committee will receive the petition, certify that proper procedures were followed, and
forward the petition with its (Standing Committee) recommendation to the Annual Conference
delegate body. Approval by the delegate body shall constitute ratification of the district’s action.
6. Following Annual Conference ratification and similar appropriate action by the other
denomination(s) involved, the union shall be consummated, the transfer of property titles and
administrations effected as rapidly as possible, and official relationship with the Church of the
Brethren adjusted accordingly.
a. When a plan of union results in an administrative unit solely related to another denomination
but provides for individual congregations to continue relationship with the Church of the
Brethren, the Annual Conference, upon recommendation of Standing Committee, shall assign
the congregation(s) to an adjoining district(s).

V. CONGREGATIONAL EVALUATION20
We recommend that each district, through the district board, examine all its congregations in light of the
following criteria:
1. Public worship every Sunday in which the corporate nature of the church is realized (Acts
20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2);
2. Periodic celebration of communion (1 Corinthians 11:23-26);
3. An aggressive evangelistic effort by the members;
4. A closely graded Sunday church school with several students in each grade;
5. People enough in age-group activities to provide persons with opportunity to establish
primary peer relationships within the church;
6. A building adequate to house these activities;
7. Financial participation in a non-local ministry of at least thirty percent of the total budget
exclusive of building fund;
8. No member carrying more than one major institutional chore at any one time;
9. A program of service to the immediate community of the congregation directed to economic,
social, and educational, as well as to spiritual, needs;
10. A capable pastoral ministry for which the master of divinity degree is the standard education
and the district-administered training is the absolute minimum education;
11. Pastoral support according to Annual Conference standards;
12. Participation in the denomination’s life through district conferences, workshops, camps,
retreats, etc.
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The committee realizes that such a list of criteria does not always indicate the effectiveness of a
congregation in every particular situation. It also recognizes that many responsible congregations will not
qualify in every regard. Although this list can be only approximated in many situations, we believe that
districts can use it to help determine the proper action for particular congregations.
We further recommend that:
1. If, in the judgment of the district board, the criteria can be more nearly met by the merger of
adjoining congregations, the district board shall assume the initiative for conversations
regarding merger.
2. Where the merger of Church of the Brethren congregations with congregations of other
denominations may seem, in the judgment of the district board, to be in the best interest of the
church, the district board shall work with the congregations and the planning and strategy
committees of the councils of churches toward such mergers.
3. The district board shall supervise and counsel with congregations with fewer than one
hundred members in the appointment of the pastor and the moderator when necessary.
4. Enough congregations shall use the same pastor as is necessary to extend his or her ministry
over a minimum of one hundred family units. Two hundred family units may be considered
the maximum. The district board should also feel free to enter into arrangements with other
denominations to share pastors where this seems advisable and possible. The ratio of pastor to
congregation need not always be one to one. With modern transportation and communication
facilities, availability does not require residency.
5. Lay people can be trained to direct worship so that congregations may have worship each
Sunday even though the pastor is not present. Extensive use should be made of reading
courses and the continuing education sessions provided by Bethany Theological Seminary.
We reaffirm the spiritual leadership role the deacons have played in our denomination’s
history and call the church to use them in a manner similar to that in which lay ministers and
lay readers are used in many other denominations (Acts 6:3; Acts 8:12). Pastors assigned to
pulpits they cannot occupy every Sunday can aid the lay leadership by providing them with
worship and sermon materials and assisting them in preparation.
6. Substantial grants and aid should be considered by the district and the denomination to those
congregations willing to cooperate in a program using these criteria and recommendations in
attempts to deal constructively with the problem.
7. Pastors serving one congregation of fewer than one hundred units should be used by the
denomination in other areas such as study, writing, and administration so that their talents
may be challenged to the maximum.
8. Wherever possible and necessary, the district board should encourage congregations in areas
of major sociological change to use every resource available to try to rebuild the community.
We realize that not all circumstances can be cared for by these criteria and recommendations. However,
we believe that if districts will originate positive action and give major attention to their congregations,
using the guidance of these criteria and recommendations, major steps will be taken in helping every
congregation mature in service to our Lord Jesus Christ.
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VI. CONGREGATIONAL DISAGREEMENT WITH
ANNUAL CONFERENCE DECISIONS
Annual Conference 2004 approved the report of a study committee assigned to examine a query asking
how congregations can disagree with Annual Conference decisions yet remain, as much as possible, in
unbroken fellowship with their sister congregations, including how district boards should respond in these
situations. The paper needs to be read in its entirety to get the full background and impact of the report.
The following is the section giving suggestions for process and guidance to the district for its response to
disagreeing congregations. 21

A. SUGGESTIONS FOR PROCESS
Because congregations may disagree with Annual Conference decisions, it is appropriate to consider
a process when disagreement is evident. Since disagreement is heavily impacted by individual and
unique circumstances and often must be considered on a case-by-case basis, the following is not
intended as polity to be applied unilaterally throughout the denomination for each individual case.
Rather, it is intended to outline broad parameters in which it is hoped that congregations and districts
can find suggestions that will help us work towards reconciliation and satisfactory resolution within
our understanding of community. The goal of the following process is to find God's truth together in a
respectful Christian community. It is hoped that any congregation that feels led to disagree with
Annual Conference decisions should assume a special responsibility to initiate extended dialog with
others in the denomination about its choice. In so doing, the congregation should not automatically
assume the role of prophet, but rather, try to model and encourage a spirit of finding the mind of
Christ amid diversity in discernment.

B. GUIDANCE TO THE DISTRICT
There is an expectation that within the context of ongoing district ministries and congregational
relationships, awareness of disagreement with a specific Annual Conference action might emerge
early on. District leadership should anticipate potential congregational disagreement with any
particular Annual Conference action before receiving official notice in the form of a letter from the
congregation, and review district procedures for processing congregational disagreements.
Once official notice is received, the district is encouraged to review the matter and determine a
response as soon as possible. Response measures might be to:
 send a letter of response from the district executive, the district board chair, board commission
chair, district Standing Committee member, or some other appropriate individual;
 schedule a visit to the congregation for respectful dialog, discussion, and interpretation;
 appoint a group or committee to meet with the congregation to discuss the disagreement;
 utilize the skills of the district Shalom Team and other reconciliation workers to give guidance
and facilitate dialog;
 call for a day of prayer and fasting to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit and for appropriate
spiritual conduct;
 facilitate a forum at which the congregation in disagreement might present its position or
understanding;
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 consult with resource persons outside the district, including mediation leaders, On Earth Peace
staff members, Mission and Ministry Board members, Annual Conference officers, Leadership
Team, and others;
 bring the matter to the district conference only if all attempts at reconciliation have proven
unsuccessful or unsatisfactory, and if the issue is such that it represents a threat to the overall
unity and effective ministry of the district. Specific recommendations to the district conference
might include
1. a statement acknowledging that the congregation in question is “out of harmony” with the
denomination on the particular issue, but remains in support and in fellowship with the
district and Annual Conference;
2. a call to prayer for all congregations within the district seeking the guidance of the Holy
Spirit regarding the issue, and seeking a spiritual anointing that would express love,
tolerance and patience (Col. 3:12) rather than judgment and avoidance.
Each district is encouraged to put in place framework for processing a congregational disagreement
with an Annual Conference action, in keeping with these suggestions. The process should be flexible
enough to allow for the wide variations of each case, yet specific enough that it has accountability and
direction. Each district should establish such a process prior to the recognition of the need for said
process. The goal of the district response process should be to help the congregation move to an
understanding of the Annual Conference action and willingness to support the action, or at least a
willingness to refrain from taking any action that would be interpreted as being defiant or
insubordinate. If this goal is unattainable and there is a lack of reconciliation, an acknowledgment
should be made that the congregation continues supporting the larger church in other aspects of its
life while disagreeing with Annual Conference in the particular matter. It is expected that
reconciliation attempts will continue.
Finally, within our current polity22 Standing Committee continues to serve as the appeals body. Any
decision that is made by a district board or a district conference can be appealed to the Standing
Committee, and the congregation in disagreement retains that right. The decision of Standing
Committee is final.

VII. THE SHALOM TEAM MODEL23
A task team, to be known as the Shalom Team, will be appointed by the district executive committee or
its equivalent, and will be accountable and reportable to it. The Shalom Team will work in partnership
with the district executive minister. Its purpose will be to empower congregations, and districts, to
maintain and enhance healthy relationships, and deal creatively with brokenness in its earliest stages.
The Shalom Team will work in partnership with the district executive minister, and may be activated by a
contact made through the district executive minister or through a Shalom Team member.

A. MEMBERSHIP AND QUALIFICATIONS
The Shalom Team will be of a sufficient size to meet district needs, with attention given to gender
balance and geographical representation within the district. Persons eligible for the Shalom Team
must be active members of the Church of the Brethren. They will serve for a term to be determined by
the district. The district executive minister, the district board chair, and the district moderator may
meet with the Shalom Team.
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Persons eligible for the Shalom Team will meet the following qualifications:
1. Members will demonstrate the following personal qualities:
•

Spiritual and emotional maturity

•

The ability to manage their own anxiety and be a non-anxious presence with others in conflict

•

Respect for confidentiality

•

Sensitivity, honesty, and integrity in their dealings with others

•

Commitment to the beliefs, practices and polity of the Church of the Brethren

•

Openness to and respect for diversity (cultural, personality styles, power, etc.)

•

Willingness to receive training in areas related to restoring wholeness

2. Members will demonstrate competency or will receive training in one or more of the following
areas:
•

Listening skills

•

Basic conflict resolution skills

•

Systems theory

•

Group facilitation

•

Multi-cultural issues

•

Organizational and congregational dynamics

•

Knowledge of Church of the Brethren Mission and Ministry Board resources and other
Church of the Brethren agencies' resources

B. FUNCTIONS
There are four functions of the Shalom Team: Consult, Assess, Educate, and Mentor.
1. Consult
The Shalom Team will be available to provide timely, short-term consultation on any issue which
hinders, or threatens to hinder, progress toward total well being. Consultation will involve active
listening, prayer, and discernment.
2. Assess
Based on the consultation, Shalom Team members may identify the needs or name the
brokenness. Assessment should include assisting persons to envision "next steps" that help move
them toward wholeness, and help identify resources that would enhance such progress. The
Shalom Team will be aware of a wide range of resources, and will assist persons and
congregations in identifying options appropriate to their needs. Such resources will probably
include Church of the Brethren agencies and their staffs (including Ministry of Reconciliation,
Practitioner's Network, Congregational Life Team members), but can also include other local,
regional, or national agencies or consultants, or resources provided within the district.
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3. Educate
The Shalom Team will provide, on a regular basis, local, sectional, or districtwide educational
and training events utilizing the above-mentioned congregational resources. Shalom Team
members will demonstrate a willingness to receive education as well as facilitate educational
events being brought to the district. Examples of education events can include, but should not be
limited to, the following:
•

Preventative skills that congregations can learn before differences escalate into destructive
conflict.

•

Competency in conflict transformation tools and skills (including those listed in the
qualifications for Shalom Team members).

•

Collaborative tools for making difficult decisions.

•

Responding in the early stages to challenges and issues currently facing congregations or
districts.

•

Trends and challenges in the wider church and their impact on the district.

4. Mentor
•

Shalom Teams may identify and mentor persons in the denomination who demonstrate skill
in one or more of the areas listed under Shalom Team qualifications.

•

Shalom Teams may invite persons to acquire additional training (via district events and other
opportunities) and encourage such persons to share their learning with Shalom Teams.

Shalom Teams may become aware of possible ethical violations at any stage of these four functions.
Should this occur, an immediate referral to the ethics process will be made.24 Shalom Teams may be
called in to focus on any conflict or brokenness resulting from an ethics process.

C. IMPLEMENTATION
Responsibility for implementation will be given to each district board, or its equivalent. Within a
reasonable time, districts will ensure that a Shalom Team is appointed25 and sufficient training is
conducted to insure that team members have the competencies required for initial consultation with
congregations.
Transition from D & R Committees to Shalom Teams: Districts that have D&R Committees that are
doing constructive work are encouraged to maintain that function until the Shalom Teams are in
place. D&R Committee members are eligible to serve on a Shalom Team during the transition.

D. FINANCIAL COMMITMENT
In our present day world, the expertise needed for assessment and conflict transformation will require
professionals in addition to volunteers. Congregations that can find the money for a new furnace or
emergency repairs to the church building need to understand that the spiritual and emotional health of
the congregation deserves at least an equivalent investment of financial resources.
It is highly recommended that districts model financial commitment to shalom by including a line
item in their budget for matching funds for congregations willing to invest in their own health. This
would provide options that may not have been available for hurting congregations in the past.
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E. CONCLUSION
An historic peace church like the Church of the Brethren serves a unique role in the world by lifting up
the New Testament vision of "the things that make for peace." (Luke 19:42) As followers of Jesus Christ,
for nearly three centuries we have taken seriously this calling to a ministry of reconciliation. (2
Corinthians 5:18) What we now do with this ministry is up to us. As people of shalom, we recognize that
conflict can be productive or destructive, depending on our choices. To be faithful to our call, we expand
our understanding of "the things that make for peace." We choose shalom.
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