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IntroductionThis paper, Ethics for Congregations in theChurch of the Brethren, originated from arecommendation in the Ethics in MinistryRelations paper adopted by Annual Confer-ence in 1992, asking for development of “acongregational code of ethics and a systemwhereby congregations may be called intoaccountability for unethical behavior.”Standing Committee received strong supportfor the recommendation to be implemented.A Standing Committee subcommittee onHuman Sexuality and Leadership concernsincluded the development of congregationalethics in its 1994 report to StandingCommittee. In discussing congregationalethics at its meeting in Wichita, Kansas, June28, 1994, Standing Committee recommendedthat it be an item of business for the 1994Annual Conference.Subsequently, the delegate body of the1994 Annual Conference adopted therecommendation that a congregational codeof ethics be developed and a committee offive persons be elected to study the issue andmake a progress report to the 1995 AnnualConference and a final report to the 1996Annual Conference.As it began its task, the study committeewas well aware of several “givens”:1. A paper on congregational ethicsshould be regarded as a companion piece tothe paper on Ethics in Ministry Relations.Therefore, it should be consistent intheology, direction, intensity, and format.2. To be consistent with the Brethrenunderstanding of “voluntaryism” in religion,the paper should guard against imposingupon congregations arbitrary requirementsthat either are not biblically sound or violatetraditional Brethren values.13. While the attempt to pull together inone statement a congregational code ofethics is unique not only in our denomin-

Church of the BrethrenETHICSFORCONGREGATIONS
ation but, as far as the committee can tell,unique within the family of Protestantdenominations, most of the values that are inthe paper have precursors in various AnnualConference and denominational statements.The paper will rely heavily upon thosereferences and sources.4. As with the paper on ministry ethics,this statement on congregational ethics is notto be regarded as a legal document. Rather,it is an affirmation of the faith anddiscipleship to which we, the Body of Christ,have been called if we are to remain obedientfollowers of Him who is the Head of theChurch. As such, it provides for the corporatebody a standard of behavior that is agreedupon by the church, an affirmation by whichthe congregation as a whole can be heldaccountable.5. This paper attempts to speak to con-gregational actions, or the collective body ofbelievers gathered at one place and acting asa whole, rather than to individual ethics. Thepaper on ministry ethics notes that “God callsall members, including those in leadership, tolive by the high standards upheld in thescriptures.”   That paper recommends the2standards of ethical behavior as applicable toall individual members of the church, withthe added responsibility for the leaders andordained ministers to be role models. A legitimate question can be raised aboutthe appropriateness of Annual Conferencesuggesting a code of ethics for individualcongregations. For some who are accustomed
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to complete autonomy and to makingdecisions about congregational life aridmanagement by whatever method or valueseems most expedient, such a code may beviewed as a threat or at best as unnecessary.Other congregations, struggling withsurvival, economic and otherwise, may feelthat the suggested standards of behaviorimpose an impossible demand upon them,which may result in guilt and discredit.It is not the intention of this paper tosetup standards by which congregations maybe “graded” and compared. But it is the hopethat congregations may know the mind of thewhole denomination regarding what the Bodyof Christ should be and how it should act asChrist’s representative today, and use thispaper as a guideline for seriously examiningtheir own procedures and life. We do notrecommend that there be any attempt on thepart of the district or any other officialgroup outside of the congregation to initiatean investigation of each congregation’sethics. The district, however, should beprepared to respond at any time it receives anallegation that a congregation has engaged inquestionable ethical activity.The Nature of the CongregationIn the New Testament the early churchsensed its call to be a faithful community inan unfaithful environment, placed there towitness to God’s love in Christ. Those whoshared in this mission were charged to livewith the same kind of self-abandonment andsacrifice as Christ demonstrated. The supportand power for this momentous task camefrom their participation in a community ofpersons who together could proclaim theirdevotion to Christ, exchange understandingsof the way of Christ, and put their devotionand understandings into practice.Several biblical images instruct us in thenature of this basic Christian community, thecongregation:

1. The Bride of Christ. In Ephesians 5,the relationship between Christ and thechurch is used as the model for thecovenantal relationship that should existbetween husband and wife. The image is oneof mutual love and accountability. Anunderstanding of the covenantal nature of thechurch begins with the covenant establishedbetween God and Abraham (Gen. 12). Therewas to be mutual respect and accountability,and so long as Abraham’s descendants wereobedient to God’s will, God would favorthem with prosperity and long life. It was thefirst relationship of its kind in the stories ofreligion – a personal, and ethical, pactbetween a god and humanity.In Christ, the covenant between God andGod’s people was particularized. The cove-nant now had an “administrator,” one whocould interpret the relationship between thetwo “parties.” But more than that, the churchwould form a covenant with Christ . . .  tohonor his teaching and example and in turnto be the recipient of his sacrificial love —love that would form the basis for all otherhuman relationships. Neither the individualChristian nor the church acts unilaterally, butin relation to Christ.2. The Body of Christ. The church ismore than a collection of individuals whohave promised to follow Christ’s way. Thechurch is the extension of the Incarnation; itfunctions as Christ’s presence in the world —the evidence of his resurrection. Paul,writing to the Corinthians, makes clear howdependent is the function of the body on thehealth of every part (1 Cor. 12). Each partmust work properly, i.e. with the integrityand love of Christ, for the Body to behealthy.In Ephesians 4, the image is repeated,indicating that the body is whole wheneach part “speaks the truth in love, andgrows up in every way into him who isthe head” (4:15).
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3. Sojourners. The writer of Hebrewsdescribes the faithful as those who are awarethat they ultimately belong to an existencethat transcends the earthly, and their activityon earth is guided by that hope (11:13-16).They are not then bound by earthly standardsor limitations. They do things for oneanother that astound the pragmatists. Theychoose to follow convictions of justice andfairness, even though those decisions areunpopular. They accept a personal disciplinethat puts the welfare of others before theirown needs.4. Holy Priesthood. 1 Peter 2:13-17assigns an awesome responsibility to thechurch. It is to perform a priestly function forthe world. It is the priest’s function to speakto God for the people and to speak to thepeople for God. Service and not dominationis a distinguishing factor of the church’s lifeand mission. To serve and not to be served isits first priority. These biblical images provide a loftyportrait of the church – a covenantalcommunity that is just and loving, one that isnot bound or given to earthly attitudes andstandards, one that transcends those attitudesand standards through service in the world.Traditionally, Brethren have held to someparticular values within that overallframework that have guided both ourcorporate and individual ethics. These valuesinclude the following:1. The New Testament is our rule of faithand practice. We covenant to live by itsprecepts as taught and demonstrated byJesus and affirmed by the apostles.2. The Brethren word is as good as ourbond. We covenant to be truthful inspeech and in honoring the commitmentswe make. Integrity, fairness, and sincerityare requirements.3. All members are ministers. We are callednot only to serve one another, but also to

model abundant life in Christ to all withwhom we come into contact.4. We believe in living in harmony with allpersons, in peacefully solving conflictand in not harming or degrading anyother person.5. We believe in the corporate judgment ofthe gathered church in our understandingof God’s will.6. Each member of the church is a valuedpart of the whole body. God endows eachmember with spiritual and natural gifts,and the church values each member’sopinion and contributions.7. Brethren shall be known by their fruits,and Christ should be glorified andrevealed in all we do. Relationship to the Larger ChurchThe Apostle Paul sought to build a closekinship among all the new Christiancommunities established as a result of hismissionary activity. He shared with them thenews of what other congregations were doing(2 Cor. 8:1-2). He reported what othersthought of them (1 Th. 1:6-7). He took anypromising “missionaries” from the variouscongregations with Him on his journeys (Col.4:15). He promoted a mission offeringamong the churches of Asia for the church atJerusalem. He forged bonds of service andlove within and between Christiancommunities, overcoming seeminglyirreconcilable differences and diversity.The Christian faith is belief and actionshared in community. Christians need otherChristians in order to live out their faith. Acongregation cannot exist in a vacuum. It willsoon become ingrown and will eventually diefrom lack of the stimuli of accountability andmission.The Church of the Brethren Manual ofOrganization and Polity underscores thisfact:
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“The congregation is not sufficient toitself. It is interdependent with othercongregations and the larger church.This calls for patterns which allow thecongregation to participate in a networkof district, national, and ecumenicalrelationships. By this interaction, boththe congregation and the larger churchare enriched.” 3
All Church of the Brethren congregationsare encouraged to adopt the modelconstitution and bylaws for congregationspassed by Annual Conference In 1969. Thatconstitution states that “the congregationshall covenant to support faithfully theprogram of the Church of the Brethren,recognizing Annual Conference enactmentsof the Church of the Brethren as havinggoverning force in its life, and shall remain amember of the Church of the Brethren or itssuccessor. The congregation shall senddelegates to those official conferences of theChurch of the Brethren in which it is entitledto have representation. . . .” 4The congregation has an ethical respon-sibility to support the denomination. Theremay be rare instances in which the congre-gation may conclude that conscience will notpermit participation in a particular aspect ofdenominational program. A decision not toparticipate in a denominational programshould occur only after the congregation hasengaged in a responsible process of study andprayer and open and honest dialog withdenominational representatives. Congrega-tions constantly need to examine and renewtheir covenant with the denomination and tofollow the counsel of the church. Theprayerful conclusion not to support adenominational position or program shouldbe a manner of anguish, not competitiveness.Disagreement with particular actions ofthe denomination does not give a congrega-tion the right to disparage the whole church.

Responsible children who disagree with theirparents’ counsel do not belittle them in frontof other children nor find reason to withholdtheir love from them. The congregation, aspart of the denominational family of Christ,must deal with its family kindly, respectfully,and lovingly.The same principles apply to the con-gregation’s relation to the district. AnnualConference has defined several specificresponsibilities to the district organizationthat are directly related to congregational life,such as the authorization, discipline, andplacement of ministers; the coordination ofoutdoor education; and the training of layand ministerial leadership. The district issolely dependent upon the support andparticipation of the congregations within itsboundaries for the continuation andeffectiveness of its program.Congregations are to help establish,support, and abide by the policies anddecisions of the district. They are to welcomeand work with the district executive or otherappointed representatives of the district.They are to cooperate with and giveencouragement to other congregationswithin the district.The Church of the Brethren at the den-ominational and district levels, as in thecongregation, permits and encourages a highdegree of member participation. The gatheredbody, such as Annual Conference andDistrict Conference, is the place for discus-sion and differences to be handled. After thatprocess is employed, under the direction ofthe Holy Spirit, congregations should seekfaithfully to comply with the decisions.The local church also is part of a largerwhole which comprises the body of Christ.The Church of the Brethren has a long andproductive history of working with otherChristian communions in the interest ofChristian solidarity, witness, and service.Brethren congregations endeavor to know
Ethics for Congregations / 4



and relate to churches of other denominationsin their communities. Our one Savior andLord, Jesus Christ, prayed for unity withinthe Body (John 17) and demonstrated thateffective disciples can come from differentChristian perspectives (Luke 9:49-50).Ethical accountability in relation to othercommunions calls for the congregation tocontribute the uniqueness and strength of itsparticular witness toward a common goal,rather than seeking to impose sectarian bias.It also supersedes a judgmental stancetoward persons and groups of a differentorientation, and it decries underhanded orself-righteous means of luring membersaway from other communions for its owncause (proselytizing).On the other hand, the congregation mustguard against promoting or aligning with anyinterest groups or programs that may disruptor pull away from the covenantal life andmission of the congregation.Relationship to the CommunityJesus seemed to make it clear thattaxation that was fair is justified (Luke20:20- 26) and Peter suggested that themission of civil authorities is a part of God’splan for society (1 Peter 2:13-17).Congregations should guard againstinappropriate use of their tax-exempt statusand should honor in letter and spirit laws thatclearly are applicable to them, such statutesas relate to copyrights, safety codes,employee rights, discrimination,accommodation of persons with disabilities,et cetera. Even when churches are exemptedfrom the requirements of some of these laws,the church should aspire to compliance,where appropriate.In regard to neighborliness, thecongregation in its programs and activities,as well as in the maintenance of its property,will respect the environmental safety andappearance of the community in which it is

located. And it will model peace and justicein its relationship to the community, in itsrespect for individuals from different ethnicor cultural backgrounds, and in the method(s)by which it may publicly oppose or agreewith an issue with strong political oremotional overtones.Already discussed is the congregation’srole in representing the message and the truthof Jesus Christ. Often in its history, thechurch has not been sensitive to the kind ofimage it projects in society, or it hasdemanded privileges and considerations fromits environment beyond its reasonable due. Ithas sometimes expected to be served, ratherthan to serve.The congregation must deal ethically withits community. A violation of that dutyoccurs if the congregation infringes upon therights of local businesses by repeatedlyselling the same or similar products forprofit, at a price that undercuts themerchants. Businesses understand, and oftenassist with, occasional car washes, bakesales, auctions, et cetera. The congregationmust be sensitive to the effect its fund-raisingactivities has on others. The church also mustguard against abusing discount privileges andsoliciting gifts and gratuities with coercivemethods. The church also should examine theethical implications of expecting orrequesting free professional services. It isperfectly appropriate to accept services andproducts as gifts. Requesting these gifts,however, should be done in a non-coerciveway, not an expectation or assumption thatthey represent no sacrifice. An ethicalcongregation will seek to make payment forservices and products received by the date thebills are due.The question of litigation in matters inwhich the congregation may feel its ownrights or privileges have been violated is adifficult one. Traditionally, the Brethrenconsidered it not in keeping with biblical
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counsel to take a dispute into the civil court(Matt. 5:33-37;1 Cor. 6:1-8). While thatconviction may not be as strong in themodern era, there is still a clear ethicalproblem for Brethren resorting to publiccourts to handle a matter that thecongregation ought to be able to handle itself,or to settle by a more amicable means (cf.Matt. 18:15-17). Both in terms of complyingwith biblical directives and to model thepeace of Christ, the Brethren must seek toresolve disputes in love and harmony.Another ethical issue for thecongregation, in relation to both the local andwider community, is its responsibility topreserve the environment and naturalresources. The congregation should modelgood stewardship of the environment throughrecycling practices, avoiding waste of energy,and making choices that minimize refuse.Relationships Within the CongregationThere are many New Testamentscriptures that admonish congregations tomaintain kind and considerate relationshipsamong the members and the leaders of thechurch. Indeed, the congregation should bethe model for relationships that build up oneanother and that show respect and admirationfor each person’s unique gifts. In that regard,the congregation is to strive for harmony andunity in all it does. Any action or statementthat does not first seek the best interests of allits members raises the appearance of anethical breach and requires scrutiny.This criterion also applies to thecongregation’s organizational anddecision-making methods. A characteristic ofa Brethren congregation is a democraticapproach to choices and direction. For nearlytwo centuries denominational decisions atAnnual Conference were made only byconsensus. The wisdom of the collectivewhole is valued as the closest we can get tothe best answer on any question. Thus, a

congregation shows lack of respect for amajority of its members by allowingdecision-making to fail into the hands of afew. Each member of the congregation mustguard against written or oral statements thatappeal to those persons’ positions or author-ity or that are based on incomplete or mis-leading information. This problem arises incalculated attempts to swing or manipulateattitudes and decisions. Full communicationand dialog should be encouraged at all times,and complete records and minutes of allmeetings, decisions, finances, et cetera, keptand made available to all members.The constitution for Brethrencongregations gives appropriate directionregarding the mutual accountability ofmembers in the congregation:“On the one hand, the congregation hasa covenantal responsibility to care for itsmembers, to encourage growth in free-dom and discipleship, to help membersdiscover their gifts and find ways toserve, and to provide ministries whichrespond to both spiritual and physicalneeds. On the other hand, each memberhas a covenantal responsibility to parti-cipate regularly in the life of the congre-gation, to seek the counsel of the churchin living out the way of Christ, to chal-lenge the church to greater accounta-bility to its calling. To respond to oppor-tunities to serve in the congregation andbeyond, and to contribute to the church’sministries in every way possible.” 5
Sensitivity is to be given to the needs ofindividuals in the church. The congregationshall provide an environment where personaltensions and difficulties can be shared in fullconfidence of trust, loving response, andconfidentiality. There need to be in placesuch attitudes of concern, forgiveness, andreason as will readily and effectively provide
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for the settling of disputes and for reconcilia-tion among conflicting parties. Handlingdisputes through petitioning, letter writing,and anonymous communication is unethicalif done to circumvent open dialog and properdecision-making.The church’s facilities are to be availableto all persons seeking to participate with thecongregation. There are ethical ramificationswhenever anyone is denied the privilege toworship or to participate in otheropportunities of the church, whether thedenial is a neglect to update policies andfacilities (such as in the case of accessibilityfor the disabled) or outright prejudice.The church is to be conscious of the needfor its lay leadership to model Christianlifestyle, just as for its ministers. Thecongregation is to nurture and encourage aChristian lifestyle for all its members and callto leadership those persons who seekconscientiously to live out a Christianlifestyle. When matters of personal lifestylearise, in a Christ-like spirit the congregationis to do everything possible to nurture andrestore the person to a Christian lifestyle.The congregation is to be sensitive inrespecting the functions to which it has calledits leaders and ministers. For example, it isimproper to invite former pastors to performpastoral functions or visitation in thecongregation when another pastor is currentlyemployed. Serving in leadership or otherhighly visible roles by former pastors shouldbe carefully evaluated as to its effect uponthe ministry of the current pastor and uponthe harmony of the church.[6] It also isunethical for individuals and/or groups in thechurch to usurp the authority and tasks ofofficially elected leaders or committees.Relationship to Pastor(s) and Other StaffIn surveys conducted among delegates toAnnual Conference and in much correspond-ence the committee has received, it is evident

that often serious ethical issues are raised inthe way congregations treat their staff,especially in matters relating tocompensation, benefits, and personal support.The committee discovered that thedenomination has very clear policies thatadvocate and define fair and appropriateconsiderations of pastors, in particular, andwe need only to give some brief reminders inthis paper.First, congregations and districts need togive very careful attention to the call andrecruitment of ministers. Congregationsshould treat with utmost seriousness thecalling of qualified persons to the ministryand make provisions to support them in re-ceiving adequate education and preparationfor the vocation of ministry. The tendency tojudge a person’s ability before he or she hashad adequate time to learn and demonstrateproficiency for ministry should be guardedagainst. Similarly, one person’s ability orperformance should not be compared withanother’s in such a way as to disparage thefirst.Issues related to the search for and place-ment of pastors present several ethical con-siderations. Denominational polity is to befollowed in all searches.  Congregations and7district executives are to consider the ques-tions of fairness and adequate information tocandidates when more than one candidate isbeing interviewed for a pastoral vacancy atthe same time. Confidentiality for the inter-viewee is very important, especially in caseswhere the candidate has not resigned from acurrent position or is not definite aboutseeking the new position. Pastoral profilesare to be kept in utmost confidentiality bymembers of search committees.The congregation needs to establish clearunderstandings with the new staff membersas to performance expectations. Thoseexpectations should be equitable.
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Congregations have been slow torecognize the ethical issues relating toadequate compensation and benefits for theiremployees. In regard to pastors and associatepastors, there is a recommended minimumscale maintained and revised by AnnualConference for providing compensation. Thescale is a gauge for congregations to measureethical responsibility in dealing fairly withtheir pastors. In most cases, abiding by thescale can be assumed to meet thecongregation’s duties to the pastor as tocompensation. The guidelines for providingmedical and life insurance, pension, andother benefits, as recommended by thePastoral Compensation and BenefitsCommittee, are to be followed as nearly aspossible. If congregations find it impossibleto meet the scale or to provide benefits, thereis an ethical obligation to discuss the reasonsand their implications with the pastor and toseek in good faith to take steps towardachieving the recommended scale andbenefits as soon as possible.Another, even more critical issue relatesto the emotional and spiritual support of thepastors and other church staff. There shouldbe in place a committee or group thatregularly relates to the staff regarding theirspiritual, physical, and emotional health andwell being. There should also be a regularevaluation of the pastor and the churchprogram that will cite weaknesses andstrengths of both staff and congregation. Thecongregation is to encourage the staff to takeadequate vacation and leave time. Sometimesthe congregation is too dependent on the stafffor functions that members of thecongregation could do. Congregations needto work with staff to see that physical andemotional health are not jeopardized by thestaff member’s load.Sometimes congregations are notconsiderate of the families of their pastors.For example, often a pastor’s spouse is

expected to take certain responsibilities in thechurch, or it is expected that the parsonage isa public meeting place. The privacy of thepastoral family should be respected.The maintenance of the parsonage is aresponsibility that the church sometimesneglects. The congregation needs to have astrategy by which repairs to the parsonage aremade swiftly and competently whenbreakdowns or problems occur. Theappropriate congregational committee shoulddevelop clear understandings with thepastoral family regarding the monitoring andadministration of the parsonage maintenance.A further consideration of the pastor andfamily relates to their need for an extendedfamily. Pastors’ families often aregeographically separated from their relatives.As holidays are busy times in the life of acongregation, these pastors and their familiesare often prevented from visiting their ownrelatives. The congregation has a uniqueopportunity to become the extended family,providing them with support and friendshipthat will help them find fulfillment andacceptance. Each of us needs the support offamily, or others; the congregation shouldseek to provide this nurture to the pastor andhis/her family.When it appears that criticisms or otherobservations of the pastor might adverselyaffect his or her effectiveness in the church,the executive committee or other appropriategroup needs to communicate these concernsto the pastor and provide opportunity forresponse. Clearly, before conversations areconducted about the possible severance of apastor, dialog with the pastor is to take place.Except in cases of blatant misconduct by thepastor, it is unethical for a pastor to beapproached with a severance notice withoutthe attempt on the part of the church toengage in such dialog. The Ethics in MinistryRelations paper provides detailed procedures
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for handling matters involving allegations ofethical misconduct.When it is appropriate for a pastor orother staff member to leave the employmentof a congregation, there are several veryimportant concerns. If the separation isamicable, then it is important that thecongregation find appropriate ways toexpress appreciation for the person’s service,as well as recognition of his or her family.If the separation is not a pleasant one, dueto unsatisfactory performance of theemployee or circumstances caused by thecongregation that led to the person’sresignation, then steps are to be taken toprotect the reputation and the peace of boththe congregation and the employee. Neitheris to take advantage of the other, financiallyor in any formal or informal evaluationsmade of each other. There should be anattempt to resolve any and all grievances,taking advantage of the resources of thedistrict or the denomination’s Ministry ofReconciliation to accomplish an amicableseparation.In all cases of severance, adequate notice(as set forth in the Pastoral/CongregationalAgreement) is to be given by either theemployee or the congregation and severancecompensation awarded when appropriate.The district executive is to be consulted earlyin the separation process and remain involvedas appropriate.The Congregation and SexualImproprietiesThe committee notes that a major sectionof the Ethics in Ministry Relations paper isdevoted to dealing with sexual improprietieson the part of the clergy. The investigationand discipline in such cases are an assignedresponsibility of the district, which is chargedwith the oversight of licensed and ordainedministers. But charges of sexualimproprieties are not lodged exclusively

against the clergy. There are incidents ofharassment and other sexual misconductinvolving lay workers and members, as well.Sometimes this behavior is directed towardthe pastor, particularly where that person is afemale.The covenant relationship is broken ifmembers engage in conduct of a sexual andcoercive nature directed toward anotherbrother or sister. Sexually harassing behaviorin the congregational family could include arange of behaviors: sexual jokes andinnuendoes; sexually offensive telephonecalls; sexual propositions or repeatedunwelcome requests for dates; sexuallysuggestive staring or leering; unwelcome anduncalled-for comments or insinuations abouta brother or sister’s sex or private life;unnecessary physical familiarity or physicalcontact involving touching in a sexual way;sexually suggestive comments about a sisteror brother’s appearance or body; offensiveremarks; obscene gestures; indecentexposure; sexual assault and rape.These behaviors of sexual impropriety areinherently violent and rely on the premisethat an individual has the right to impose hisor her sexuality on another. As Christians, weneed to acknowledge sexually harassingbehavior as unethical in all its forms andrespond appropriately with compassion andaccountability. Victims need to be recognizedas victims and given the support needed torecover from their experience. Perpetratorsalso need support and counseling but theyneed to be held accountable for their actions.Clearly, the conduct must be stopped and allreasonable steps taken to avoid anyrepetition.Steps to prevent sexual harassment in thecongregation include creating anenvironment free of power imbalances whichmake sexual harassment possible: nurturingrelationships in which congregationalmembers value one another as persons in
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their own right; providing education on theunacceptability of sexually harassingbehavior; and providing counseling andsupport for members dealing with thisproblem. Attention should be given toavoiding activities or events that setupcircumstances that might lead to misconductor the perception that improper behavior willoccur.It is urgent that each congregation have inplace a process for dealing with allegations ofsexual impropriety. Unless a congregation isable to design a more appropriate process foritself, it is recommended that the proceduresoutlined in the Ethics in Ministry Relationspaper, Section IV, be adapted by thecongregation, with the executive committeeserving as the assessment team. Theexecutive committee should take intoconsideration and utilize as needed theresources available to them, includingdeacons, district or congregationalreconciliation teams, the district executive,and professional caregivers available to thecongregation.Of special concern must be instances ofimproper treatment of children.Psychological or physical abuse of children isunethical and immoral. Children arevulnerable and have a right to protectionfrom all forms of abuse. Child abuse includesthe misuse or perversion of the privilege ofcaring for children. Examples includephysical abuse; emotional abuse involvingverbal abuse, belittling, teasing or terrorizing;and sexual abuse. In cases of the physicalabuse of children in states where the lawrequires reporting, the church shall comply.In addition, the congregation must moveaggressively to stop the behavior and protectagainst repetition; minister to the affectedchild and the child’s family; and tend to theneed of the perpetrator for treatment.

In addition to a process for dealing withincidents of child abuse, the congregation isto have written policies in effect for theinterviewing, hiring, supervision, andreporting of both lay employees andvolunteers having child-care duties.Congregations also are advised to explore thefeasibility of securing liability insurance tocover instances of sexual abuse allegations. 8
Accountability to the CongregationEach congregation is called to complywith these ethical guidelines. Moreover, eachcongregation needs to engage in a thoroughself-assessment on a regular basis, using thispaper as a guide. The district executive maybe consulted for advice and assistance.When the district board receives credibleinformation that a congregation in the districtis in violation of these ethical guidelines, theboard should look into the matter and offerits counsel. If the congregation refuses tocooperate with the district board in its reviewor refuses to adjust its conduct to be incompliance with the guidelines, the boardshall report that situation to the next DistrictConference. Thereafter, if the congregationcontinues non-cooperation, a StandingCommittee delegate from the district shallinform the Standing Committee of thenon-compliance. The Standing Committeemay give such counsel as it thinksappropriate.The congregation’s self-assessment andany counsel of the district or of the StandingCommittee are intended to nurture thecongregation in its efforts toward faithfulnessto the will of God so that the Body of Christcan better live in obedience and unity.RecommendationsThe committee recommends that;1. The General Board be requested todevelop a study guide to assist congregationsin their study of this paper.
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2. The paper and the study guide be madeavailable and each congregation be urged toengage in a study of the guidelines.3. This paper and the Ethics in MinistryRelations paper be included in thedenomination’s Manual of Organization andPolity. Each congregation is to maintain acurrent copy of the manual for readyreference.4. The Inventory of CongregationalEthics be included as part of the studymaterials for congregations. Eachcongregation is to have its board ofadministration complete the inventory.5. District executives encouragecongregations to update the Inventory ofCongregational Ethics each time pastoralplacement is needed. The self-assessmentreport is to be attached to the congregationalprofile. *6. The General Board receive andmaintain resources and materials relating tothese guidelines and provide assistance tocongregations or individuals as needed. Forinformation, congregations are asked to sharewith the General Board policies orprocedures they develop relative to theguidelines.7. Congregations consider providingmediation training for leaders and members,utilizing the services of the denomination’sMinistry of Reconciliation Network. 1996 Annual Conference ActionThe above report was presented by PhillipStone, chair, and adopted by the 1996 *A later clarification recommends filing the self-assessment report in the district office and notattaching it to the congregational profile.

Annual Conference delegates. The adooptedstatement includes two amendments.The two exhibits that follow, EthicalGuidelines for Congregations and Inventoryof Ethics for Congregations, were part of thecommittee’s report adopted by AnnualConference.
Committee members”Leah Oxley HarnessPaula Eikenberry LangdonCarroll PetryPhillip Stone, chair

_______________________________Footnotes
  Church of the Brethren Manual of Organization1 and Polity, 1992, p.3.
  Ethics In Ministry Relations, 1996, p. 3.2
  Church of the Brethren Manual of Organization3 and Polity, 1992, p.119.
  Ibid., p. 73.4
  Ibid., p.74.5
  Ibid., p.104, item 2.a.6
  Guidelines for Pastoral Placement7
  For detailed guidelines, see Child Abuse8 Prevention Handbook: A Manual for the Churchof the Brethren, Association of BrethrenCaregivers, Elgin, Ill., 1991.
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C H U R C H   O F   T H E   B R E T H R E NEthical Guidelines for Congregations
A Church of the Brethren congregation desiring to maintain high ethical practices,following the example and integrity of Jesus, will strive to maintain the followingstandards:1. The congregation shall honor its covenant with the denomination, supporting itsnational and international program and sending delegates to Annual Conference.2. The congregation shall honor its covenant with the district, participating in andsupporting district ministries and sending delegates to District Conference.3. The congregation shall regard the other Christian communions in its locale as brothersand sisters in the family of God. It shall not proselytize from other Christian churchesand shall be respectful of the teaching and preaching of other religions.4. The congregation, or groups therein, shall not promote or seek support for causes ororganizations that may be contrary to the historical and theological understanding ofthe church, or that may detract from the congregation’s stated mission.5. The congregation shall maintain integrity with the business community by meetinginvoice due dates, not abusing discount privileges, not soliciting gifts in a coercive orthreatening way, and not competing unfairly with local businesses in the commerce ofproducts and services.6. The congregation shall be fair and equitable in its compensation to and support of thestaff it employs, adopting the Guidelines for Pastor’s Salaries and Benefits as itsguide for determining what is adequate. The congregation also shall provide a supportgroup, such as a staff advisory committee, to meet regularly with staff members in anadvocacy and counseling capacity.7. The congregation shall honor all civil statutes that are clearly applicable to its activity,including those relating to tax-exempt status, copyrights, building and environmentalsafety, civil rights, and employment. It also shall be respectful of neighbors’ rightsand its obligation to maintain the appearance and upkeep of its property. 18. The congregation shall model its peacemaker role in its relationships and witness inthe community, including the content and distribution of its literature, its contactswithin the larger community, and in the way it responds to political issues.9. The congregation shall explore all peaceful and reconciling means to settledifferences it may have with groups and individual rather than resorting to publiccourts for a resolution.
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10. The congregation shall honor and exhibit love and respect for every individual andinsure that every person has access to its facilities and services. It also shall besensitive to persons with special needs and seek to accommodate them with adequateaccess to its worship and pastoral services.11. The congregation shall consciously seek harmony and unity in every aspect of itsprogram and fellowship, striving for consensus in its decisions and relating to oneanother in the Spirit of Christ in the bond of love.12. The congregation shall foster democratic leadership in its organization. It shallnurture its leaders in the gentle use of authority.13. The congregation shall encourage and instruct its members in maintaining lifestylesand exhibiting attitudes and actions that reflect the example and teachings of Christ.14. The congregation shall nurture every member in the fulfillment of his or hercommitment to give of time, talents, and treasure to Christ and the church, and inturn, provide means by which every member is fully and consistently informed aboutthe church’s program and opportunities.15. The congregation shall open all meetings to any church member, except when andagenda may deal with a confidential personnel matter, and open and honest dialogshall be encouraged and enabled at all times.16. The congregation shall address promptly incidents of dissent within its program andfellowship, having in place a method for seeking resolution and reconciliation.17. The congregation shall exhibit a spirit of thanksgiving in all of its life, especiallyexpressing its gratitude to all those who make a significant contribution to thechurch’s work and worship.18. The congregation shall be responsible for adequately compensating guest speakers,interim pastors, and other leaders who provide professional services for thecongregation.19. The congregation shall honor its commitment to current pastoral leadership anddiscourage its members from inviting former pastors to return to perform pastoralfunctions, such as weddings and funerals.20. The congregation will seek to maintain an environment and program free of sexual,psychological, or physical abuse and harassment, giving special attention to theprotection of children. When problems arise, the congregation will deal with themforthrightly, promptly, and fairly, to stop the behavior in question, minister to anyvictim, effect change in the violator, and seek reconciliation. ____________Footnote:   This guideline assumes that most statutes named in this paragraph would not affect recognized1 instances for civil disobedience. It is acknowledged that acts of conscience in some cases may leadChristians to disobey laws that conflict with the law of god. For a complete study of civil disobedience,see Minutes of the Annual Conferences, Church of the Brethren, 1965-1969, p. 414.
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C H U R C H   O F   T H E   B R E T H R E NInventory of Ethics for Congregations
Each congregation, in most instancesthrough the church board, is urged toparticipate in this Inventory of Ethics forCongregations. The inventory enables aself-assessment of how the congregationfunctions as an ethical community. Thisinventory relates to the 1996 AnnualConference paper Ethics for Congrega-tions, to which reference should be madeto complete the inventory. It is not intended that this reviewresult in a “grade” or imply that onecongregation is better than another. Thevalue is in the review and the prayerfulresponse to it. To the extent that questions areanswered other than “always,”consideration should be given toadjustments. The fact that there may bequestions of interpretation is not

important; what is important is that thesetopics be addressed. Clearly, this is not an exhaustive list.Such basic matters as avoiding gossipand untruthful accusations are alsoimportant. As the congregation identifiesother areas needing review, they shouldbe added. As you proceed with the inventory,please indicate which response bestdescribes your congregation. Once theinventory is completed by the churchboard or other group, identify anddiscuss those items needing attention. Also determine the frequency withwhich this self-assessment beundertaken. Note that regular review isencouraged, and that a special review beconducted at the time of pastoral change.
Our Congregation: Always Usually Often Sometimes Rarely1. Sends delegates to Annual Conference.2. Attempts to support and carry out AnnualConference policies. 3. Stays informed about Annual Conferenceactions.4. Financially supports the General Board andits program.5. Sends delegates to District Conference.6. Supports the District program and activities,e.g., camps.7. Works cooperatively with otherdenominations in the community.

Permission is granted to copy this appendix for congregational use.
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Our Congregation: Always Usually Often Sometimes Rarely8. A voids endorsing and supporting activitiesand causes which are contrary to Church ofthe Brethren teachings or that detract fromthe denomination’s programs.9. Pays its bills promptly.10. A voids unreasonable requests for discountsor special gifts from businesses.1l. A voids repeated and unfair competitionwith local businesses.12. Pastor (and other staff, if applicable) is paidfairly and provided with reasonable benefits.(“Paid fairly” should be understood to meanat least denominational scale or as close toscale as the congregation, using its bestefforts, can manage. “Reasonable benefits”means the Brethren Medical Plan, itssubstantial equivalent, or as much as thecongregation can afford.)13. Provides a support group for the pastor andpastoral family to give emotional andspiritual support.14. Communicates concerns with staffperformance promptly, constructively, andthrough proper channels.15. Seeks faithfully to comply with all laws(except for act of conscience) including fire,safety, environment, civil rights,employment laws, etc.16. Models in the community how peacemakersrelate to each other and to the community.17. Seeks to resolve differences within thecongregation peacefully and withoutresorting to litigation.18. A voids anonymous calls and letters orcommunications outside established openforums as a way to discuss church businessand issues.
Ethics for Congregations / 15



Our Congregation: Always Usually Often Sometimes Rarely19. Seeks to assure that all interested personshave physical access and reasonableaccommodation to be able to participate inthe church and its program.20. Tries to operate with strong consensus andharmony in the way it makes decisions.21. Supports called and elected leadership anddoes not accept autocratic or heavy-handedcontrol.22. Works at calling its members to followlifestyles, develop attitudes and behave inways that reflect the example and teachingof Christ.23. Seeks to give all persons in the congregationopportunities for service, fulfillment, andleadership.24. Except for personnel matters and otheritems which need to be done in confidence,handles decision-making and business in theopen with adequate opportunity formembers to be informed and to participate.25. Manages conflict and dissension in aremedial and nurturing way, not letting theproblems go unattended or becoming moreintense.26. Shows appreciation to its leaders, membersand others who provide special blessing andservice to the congregation.27. Avoids inviting former pastors to return toperform pastoral functions such asweddings, funerals, etc.28. Maintains a work and program environmentfree of sexual, emotional, or physical abuse.29. Tries to be conscious of circumstances thatmight result in the abuse of children oradults and makes adjustments as needed.
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Study GuideEthics for Congregationsby Carroll M. Petry and Jan EllerIntroductionIn adopting Ethics for Congregations atthe Cincinnati Annual Conference in 1996,the Church of the Brethren took a distinct stepin enacting what is-probably the first and onlyofficial denominational statement on thesubject. Other churches have expressedinterest in following suit.Religion News Service, in an extensivearticle on September 12, 1996, described thepaper as follows:“Thou shalt not steal thy neighbor’ssheep, nor speak ill of thy parent organizationwhen in dissent. Thou shalt not be anenvironmental hazard, nor an eyesore in thecommunity. Let thy bake sales and car washesbe sparing and not undercut thy neighbor’sbusiness. “It isn’t said quite like that, nor is it a setof formal commandments, but for what isbelieved to be a first for an Americandenomination, the Church of the Brethren hasadopted a code of ethics to govern theconduct of its 1,127 congregations. “The code covers a host of issues rangingfrom how a congregation treats its pastor andother staff members to the way it seeks newmembers, functions in its neighborhood, andrelates to other religious congregations and tothe parent denomination.” In the same news release, Loren B. Mead,an expert on congregational life and founderof the Alban Institute, is quoted as saying,“As far as I know, it’s unique. I haven’t seenanything like it. It could be a model for otherdenominations.” The paper was prepared in response to anearlier denominational statement dealing withministerial ethics. Phil Stone, chair of the

Congregational Ethics Study Committee,explained that misconduct often works bothways and that congregations needed to beresponsible, too. This statement from the paper itselfexplains what the paper is and is not: Theethics code does not intend “to set upstandards by which congregations may be‘graded’ and compared ... but it is the hopethat congregations may know the mind of thewhole denomination regarding what the Bodyof Christ should be and how it should act asChrist’s representative today, and use thispaper as a guideline for seriously examiningtheir own procedures and life.”Teaching Suggestions Use one to four sessions of 45 to 60minutes each. Here is one way to study thepaper in four sessions. Session 1: Examine the fIrst half of thepaper (through the section on “Relationship tothe Community”) using the followingsummaries and discussion suggestions. Wherepossible, introduce examples from your owncongregation’s life. Session 2: Examine the second half of thepaper (beginning with the section on“Relationships Within the Congregation”). Session 3: Discuss the first appendix,“Ethical Guidelines for Congregations.”Distribute copies of the second appendix,“Inventory of Ethics for Congregations,” andask participants to fIll out the inventory.(Before the session that follows, tally theresults and prepare a summary.) Session 4: Discuss the results of theinventory. Summarize the sessions and dealwith final questions concerning the paper.Urge participants to become aware of theethical issues of the congregation. Close with
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a prayer that this paper will work to the gloryof God and our members’ and neighbors’good.Following are brief summaries of eachsection of the paper and points suggested fordiscussion. Introduction. Stated here are the reasonsfor the paper and a five-point list of “givens”or understandings on which the committeebased its work. The paper is not a legaldocument but an affirmation of properbehavior for the Body of Christ. The paperrelates mostly to group actions, the body as awhole, and not to individual ethics. 1. Ask the group: Do you think the churchneeds a code of ethics for congregations?Why or why not?The Nature of the Congregation. Thissection surveys important biblical images ofthe church found in the New Testament: theBride of Christ, Ephesians 5; the Body ofChrist, 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4;sojourners, Hebrews 11:13-16; and holypriesthood, 1 Peter 2: 13-17. Also listed areseven values Brethren have embraced thatguide our corporate and individual ethics. 1. Ask four groups or individuals each toread one of the passages of scripturelisted: Ephesians 5 (and Genesis 12), 1Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4, Hebrews11: 1316, and 1 Peter 2:13-17. Have themdescribe to the larger group the image ofthe church that is presented. Ask the totalgroup: Which do you find most relevant?How do these images help us understandour congregation? 2. Review the seven values that are lifted upin the paper. Ask: Do you agree that theseare distinctive to Brethren? Do you thinkwe live by these values? What othervalues do you think are important? 

Relationship to the Larger Church. Emphasized here is our interdependence withother congregations, the district, AnnualConference, and the ecumenical world. Noteespecially the paragraphs following the quotefrom the Manual of Organization and Polityregarding dealing ethically with AnnualConference, denominational policy, and thedistrict.1. The paper says, “Christians need otherChristians in order to live out their faith.A congregation cannot exist in avacuum.” Ask: Do you agree with thisview? Why or why not? 2. Ask the group to react to this statement: “The congregation has an ethicalresponsibility to support thedenomination.”3. Ask the group to generate lists of ways thecongregation supports 1) thedenomination, 2) the district. 4. Ask: What are ways we are involved withchurches of other denominations? How doyou feel about these efforts? What shouldbe the purpose of such involvements? 5. The paper warns against “promoting oraligning with any interest groups orprograms that may disrupt or pull awayfrom the covenantal life and mission ofthe congregation.” Ask the group to thinkof examples.Relationship to the Community. Coveredhere are legal and tax issues; neighborliness,as regards the appearance of the property andenvironmental safety; images the churchprojects in society; ethics in business mattersand relationships; going to court; andstewardship of the environment.1. Ask: Are any of these instructionssurprising to you? Are there any withwhich you disagree?2. Ask: Can you think of instances in whichwe have been violating laws (for example,photocopying without permission)?
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3. Ask: What is the historical basis for theBrethren position on not suing anyone? Isthis a viable position for today? Why orwhy not?Relationships Within the Congregation.This section offers a guide for organizationaland decision-making methods, for mutualaccountability (note the quote from thesuggested constitution), and for making thefacility and program accessible to all. It alsodeals with how the congregation relates toformer pastors.1. Discuss this statement: “The congregationis to strive for harmony and unity in all itdoes. Any action or statement that doesnot fIrst seek the best interests of all itsmembers raises the appearance of anethical breach and requires scrutiny.” 2. Ask: How well do you think we handlecongregational business? Does ourdecision-making process work at seekingthe wisdom of the collective whole? Isconsensus a model that is workable forus?3. Ask: How well does our congregationhandle disagreement? How about youpersonally? Is Matthew 18 still a blueprintfor us in handling conflict? 4. Ask: How would you feel if anothermember lovingly challenged yourlifestyle? Is there a role for thecongregation in discussion of lifestyle?What does “the simple life” mean to us intoday’s society?Relationship to Pastors and Other Staff.This section deals with pastoral placement,salary and benefits, emotional and spiritualsupport, care for pastoral families, andseverance.1. If the congregation has engaged in apastoral search within recent memory, askthe group to recall the process used andreflect on how well it was handled.

2. Ask: What is our congregation’s basis forpastoral compensation? Do we payaccording to the recommended scale?How do we feel about this? 3. Ask: How does our congregationcommunicate its expectations to thepastor? Does the pastor have a positiondescription? 4. Ask: Do we have a pastoral relationscommittee? Does it conduct regularevaluations of the pastor? Of thecongregation? 5. Discuss the role of such consultativegroups as the denomination’s Ministry ofReconciliation and the district’sDiscipleship and ReconciliationCommittee. The Congregation and SexualImproprieties. Dealt with here is sexualimpropriety and sexual harassment of adultsand children.1. If it seems appropriate, arrange forsomeone to report on the proceduresoutlined in the Ethics in MinistryRelations paper. This 1996 AnnualConference statement is available fromBrethren Press.2. Find out what policies are in effect toensure the safety of children in yourchurch activities. Concluding Sections. The final sectionsof the paper urge congregations to follow theguidelines and make recommendations to thechurch at large.1. Ask: Have your ideas about the subject ofthis paper changed after this study? Howimportant do you think the topic is? 2. Ask: Where can our congregation growand make changes? 
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