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Introduction 
 
In 1994 Annual Conference adopted a 
Standing Committee recommendation that 
a congregational code of ethics be devel-
oped. After two years of work the five per-
son committee submitted its final report, 
which then became part of Church of the 
Brethren polity known as “Ethics for Con-
gregations.” 
 
In 2010 the Western Pennsylvania District 
submitted a query to Annual              
Conference asking “would it not be helpful 
and contribute toward the unity of the 
Body if Annual Conference developed a 
uniform denominational process by which 
districts might deal with a congregation 
that engages in questionable ethical activi-
ty?” The Annual Conference gathered at 
Pittsburgh accepted the query and ap-
pointed a study committee. This group re-
ported to Annual Conference in 2011 an-
swering the query in the affirmative and 
suggested that Church of the Brethren staff 
oversee the process of updating and revis-
ing the 1996 document, and include 
“guidelines and suggestions for a denomi-
national process of accountability.” 
 
The original 1996 Ethics for Congregations 
statement began with an outline of princi-
ples guiding the document: 

1. A paper on congregational ethics should 
be regarded as a companion piece to the 
paper on ethics in ministry relations. 
Therefore, it should be consistent in inten-
sity and format. To be consistent with the 
Brethren understanding of “voluntarism” 
in religion, the paper should guard against 
imposing upon congregations arbitrary 
requirements that either are not biblically 
sound or violate traditional Brethren val-
ues. 
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2. While the attempt to pull together in one 
statement a congregational code of ethics 
is unique not only in our denomination 
but, as far as the committee can tell, unique 
within the family of Protestant denomina-
tions, most of the values that are in the 
paper have precursors in various Annual 
Conference and other denominational 
statements. The paper will rely heavily 
upon those references and sources. 

3. As with the paper on ministry ethics, this 
statement on congregational ethics is not 
to be regarded as a legal document. Rather, 
it is an affirmation of the faith and disci-
pleship to which we, the Body of Christ, 
have been called if we are to remain obe-
dient followers of Him who is the Head of 
the Church. As such, it provides for the 
corporate body a standard of behavior that 
is agreed upon by the church, an affirma-
tion by which the congregation as a whole 
can be held accountable. 

4. This paper attempts to speak to congre-
gational actions, or the collective body of 
believers gathered at one place and acting 
as a whole, rather than to individual ethics. 
The paper on ministry ethics notes that 
“God calls all members, including those in 
leadership, to live by the high standards 
upheld in the scriptures” (2008 Ethics in 
Ministry Relations, 4). That paper recom-
mends the standards of ethical behavior as 
applicable to all individual members of the 
church, with the added responsibility for 
the leaders and ordained ministers to be 
role models (1996 Ethics for Congrega-
tions, 1). 

The 1996 paper also noted a legitimate 
question about the appropriateness of 
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Annual Conference suggesting a code of 
ethics for individual congregations: 
“For some who are accustomed to com-
plete autonomy and to making decisions 
about congregational life and management 
by whatever method or value seems most 
expedient, such a code may be viewed as a 
threat or at best as unnecessary. Other 
congregations, struggling with survival, 
economic and otherwise, may feel that the 
suggested standards of behavior impose an 
impossible demand upon them, which may 
result in guilt and discredit” (1996 Ethics 
for Congregations, 1-2). 
 
The 1996 Ethics for Congregations offered 
a simple caveat in regard to any process of 
accountability: 
“It is not the intention of this paper to set 
up standards by which congregations may 
be graded and compared. But it is the hope 
that congregations may know the mind of 
the whole denomination regarding what 
the Body of Christ should be and how it 
should act as Christ’s representative today, 
and use this paper as a guideline for seri-
ously examining their own procedures and 
life” (1996 Ethics for Congregations, 2) 
 
In the years following the acceptance of the 
1996 document, the global church has ex-
perienced an array of controversies. While 
the foresight of many communions within 
the universal church has helped to address 
the ethical misconduct of clergy, it is clear 
that the life of our congregations on occa-
sion does not live up to the call of the gos-
pel. The first decade of the 21st century 
has made this even more plain to both the 
church and the wider culture.  
 
This document will follow the pattern of 
the 1996 document especially in its dis-
cussion of the congregation’s intersection 
with its community, denomination, and 
wider church. In addition, the code of eth-
ics has been revised to reflect the changes 
made in 2008 to the Ethics in Ministry Re-

lations. This discussion of congregational 
ethics will follow the following outline: 

I. The Scriptural Visions of the Church 

II. The Congregation and its Relation-
ships 

III. Practices of Awareness, Assessment, 
and Accountability 

IV. The Code of Ethics 
 
I. The Scriptural Visions of the Church 

In the New Testament the early church 
lived into its call to be a faithful community 
in an unfaithful world, placed there to wit-
ness to God’s love in Christ. Those who 
shared in this mission were charged to live 
with the same kind of self-abandonment 
and sacrifice seen in Jesus Christ. The sup-
port and power for this momentous task 
came from their participation in a commu-
nity of persons who, with the power of the 
Holy Spirit, could proclaim their devotion 
to Christ, share understandings of the way 
of Christ, and put their devotion and un-
derstandings into practice. 
 
Several biblical images instruct us in the 
nature of this basic Christian community, 
the congregation: 
 
1. The Bride of Christ. In Ephesians 5, the 
relationship between Christ and the church 
is used as the model for the covenantal 
relationship that should exist between 
husband and wife. The image is one of 
mutual love and accountability. An under-
standing of the covenantal nature of the 
church begins with the covenant estab-
lished between God and Abraham (Gen. 
12). There was to be mutual respect and 
accountability. So long as Abraham’s de-
scendants were obedient to God’s will, God 
would favor them with prosperity and long 
life. It was the first relationship of its kind 
in the stories of religion—a personal and 
ethical pact between a god and humanity.  
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In Christ, the covenant between God and 
God’s people was particularized. The cov-
enant now had an “administrator,” one 
who could interpret the relationship be-
tween the two “parties.” More than that, 
the church would form a covenant with 
Christ in order to honor his teaching and 
example. In turn, the community would be 
the recipient of Christ’s sacrificial 
love—love that would form the basis for all 
other human relationships. Thus, neither 
the individual Christian nor the church acts 
independently, but in relation to Christ. 
 
2. The Body of Christ. The church is more 
than a collection of individuals who have 
promised to follow Christ’s way. The 
church is the extension of the Incarnation 
in that it is to function as Christ’s presence 
in the world and to present evidence of his 
resurrection. Paul, writing to the Corinthi-
ans, makes clear how the health of each 
individual part impacts the function of the 
whole body (1 Cor. 12). Each part must 
work properly, that is, with the integrity 
and love of Christ, for the body to be 
healthy. 
 
In Ephesians 4, the image is repeated, in-
dicating that the body is whole when each 
part “speaks the truth in love, and grows 
up in every way into him who is the head” 
(4:15). 
 
3. Sojourners. The writer of Hebrews de-
scribes the faithful as those who are aware 
that their very existence reaches beyond 
this life. All their actions on earth are 
grounded in and guided by that hope 
(11:13-16). They are not, then, bound by 
earthly standards or limitations. They do 
things for one another that astound the 
pragmatists. They choose to follow convic-
tions of justice and fairness, even though 
those decisions are unpopular. They accept 
a personal discipline that puts the welfare 
of others before their own needs. 
 

 
4. Holy People and a Royal Priesthood.  
1 Peter 2:13-17 assigns an awesome re-
sponsibility to the church. It is to perform 
priestly work for the world. It is the 
priest’s function to speak to God for the 
people and to speak to the people for God. 
Service, not domination, is a distinguishing 
mark of the church’s life and mission. To 
serve and not to be served is its first prior-
ity. 
 
These biblical images provide a lofty por-
trait of the church—a covenantal com-         
munity that is just and loving; one that is 
not bound or given to earthly attitudes and 
standards; one that transcends those atti-
tudes and standards through service in the 
world. Traditionally, Brethren have held to 
some particular values within that overall 
framework that have guided both our cor-
porate and individual ethics. These values 
include the following: 

1. The New Testament is our rule of faith 
and practice. We covenant to live by its 
precepts as taught and revealed in Jesus 
and affirmed by the apostles. 

2. Our word is as good as our bond. We 
covenant to be truthful in speech and in 
honoring the commitments we make. In-
tegrity, fairness, and sincerity are re-
quirements of each member of the church. 

3. All members are ministers. We are 
called not only to serve one another, but 
also to model abundant life in Christ to all 
with whom we come into contact. 

4. We believe in living in harmony with all 
persons, in peacefully solving conflict and 
in not harming or degrading any other 
person. 

5. We believe the corporate judgment of 
the gathered church is our understanding 
of God’s will. 

6. Each member of the church is a valued 
part of the whole body. God endows each 
member with spiritual and natural gifts, 
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and the church values each member’s 
opinion and contributions. 

7. We are known by our fruits, and Christ 
should be glorified and revealed in all we 
do. 
 
II. The Church and its Relationships 

As is evident in the scriptures of the New 
Testament, the local Christian               
community does not exist unto itself. As 
part of the larger body of Christ, the con-
gregation is one mission point among 
many. As travelers in the world, the con-
gregation also lives as a witness within the 
local community. The calling of leadership 
and staff also establishes relationships 
which create unique expectations and 
boundaries. Understanding appropriate 
conduct, then, requires attention to these 
various relationships. 
 
1. The Relationship to the Wider Church 
The Apostle Paul sought to build a close 
kinship among all the new Christian com-
munities established as a result of his mis-
sionary activity. He shared with them the 
news of what other congregations were 
doing (2 Cor. 8:1-2). He reported what 
others thought of them (1 Th. 1:6-7). He 
took any promising “missionaries” from 
the various congregations with him on his 
journeys (Col. 4:15). He promoted a mis-
sion offering among the churches of Asia 
for the church at Jerusalem. He forged 
bonds of service and love within and be-
tween Christian communities, overcoming 
seemingly irreconcilable differences and 
diversity. 
 
The Christian faith is belief and action 
shared in community. Christians need oth-
er Christians in order to live out their faith. 
Just as an individual cannot follow Christ 
alone, a congregation cannot exist in a 
vacuum. It will soon become ingrown and 
will eventually die from lack of shared ac-
countability and mission. Even in the first 

days of the church, Paul and the apostles 
worked to keep the first congregations 
connected. 
 
The 1992 Church of the Brethren Manual 
of Organization and Polity underscored 
this fact: 

“The congregation is not sufficient to itself. 
It is interdependent with other congrega-
tions and the larger church. This calls for 
patterns which allow the congregation to 
participate in a network of district, nation-
al, and ecumenical relationships. By this 
interaction, both the congregation and the 
larger church are enriched” (1992 Manual 
of Organization and Polity, 119). 
 
This was also affirmed in 2010 polity 
manual: “Openness to our brothers and 
sisters reaches from the congregation to 
the district, to the denomination, to the 
ecumenical church” (2010 Manual of Or-
ganization and Polity, 10).  
 
All Church of the Brethren congregations 
are encouraged to adopt the recommended 
constitution and bylaws for congregations 
as outlined in the Manual of Polity and Or-
ganization. That constitution states that 
“the congregation shall covenant to sup-
port faithfully the program of the Church of 
the Brethren, recognizing Annual Confer-
ence enactments of the Church of the 
Brethren as having governing force in its 
life, and shall remain a member of the 
Church of the Brethren or its successor. 
The congregation shall send delegates to 
those official conferences of the Church of 
the Brethren in which it is entitled to have 
representation” (2010 Manual of Organi-
zation and Polity, 85). 
 
The congregation has an ethical responsi-
bility to support the denomination. There 
may be rare instances in which, after much 
prayer and conversation, the congregation 
may conclude that affirmation of denomi-
national statements or participation in a 
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denominational ministry conflicts with 
conscience. A decision not to participate in 
or support a denominational program 
should occur only after the congregation 
has engaged in a responsible process of 
study and prayer and open and honest di-
alog with denominational representatives. 
A recommended model of discernment and 
conversation regarding disagreements 
with Annual Conference can be found in 
the 2004 Disagreement with Annual Con-
ference Decisions. Congregations con-
stantly need to examine and renew their 
covenant with the denomination and seek 
the counsel of its leaders. The prayerful 
conclusion not to support a denomination-
al position or program should be a matter 
of anguish, not competitiveness or superi-
ority. 
 
Disagreement with particular actions of 
the denomination does not give a           
congregation the right to disparage the 
whole church or individuals. The             
congregation, as part of the denomination-
al family of Christ, must deal with its family 
kindly, respectfully, and lovingly. 
 
These same principles apply to the con-
gregation’s relation to the district. Annual 
Conference has identified several specific 
responsibilities to the districts that are 
directly related to congregational life, such 
as the authorization, discipline, and 
placement of ministers; the coordination of 
outdoor education; and the training of lay 
and ministerial leadership. The district is 
solely dependent upon the support and 
participation of the congregations within 
its boundaries for the continuation and 
effectiveness of its ministry. 
 
Congregations are to help establish, sup-
port, and abide by the policies and         
decisions of the district. They are to wel-
come and work with the district executive 
or other appointed representatives of the 
district. They are to cooperate with and 

give encouragement to other congrega-
tions within the district. 
 
The mission and ministry of the Church of 
the Brethren at all points of our shared life 
requires the participation of all our mem-
bers. The gathered body, in the form of 
Annual and District Conference, is the 
place for the discussion of our differences, 
the hearing of collective wisdom, and the 
discernment of the mind of Christ. This, 
then, is the nature of authority among the 
Brethren. “Authority is held accountable 
within the community, which in turn dili-
gently seeks the ‘mind of Christ’ in study of 
the scriptures, in dialogue with brothers 
and sisters, and in openness to the leading 
of the Holy Spirit” (2010 Manual of Organ-
ization and Polity, 9). 
 
The local church also is part of a larger 
whole which comprises the global body of 
Christ. The Church of the Brethren has a 
long and productive history of working 
with other Christian communions in the 
interest of Christian solidarity, witness, 
and service. Brethren congregations en-
deavor to know and relate to churches of 
other denominations in their communities. 
Our one Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, 
prayed for unity within the Body (John 17) 
and demonstrated that faithful disciples 
can speak from different Christian per-
spectives (Luke 9:49-50). 
 
Ethical accountability in relation to other 
communions calls for the congregation to 
contribute the uniqueness and strength of 
its particular witness toward a common 
goal rather than seeking to impose sec-
tarian bias. It also supersedes a judgmental 
stance toward persons and groups of a 
different perspective, and it rejects under-
handed or self-righteous means of luring 
members away from other communions 
for its own cause (proselytizing). 
 
On the other hand, the congregation must 
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guard against promoting or aligning with 
any interest groups or programs that may 
disrupt the mission of the congregation or 
pull it away from its covenantal relation-
ship to the denomination. 
 
2. The Relationship to the Community 
Jesus made it clear that paying one’s taxes 
was the responsibility of each of his fol-
lowers (Luke 20:20- 26) and Peter sug-
gested that the mission of civil authorities 
is a part of God’s plan for society (1 Peter 
2:13-17). Congregations should guard 
against inappropriate use of their 
tax-exempt status and should honor, in 
letter and spirit, laws that clearly are ap-
plicable to them. This is especially the case 
in regards to copyright laws, safety codes, 
employee rights, discrimination, and ac-
commodation of persons with disabilities. 
Even when churches are exempted from 
the requirements of some of these laws, 
the congregation should aspire to compli-
ance, where appropriate. 
 
By striving to be good neighbors, the con-
gregation embodies the mission of God 
through its programs, activities and 
maintenance of its property. Each congre-
gation is to attend to the environmental 
safety and appearance of its property. And 
it will model peace and justice in its rela-
tionship to the community, in its respect 
for individuals from different ethnic or 
cultural backgrounds, and in the methods 
by which it witnesses to political issues. 
 
As already discussed, it is the congrega-
tion’s role to represent the message and 
the truth of Jesus Christ. Often in its histo-
ry, the church has not been aware of the 
image it projects in society. It has often 
demanded privileges and considerations 
from its environment beyond its reasona-
ble due. It has sometimes expected to be 
served, rather than to serve. 
 
A violation of our ethical self- 

expectations occurs if the congregation 
infringes upon the rights of local business-
es by repeatedly selling the same or similar 
products for a price that undercuts the 
merchants. Businesses understand, and 
often assist with occasional car washes, 
bake sales, or auctions. The congregation 
must be sensitive to the effect its 
fund-raising activities has on others. The 
church also must guard against abusing 
discount privileges and soliciting gifts and 
gratuities with coercive methods. The 
church also should examine the ethical 
implications of expecting or requesting 
free professional services. It is perfectly 
appropriate to accept services and prod-
ucts as gifts, yet requesting these gifts 
should be made with care, aware that each 
offering comes with some sacrifice. All 
congregations will fulfill its contracts and 
obligations on time, especially in regards 
to financial commitments. 
 
The question of litigation in matters when 
the congregation may feel its own rights or 
privileges have been violated is a difficult 
one. Traditionally, the Brethren considered 
it not in keeping with biblical counsel to 
take a dispute into the civil court (Matt. 
5:33-37; 1 Cor. 6:1-8). While that convic-
tion may not be as strong today, there is 
still a clear ethical problem for Brethren 
resorting to public courts to settle a matter 
that the congregation ought to be able to 
handle itself, or to reconcile by more ami-
cable means (cf. Matt. 18:15-17). Both in 
terms of complying with biblical directives 
and in the desire to model the peace of 
Christ, we must seek to resolve disputes in 
love and harmony. 
 
Another ethical issue for the congregation, 
in relation to both the local and wider 
community, is its responsibility to pre-
serve the environment and natural re-
sources. The congregation should model 
good stewardship of the environment 
through recycling practices, avoiding 



~ 7 ~ 
 

waste of energy, and making choices that 
minimize refuse. 
 
3. Relationships within the  
   Congregation 
There are many New Testament scriptures 
that admonish congregations to maintain 
kind and considerate relationships among 
the members and the leaders of the church. 
Indeed, the congregation should be the 
model for relationships that build up one 
another and that demonstrate respect and 
admiration for each person’s unique gifts. 
In that regard, the congregation is to strive 
for harmony and unity in all it does. Any 
action or statement that does not first seek 
the best interests of all its members raises 
the appearance of misconduct and requires 
scrutiny. 
 
This criterion also applies to the congrega-
tion’s organizational structures and deci-
sion-making processes. For nearly two 
centuries denominational decisions at An-
nual Conference were made only by con-
sensus. The wisdom of the collective whole 
is understood to be the best approximate 
answer to any question presented to the 
church. Thus, a congregation shows lack of 
respect for its members by allowing deci-
sion-making to fall into the hands of a few. 
Each member of the congregation must 
guard against written or oral statements 
that appeal to those persons’ positions or 
authority or that are based on incomplete 
or misleading information. This problem 
arises in calculated attempts to swing or 
manipulate attitudes and decisions outside 
of decision-making gatherings. Full and 
open communication should be encour-
aged at all times, and complete records of 
all meetings, decisions, and finances are to 
be kept and made available to all members. 
 
The recommended constitution for Breth-
ren congregations gives appropriate direc-
tion regarding the mutual accountability of 
members in the congregation: 

“On the one hand, the congregation has a 
covenantal responsibility to care for its 
members, to encourage growth in freedom 
and discipleship, to help members discover 
their gifts and find ways to serve, and to 
provide ministries which respond to both 
spiritual and physical needs. On the other 
hand, each member has a covenantal re-
sponsibility to participate regularly in the 
life of the congregation, to seek the counsel 
of the church in living out the way of 
Christ, to challenge the church to greater 
accountability to its calling, to respond to 
opportunities to serve in the congregation 
and beyond, and to contribute to the 
church’s ministries in every way possible” 
(2010 Manual of Organization and Polity, 
86). 
 
Sensitivity is to be given to the needs of 
individuals in the church. The congregation 
shall provide an environment where per-
sonal tensions and difficulties can be 
shared in full confidence of trust, loving 
response, and confidentiality. The commu-
nity should establish expectations of care, 
forgiveness, and safety for all who take 
part in its ministries. In the cases of con-
flict, all care should be given to creating a 
setting in which reconciliation is the norm, 
not the exception. Handling disputes 
through petitioning, letter writing, and 
anonymous communication is inappropri-
ate given the expectations of shared and 
transparent discernment. 
 
The church’s facilities are to be available to 
all persons seeking to participate with the 
congregation. There are ethical ramifica-
tions whenever anyone is denied the op-
portunity to worship or to participate in 
other ministries of the church, whether the 
denial is due to outdated policies and facil-
ities (such as in the case of accessibility for 
the disabled) or outright prejudice. 
 
Living into our belief in the priesthood of 
all believers, the congregation is to be con-
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scious of the need for its lay leadership to 
model Christian lifestyle, just as for its 
ministers. The congregation is to teach, 
nurture, and encourage a Christian lifestyle 
for all its members and should call to lead-
ership those persons who seek conscien-
tiously to live out a Christian lifestyle. 
When matters of personal lifestyle arise, 
the congregation is to do everything possi-
ble to nurture and restore the person to a 
Christian lifestyle, as modeled for us in 
Christ. 
 
The congregation is to respect the func-
tions and ministries to which it has called 
its leaders. For example, it is improper to 
invite former pastors to perform pastoral 
functions or visitation in the congregation 
when another pastor is currently em-
ployed. Serving in leadership or other 
highly visible roles by former pastors 
should be carefully evaluated as to its ef-
fect upon the ministry of the current pas-
tor and upon the harmony of the church. It 
also is unethical for individuals and/or 
groups in the church to usurp the authority 
and tasks of officially elected leaders or 
committees. It is equally inappropriate for 
leadership to conduct business in such a 
way so as to inhibit the full and open dis-
cernment of the congregation. 
 
A. Relationship to Pastor(s) and Other    

Staff 

From the first conversations about con-
gregational conduct it has been evident 
that the most serious questions arise re-
garding staff. This is especially true given 
pastoral compensation, benefits, and sup-
port. Despite clear guidelines within de-
nominational polity, negotiations about 
salary often present the most opportunity 
for inappropriate action on the part of the 
congregation. While identifying candidates 
for ministry does not usually involve ques-
tionable conduct, it is important for the 
community to take seriously its role in 
naming gifts, supporting discernment, and 

extending a call to ministry. Since polity 
deals with many of these issues, only a few 
insights about conduct are offered here. 
 
First, congregations and districts are to 
give careful attention to the calling of min-
isters. Congregations in particular should 
cultivate cultures of calling in which gifted 
persons are encouraged towards ministry. 
When persons enter in the discernment 
process the congregation should make 
every effort to support and pray for the 
candidate. Exploring one’s call to set apart 
ministry requires many sacrifices. The role 
of the congregation does not end once the 
discernment has begun but extends 
through a call to leadership and ordination. 
Although sending of a gifted member to 
another congregation involves a sense of 
loss, care should be taken to acknowledge 
the congregation’s role of sending and re-
ceiving leaders. 
 
Issues related to the search for and place-
ment of pastors present several ethical 
considerations. Denominational polity is to 
be followed in all searches.                
Confidentiality for the interviewee is very 
important, especially in cases where the 
candidate has not yet resigned from a cur-
rent position or is not definite about seek-
ing the new position. Pastoral profiles are 
to be kept in utmost confidentiality by 
members of search committees. Congrega-
tions and district executives should com-
municate openly with the candidates, 
making sure to honor confidentiality and 
seeing that information is shared appro-
priately and fairly. The sharing of confi-
dential information related to staff or po-
tential pastoral candidates undermines the 
discernment for all involved in the place-
ment process. In addition, persons often 
seek to influence decision-making in an 
inappropriate manner or work outside the 
official committees charged by the con-
gregation with the search process. 
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The time of searching for a pastor is filled 
with anxiety and opportunity. In many 
cases this climate of expectation and even 
fear opens doors toward inappropriate 
conduct. Honoring the time of discernment 
and formation is central to the congrega-
tion’s role within the calling and creden-
tialing process. Care should then be taken 
when considering the placement of li-
censed ministers who have yet to meet the 
expectations for ordination. Though short 
term placements or interim appointments 
provide significant learning opportunities, 
the congregation and district leadership 
should be sure to provide mentoring or 
coaching to licensed ministers called to 
such positions.  
 
After extending the call to a minister, the 
congregation needs to establish clear un-
derstandings with the new staff member as 
to performance expectations. Those ex-
pectations should be equitable. These ex-
pectations should be balanced with the 
time commitments established in the con-
tract. 
 
Congregations have been slow to recognize 
the ethical issues relating adequate com-
pensation and benefits for their employees. 
There are recommendations related to 
minimum compensation approved by An-
nual Conference every year. The salary 
table is a gauge for congregations to meas-
ure ethical responsibility in dealing fairly 
with their pastors. In most cases, abiding 
by the recommendations can be assumed 
to affirm the congregation’s financial re-
sponsibilities to the pastor. The guidelines 
for providing medical and life insurance, 
pension, and other benefits, as recom-
mended by the Pastoral Compensation and 
Benefits Committee, are to be followed as 
nearly as possible. If congregations find it 
impossible to meet the guidelines or to 
provide benefits, there is an ethical obliga-
tion to discuss the reasons and their im-
plications with the pastor and to plan in 

good faith to meet the recommended scale 
and benefits as soon as possible. If, in the 
midst of open and honest discussion, it 
clear that scale and benefits are beyond 
reach, the job description should be imme-
diately adjusted to match salary and bene-
fits with expectations and time require-
ments. 
 
Another, even more critical issue relates to 
the emotional and spiritual support of the 
pastors and other church staff. A commit-
tee or group should be in place that regu-
larly relates to the staff regarding their 
spiritual, physical, emotional, relational, 
and intellectual well being. Time should be 
set aside each year to assess the work of 
staff as well as the ministry of the congre-
gation. Such an evaluation is not an occa-
sion to complain but to identify opportuni-
ties and growing edges. Again, care should 
be taken to balance open conversation and 
expectations of confidentiality.  
 
The congregation should encourage staff to 
take adequate vacation and leave time. In 
ministry it is too easy to work beyond 
one’s energy and ability. In such cases, 
neither the pastor nor the congregation 
benefit from such habits or unrealistic ex-
pectations. Congregations need to work 
with staff to see that physical and emo-
tional health are not jeopardized by the 
staff member’s work load. Leaders and 
their community should expect patterns of 
rest and sabbath, both during the regular 
week and at regular intervals throughout 
the minister’s tenure based on the Guide-
lines for Sabbath Rest. 
 
Sometimes the congregation is too de-
pendent on the staff for functions that 
members of the congregation can and 
should do. Congregational leadership 
should continually assess and confirm that 
the current ways of working reflect our 
commitment to the priesthood of all be-
lievers.  
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Sometimes congregations are not consid-
erate of the families of their pastors. For 
example, a pastor’s spouse is often ex-
pected to take certain responsibilities in 
the church. While the minister’s spouse is 
frequently a member of the congregation, 
his or her participation in the congregation 
is to be treated as any other member and 
not as part of the congregation’s staff. It is 
also common for congregation members to 
assume the parsonage is a public meeting 
place. Such assumptions are inappropriate, 
and the privacy of the pastoral family 
should be respected at all times. 
 
The maintenance of the parsonage at times 
can become overwhelming and thus be 
neglected. The congregation should have 
clear plans in place for swift and adequate 
repairs. The appropriate congregational 
committee should develop clear under-
standings with the pastoral family regard-
ing regular and emergency maintenance of 
the parsonage. 
  
Conversations regarding the severance of 
pastoral leadership are delicate in          
nature and require the utmost attention to 
appropriate boundaries and conduct. Any 
concern about leadership should be com-
municated to appropriate bodies within 
the congregational structure such as the 
Executive Committee. That group should 
take care to hear the concern and com-
municate legitimate questions to the pas-
tor. As with any matter of staff assessment, 
the pastor should be given appropriate 
time to respond and to address the needed 
changes. Such an occasion is to be under-
stood as an opportunity for growth and 
learning, not as a ploy for power or control.   
 
Clearly, before conversations are conduct-
ed about the possible severance of a pas-
tor, dialog with the pastor is to take place. 
Except in cases of blatant misconduct by 
the pastor, it is unethical for a pastor to be 

approached with a severance notice with-
out the attempt on the part of the church to 
engage in such dialog. The Ethics in Minis-
try Relations paper provides detailed pro-
cedures for handling matters involving 
allegations of ethical misconduct. 
 
The departure of a pastor is a delicate 
matter regardless of the circumstances. If 
the resignation of a leader occurs under 
good terms, there are still many emotions 
to consider.  
 
Care should be taken by the congregation 
and the leader to appropriately grieve and 
celebrate each other’s new journey. If the 
termination comes under unpleasant cir-
cumstances, steps are to be taken to pro-
tect the reputation and peace of both the 
congregation and the employee. Neither is 
to take advantage of the other, financially 
or in any formal or informal evaluations 
made of each other. There should be an 
attempt to resolve any and all grievances, 
utilizing the resources of the district or the 
denomination’s Ministry of Reconciliation 
to accomplish an amicable separation. 
 
In all cases of severance, adequate notice 
(as set forth in the Pasto-
ral/Congregational Agreement) is to be 
given by either the employee or the con-
gregation and severance compensation 
awarded when appropriate. The district 
executive is to be consulted early in the 
separation process and remain involved as 
appropriate. 
 
B. The Congregation and Sexual 
  Improprieties 

Much time and energy has been rightly 
focused on the sexual misconduct of clergy. 
Our current polity regarding Ethics in 
Ministry Relations is clear about the over-
sight and procedures related to such trou-
bling events in the life of a congregation. 
Yet, sexual misconduct is not just commit-
ted by clergy. There are also incidents of 
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harassment and other sexual misconduct 
involving congregation members. Some-
times this behavior is directed toward the 
pastor, particularly where that person is a 
female. 
 
Baptismal covenants are broken if mem-
bers engage in conduct of a sexual and co-
ercive nature directed toward another 
brother or sister. Sexually harassing be-
havior in the congregational family could 
include a range of behaviors: sexual jokes 
and innuendoes; sexually offensive tele-
phone calls; sexual propositions or re-
peated unwelcome requests for dates; 
sexually suggestive staring or leering; un-
welcome and uncalled-for comments or 
insinuations about a brother or sister’s sex 
or private life; unnecessary physical famil-
iarity or physical contact involving touch-
ing in a sexual way; sexually suggestive 
comments about a sister or brother’s ap-
pearance or body; offensive remarks; ob-
scene gestures; indecent exposure; sexual 
assault and rape. 
 
These behaviors of sexual impropriety are 
inherently violent and rely on the premise 
that an individual has the right to impose 
his or her sexuality on another. As Chris-
tians, we need to acknowledge sexually 
harassing behavior as inappropriate in all 
its forms and respond appropriately with 
compassion and accountability. Victims 
need to be recognized as victims and given 
the support needed to recover from their 
experience. Perpetrators also need support 
and counseling but they need to be held 
accountable for their actions. Clearly, the 
conduct must be stopped and all reasona-
ble steps taken to avoid any repetition. 
 
Steps to prevent sexual harassment in the 
congregation include creating an           
environment free of power imbalances 
which make sexual harassment possible: 
nurturing relationships in which congrega-
tional members value one another as per-

sons in their own right; providing educa-
tion on the unacceptability of sexually 
harassing behavior; and providing coun-
seling and support for members dealing 
with this problem. Attention should be 
given to avoiding circumstances that might 
lead to misconduct or the perception that 
improper behavior could occur. 
 
It is urgent that each congregation have in 
place a process for dealing with              
allegations of sexual impropriety. Unless a 
congregation is able to design a more ap-
propriate process for itself, it is recom-
mended that the procedures outlined in 
the Ethics in Ministry Relations paper, Sec-
tion IV, be adopted by the congregation, 
with the executive committee serving as 
the assessment team. The executive com-
mittee should take into consideration and 
utilize as needed the resources available to 
them, including deacons, district or con-
gregational reconciliation teams, the dis-
trict executive, and professional caregivers 
available to the congregation. 
 
Of special concern must be instances of 
improper treatment of children.              
Psychological or physical abuse of children 
is unethical and immoral. Children are 
vulnerable and have a right to protection 
from all forms of abuse. Child abuse in-
cludes the misuse or perversion of the 
privilege of caring for children. Examples 
include physical abuse; emotional abuse 
involving verbal abuse, belittling, teasing 
or terrorizing; and sexual abuse. In cases of 
the physical abuse of children in states 
where the law requires reporting, the 
church shall comply. In addition, the con-
gregation must move aggressively to stop 
the behavior and protect against repeti-
tion; minister to the affected child and the 
child’s family; and tend to the need of the 
perpetrator for treatment. 
 
In addition to a process for dealing with 
incidents of child abuse, the congregation 
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is to have written policies in effect for the 
interviewing, hiring, supervision, and re-
porting of both lay employees and volun-
teers having child-care duties. Congrega-
tions also are advised to explore the feasi-
bility of securing liability insurance to 
cover instances of sexual abuse allegations. 
A number of resources and sample child 
protection statements are available from 
Church of the Brethren and District staff. 
 
III. Practices of Awareness, Assessment 

and Accountability 

Encouraging healthy communities and es-
tablishing ethical boundaries is an im-
portant task in the life of the church. 
Simply establishing a set of expectations is 
adequate only in so far as the information 
it contains is integrated into the congrega-
tion’s culture. To that end, a summary tool 
has been created to help our communities 
to assess their conduct and behavior.  
 
Though congregations have been encour-
aged to study the Ethics for Congregations 
document during the pastoral placement 
process, this practice has not been suffi-
cient given our understanding of healthy 
communities. Congregations, then, are to 
study this document and administer the 
assessment tool every five years. The re-
sults of the assessment and any intended 
actions are to be shared with the District 
Executive. The District office will keep a 
copy of the most recent study for purposes 
of accountability and record keeping. This 
information will be made available only to 
the congregation as they begin their regu-
lar assessment. In addition, denomination-
al staff will work with the Council of Dis-
trict Executives to develop study resources 
and training tools. 
 
The congregation’s self-assessment and 
any counsel of the district or of the Stand-
ing Committee are intended to nurture the 
congregation in its efforts toward faithful-
ness to the will of God so that the body of 

Christ can better live in obedience and 
unity. 
 
Any code of ethics is only as good as the 
resolve to keep one another accountable to 
the outlined values and behaviors. Within 
the congregation this is especially im-
portant given the culture of the community 
and the many overlapping relationships 
within it. Sometimes it is just easier to let 
actions go unchallenged for the sake of 
greater peace. For the Brethren today, this 
is often the case when it is perceived that 
relationships among the members will 
never be the same. Yet, the model of disci-
pleship presented in the scriptures points 
to mutual encouragement as the means of 
increasing faithfulness. The values ex-
pressed in this code of ethics, then, guide 
us towards nurturing healthy communities 
by presenting clear expectations and es-
tablishing the norms for disciplined cor-
rection and shared responsibility.  
 
There are occasions of misconduct, how-
ever, that require intentional structures 
and processes. Most often, these matters 
concern congregational staff and business. 
Given that these occasions are prime ex-
amples of dual relationships or exertion of 
undue influence, it is essential that third 
parties are introduced to guide the process 
of confrontation and resolution.  
 
The suggestions for process below follow 
the example of discipleship outlined in 
Matthew 18. It is assumed, however, that 
the one-on-one conversations have already 
taken place. For when a sister or brother 
“sins against you” go to them alone. When 
that conversation does not resolve the 
conflict or concern, then this process be-
low should begin. 

1. Any member of the congregation, per-
ceiving a breach of fiduciary responsibility, 
may contact district leadership regarding 
their concerns. The district leadership 
team or executive committee will then 
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serve as the committee of inquiry. The dis-
trict executive will serve in a consulting 
capacity during the inquiry. 
 
This initial process of inquiry will focus on 
achieving clarity regarding the questions 
presenting in the complaint. District lead-
ership will meet with congregational lead-
ers as well as others involved. As much as 
possible, these conversations are to work 
towards restoration rather than accusation 
and punishment. 

2. If these conversations result in further 
impasse, the district leadership will take 
the concern to the district board. Congre-
gational leadership will be invited to fur-
ther discuss the concerns and the implica-
tions for further disagreement. The goal of 
this meeting, as with the initial inquiry, is 
to restore relationship and appropriate 
conduct. 

3. If these goals are not met, either from 
the perspective of the congregation or the 
district, the Standing Committee delegate 
will pass the matter onto Standing Com-
mittee as the adjudicating body of the de-
nomination. This conversation, by the na-
ture of the bodies involved, is final author-
ity in matters of polity and discipline. 
 
IV. The Code of Ethics 

As a congregation within the body of 
Christ, each community strives to act with 
integrity in its daily interactions with those 
outside of the church.  

1. We strive to live by the gospel injunction 
that our yes be yes, and no be no, especial-
ly in regards to civil statutes. We honor the 
creative work of others by abiding with 
copyright permissions and compensating 
those who share their creative work with 
us. 

2. We embody our traditional posture of 
separation of faith from politics by re-
fraining from using our non-profit status to 
support political candidates. 

3. We seek to maintain integrity with the 

business community by meeting invoice 
due dates, not abusing discount privileges, 
not soliciting gifts in a coercive or threat-
ening way, and not competing unfairly 
with local businesses in the commerce of 
products and services. 

4. Our integrity also challenges us to work 
in a transparent manner to the extent that 
we avoid Dual Relationships or Conflicts of 
Interest. 

5. We strive to be witnesses to Christ’s 
peace in our relationships with one anoth-
er and our wider community, especially in 
sharing our message and resources and 
how we speak to political issues of the day.  
 
As part of the global body of Christ each 
congregation seeks to be faithful to Christ’s 
prayer for unity through prayer and sup-
port of the church locally, denomination-
ally, and universally. 

1. We seek to live out our covenant with 
the denomination and district, supporting 
its local, national and international pro-
gram by sending delegates to Annual and 
District Conferences, through gifts of time 
and money, and most of all through our 
prayers. 

2. We recognize that other Christian com-
munities around us are brothers and sis-
ters in the family of God. We do not try to 
proselytize from among our sister com-
munions. In regards to other communities 
of religions, we seek to understand and be 
respectful of their beliefs and practices. 
While disagreement is inevitable, we seek 
to enter public conversations with grace 
and compassion rather than fear and mis-
trust. 

3. We support causes or organizations that 
reflect the historical and theological un-
derstanding of the church, and avoid part-
nering with groups that may detract from 
our stated mission. 
 
As a community of disciples following the 
way and teachings of Jesus Christ, the con-
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gregation seeks to treat one another with 
love and respect, conducting the business 
of the church openly and according to our 
beliefs. 

1. We adequately compensate guest 
speakers, interim pastors, and other lead-
ers who provide professional services for 
the congregation. 

2. We are a people of reconciliation and 
seek to resolve disputes or concerns 
through peaceful means rather than re-
sorting to public courts for a resolution. 

3. We work to exhibit love and respect for 
every individual and ensure that every 
person has access to our facilities and 
ministries. We aim to be sensitive to per-
sons with special needs and seek to ac-
commodate them with adequate access to 
our worship and pastoral services. 

4. We consciously seek harmony and unity 
in every aspect of our program and fel-
lowship, striving for consensus in our deci-
sions and relating to one another in the 
Spirit of Christ in the bond of love. 
 
Our call to discipleship prompts us to en-
courage and instruct our members in 
maintaining lifestyles, attitudes and ac-
tions that reflect the example and teach-
ings of Christ. 

1. We steward our time, talent, and treas-
ure as resources for the common mission 
of Christ’s church. Our leaders responsibly 
manage all the resources and funds en-
trusted to them in the course of their du-
ties. 

2. We address promptly incidents of dis-
sent among us and have a method in place 
for seeking resolution and reconciliation. 

3. We cultivate a spirit of thanksgiving and 
generosity in all of our life, especially ex-
pressing our gratitude to all those who 
make a significant contribution to the 
church’s work and worship, for all that we 
have is a gift from God. 

4. We endeavor to maintain an environ-

ment and program free of sexual, psycho-
logical, or physical abuse and harassment, 
giving special attention to the protection of 
children, the elderly, and the disabled. In 
the event of an accusation of abuse or har-
assment we will deal with it forthrightly, 
promptly, and fairly, in order to stop the 
behavior in question, minister to all vic-
tims, effect change in the violator, and seek 
reconciliation. 
 
The work of a congregation, especially the 
contractual agreements with staff, creates 
unique ethical questions (Fiduciary Re-
sponsibility).  

1. We strive to be fair and equitable in our 
support of our staff, adopting the Guide-
lines for Pastor’s Salaries and Benefits as 
our guide for determining what is ade-
quate compensation. When diverting from 
these guidelines we will adjust expecta-
tions and time requirements appropriate 
to scale. 

2. We provide a supportive and nurturing 
culture for our staff through an advisory 
committee which meets regularly with 
staff members in an advocacy and coun-
seling capacity. This group will facilitate 
regular opportunities for performance 
evaluation of all staff by providing oppor-
tunities for appropriate congregational 
input. 

3. We value the ministry of our current 
pastoral leadership and discourage our 
members from inviting former pastors to 
return to perform pastoral functions, such 
as weddings and funerals. We treat 
friendships with former pastors with spe-
cial care so as not to undermine the minis-
try of current pastoral leadership. 
4. We strive to be open and transparent in 
our organization and rely on the ministry 
of all believers in our midst by identifying 
and nurturing the gifts and skills of our 
leaders. We expect our members called to 
leadership to execute the duties of their 
office in accordance with congregational 
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by-laws. We entrust our leaders with the 
work of the church and expect them to 
avoid asserting undue influence in the 
matters of the congregation or seeking 
favors by nature of their position. 

5. We conduct business openly, except 
when the agenda may deal with             
confidential personnel matters, and expect 
transparent and honest dialog from all our 
members at all times. We ask that our 
members not seek to influence decisions 
outside of established open forums 
through alternative and closed meetings or 
by campaigns through alternative me-
dia—in letters, by phone, or on the inter-
net. 
 


