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Chapter 12 

How to Conduct Meetings and Reach Decisions

"All the activity of the disciples is subject to the clear precept of their Lord.  They are not left free to choose their own methods or adopt their own conception of their task.  Their work is to be Christ-work, and therefore they are absolutely dependent on the will of Jesus.  Happy are they whose duty is fixed by such a precept, and who are therefore free from the tyranny of their own ideas and calculations." (Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1943) German theologian and Protestant resistance leader.

This is the second functional or technical chapter of Part IV Leadership in Practice.  Here we discuss the seemingly simple, yet too often bungled job of conducting formal meetings and reaching agreement.  A trained moderator is the solution.       

How to Conduct Meetings  

The subject at hand is formal meetings, pre-announced official assemblies of selected participants and guests responding to a prepared agenda that is primarily directed to church-wide issues requiring deliberation.  This focus is made possible by restrictive programming, i.e., attending to routine matters through written reports, and by substantial advance preparation.  These arrangements allow concentration on critical matters(problem solving and planning(tasks requiring disciplined attention and energy without impediment by distractions and fatiguing delays.  The above definition is also restrictive in other aspects.  It excludes discussion gatherings and meetings to issue orders and instructions, coordinate actions, or simply disseminate information.  Also excluded are extended assignments involving protracted problems and long-range planning.  What remain are real immediate problems requiring analysis, interaction, debate, resolution, and implementation.  This then is the proper focus and major responsibility of senior level governing bodies.   

In most instances, formal meetings of the type described are conducted principally by the church council.  However, the guidance prescribed applies, to a degree, to all planned assemblies, especially those involving problem resolution.  

Council meetings typically follow, in loose fashion, the Robert's Rules of Order.  Real performance, however, regardless of structure, lies in leadership rather than procedure.  And the responsibility is substantial in terms of both achieving desired objectives and in the effective involvement of participants.  Because of these demands and challenges, meeting leadership should be rotated among truly qualified council and committee members, preferably those trained as facilitators.   

The strategy of conducting effective meetings is organized here in sequential order under three headings(pre-meeting preparation, the meeting proper, and post-meeting follow-on.  The rules recommended, and/or other suitable accepted guidance, should be studied by all leaders at the beginning of the church year with a clear understanding that they will be followed as best able.  And all church officers should reaffirm their understanding that beyond these mechanics, the overarching purpose of all Christian gatherings is ultimately that of forming disciples for Christ.   

Pre-Meeting Preparation   
Pre-meeting steps are absolutely essential for a successful meeting.  They include ensuring an assembly is required, setting the agenda, preparing participants, assigning a facilitator and recorder, and setting time and location.  Most neglected is assurance that a meeting is actually necessary, and secondly, insufficient preparation of attendees.  "Most of the time we simply heard reports requiring no group action."  "We knew nothing of the agenda so spent most of the meeting familiarizing ourselves with the problems rather than their solution." 

Responsibility for planning church council meetings rests with the council president, an "executive committee" of three or so key council members, and the church professional staff.  The assigned moderator should also be present to ensure the legitimacy of each candidate topic and the agenda length.  In fact, the highly visible moderator is most likely to be held responsible for the "success" of any meeting.  In reality, of course, this responsibility rests with the entire seven-or-so-member planning group identified above.  Their responsibilities include: 

(1) Determine meeting necessity and required participation.  Is a meeting absolutely necessary or can the tasks at hand be accomplished through individual or lower echelon contacts?  Is there a real issue involved requiring deliberation or is the matter simply one of conveying information or perfunctory approval?  Has the appropriate homework been performed with resulting information in place?  These requirements deserve restatement for their neglect often overburdens and dulls too many senior-level assemblies.  To be considered a legitimate agenda item, topics must meet three criteria: (1) involve a scope and/or echelon of activity requiring council level engagement,1  (2) involve issues requiring collective deliberation and interactive judgment, and (3) have received appropriate preparatory study and investigation.  When thus orchestrated, meetings become primarily "working sessions" devoted almost exclusively to problem solving and related planning.  
This first preparatory step also calls for the identification of any special guests or congregational members whose presence is judged important or whose involvement would likely be helpful. 

(2) Prepare agenda, announce meeting, and secure advance inputs.  An agenda, in outline form, should be carefully prepared with exact statements of the issues or problems to be addressed together with alternative proposals, pros and cons, and relevant supporting material as available.  Topics should be limited to what can be completed in 1 to 1 1/2 hour's time with appropriate pre-meeting preparation.  Sorting out what actually needs to be accomplished focuses attention and saves everyone's time.   The planning group should study the issues attempting to distinguish the large from the small, then set priorities of exactly what needs to be decided and the appropriate level of detail required.  The church council, as the senior governing body, should be tasked only with broad overlapping problems that appear unresolvable at lower echelons.  In addition to issue selection, the planning group should endeavor to secure appropriate supporting information for all scheduled topics.  This task may be delegated to parties associated with an issue.  So armed, the planning group can be confident in announcing a meeting. 

Upon completion of the above preparation, the agenda, meeting time, and location may be posted.  This announcement should be broadcast to all church members at least two weeks prior to the meeting date.  Congregational meetings are the Lord's business so, naturally, all should be encouraged to attend.  The scheduling should be convenient.2  Between services or immediately after a single shortened mid-morning service is likely to be most suitable and encourage parishioner attendance. Lead-time should be sufficient to allow participants to arrange their calendar and prepare. Telephone contact with participants, even for regularly scheduled meetings, is also good insurance.  It shows we care about each individual's involvement.

The announcement should request congregational members seeking to respond to agenda topics to do so in writing in advance, as little time will be available during the meeting for such commentary.  It must be understood by all that meeting times are for deliberation primarily based on previously prepared inputs.  Having so emphasized, it is still necessary and understood that a limited time will be available for floor inputs, a few minutes per speaker.  While saving time, written inputs are generally more deliberate and substantive than those that may be encountered in offhand oral deliveries. 

 (3) Prepare and distribute supporting materials to participants.  Meeting planners should prepare all relevant handout material, including received member commentary.  Informed participants are effective participants.  Preparation provides the running start.  Of particular value is knowledge of known alternatives solutions and their respective pros and cons.  Being able to evaluate in advance this aspect of possible solutions is likely to greatly expedite eventual resolution.  However, securing this information is particularly demanding, requiring real homework.  The planning group may wish to assign such responsibility to knowledgeable individuals familiar with the problem at hand.  When collected, all preparatory material should be e-mailed or faxed to participants at least one week before the scheduled meeting. 

 (4) Verify or appoint a meeting moderator, recorder, and time-keeper.  We strongly recommend appointment, in most instances, of a trained moderator/facilitator (not the council chair) to conduct the central deliberations portion of the meeting.  Leading congregational meetings is not the same as guiding and leading the congregation as its chief elected officer.  Moderating is an exceptional skill requiring training, impartiality, a high level of personal "objectivity and toughness," and a good sense of humor, qualities the congregational president may not have to the degree required or wish to exhibit.  Exercising such qualities also may distort the desired persona of the presidential role.  And, most important, the council president should be free to lead, to be an advocate when necessary, not curtailed by the restrictions imposed on the mediator's role. 

A recorder should be designated and instructed in advance.  Most conspicuously absent in meeting records is the justification of actions taken.  The moderator may thus appropriately indicate to the recorder such content and all material to be a matter of record.  In addition, a visible record of key ideas may be recorded on large mounted sheets of paper to assist participants in keeping track of what is occurring.  

A time-keeper may be appointed to help keep the agenda on schedule and program speaker deliveries.   

(5)  Prepare meeting room.  Name cards of participants should be in place on the conference table.  Different colors may be used for council and committee-level positions.  Seating attending officers at a large conference table with guests occupying the periphery concentrates attention on the voting body where it belongs.  All chairs facing the center allow full eye contact.  Post a door sign announcing the agenda and inviting attendance.  Stack handout materials with an identifying sign near the entrance. 

The Meeting Proper 
The presiding officer must be a loving caring person, who by his or her warmth and understanding reduces tension and promotes good feeling, while at the same time has the strength to control proceedings and rigorously pursue agreement. The chairperson is thus at once, meliorator, process monitor, and consensus finder.  This multitude of responsibilities can be substantially lessened by employment of a trained moderator to guide the deliberation phase (#4, #5, and #6 below) of the proceedings.  The duties involved are discussed in the last section of this chapter.  The council president preferably will call the meeting to order, make introductions, review the agenda (#2 and #3 below), and provide initial guidance as appropriate.  

The design of meetings is important to ensure as favorable a start and process as possible.  The strategy of opening and conducting a successful meeting include: 


(1) Open with prayer and a short period of silence.   As with Saint Francis of Assisi, let us be "bold to pray" for God's intervention and guidance.  "Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.  For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them."  (Matthew 18:19-20)  "When, however, the Spirit comes, who reveals the truth about God, he will lead you into all the truth."  (John 16:13) All church meetings should begin and end with corporate and individual prayer, acknowledging the comforting and guiding presence of the Holy Spirit.

(2) Introduce participants and recognize visitors.  Welcome attending participants, with pleasure, identifying by name council officers and invited participants.  Recognize guests and indicate that limited time will be available for their possible commentary.  It is likely that the hospitality of those assembled will not rise about that shown by the meeting’s leader.  Therefore, from the beginning, the presiding officer should convey a sense of joy and well-being in God's service, a collegial supportive atmosphere.  Even humor has its place, as a way of creating fresh bonds and new unity.3 

(3) Review agenda, restating the task(s) at hand and parliamentary rules.  With advance announcement and handouts, the agenda need be only briefly reviewed.  However, the main issues and objectives should be restated clearly and succinctly so that all in attendance are reminded from the beginning of the real business at hand.  "This evening we are scheduled to select one of three bids received to reconstruct the church organ.  The main considerations are cost, functionality, and demonstrated contractor expertise."  Do not repeat introductory content to someone who comes in late.  That person will have to "catch up" on their own or be briefed during a following break. 

The moderator (if appointed) should be introduced at this time, who in turn should briefly cite the parliamentary procedures that will be observed, notably time restraints, rules for participation, and perhaps, most important, intervention when necessary to maintain focus. 


(4) Review previously distributed materials.  For a very brief period, attention may be directed to previously distributed reports and handout material.  Since the content should be known by all attending officers, this review need only highlight key points and briefly respond to possible questions. 

(5) Proceed systematically, stay focused.  It is the responsibility of the moderator to preside over the deliberations. This entails guiding, prioritizing alternatives, and summarizing toward conclusion, all within a reasonable time frame. Agenda items should be addressed in order, each completed before moving on.  Once started, sticking to the subject requires rigorous yet sensitive and perceptive control.  The objective always is to arrive at a reasoned conclusion.  Non-essentials may and should be postponed for later handling by implementing personnel. Such focus requires that content never be allowed to bog down on minutia or be distracted by extended and peripheral rhetoric.  The moderator must be alert and firm, for wandering dialogue is the hobgoblin of productive discourse.  Control should be exercised kindly and respectful, yet promptly and firmly.

Spur-of-the moment floor petitions must not be allowed to alter or water-down well-prepared proposals.  Participants are too often swayed by immediate, apparently popular, suggestions.  Ensure that a careful review is first undertaken. 

(6) Control discussion, emphasize deliberations.   All  of  you  may speak  God's message, one  by  one,  so  that all will learn  and be  encouraged. 
 (1 Corinthians 14:31)  In sharp contrast to informal gatherings where everyone is encouraged to participate (see Chapter 11, "Leading Group Discussion,” page 11-3), unlimited open-forum discussion cannot be allowed during most formal meetings.  The agenda must be accomplished in a reasonable time.  Commentary from non-officers must primarily be restricted to earlier written submissions which are included in the preparatory distributed materials (see preceding pre-meeting preparation #2 and #3).  If time permits, audience response may be allowed for an allotted period.  The duration must be strictly controlled.  If thirty minutes is available, then ten speakers, for example, may be allowed three minutes each.  This limitation must be exercised, kindly but firmly. 

Deliberations.4  Thoughtful discussion of issues and careful, fair, consideration of alternative responses, possibly reaching conclusion, is the heart of any formal meeting.  At this juncture the role of the moderator becomes paramount.  The exact duties involved are outlined in the last section of this chapter.

The issues at hand should be clearly restated at the start.  Then the facilitator must rigorously guide the ensuing discussion, drawing out and clarifying, while remaining focused.  Sticking to the subject requires rigorous yet sensitive control.  Pseudo issues must not be allowed to interfere.  Dissent also can be disruptive if allowed to degenerate into time-consuming debate.  Tangential matters need only be briefly reviewed.  If the issue is where and when, then the who, what, and why should be of concern only in their bearing on location and time.  Finally, council members repeatedly expressing personal opinion should be reminded of their representative responsibilities.

Periodically the chair/moderator should summarize, noting the elements agreed upon and the status of remaining issues, together with appropriate encouragement.  If the moderator or pastor sees evidence of the need for prayer or spiritual guidance along the way, it is always a most welcome reprieve.  Pastors should never be hesitant to intercede for is not God our most important advisor?   

(7) Strive for consensus allowing for other options.  ...all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.  (1 Corinthians 1:10)

Elected officers must first accept that they alone are responsible for decision-making and not shirk from this duty because of conflict, confusion, or opposing pressures.  Second, seeking consensus is a worthy process in itself, whether or not successful.  Third, other means of resolution are acceptable should consensus fail.  Fourth, a major alternative solution, albeit temporary, is employment of a proposal on a trial basis, the resulting performance assisting in appraisal. 

Consensus refers to a meeting of minds in which all parties are persuaded to accept a common point of view, either as the right or best solution or one that can be supported as reasonable in light of current conditions.  The underlying assumption is that a cautious discussion of the issues allows such a conclusion to emerge.  All members need not agree on the details, only the essentials.  Seeking this unity is based on the premise that each person has some part of the truth and no one has all of it.  Therefore, only in total combination can the highest quality decision be made.5  This belief establishes the respect and trust that allows parishioners of different viewpoints to reason together toward common ends. 

The tools for securing consensus are those of developing understanding of the relative merits of alternatives, melding and revising to gain the advantages of each, and developing an effective compromise.  Sometimes it is helpful to restate the unified purpose of all the proposals so there is at least agreement on the ends sought.  The exact differences and concerns involved should then be spelled out.  Lastly, a combination or synthesis should be attempted, a "third way" discovered, or trade-offs negotiated.    However achieved, securing a compromise requires careful sympathetic listening, patience, and creative thinking. 

Considerable responsibility for reaching consensus rests with the dissenting minority.  Certain assurances must be secured, often best obtained in private with the objecting parties.  The dissenting group should first be asked if they have exhausted all their compromise solutions.  Then, as with all participants, they should be asked to assure themselves that they are acting out of strong belief, supported by prayer, and not out of self-interest, bias, or other personal negative feeling.  They must feel that allowing the decision to go forward would constitute a real disservice to the congregation.  They must also be prepared to clearly explain their reasons for impeding agreement.  Finally, they should be asked to again consider the needs of the group as a whole in addition to their own. These five requisites are rigorous, requiring exceptional conviction of one's position to maintain independence.  While such testing is necessary, no coercion should ever be implied.  Recall that Martin Luther was one against many. 

Diligent thoughtful pursuit of consensus is successful in most instances and is the preferred method of problem resolution for Christian congregations.  Having affirmed this premise, there are difficulties and risks involved.  Reaching consensus may so modify or dilute the proposal that no real substance remains.  "We kept haggling over details seeking complete agreement until the project was watered down to nothing."  Reaching consensus places a tremendous burden on the moderator, to see that all ideas are entertained and included to the satisfaction of their source and that all participants generally, if not in detail, accept the final proposal.  Also, those who repeatedly compromise their position to reach agreement may harbor some resentment.  Finally, consensus is simply not likely to work where there are diverse and conflicting interests, and may, in fact, antagonize the majority as well as holdouts as repeated efforts are made for everyone to "adjust" to every concern.

Alternatives to Consensus.  "….follow the yellow brick road to the wonderful land of 'consensus.'  In place of honest argument among consenting adults the politicians substitute a lullaby for frightened children; the pretense that conflict doesn't really exist, that we have achieved the blessed state in which…we no longer need real politics."  (Lewis H. Lapham, American essayist and editor.  

"Meetings are a great trap.  Soon you find yourself trying to get agreement and then the people who disagree come to think they have a right to be persuaded…However, they are indispensable when you don't want to do anything."  (John Kenneth Galbraith, American economist.

Consensus, paraphrasing Winston Churchill, "…may be spelt paralysis." 

Consensus is a wonderful concept, it is however not a panacea.  Recurring unanimous votes may indicate that the problems simply haven't been sufficiently difficult or complex to disagree upon.  Settling controversial issues by consensus, on the other hand, particularly within a diverse group is likely to be an extended uphill battle rather than natural progression. Those adamant in its use may argue a "spiritual" sanction …agree, all of you, in what you say, so that there will be no divisions among you.  (1 Corinthians 1:10)  And "agreement" is, in fact, always to be sought.  To agree, however, means "coming into accord or accepted understanding," a substantially less rigorous requirement than the "full concurrence by all parties" typically expected of consensus. 

We recommend that congregations seek "agreement" defined as a meeting of minds that seeks, but is not bound, by consensus.  While conditions favoring consensus often occur and each person's position deserves respect, there is no reason to believe that a divided group acting on some form of majority rule is automatically less willing or able to build an optimal proposal and effectively carry it out.  Recall that the delegates from New York abstained from signing the Declaration of Independence in 1776, yet the document turned out to be quite important after all.  

If consensus cannot be reached in a reasonable time or the proposal becomes too watered down, four follow-on decision procedures are recommended and should be in place:  


(a) Step-a-side.  The chair/moderator asks the dissenting individuals if they are willing to have the decision go forward while recognizing their disagreement and excluding them from any responsibility for the decision and its implementation.  Step-a-side works only if the dissenting subjects are willing to give up their voting privilege on the issue. 

(b) Consensus-minus-one.  A rule of requiring more than one negative vote to block passage recognizes the very real possibility of at least one dissenting individual in almost any group, and discounts the consequences of such a natural occurrence.  The practice can serve as a safety valve against a stubborn resistor and repeated failure at compromise. 

(c) Referendum.  Voting is a democratic and effective means of settling issues that cannot be resolved by consensus.  Approval should be based on a two-thirds majority conducted in confidence.  Certain matters of broad impact may, of course, require approval by the entire congregation.

(d) Referral.  Unresolved issues may be directed to a special study group for further investigation, redrafting, and development of feasible alternatives.  If such a group is required, consideration should be given to ensuring a fresh outlook by appointment of new players. 

 (8) Conclude.  The council president, having begun the meeting, should conclude it.  A properly structured agenda, rigorously conducted, is likely to be completed on time.  Trained moderators know how this is accomplished and usually succeed, especially when the participants get use to the control involved.  Before concluding, the presiding officer should identify any remaining unresolved issues, areas of further study, task assignments, etc. 

(9) End with thanks and prayer.   The council chairperson should thank everyone for their participation, collectively and, to the degree possible, individually.  The moderator's role should be acknowledged.  A concluding prayer, giving thanks to our heavenly Father for his guidance, comforts, unifies, and strengthens all.

Post-Meeting Follow-On 

(1) Immediately critique the meeting (council president, moderator, recording secretary, selected others).  Identify what actions were adopted that require immediate response.  What went right, what went wrong?  Are there lessons learned that should be added to the meeting instructions? 

(2) Respond promptly.  Make appropriate assignments.  Ensure all responsible parties receive and understand the decisions reached and response expected. 

(3) Prepare and post minutes.  The congregation should be kept informed of the activities and actions of the church council and various committees by published minutes that include not only the eventual decisions reached, but also the nature of the preceding deliberations.  Always attempt to explain the "why" of decisions, the most unanswered silent congregational question. 

Role of Moderator 


The moderator/facilitator is an individual trained and skilled in interpersonal group dynamics, collaborative problem solving, consensus building, and conflict resolution.  The principal task of the moderator is that of assisting colleagues to work together effectively, utilizing their full potential to help the organization express and achieve its vision and goals.  The moderator is always a neutral third party, refraining from contributing ideas, opinions, or evaluating others, thereby enabled to advocate open, fair, and impartial hearings.      

Role of Moderator at Structured Meetings6    
The role of the moderator/facilitator is to secure effective group thinking about a particular topic.  This is accomplished by encouraging full participation, promoting mutual understanding, and cultivating shared responsibility.  In restricted circumstances with a fixed agenda, such as church council meetings as opposed to open discussions, additional subject and time restraints, as well as reaching a workable conclusion, must be imposed.  Of assistance in defining and training group moderators are these six principal responsibilities and the underlying philosophy of meeting deliberations.

Moderator Duties 

( Clearly define the moderator/facilitator's role.

( Clarify the exact nature of the issue(s) to be addressed (provided earlier via handouts) 

( State previously prepared findings, alternative responses, and
recommendations (earlier handouts).


( Manage the deliberations maintaining focus on the subject at hand. 


( Work toward agreement through adjustment, compromise, and creativity.

( Manage conflict to arrive at a constructive understanding (see Chapter 8, p. 8-19).

( Foster inclusive solutions that allow consensus or lesser levels of agreement.


( Succinctly summarize and thank participants.

The Philosophy of Christian Deliberations 


( We gather in Christ's name and in his presence, depending always on prayer.


( We seek guidance from the written Word.


( We address change as an opportunity.  Faith demands that we be elastic in our behavior, able and willing to respond to God's will wherever it leads.  In the midst of the complexities of this modern age, we struggle, too often caught up in our own secularism and denial to quietly listen.  God's message remains the same; it is we who must reinterpret it anew each day in a changing world.

( We recognize that church management is a common, shared congregational responsibility.  We strive to nurture individual contributions by creating an inspirational, supportive background.  However, control time by limiting audience participation (assuming opportunity for advance written commentary has been provided).  Curtail tangential and distracting commentary.    


( We ensure hearings are fair.

( We search for and listen to the knowledgeable among us.  Do not stifle inspiration or despise prophetic utterance, but test them all; keep hold of what is good and avoid all forms of evil.  (1 Thessalonians 5:19-22)


( We strive for consensus, but are satisfied with partial and gradual acceptance.  The best solutions are often those most inclusive, integrating various perspectives and means.  Yet half a loaf is better than none.  Be generous, acquiesce in small matters, accommodate minority opinion when possible.  .…bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ.  (2 Corinthians 10:5)

   1 The reason why so many councils devote so much time to lower echelon matters is their failure to delegate responsibility, leading to endless need to supervise.  And the circumstances behind this failure are that such action would leave only big issues often difficult or awkward to face.


   2 Probably the worst time to hold a church council meeting is Sunday afternoon during the national league football season after a long worship service and prepared lunch.  Anytime on weekends during the summer also risks absentees.  


    3 "Mirth is like a flash of lightning, that breaks through a gloom of clouds, and glitters for a moment; cheerfulness keeps up a kind of daylight in the mind, and fills it with a steady and perpetual serenity."  ( Joseph Addison (1672-1719) English essayist. 


    4 Deliberations in problem solving are variously labeled "participatory decision making" (PDM) or "Interaction Method."  However titled, the involvement of all in a unified resolution is the common core.


    5 One is reminded that "group think" is not always superior to that of individuals by President John F. Kennedy’s quip at a 1962 dinner for 49 Nobel laureates, "the most extraordinary collection of talent, of human knowledge, that has ever gathered at the White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone."


    6 For detailed guidance on the moderator's role see Sam Kaner, et. al., Facilitator's Guide to Participatory Decision-Making (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1996), 255 pp.
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