Excerpt from CPN Paper on Business Meetings

In the Colorado edition of Basic Training Veryl Henderson identifies four basic styles of church polity. There are several degrees of expression of each basic form. The first form is a congregational process of decision-making. In this form, the church membership seeks to understand and interpret God’s leadership for the church. The board or presbytery form of government has a group elected by the church or appointed by the denomination that seeks to provide leadership for the church. In the autocratic form, one person, usually a patriarch or the pastor, who may be appointed (often self appointed) or selected seeks to discern God’s will and lead the church. The fourth is the papal form of government. One person from outside the congregation governs the church’s life. This additional note is made, 

The church planting team has the privilege and responsibility to create the polity, structures, personality and operations of the new church. Once these structures are in place they will, most likely, remain in place throughout the life cycle of the church. Choosing a polity style requires serious consideration and discernment. The church planting team needs to consider the future of the church at each stage of the development.
 

In 1908 E. Y. Mullins wrote The Axioms of Religion. Seventy years later Hershel H. Hobbs updated the book. A series of quotes from chapter 6 will give a feel for the authors’ position: 

…the substance of this axiom is that all Christians have a right to equal privileges in the church. No one believer should enjoy special privilege or sin in authority over another fellow believer, for only Jesus Christ is Lord…Equality before God makes men equal in their ecclesiastical standing. 
(p. 91) 

Now because the individual deals directly with his Lord and is immediately responsible to him, the spiritual society must be a democracy. That is, the church is a community of autonomous individuals under the immediate lordship of Christ held together by a common faith and inspired by a common task and ends…Every form of church polity other than democracy somewhere infringes upon the lordship of Christ.
 (p. 92) 

Autonomy (self-rule) is a precious word to Baptists…At times one may hear, “This is a Baptist church. It can do as it pleases!” Or, “I am a Baptist. I will do as I please!” That is not autonomy but anarchy. Both churches and Baptists must do as Christ pleases or wills. (p. 101) Historically congregational polity has been the official decision making process in most Southern Baptist churches. In The Baptist Faith and Message (2000) article VI. The Church states, “Each congregation operates under the Lordship of Christ through democratic processes.” Some associations reflect this position in their bylaws, requiring congregational polity for churches who will be in fellowship. In spite of this many churches operate with a presbyterian or autocratic polity. In some churches only those motions that come through the deacon board makes will be affirmed in the congregation’s monthly business meetings. In other churches a patriarch or matriarch rules in both a family and a church. Often the primary decisions in these churches are not made in a business meeting but at a dinner table in this key family’s home. 

As we move into the twenty-first century, many church growth writers and church planters see the traditional business meeting as a relic of the past and feel it should be done away with or radically curtailed. Frequently, they advocate a streamlined approach to business meetings that require only one or two meetings a year. This type of church government has the church vote once or twice a year. The church may meet once in July to elect the church 's officers and again in December to approve a budget. During the rest of the year, decisions are made by the elected officers in keeping with the vision, values, mission and budget of the church. Often special provision is made for special business meetings for purchasing property, entering into debt or approving contracts beyond the normal limits of officers. 

In Kennon Callahan's books Twelve Keys to an Effective Church and Effective Church Leadership a process that many of these churches use is outlined. In this type of process major directional decisions or issues related to the central characteristics of the church (type A decisions) are approved by the congregation; supportive decisions and specific annual goals related to those directional issues are developed and approved by various boards or councils; month by month decisions are made by the various task forces or work areas; and the weekly or daily decisions (type D decisions) on incidental issues are made by assigned persons in keeping with previously established policies and directions. Callahan's view is 

The more people who participate in the A decisions and the fewer who participate in the D decisions, the better the decision-making environment. Conversely, the fewer people who participate in the A decisions and the more who participate in the D decisions, the poorer the decision-making environment.
 

He suggests that when faced with a decision, ask, “Is this an A, B, C, or D level decision?” “What is the shortest time frame that could be used in making the decision?” “Who should logically participate in making this decision?” This approach can be easily seen in the following chart. 

	Level of Decision 
	Type of Decision 
	Participation 
	Time to make Decision 

	A 
	Specific decisions that define character, policy or direction of congregation. Long range planning priorities; mission objectives, budget, calendar, and staff (vocational and volunteer)
	Whole congregation 
	1 to 3 months 

	B 
	Supportive objectives that apply character, objectives and carry out calendar and budget 
	Leadership team, church council 
	1 to 3 weeks 

	C 
	Midrange decisions that come to work or task group on a month-to-month basis in normal carrying out of assignment, in keeping with calendar and budget. 
	Team, task force or work group with that assignment 
	1 to 3 days. 

	D 
	Week to week decisions that keep things moving, incidental decisions in doing assigned work. 
	Individual leader 
	1 minute to one hour 


Others see the business meeting as the place where the traditional Baptist polity and wise administrative practices still apply, where the rubber meets the road. It is during business sessions that the administrative decisions come to light whether good or bad. There is an old saying about doing business in the church, "If people do not have a chance to vote with their hands, they will vote with their feet and wallet." 

Southern Baptists have generally approached decision making in the church from the view that each person has an equal vote and voice. There are some variations of this system in different churches. The idea is that that each person has the right and responsibility to be involved in making decisions. Business meetings have, historically, been the vehicle to carry this system. Business meetings do not have to be laborious, boring, nor argumentative. They can actually be fun, edifying, and interesting. The following are a few thoughts on making business meetings more meaningful. 

Meet regularly to discuss business. Early on in the life of the church, business meetings usually have to occur more often. As time passes, the church will find that business meetings can occur over longer intervals. Most churches have a business meeting monthly or quarterly. Set a regular time that adequately meets the needs of the congregation. 

Let everyone have a voice. In some instances, it may seem that not everyone can speak up during a business session. It is important to foster an environment that allows the freedom for discussion and dialogue. Everyone will not speak up, but it is important that they know they could if they wanted to. 

Have reports about ministry or evangelism efforts. When decisions are made to carry out some ministry or evangelistic task, make sure that there is a report about the results. It is exciting to hear how God has used people in the congregation. Allow for the sharing of these items as well as the sharing of needs that should be met. This will bring about some spiritual excitement in the business session. 

Learn to relax. There is nothing in Robert's Rules that say you cannot smile and have fun. God's people are a joyful people. There is no reason this cannot be true in a business meeting. 

Handle decisions wisely and fairly. The worst thing that can happen is to make blatantly unwise decisions. Take the time to think through decision. If it requires waiting, then wait. Also make sure decisions are made fairly. If there is opposition, allow that to be heard. Do not set up a rubber stamp situation where all decisions have been pre-approved. Be fair by allowing everyone an opportunity to support or oppose decisions. 

People will want to have some input on the decisions made in the church. Make sure that there is ample opportunity to do so. Allow people to have a voice and a vote. 
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