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HOW AND  WHEN TO INVOLVE THE CONGREGATION IN DECISION-MAKING 

Elders and shepherds must discern carefully which decisions they must make and which ones they should take to the congregation. 
Many elder groups are fuzzy on the role of the congregation in decision making. Some provide very little meaningful opportunity for congregational involvement in decision making, while others come very close to adopting a congregational form of church government. Why the diversity and confusion? 
Our history contributes something to the puzzle. Some will remember when most congregational decisions were made in general men's business meetings. With the passing of time this approach largely died away. Elders meetings became the forum for decision making. In many cases, members of the churches lost the sense of participation in the decision making process they had previously known. 
Biblical guidance  What does the Bible say? Does it teach congregational government or government by elders? Some are impressed with the congregational role in decision making in Acts six and fifteen. In both passages the entire congregation played a significant part in rather tense situations. More passages might be cited in defense of this view. On the other hand, it is obvious that the apostles appointed elders in each of the churches for the purpose of leading and shepherding those congregations (Titus 1.-5- 9; 1 Thes 5:12,13; 1 Tim 5:17). So what is the right approach? 
As is often the case in Scripture, complimentary and balancing truths are taught. The churches are to benefit from the maturity, giftedness and spiritual service of qualified elders. But elders must understand that the people they shepherd and lead respond best when they feel involved, are valued and personally respected. Periodic congregational meetings can protect the elders from isolation and the dangers of authoritarianism. They also provide a forum for good dialogue and accountability. 
Spiritual authority
Congregational meetings in times of crisis are no substitute for healthy on-going communication and ministry. The authority and credibility of elders and shepherds flow from devoted service, giftedness, faithful experience and affirmation from God. Spiritual authority is based on respect not rank. When leaders do not have this respect or credibility they must humble themselves, serve on the basis of peer relationships, and wait for God to confirm their leadership. 
The manner in which leaders involve the congregation in decision making depends partially on the size of the church. The smaller the church, the greater the need to involve everyone. Conversely, the larger the church, the smaller the desire for everyone to be involved in all the decisions. Congregations of 30 will behave very differently from those of 250, 500 or 1000. Those who lead must prepare themselves and their people for changing approaches to leadership and administration as they grow. Failure to do so endangers the health and future of the entire congregation. See Acts 6 for an example of adjusting administration in response to changing numbers. 
Elders and shepherds must discern carefully which decisions they must make and which ones they should take to the congregation. As a general rule, they should not take matters to the congregation which will confuse, divide or be impossible to conclude. Some decisions can be delayed, some should be prayed through for God's answer, and some should be made courageously by the elder's board. 
Agenda items  

Agendas for congregational meetings could include the following:
· Items of necessary information
· Items for healthy public dialogue; it's good for people to hear each other in public, without being under pressure to decide hastily.
· Items to be affirmed by the congregation such as: proposed budgets, addition of staff, major non-budgeted items, building decisions, starting a new church, etc. How will affirmation take place: Voting? Show of hands? Extent of majority required? People need to know.
· Items to be celebrated: What has God been doing among us? What should we be thankful for? To whom should we show appreciation? 
Leading the meeting
It's very important that the person in charge of the meeting is suited to the task. People should be able to speak their minds without encountering defensiveness or "ambiguous answers' from their shepherds. The leader of the meeting must be patient, calm under pressure, a good listener and capable of moving the meeting along at just the right pace so that it doesn't bog down in circular discussion. 
And don't forget the scribe! Someone should take minutes so everyone knows what was decided, who was made responsible; and at subsequent meetings all can be reminded of previous decisions and will know whether they were carried forward as planned.
Congregational meetings can be a great plus if the decision making process is biblically balanced and clearly understood. Ambiguity and confusion are minimized, direction and unity are maximized.
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