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The Commissioned Pastor Process in Holland Classis RCA
Thank you for your interest in the ministry of Commissioned Pastors in the Reformed Church in America and in the Holland Classis in particular
This paper is a short overview to this ministry arena. First, it introduces the application process, then the training overview, and third roles for commissioned pastors. . 
Introduction

“A commissioned pastor is an elder who is trained, commissioned, and supervised by a classis for a specific ministry within that classis that will include the preaching of the Word and the celebration of the sacraments.”

Candidates for the commissioned pastor preparation process typically share these qualities:

· The candidate’s local RCA church recognizes him or her as already functioning as effective ministry leader;

· The candidate senses a call to an expanded ministry area that would be substantially enhanced through training for and commissioning as a commissioned pastor; 

· The candidate is prepared to invest significant time and effort in study, training, and character formation; and

· The candidate’s local church affirms her or him as a commissioned pastor candidate because the church has a ministry in mind which needs the equipped ministry of a commissioned pastor, either within or through that local church.

Where does one start?

1. When a potential candidate for the Commissioned Pastor (CP) program is identified, a contact with the Classis Coordinator Larry Schuyler is initiated. This initial contact can happen from a variety of directions: The applicant or the applicant’s pastor/church may initiate the contact. Other times, the classis coordinator initiates the contact. A third way is that the applicant has first sought out the Great Lakes CP coordinator who refers the applicant to the classis.
2. Larry (hollandclassis@att.net, 616-394-0550) will provide the applicant with the information packet provided by the Great Lakes Region Commissioned Pastor Coordinator. You will receive the packet, as well as information from the Classis committee. Larry is glad to meet informally with you to discuss your situation. We want to be helpful to you and answer your questions.
3. The process to enter the CP process is handled by the Holland Classis Commissioned Pastor Support & Supervision Committee (CPSS).  

· Because our CP candidates to date have been engaged in a ministry prior to beginning the program, and 
· Because the training requires classis oversight and approval, and 

· Because the post-training commissioned pastor is required to have ongoing  supervision and mentoring from the classis, 
· We believe that it makes sense to begin the long-term relationship between the candidate and the committee right from the initial interview. 
4. The CPSS receives the completed Application and church recommendation from the applicant. It then meets to interview the applicant. The purpose of the interview is to get to know the applicant, listen to his or her sense of call to ministry, understand the reason/s the person is seeking CP status (rather than Minister of Word & Sacrament status), and discuss what the applicant can expect from the CP program.
· During this acceptance procedure in the first few months, CPSS expects to also receive written information about the applicant’s ministry employment and ministry contract.  CPSS needs approve both of these items at some point in this whole process, prior to final consideration for commissioning. 

5. The CPSS forwards the approved Application to the GL CP coordinator with its recommendation. Once the application is approved, the applicant is a CP candidate.
How Does Training Happen?
Once a person has been formally accepted as a Commissioned Pastor candidate by the Holland Classis, three groups cooperate to provide the preparation needed for effective future ministry:

First, the Holland Classis CPSS oversees the candidate’s preparation process. The CPSS  coordinates, supports, and maximizes the candidate’s training experiences. 

Second, the Church Leadership Center (CLC) coordinates the course work needed within the process. A support team (which includes at least a person from the candidate’s local church, a representative from CPSS, and the mentor) meets with the candidate to review what training, experiences, and course work the candidate has already completed. 
Third, the candidate’s local church provides hands-on ministry experiences needed to develop Commissioned Pastor competencies. Often these experiences coordinate directly with the candidate’s course work. For example, when taking a course in worship and preaching, the local church provides opportunities to practice those skills. Throughout the candidate’s preparation process the local church pastor(s), leadership, and congregation actively seek to provide settings and feedback through which the candidate gains (a) a broader understanding and experience in the full scope of pastoral ministry and (b) deeper skill in the area of ministry toward which the candidate is moving.
How Do We Plan for the Successful Accomplishment of Training?
6. The support team.  In agreement with the GL CP Coordinator, the candidate forms a local oversight/supervision team. This team is composed of leader/s from the person’s home congregation and ministry setting, the mentor and the classis representative. The Classis CPSS committee assigns one of its members to this team as the classis representative or rep. (See Appendix #2) The Classis Coordinator serves in an ex-officio capacity on the supervision team. The GL CP coordinator is an advisor to the group. Relationally, this team is a sub-committee functioning on behalf of the classis CPSS committee. It is expected to report periodically on the progress of the candidate through the training program. The supervision committee typically meets with the candidate about two to four times a year and more if needed. The supervision committee assures itself that the candidate is completing the work and is doing so in a healthy manner.
7. The mentor relationship is of key significance. The mentor is approved by the CPSS. Generally, the candidate and mentor meet monthly.  
8. The mentor with the candidate and GL CP coordinator (and perhaps the support team) designs the training program and submits it as a proposal to the CPSS and to the local church for approvals. When both groups have given their approval, then the training contract with the Church Leadership Center (CLC) is set.

· One important element to be included in the training plan is a psychological profile. CPSS expects the candidate will complete this profile procedure within the first three months of entry. The candidate will meet with the psychologist who administered the profile and the mentor. CPSS requires evidence from the mentor that the profile has been completed and discussed. [See Endnotes #2] 
· A second important element in the training plan is the background check. CPSS requires evidence from the GL CP Coordinator that the background check has been done and does not surface any concerns.

· A third important element in the training plan is that normally at least one training course will be a course at Western Seminary. Excepts can be addressed to the CPSS.
· CPSS will supply the “Holland Classis Ministerial Ethics Statement” to the candidate. CPSS requires evidence that the candidate has read the statement. The use of this statement is to be incorporated in the training plan.

9. The supervision committee receives the reports from the course instructors on the candidate’s progress. The principal means by which this expectation is accomplished is by permission to access the candidate’s online profile within CLC website.
10. When the tutoring process is completed (or nearly so), the support team reports to the CPSS and the GL CP coordinator that it believes the candidate is ready for examination in preparation for commissioning.
11. The CPSS arranges for an examination of the candidate. The committee arranges for an “open meeting” of the committee for the purpose of examining the candidate. An examiner is arranged and the examiner conducts an interview-like, question-and-answer oral exam before the assembled attendees.

· The CPSS approves the choice of examiner. Examples of appropriate examiners are the candidate’s pastor, mentor, the classis representative or the Holland Classis Coordinator; 
· We follow the BCO mandate: “The classis shall satisfy itself that the candidate exhibits ministry competence in 1) maturity of faith, 2) personal integrity, 3) understanding of Old and New Testament, 4) Reformed theology, 5) church history, 6) knowledge and adherence to the Constitution of the Reformed Church in America, 7) nature and administration of the sacraments, 8) ability to preach, 9) capacity to minister within the church, 10) understanding and adherence to pastoral ethics and practices.” Sometimes questions are asked in these areas. Sometimes it is explained to the group how the competency was addressed.  (Endnote #3)
· Those who have come to the open meeting will be given an opportunity to ask questions of the candidate.

· Following the examination, the candidate (and family) is excused for the room. The group, in executive session, deliberates on what they have heard and experienced. If there are issues that still need to be addressed, a plan is agreed upon on who and how this will be done. The candidate returns to the room to hear the group’s conclusions. 
· We celebrate with the candidate at the end of the executive session.

How Does the Commissioning Happen?
12. When CPSS has sustained the exam, the CPSS may recommend that the Classis proceed with the commissioning, assuming that the committee has authorized a particular ministry and approved a ministry contract for the candidate.
· The motion to the Classis will specify what the Commissioned Pastor is authorized to do.(Endnote #4)
13. The Classis leaders arrange with the candidate for a Commissioning Service.

· This service is typically held at the person’s place of ministry at a date and time congruent with the Classis bylaws.

· It is a Classis Special Session and all the rubrics for a special session apply (10 day notice, required/assigned attendance, minutes recorded).
· The Classis President (or appointee) presides over the commissioning.
· We want to communicate as much parity as possible between a Commissioned Pastor and a Minister of Word and sacrament for the sake of our common work together and our affirmation of collegial relations.

· The Commissioned Pastor shall read and sign the Declaration for Commissioned Pastors.

· The classis provides the commissioned pastor with a certificate of commissioning.

The Commissioned Pastor

14. The CPSS expects that the commissioned pastor will continue an ongoing relationship with a coach/mentor and pastoral network. The CPSS will host an evaluation of the CP at three year intervals as prescribed in the BCO.  CPSS intends to have at least a yearly meeting with each CP.
15. The commissioned pastor is received as a voting member of the Classis, (i.e. a temporary member of the classis). The current BCO states that the CP may not serve as an elder delegate to the Classis and may not be assigned as a minister delegate to either synod. (Endnote #5) 
Addition documents available from the Classis office
1.  CP Application  

2.  Holland Classis Commissioning Service



3.  Declaration for Commissioned Pastors

4.  Certificate for Commissioned Pastors

Endnotes
1.
RCA Book of Church Order (Chapter I, Part II, Article 14, Section 1)

2.
Psychological Profile is a personal to the candidate. The CPSS does not see the profile. In fact, CPSS believes it is inappropriate for the committee to see it. But, CPSS requires assurance the profile has been processed with candidate by the administrator of the profile and that the Mentor has reviewed the document with the candidate. CPSS expects that the mentor or the administrator will present “red-flag” concerns to the committee.

3.
RCA Book of Church Order (Chapter 1, Part II, Article 14, Section 3).

4.
RCA Book of Church Order (Chapter 1, Part II, Article 14, Section 8).
5.
RCA Book of Church Order (Chapter 1, Part II, Article 14, Section 9).

Appendix One to the Holland Classis Commissioned Pastor Process

Topic:  Mentor Job Description
Perhaps the most important person on the Commissioned Pastor (CP) candidate’s advisory committee is the mentor.  The mentor is the spiritual advisor, leader, encourager and person with the most contact with the CP candidate.  The candidate chooses the mentor, but must be aware that certain qualities are essential for a smooth journey to commissioning.

Qualities that should be considered are

1. A strong belief in the Commissioned Pastor program,

2. A pastoral leader with to give time and energy to teach and lead,

3. A maturity in theology and gospel ministry,

4. Knowledgeable in Reformed theology and polity,

5. Credibility within the broader RCA community and/or Christ’s church.

Mentor duties:

· Available to interact with the CP candidate regularly by direct contact, phone or electronically.

· Must meet with the candidate personally or with the candidate’s advisory committee a minimum of six times a year.  More meetings are encouraged.

· In the guidance role, the mentor is responsible to assist with the training plan answering questions, dialoging, debriefing, etc.

· The mentor will chair the candidate’s advisory committee which should meet at least twice a year.  Mentor expected to meet with CPSS once a year minimum.
· The mentor may be engaged as a facilitator to the candidate for two courses.

· The mentor should submit a written report each six months to the regional CP coordinator and a copy to the CP classis representative regarding the candidate’s progress.

· At the completion of the training program, the mentor will file a report commending the candidate to Holland Classis for review, examination and commissioning.  It should include a statement of the candidate’s aptitude and readiness for pastoral ministry.

· Mentors are under supervision of the Synod of the Great Lakes Regional Synod CP Coordinator.  As such, unless stipulated in the training plan or elsewhere, the mentor will receive an honorarium of $500 annually.

Appendix Two to the Holland Classis Commissioned Pastor Process
Topic:  Classis Representative Job Description
Each Holland Classis Commissioned Pastor candidate is expected to form an advisory committee that includes a mentor, a person of the candidate’s choosing and a classis representative (or rep).

The CPSS Committee will select the classis representative with input from the candidate. The classis rep serves as a bridge between the committee and the candidate. Normally, the classis rep is a member of the classis CPSS Committee because of this role.  The classis rep will be invited to all of the CPSS meetings.

The role of classis representative is important, especially at the training plan meetings.  Holland Classis has a set of guidelines to be followed leading to a successful commissioning in two or three years.  Any deviation from the norm should be approved by CPSS before being implemented.

The classis representative is an unpaid position, but the rewards are many.  Because you are invited to all of the Commissioned Pastor candidate’s group meetings, you have opportunity to encourage, smooth the route and participate in the commissioning of the candidate.
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