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Covenant groups in Holland Classis
Ministerial Support and Supervision Committee


Introduction
Holland Classis, through its Ministerial Support and Supervision Committee (MSSC), encourages each Minister of Word and Sacrament (pastor, specialized minister, retired and licensed candidate), hereafter called “ministers”, to be in a small group where mutuality, support, encouragement, and accountability are core values. This encouragement is done in the spirit of Scriptures such as Galatians 2:6 “Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ;” and of Romans 12:5 “So in Christ we who are many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” In this small group, which can be as small as three ministers but probably not larger than eight ministers, members pray for each other, are collegial, learn from each other, and hold each other accountable to the call of being a Minister of Word and Sacrament.

It is the goal of Holland Classis to have every minister under its care in such a covenant group. 

Regarding covenant groups
MSSC expects covenant groups will take many forms: Some of the covenant groups may be formal in nature with regular scheduled meeting times, specific meeting places, a specific focus such as a book discussion, etc. Other covenant groups, however, may have an informal nature. For a covenant group, its existence, nature, actions, and tasks are more important than the size or the format of the group. Naturally, if a group is too small or too large, or if it is too rigid or too open in nature, the work of the group can be negatively affected. 
MSSC encourages Ministers of Word and Sacrament to seek out or form their own covenant group. Although MSSC is reluctant to specify the number of “required” meetings, the Committee advises that having less than one meeting a month may erode the building of trust and may thwart the goals of the covenant group. Trust, which allows a person to be vulnerable, is a central component that needs to be cultivated by the covenant group. The development of trust requires persons to spend time in each other’s presence. 
Covenant groups are requested to report annually to the MSSC on the frequency of their meetings, the learning opportunities the group has pursued, and concerns or issues that were significant to the group. MSSC will question individual Ministers of Word and Sacrament under its care vis-à-vis the minister’s presence and participation in a covenant group in its regular task of overseeing ministers.

A covenant group honors confidentiality. Confidentiality can be defined as the commitment of all parties involved not to disclose communications (of thoughts, feelings, writings, verbal and non-verbal communications, and more) to a third party without the expressed consent of the person involved. Covenant groups can broaden the covenant circle to include the MSSC and Holland Classis if accountability warrants such action. 
Covenant groups are not hierarchical in nature, but rather communicate mutuality. As the Book of Church Order states: “[Ministers] are equal in authority as ministers and as stewards of the mysteries of God” (See BCO Part 1.1.3). For a covenant group to function properly, however, one member might assume responsibility to be the facilitator of the group to see that communication reaches all members, and generally to assist the life of the group. 
Covenant groups are integral to being a Minister of Word and Sacrament.  Unlike a mentoring model, where a mentee becomes a mentor after a few years, being a member of a covenant group is not something one can “grow out of” or something that one may not need at some point. Rather, it is seen as an inherent feature of effective ministry, of life-long learning, of fostering longevity of the call to the ministry, and of life together in the body of Christ.  
Covenant groups function as a network for missional leadership. The group members learn together, support each other, and hold each other accountable to the relationships in the group and to the call of being a Minister of Word and Sacrament. The purpose of covenant groups (as a missional network) is to help develop leaders who are confident in discipleship, are passionate for mission, who are competent as leaders, and who are resilient in their relationships.  

Covenant groups may be comprised of ministers or professionals (ordained and non-ordained) beyond the membership of the Holland Classis. MSSC recognizes the importance of ecumenical relationships and the sense of safety that is created when one moves outside one’s own system. It is important, however, that the group identifies itself as a covenant group and is intentional about its primary purpose (See Actions and tasks below). MSSC expects that covenant groups will affirm and respect the beliefs and confessional statements of the Reformed Church in America. 
Actions and tasks of covenant groups
Covenant groups embody the classic tasks of cura animarum (the care of souls): Guiding, supporting, healing, and reconciling. These tasks are done through studying of Scripture or other texts, in praying for one another, through conversation, and in being together in silence. At different moments covenant relationships may enter into any of the following actions or tasks:
· Facilitating communication (in person, via telephone, or other forms of electronic communication).
· Exercising mutual submission.  

· Listening to interpersonal concerns. 
· Seeking information and opinions regarding life and ministry.
· Giving information and opinions regarding life and ministry. 
· Defining roles within and directions for the group. 
· Observing systemic processes within the group, within individual congregations, within the wider community and within the denomination.
· Energizing imagination and action. 
· Encouraging participation. 
· Introducing tension via confrontation or other means.
· Relieving tension via confrontation or other means.

Responsibilities of individual members of a covenant group:
The actions and tasks of a covenant group have been described. Individual members of a covenant group create the ethos and success of the group. The following attributes of individual group members can assist a covenant group in being effective: 
· A willingness to enter into a covenant relationship with other Ministers of Word and Sacrament. 
· A willingness to give of oneself in a covenant relationship.

· A willingness to pray for the brothers and sisters in your group.
· A willingness to work at building trust in a covenant relationship. 

· A willingness to share the experiences learned in ministry and in life.

· An openness to continual growth towards higher levels of spiritual maturity, self-confidence, interdependence, and professional faithfulness. 

· A willingness to be an effective listener.

· A willingness to risk vulnerability.

· A willingness to be available (emotionally, spiritually, physically). 

· A willingness to share resources.

· A willingness to maintain confidentiality. 

· A willingness to learn from other brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Responsibilities of MSSC/Holland Classis towards covenant groups:
The Ministerial Support and Supervision Committee, as an agent of and for the Holland Classis, is charged by Holland Classis to oversee the spiritual, emotional, and relational health of the ministers under care of Classis. MSSC’s responsibilities include, but are not limited to:
· Overseeing enrolled ministers: “The classis shall exercise a general superintendence over its enrolled ministers…” (See BCO Part 2.2.1). Facilitating covenant groups is one way the MSSC is interpreting this task assigned to the Classis of Holland by the Book of Church Order. MSSC will inquire of ministers concerning their involvement with a covenant group. 
· Fostering a collegial culture in Holland Classis that appreciates covenant relationships. 
· Empowering and encouraging ministers to see the importance of covenant relationships, and of spiritual, emotional, and relational health. 

· Assisting new ministers who join Holland Classis to enter into a covenant group. 

· Assisting existing members of Holland Classis who are not members of a covenant group the past three months to enter into such a group. 

· Cultivating a culture of life-long learning as a core value of living into one’s call. 
The Ministerial Support and Supervision Committee of Holland Classis can be reached via the Chairperson of the MSSC, Rev. Jay Lindell (Email: jlindell@mi25.younglife.org; Tel: 616-392-6555) or the Classis coordinator, Rev. Larry Schuyler (Email: ljschuyler@chartermi.net; Tel: 616-394-0550.
