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OVERVIEW AND PURPOSE

Our purpose in this document is to suggest ways in which parish vestries might increase clarity about their role, and in doing that also increase their commitment to that role and the work it involves. Our hope is to open up choices for how a vestry might function in a parish. For many this will be a big step given the broadly held assumption that the responsibilities and operations of vestries are pretty much alike. Our assumption is that parishes can increase the value of the vestry’s work by intentionally deciding on the role needed from a vestry at this phase in the parish’s life and given the capacities and inclinations of parishioners.

We also recognize that it is the nuts and bolts—the financial and property oversight functions—that may seem the most straightforward but may also be prone to neglect.  Accordingly, we have created some basic checklists for these areas that we hope will help highlight critical activities.


Two Choices
1. The role of the vestry
Is the role just the basic work of overseeing property and finances? To what extent is the vestry going to be involved in setting and monitoring the overall direction of the parish or participate in the strategic management task of navigating the parish toward its goals and through its politics? And depending on the role, what other things need to be in alignment for the arrangement to work?

2. The degree of centralization needed
How much centralization, in the vestry, of decision-making and/or coordination is needed? What are factors to take into account when making this decision?

Shared Leadership: Task & Relationships

All vestries have a task to perform. The details of the task will depend on the role a vestry plays in that particular parish system.  A vestry functions more effectively when all its members accept responsibility for the work and life of the group. This shared sense of responsibility is also known as shared leadership. 

This doesn’t in any way diminish the need for skilled, effective positional leaders, in this case the rector or priest-in-charge.  On most occasions, the rector needs to preside at the vestry meetings and at gatherings of the parish community, in the same spirit and for the same reasons that he or she presides at the Eucharist. Parishes benefit from having both strong positional leadership and strong shared leadership. It is part of the designed leader’s role to equip others for shared leadership.

Vestries, as is the case with all working groups, are dealing with three elements that may function in harmony or may come into tension:

· Task – The vestry needs to accomplish some work. It needs to engage in behaviors that help it accomplish that task. Those behaviors include: initiating, asking for and offering information and opinions, summarizing, consensus-testing and setting standards.

· Relationships – The vestry is also a network of relationships. Attending to relationship needs allows for both a more effective and more satisfying experience. Those behaviors include: encouraging and supporting, harmonizing, gate keeping, and setting standards.

· Individual Needs and Wants – All members of the vestry bring with them their own needs for acceptance, influence, and intimacy. These needs are inevitable and important. They provide some of the motivation, energy and glue for group life. They can also be problematic. Members may engage in  “self-oriented behavior” that is at the expense of the group and others.  It may show up in behavior such as arriving late or leaving early from team meetings, ignoring team norms, having side conversations or withholding information that the team could use.

Each element requires attention if the vestry is to be productive in its work and satisfying to its members. But there is a tension among the elements. A vestry that is excessively task-oriented may get the job done but may build up resentments among its members because relationship and individual needs are not adequately addressed.  A vestry that is overly relationship oriented may enjoy being together, but let its task drift. The most effective vestries are those that learn how to attend to all three aspects of the group’s life.

Being effective at doing its work and managing its own internal life are the most obvious things for a vestry to engage. Beyond all that the vestry has another significant impact on parish life – it is the spirit that overflows from the vestry’s life and manifests, or not, the Holy Unity of the church.

In an October 2006 “Dearly Beloved” letter to the parish, Father Richard Downing, of Saint James Parish, Capital Hill, DC,  introduced the new vestry to the parish and then went on the explore something of how God’s glory works within and through a vestry. (Note: I have slightly edited his words for this document.)

Leadership and sharing of gifts and talents, however, is not the sole task for our vestry. The whole is much greater than the sum of its parts as each carries within us a piece of a solution to a problem, a perspective that someone else doesn’t know, unique experiences that inform our creativity and our compassion. The challenges in working together lie in shaping our actions and our words in consonance with our faith and belief in this communal strength, for it requires great personal discipline, an awareness of our own failings, and time and energy that we may often feel we do not have to give because of other very real demands at home and on our jobs. 

Fr. Downing continued with an understanding of how the life of the vestry could overflow into the parish’s whole life:

This act can set our hearts free in new ways that could be quite surprising individually and corporately. It extends well beyond just keeping St. James alive but makes it a place where as soon as a person enters our door, they will know Christ is alive, God is worshipped, and human beings are valued.

ILLUSIONS, APPROACHES AND RELATED CONSEQUENCES 

There seem to be a number of common illusions about vestries. Here are a few.

·  Wanting to be in on everything while not being willing to give the time needed to be that involved. Possible Consequences: Little gets done, or others step in to rescue the process and end up resentful.  Encourages an inflated sense of own importance, community cohesion suffers.

·  Wanting to have a say in everything whether we have the competencies or not. Possible Consequences: Poor decisions made. Process may take too long.  Burnout. Resentment by those with more competence. 

·  Thinking that our own personality preferences are enough. We can, in effect, have a blindside because we are caught-up in our own orientation about awareness (seeing possibilities & longer range vs. details & more immediate needs) or deciding (logical & based on principles vs. the impact on people & personal values). That blindside can be made worse if we are unwilling to see the other orientations as important and needing a place in the parishes decision-making. Consequences: Minor conflicts rooted in differing styles become major conflicts; parish community focuses on areas inappropriate to their energy or skill-set with resulting burnout, sense of inability to succeed.  Community cohesion suffers.

·  Property orientation that is “fix it only when broke, do it on the cheap, use your brother-in-law.” Consequences: Physical surroundings off-putting to members and new-comers; repair is often more time-consuming and expensive than maintenance; relatively minor immediate concerns become major problems in future

·  Shouldn’t have to stretch self into work that isn’t interesting, fun or “spiritual.” Consequences: Important work does not get done; members miss critical aspects of their own formation.

·  Community vision, formation and sustenance are solely the job of the Rector/Wardens/Vestry.  Consequences: Lack of whole community engagement and commitment; energy directed at misplaced projects; cliquishness; burnout; failure to understand the needs and interests of, or to care adequately for, the broader community.

In Reaching Out, Henri Nouwen writes that “the spiritual life is that constant movement between the poles of loneliness and solitude, hostility and hospitality, illusion and prayer. The more we come to the painful confession of our loneliness, hostility and illusions, the more we are able to see solitude, hospitality and prayer as part of the vision of our life.”  (Reaching Out, Doubleday & Co., 1975)
The illusions that exist in the parish about what the vestry can or should do have real consequences. They lead to resentment, tentative relationships, avoidance of facts, and an inability to talk about what is happening. The illusions may be about control and influence or about the nature of the church. In Nouwen’s thinking these illusions are rooted in difficulties in managing the tensions between loneliness/solitude and hostility/hospitality. They also result in a parish climate that is likely to be lonelier and more hostile. The hostility is seen in impatience and frustration, and that odd mix of aggressiveness and passivity. Parish life becomes excessively crowded and busy—there are many things to do and expectations to live up to.  The loneliness is seen in the assumption that togetherness is “the solution." The climate is greedy, needy, clinging, exploitative, dependent, and sentimental.

This is to say that the difficulties we see in some vestries are manifestations of the broader parish culture. A pastoral strategy for healing will include:

·  A priest with attention to his or her own attraction to loneliness, hostility and illusion over solitude, hospitality and prayer. 
·  A patient but persistent long-term approach to influencing the whole parish culture. This might include making use of resources from outside the parish. This involves changing the parish’s practices toward behaviors and attitudes, such as carefully developing the community’s capacity to be still and silent together; increasing the ability to listen to one another; receptivity to new people while maintaining a “defined” culture and sense of who we are as a community of faith. And above all, an understanding that the parish is a community of prayer, that the Eucharist and the Daily Office come before all the activities and busyness.  This would include providing training and support for prayer and spiritual life. Prayer is at heart of parish life.
·  Developing the vestry by having it engage in the work of clarifying its role and by drawing members from among those able to give themselves to the disciplines of faithfulness and community.

ALIGNMENT ISSUES FOR VESTRIES

	Vestry Role in the Parish System
	Competencies directly related
	Other Related Competencies 
	Amount of time required
	Size of Vestry

	3. Strategic Management

Also doing #1 & 2)


	Navigating in a system toward the vision or long-range goals.

- Range of political, social and emotional and social intelligence skills. Especially negotiating and conflict management. Action planning. All competencies for 1 & 2 below. 


	Ability to stay connected with one another, the vision and the broader system. Need excellent team skills All competencies related to #1 & 2 


	Every other week

Frequent meetings that are a mix of longer in-depth work and shorter sessions to check-in and assess progress


	No more than rector & vestry of three or four

	2. Setting and monitoring overall direction 

Broad goals and/or vision (also doing #1)

	Setting and monitoring long-range direction. 

Ability to: think long range, generate vision that is grounded in parish gifts and culture, monitor progress and adapt. Understanding and attention to primary task (movement between renewal in baptismal purpose & identity and apostolate in daily life)

How to motivate, goal setting and planning skills. All competencies for 1 & 2 below.

	Adequate team skills. 

All competencies related to #1

-Assumes that rector, rector and wardens (or other group) do the strategic management work
-More advanced team skills; staying connected to the parish’s culture, direction and people; staying connected to the priest, self care


	Seven - nine times /year

Depending on length of sessions


	6 - 15

Depending on parish size and need to include various voices



	1. Oversight of finances and property

Ranging from the most basic to more engaged

NOTE: All three roles are important and need to be played for parish health & faithfulness. This chart focuses on the question of what is involved if the vestry, which includes the rector, is the group taking on the role.
	Basic – Operational understanding, ability to consider facts & adhere to set processes

More engaged – Operational  & budget and projection skill
	Very basic team skills; staying connected to the parish’s culture, direction and people; staying connected to the priest
	If at most minimal level – 4 times/year; if more engaged – 6 times/year
	6 - 15

Depending on parish size and need to include various voices


Chart - Copyright Robert A. Gallagher & Michelle Heyne, 2006                 With thanks to Melissa Skelton for earlier work and to the Milwaukee–CDI 2006 for its ideas.

Vestry’s Role

Vestries have three defined responsibilities: 1) Stewardship of parish property, 2) care of parish finances, and 3) selection of some leaders such as the rector and possibly delegates to convention. The first two are ongoing and always active and are seen in the chart above as the base function.

It’s also fairly routine these days for vestries to be involved in setting at least part of the overall direction and goals of the parish. Occasionally vestries or parts of a vestry engage in strategic management. 

Customs have developed in some parishes that make the vestry, or members of the vestry, responsible for a variety of other parish tasks. The vestry becomes a primary source of volunteer labor for parish work. This is common in the early stages of a non-profit organization’s life when the board of directors functions as a volunteer staff. If the organization is small that practice may continue for some time. 

Any of these things may be appropriate work for the vestry. They also may not be appropriate. Here are a few questions that may help in sorting this out.

· Is the vestry doing its core work related to property and finances well? Is enough time given to the work and is the vestry competent for that work?

· What is the actual impact of a vestry’s involvement in other areas (setting goals, strategic management, volunteer type work)? Does it undercut the participation of others? 

Rector’s Role

Nothing in the above should be understood to undermine, or collapse into the whole vestry, the rector’s independent decision-making role in the parish. That role is legitimate and necessary. There are three aspects we want to highlight.

Pastoral oversight of the parish. This is always the first job of the rector.  Priests preside at the vestry meetings, in gatherings of the parish community, and at the Eucharist all for the same reason—to the glory of God and so this community may enter into the Glory. It is the shaping of the “holy order,” what in organization development includes the creating and/or maintaining of the structures, processes and climate conducive to the parish’s primary task. What we have called strategic management in the chart is always the rector’s role. It is usually best for that role to be shared with other parish leaders. Under some conditions, that may be the vestry.

Liturgy & spiritual formation. These functions are essential aspects of the priest’s role in pastoral oversight. They may be shared with others who have the gifts and training to collaborate with the priest or take on elements of the work involved. It may also be very helpful for the priest to hear from a broader segment of the congregation. That needs to be done in carefully designed ways so the benefits are gained without turning worship and formation into a debate.

Developing the vestry.  It is always part of a rector’s role to develop the capacity of the vestry. In most cases that will mean an improvement process that builds on the strengths of an already effective working group. In some cases it will mean taking action to train and coach people. Occasionally it could also involve exercising strong leadership to insist that the vestry’s work be done in accordance with the church’s standards. There are times in the life of a parish when the priest’s role is necessarily stronger and less collaborative. If the basic work of the vestry around finances and property is not being effectively performed, it is the rector’s responsibility to improve that situation.

In the end it is the rector’s responsibility to form the parish. We believe that is usually done best when in strong collaboration with lay leaders and when both clergy and lay leaders have effective methods for listening to the congregation (e.g., town meetings, testing processes, survey-feedback).

General Norms

The vestry’s ability to perform any of these roles and also have a faithful “overflow” impact is usually related to three things:

1. The grounding of the members in the life of the parish. Vestry members need to be connected to the people, worship, and activities of the parish if they are to make effective decisions.

2. The maturity of the faith and practice of the members.  Vestry members need to be people with a relatively mature pattern of faith and practice for their decision-making to support and advance the parish’s faithfulness in its life and ministry.

3. Having the competencies needed to perform the tasks associated with the role.  Vestry members need to have, or learn, the skills and knowledge needed for whichever expression of a vestry role the parish engages.

Here are some norms that may help.

· Weekly participation in the Sunday Eucharist.  There are times when this isn’t possible, but the assumption of weekly participation is where we start.

· Attendance and participation in all Vestry meetings.  Again, there will be exceptions to this, but they should be very few.

· Connection to the parish and its people: knowing people and being known by them through participation beyond Sunday morning. That may included mid-week worship, involvement in the parish’s social life, and participation in educational and spiritual formation events.

· Attendance at and participation in parish town meetings and the annual meeting.  These give the members a sense of the whole community.  The parish community also needs to see the vestry’s presence and hear what vestry members have heard the community say.

· Openness and willingness to work with listening processes at vestry meetings and within the parish (working in small break-out groups, going around the circle to listen carefully, using newsprint, and a variety of decision-making processes such as brainstorming, prioritizing, testing processes.)

· Acceptance of the Vestry’s role and responsibility related to property and finances

· The ability to follow through on any tasks taken on (as an individual member or within a smaller group)

VESTRIES: CENTRALIZATION & ROLE

	
	A variety of individuals and groups strategize and facilitate movement in the parish and in particular areas of parish life in the agreed directions.
	Rector and wardens, or another vestry sub-group, work the strategic issues within agreed directions.
	Vestry as a body playing the primary role in navigating the parish toward the direction. 

	               Role     


	3. Strategic management

2. Setting & monitoring overall direction

1. Oversight of finances & property
	
	
	

	
	
	Vestry makes sure that the task is done in some way while concentrating its attention on property and finances.
	Processes of listening, feedback and discernment are used in the parish and contribute in the Vestry’s setting of direction.
	Vestry involved in setting all significant direction

	
	
	The rector and vestry are not adequately in touch with these areas.
	Vestry defines areas and boundaries within which groups or individuals make significant decisions about property and finances. 
	All decisions about property and finances made by the vestry

	       
	LOW                                                                                                                                                    HIGH       

                    Degree of Centralization


	Centralization is the degree to which the rector & vestry concentrate decision-making in themselves. A highly centralized system might insist on making all decisions about parish life and ministry.  Centralization may make sense at certain times in a parish’s life – in times of crisis, when decisions need to be made rapidly, when the processes and structures of a more decentralized approach have ceased to function. Among the downsides of centralized decision-making is that it tends to establish a bottleneck and it may undercut the system’s capacity to sustain commitments over long periods and under pressure. Three ways to offset centralization tendencies are 1) regular processes for the rector and vestry to listen to others in and outside of the parish, 2) groups having some significant degree of self-management, and 3) allowing many things to happen “on their own energy,” which means that less time and effort will be expended on good ideas that no one is really committed to.     Chart - Copyright Robert A. Gallagher & Michelle Heyne 2006


Centralization and empowerment 

There isn’t a right – wrong answer here. A useful approach may be to see centralization and empowerment as a polarity to manage rather than a problem to solve. There are three considerations to take into account:

1. What does the parish need now?

2. The alignment issue here is the fit between the task and competence of the group or person to perform the task. Just “delegating” is often disempowering. Giving people work to do that they do not have the knowledge and skills to perform undermines real empowerment.

3. How to develop the capacity for increased self-direction and responsibility among groups and leaders? Therefore, how to increase the competency of groups and leaders for their parish ministries and particular tasks.

Many parishes hear the complaint that -- “it’s always the same people doing the work around here.” This may be another example of illusionary thinking in the parish system. A consistent dose of reality and facts may be appropriate.

· “If you are not called to this ministry, then don’t do it”

· “Grumbling and complaining does a lot of damage in a community.”

· “You giving so much to the parish’s institutional life allows others to focus more on the apostolate in daily life.”

· If we want to increase participation we need to do the things that increase participation – design all meetings and educational events for real participation not just Q&A; do liturgy in a manner that expects congregational competence in participation vs. being an audience being prompted through the liturgy; and equip people for what they do in the parish with real training, feedback, and coaching.

DEVELOPING LEADERSHIP OWNERSHIP IN THE CHOICES ON ROLE AND CENTRALIZATION 

Who makes the choices?

Making a decision about the vestry’s role and the degree of centralization requires some ownership on the part of all those people who commonly move in and out of formal leadership. This is an area where the parish needs stability if it is to effectively do its work. While the formal action on role and centralization needs to be made by vestry action; the decision-making process leading up to that action calls for wider participation. With that wider participation we increase the chance of gaining sustainability and a broad base of commitment.

The process of making the choices
Below are two ways of engaging parish leaders in the decision-making process. The one has people read this document before the meeting. In some ways that makes it easier. People are informed and have had a chance to think about the issue.  The danger is that some will want to spend time arguing with the document’s ideas instead of thinking through what makes sense for the parish. 

The second process doesn’t provide this document until the end of the meeting. That may allow people to focus on developing their own thinking as a group. The charts and ideas of the document are used by leaders to give structure to the discussion but the group fills in the chart itself. In that process they may come up with new ways of approaching the issues.

1. Have everyone read this document in advance of the meeting. Have a session of several hours using a process along these lines.

	Time
	
	Activity

	
	
	

	5 - 10 min.
	
	Introduction & Overview

· Welcome, thanks for attending

· Present an overview of the session (objectives & schedule) written on newsprint in front of group

	
	
	

	15 
	
	Connecting exercise [helps get people mentally in the room and connected with the group]
1. Individuals make notes about the best and worst things a vestry can do.  (2)

2. In groups of 3 - 4 share  (10)

	
	
	

	30 - 40
	
	Small groups - Response to “Vestries: Choices & Alignment”

[Use smaller break out groups to maximize participation and get a variety of responses; helps avoid “group think”]

1. Break the group into smaller sub-groups of 5 or 6. Each has an assigned space. In that space there are three “pads” of newsprint hanging – Likes – Concerns – Wishes.

2. Assess each of the three primary options for vestry roles using the categories on the newsprint. Facilitator record people’s comments (using the words of the speaker)

3. On another sheet of newsprint – have the roles listed as follows –

3) Strategic Management (including 2 & 1 below)
2a) Setting and monitoring overall direction – as major emphasis (including #1 below)

2b) Setting and monitoring overall direction – as a significant emphasis (including #1 below)

1a) Oversight of Finances & Property (more engaged)

1b) Oversight of Finances & Property (basic)

4. Each person goes to the newsprint and places a check-mark next to the role that he or she thinks the vestry needs to play at the is time in the parish’s life.

5. Discussion – anyone wanting to share why they marked a particular role.

	
	
	

	30
	
	Plenary - Response to “Vestries: Choices & Alignment”

1. Groups share work on roles

2. Rector and wardens, possibly one or two others, get in a “fishbowl” (gather in a circle with each other with the rest of the community gathered in a circle around the group)

3. Fishbowl group share – “What I hear people saying is …”; “What I make of that is …”  If possible the group takes what it has heard and shapes it into a proposal for the vestry’s role. 

	
	
	

	Later
	
	At another meeting the vestry takes formal action. Prior to that the rector and wardens do any additional work needed on the proposal about role.


2. Begin with gathering people for a leadership conference day. Include this process as part of the day. Do not have people read this document prior to the meeting.

	Time
	
	Activity

	5 - 10 min.
	
	Introduction & Overview

· Welcome, thanks for attending

· Present an overview of the session (objectives & schedule) written on newsprint in front of group

	
	
	

	15 
	
	Connecting exercise [helps get people mentally in the room and connected with the group]
1. Individuals make notes about the best and worst things a vestry can do.  (2)

2. In groups of 3 - 4 share  (10)

	
	
	

	
	
	Use the chart on “Alignment Issues for Vestries”

1. Have the chart in outline form of newsprint in front of the group. It should include the information in the first column but leave the other columns blank. 

[Note: If there are too many people to do this in one group – have smaller groups, each with it’s own chart on newsprint and a facilitator that has been taught how to use the chart. In that case the process is modified to allow groups to report back their work. A team takes all the ideas and shapes them into a proposal to bring back to the group.]

2. Invite the group to fill in the blanks on the chart. When people have different answers, put them all up. At several points the facilitator might do a prioritizing or testing process that allows the group to decide on a “group” preference among critical choices.

3. The group may not complete all parts of the chart. What’s important here is that they have the opportunity to explore the issue.

	
	
	

	
	
	Exploring other aspects

Depending how parish leaders see the issues and dynamics in the parish, they might select other aspects of the issue to explore – for example:

· Illusions – It could be very fruitful if the group is able to look at the illusions they carry. This in part depends on their ability to maintain an adequate emotional distance and be self critical. The facilitator could use a brainstorming process, possibly in sub groups, on a question like – “In the way the leadership of this parish functions where are the places that we may be “kidding ourselves” about what we are able to do? Another option would be to offer the list in this document and have people do some kind of rating process on each. The facilitator would ask each person to rate the item on a 1 – 6 scale – to what extent do we see this illusion in our life as a parish?”

· Degree of centralization – do an exercise about where we were five years ago, now, and what is needed in the next few years.

	
	
	

	
	
	Small groups - Response to “Vestries: Choices & Alignment”

[This might be a way to move the discussion toward a decision. Use smaller break out groups to maximize participation and get a variety of responses; helps avoid “group think”]

1. Break the group into smaller sub-groups of 5 or 6. Each has an assigned space. In that space there are three “pads” of newsprint hanging – Likes – Concerns – Wishes.

2. Assess each of the three primary options for vestry roles using the categories on the newsprint. Facilitator record people’s comments (using the words of the speaker)

3. On another sheet of newsprint – have the roles listed as follows –

3) Strategic Management (including 2 & 1 below)
2a) Setting and monitoring overall direction – as major emphasis (including #1 below)

2b) Setting and monitoring overall direction – as a significant emphasis (including #1 below)

1a) Oversight of Finances & Property (more engaged)

1b) Oversight of Finances & Property (basic)

4. Each person goes to the newsprint and places a check-mark next to the role that he or she thinks the vestry needs to play at the is time in the parish’s life.

5. Discussion – anyone wanting to share why they marked a particular role.


Gaining internal commitment and sustainability 

The behavioral scientist Chris Argyris offers a theory about how to increase the odds of people developing a high level of internal commitment and a feeling of responsibility. The target is to increase the number of vestry members who are acting from internal commitment rather than simply conformity to expectations. When internal commitment is a strong factor the decisions of a vestry are more likely to hold over time and under stress and are likely to be more open to re-examination.  

The theory assumes that this capacity is based on two building blocks. 

1. The more there was a sense of free choice in making the decision the more likely the internal commitment. The process needs to enable that choice to be: based on an exploration of options; voluntary, not from habit or coercion and proactive, not reactive. This capacity for free choice is in turn dependant on information.

2. The more the information the vestry is working with is valid and useful, the more likely the free choice. This means information that can be publicly verified; that can be tested with a broad range of people; that can be openly gathered and discussed. We are not talking about 

Our assumption is that having parish leaders, including the current vestry, make a real choice about its role is likely to result in a high degree of commitment.

Other considerations 

There are other considerations that will effect the decision about the role and degree of centralization.

1. The parish’s culture and character

For example – The parish we both attend in Seattle has a strong value about inclusion and taking into account everyone’s views. It’s a reflection of the broader Seattle culture. There is actually something called “the Seattle Process.” That either means a decision-making process that is thorough, inclusive and involves carefully listening or as one member of city council characterized it, it’s a process that, "It's taken so long and cost so much to get a product that isn't satisfactory to the community."  One of us, Bob,  had a different experience in a Trenton parish in which there was a lot of consultation and participation in shaping overall direction and then the responsible groups and leaders acted with a high degree of self-direction (within the agreed broader direction and vision). This can also be looked at in terms of organizational character. Some parishes are more inclined to dealing with concrete needs, others are more visionary; some are more committed to acting from principles and logic, others are more focused on the impact on people. The functioning of a parish vestry will need to both fit the parish’s culture while also having some capacity to stretch beyond that.

2. Where the parish is in its life cycle

For example -- In stable and healthy parishes we need to avoid the “centralized” vestry as much as allowing the rector to do it all. It can undermine the sense of responsibility and initiative among people. It also means that the vestry becomes a bottleneck that can kill parish energy. When the parish is in crisis it may make sense for the vestry and rector to function in a more centralized fashion. While it may cause some resentment it also allows for more timely and integrated action in response to the crisis. 
3. Parish size

For example – Some middle-sized parishes still insist on having “liaison” people from the vestry serve on each committee and working group in the parish. It has a certain logical appeal but in practice usually overburdens the people involved and the system. There are other ways of facilitating communication and alignment that take less time and energy and may also increase the sense of responsibility in committees and groups.

Basic Vestry Processes

Financial & Facilities Oversight







	FINANCIAL OVERSIGHT CHECK-LIST

The rector and vestry are responsible to see that parish financial affairs are in good order. They may decide to do all or some of this themselves or authorize others to do it. 

	DOCUMENTS REVIEWED
	 
	COMMENTS/REVIEWS CONDUCTED
	Reviewed: YES/NO
	Next Steps?

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Bank/Investment Account Reconciliations & Cancelled Checks--Need Statement and Reconciliation Report
	
	Verify in Balance--deposits & checks paid accounted for; no excessive long-term outstanding checks or deposits; no material out-of-balance amount; ensure all bank/investment accounts reconciled.
	
	

	
	
	Checks Signed by Authorized Parties
	
	

	
	
	No Suspicious Payees/Endorsements
	
	

	Financial Statements
	
	Revenue Exceeds Expense?
	
	

	
	
	Bills Paid Timely?
	
	

	
	
	Expenses Consistent Period to Period?
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Payroll Tax Returns with Copies of 941 Deposits
	
	Verify return filed timely (either monthly or quarterly)
	
	

	
	
	Verify deposits (monthly or weekly) match returns
	
	

	Confirm Operational Knowledge
	
	Resources still in place for routine functions (such as Accounts Payable, Payroll)?  Ask who is doing and how often.  Confirm use of approved software, as applicable.
	
	

	
	
	System in place for recording and depositing contributions.  Ask who is doing and how often. Confirm use of approved software, as applicable.
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Insurance Policy (Ensure Cancellation Notices are Mailed Directly to Rector or Warden)
	
	Ensure policy covers likely perils or determine not to obtain (e.g., earthquake insurance may be cost-prohibitive)
	
	

	
	
	Verify limits are realistic for building and contents
	
	

	Arrange for Annual Review & Completion of Parochial Report
	
	Who will complete and what is deadline/timeframe for completion?
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Parish Property Check List

The rector and vestry are responsible to see that the property is managed and maintained. They may decide to do all or some of this themselves or authorize others to do it. 

	Item
	Reviewed Yes/No
	Notes on condition
	Action required

	LAND & BUILDINGS
	
	
	

	Land & Buildings in adequate and safe condition --including, steps, pathways, floors, handrails.
	
	
	

	Adequately lighting - internally and externally. Do the lights work? Checks made to ensure lights are working? Security lighting operating during darkness, 
	
	
	

	Floors – safety & appearance. Cleaning. Non-slip materials used.  
	
	
	

	Regular cleaning of all premises?
	
	
	

	System in place and used for reporting problems to the responsible person?
	
	
	

	Is suitable safety glass used in critical locations?
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	

	ELECTRICAL
	
	
	

	Electrical installations in good order. 

Inspected by an electrician in the last 5 years? Copies of the inspection and related reports available in the parish office
	
	
	

	Condition of portable electrical appliances.
	
	
	

	Circuit breaker system adequate and functioning
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	

	EQUIPMENT
	
	
	

	Ladders  in good condition and safety stored
	
	
	

	Machinery and equipment (e.g. lawnmowers, wheeled trolleys and sports equipment) in good order and regularly inspected
	
	
	

	Gas/oil equipment for heating systems in good condition. Tested by a competent person; routine maintenance contract?
	
	
	

	Furniture in good condition --  chairs, tables, cupboards and filing cabinets . Note any unsafe storage of materials such as on top of filing cabinets, cupboards, or shelves. Furniture stacked or stored in a safe manner
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	

	FIRE
	
	
	

	Exits clearly marked with appropriate signs and free from obstruction on both sides of doors
	
	
	

	Staircases and passages to use in an emergency clear of obstruction and provided with emergency lighting
	
	
	

	Doors to be used in an emergency --unlocked or otherwise immediately available for use when people are in the building
	
	
	

	Emergency doors open outwards
	
	
	

	Arrangements for giving warning in case of fire
	
	
	

	Fire fighting equipment adequate, properly positioned and regularly maintained. Enough people know how to use
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	

	FIRST AID
	
	
	

	First aid box available and clearly labeled. Checked for contents and replenished on a routine basis
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	

	HAZARDS  
	
	
	

	Hazardous materials used or stored on the premises e.g. cleaners, bleaches, horticultural chemicals, decorating materials etc?  If so:

· Used in accordance with manufacturers instructions

·  Safety instructions easily available

·  Out of reach of children

· Stored in correctly labelled containers that are in good condition and properly marked

· Suitable protective equipment available and used
· Containers disposed of safely
	
	
	

	Kitchen meet the hygiene regulations for a food preparation area
	
	
	

	Kitchen and equipment in hygienic condition
	
	
	

	Dangerous equipment locked 
	
	
	

	Arrangements to ensure the safety of people when working alone on the premises 
	
	
	

	Kitchen meet the hygiene regulations for a food preparation area
	
	
	

	Other
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 VESTRY





Documents Maintained by the Vestry





Property


1. Walk-through notes – at least annually


2. Task updates –completed, outstanding – suggested at least quarterly


3. Funds spent and budget remaining – during financial reports








Financial


Reviews of financial information – at least quarterly 











The vestry’s responsibility is to see that 1) activity occurs (or the project is cancelled) and 2) that they receive reports on the output in each area





Accounting Functions





Reporting as agreed (quarterly, monthly)





Bank reconciliation


Financial statements


Tax information


Evidence of deposits


Annual insurance policies maintained








Property Maintenance & Repair





On an agreed schedule





Individuals or groups responsible provide updates of tasks completed, amounts billed. Tasks outstanding





Property Improvements 





Vestry, in consultation with others, develops and updates an improvement vision – done during one vestry meeting each year. Also, develop standards regarding bids and agreements for work to be done.





Individuals or groups responsible report on the progress made at agreed times
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