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Strategic Planning Update: Working Group #2 
January 2017  

 

New Elder Structure for Third Church 

Third’s Session approved a new structure for the role of elder on December 13, 2016.  It provides 
for two kinds of active service for elders, a role focused on shepherding and discipleship, and a role 
focused on governing.  In order to put this plan into effect, the congregation will need to approve 
changes to our By-Laws, planned for early in 2017.  We hope this document will be helpful in 
explaining these changes. 

Quick Overview of New Structure 

Session- Governing Elders 

• Made up of 12-15 Governing Elders along with Senior and Associate Pastors 
• 5 committees: Strategic Planning, Personnel, Budget and Stewardship, Officer Nominations 

and Development, Denominational Connection 
• Nominated from previously ordained elders and elected each year 

Shepherding Elders  

• Made up of previously ordained and newly elected elders  
• Serve as a team in one of four discipleship and shepherding roles: Parish leaders, Parish 

Shepherding Elders, Teachers and Small Group Leaders, and Ministry Leaders 
• New shepherding elders nominated and elected as identified each year to join previously 

ordained elders continuing to commit to active exercise of their perpetual office  

Parish Organization 

• Parishes are groupings of Third’s membership in geographic areas 
• Key vehicle for pastoral shepherding and care 
• New way to provide for connection, discipleship, and mission through Parish Groups (small 

groups focused on mission) 

Background – Why do we need a change? 

Three developments over the past year have made clear the need for a new structure for elders.  
First, study of our organization with TAG consulting highlighted issues of confusion in lines of 
authority between staff and Session.  TAG also recommended Session assess the benefits of the 
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Session serving as a policy making and vision setting governing board while not simultaneously 
seeking to provide tactical leadership in ministry.   

Second, at each meeting this year, the Session has studied the biblical concept of the elder, seeing in 
fresh ways the primary role of elders as shepherds and disciplers.  Session has known for many years 
the conflict of trying to both shepherd and govern at the same time.  A first step was taken early in 
2016 to free some of our Session elders from committee responsibilities to serve in shepherding roles.  
Beginning to focus on shepherding, the elders have seen how much time has been diverted from 
personal ministry, discipling and shepherding and how much the Session needs to grow in learning 
to do this well. 

Third, the desire for efficiency and freedom for elders to serve as shepherds moved Session to 
reconsider the way it conducts business.  Early in 2016, Session adjusted its process to require 
advance work in preparation for meetings and more careful attention to the essential business on 
which time should be spent.  Lengthy discussions at meetings due to the large number of elders at 
each meeting invited the wisdom of having a smaller number of elders for greater efficiency. 

Strategic Planning Working Group 2 was formed to consider possible new structures to address 
these issues.  A key part of WG2’s work was to interview other churches who had adopted creative 
structures and sizes for Session.  Detailed descriptions were studied from five churches of similar or 
larger size. 

Biblical Foundation for the Role of Elder 

The Scriptures describe several key aspects of the role of elder.  Elders are to be devoted to prayer 
and the ministry of the word (Acts 6:4), holding fast the faithful word in accordance with the 
teaching, so that they will be able to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict 
(Titus 1:9).  They are to be God’s stewards (Titus 1:7), and on His behalf responsible for shepherding 
the flock under their care and proving to be an example for them (1 Peter 5:2-3).  They are to be on 
guard for the flock as overseers to shepherd the church of God (Acts 20:28).  They join together to 
seek the Spirit of God according to God’s word to rule on matters needing direction and guidance 
for the whole people of God (Acts 15).  They are called elder (presbyter) and overseer (bishop) in 
providing this role. 

The Scriptures present the primary role of the elder as providing for the teaching and instruction of the 
people of God.  As shepherds, elders personally guide and protect the flock in following their Lord 
Jesus Christ according to His faithful Word.  In a secondary role, elders also must help settle issues 
besetting the church and biblically govern on matters of direction and practice for the church.  The 
two functions of shepherding and governing are the elders’ calling but the primary focus is on the 
ministry of the Word and shepherding God’s flock. 
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The development of the organization of the church and the complexity of being an incorporated 
entity add to the governing role the elder must play.  The metaphor of vine and trellis presents the 
essential nature of the two roles for the elder.  The vine is the heart of the living organism of the body 
of Christ but the trellis provides for the structure needed to provide shape, direction, and strength for 
the vine.  Elders must express both roles since they are essential to the primacy of the vine.  Yet, the 
living body of Christ and the shepherding role of the elder must be held as the central focus.  The 
governing role is necessary to oversee the direction of the church and provide for its continued 
faithful vision and direction. 

Historically, elders at Third have given more attention to governing than to shepherding.  The Session 
desires to increase focus and energy on shepherding in the future.  This change in direction will be a 
large challenge due to the muti-faceted nature of discipling and attending to the vitality and growth 
of the people of God.  Third has much to learn and grow into for our elders to live out this role 
faithfully. 

At its December meeting, Session approved a dual structure for elders at Third.  Session believes this 
change will advance the faithful expression of the biblical role of elder and has brought excitement 
among the elders for the direction this will take us.  

New Structure for Elders 

While all elders will see their call as elder primarily as a shepherd, elders will serve in one of two 
roles: either (a) Shepherding or (b) Governing.  The ordinary expectation is that elders will continue 
in various shepherding roles throughout their lives.  For a season, some Shepherding Elders will be 
called and elected to serve as Governing Elders.  Governing Elders will serve in this capacity for 
three year terms, and along with the Pastor and Associate Pastors will constitute the Session of Third 
Church and the Board of Directors of the Corporation of Third Inc. 

 Shepherding Elders 

Shepherding Elders will consist of: 

(a) New elders nominated and elected by the congregation through the Officer Nominations and 
Development Committee.   Candidates for elder should be members who exhibit gifts in shepherding 
or discipling or are already involved in some form of ministry, e.g., leading a parish group or small 
group, teaching class, heading a ministry, etc.  They should be nominated and elected by the 
congregation because it sees them demonstrating shepherding and discipling gifts.  They will be 
prepared for their elder role through an officer training class and mentored by an existing elder.  
There is no requirement to have any new shepherding elders each year.   
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(b) Previously elected elders will be approached to consider ways they might express their role 
as elder in several capacities.  Those elders who commit to one of several roles will meet periodically 
throughout the year as a group with the Senior Pastor or other pastoral leadership for prayer and 
discussion of Third’s discipleship and shepherding vision.  It is understood that elders may need and 
request a leave from active engagement in their shepherding roles. 

Shepherding Team Roles  

Shepherding Elders will serve the congregation through several different shepherding and discipling 
roles.  Shepherding will be expressed chiefly through the creation of Parishes, geographic areas 
where elders, along with deacons and other gifted leaders can connect with and care for the 
congregation in more effective ways. 

Parish Team Leader – Some Shepherding Elders will lead teams of elders, deacons and other 
leaders to help care for the congregation and assist in facilitating connections in the life of the 
congregation for community, discipleship and mission in geographic areas of the congregation 
(Parishes) of around 100 persons. 

Parish Shepherd – Some Shepherding Elders will assist in making connection with members of a 
Parish for care and assistance in involvement in the life of the congregation for discipleship and 
mission.  Some may also lead Parish Groups which are small groups with a particular focus on 
mission to their neighborhood. 

Teacher and Small Group Leader – Some Shepherding Elders will serve as teachers and small group 
leaders.  Their key function will be helping to disciple members of the group. 

Ministry Leader – Some Shepherding Elders will serve as leaders in particular ministries inside and 
outside the congregation such as Christian Arabic Tutoring, CHAT, and CrossOver. 

Since Shepherding Elders are engaged in the lives of the congregation, they will be involved, when 
needed, in the informal discipline of Third’s members as outlined in the Guidelines for Church 
Discipline. 

Governing Elders  

Research among other congregations that are Third’s size or larger, demonstrated that each had 
smaller Sessions focused on the governing responsibility.  The size for nearly all was 9 elders, though 
some had 12.  Working Group 2, and subsequently the Session, affirmed the efficiency these 
Sessions had found in being smaller but believed the size was too small and might not fully represent 
the diversity of the congregation.  Session has approved having twelve Governing Elders.  Proposed 
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changes to Third’s By-Laws permit a range of 12-15 Governing Elders to allow future flexibility for 
the congregation.   

As they meet, along with the Senior Pastor and Associate Pastors, they constitute the Session of Third 
Church and will be called such.   A slate of four elders, all of whom must have been previously 
elected elders, and if possible at least one of whom has served previously as a Governing Elder, will 
be recommended by the Officer Nominations and Development Committee each year to serve on 
the Session. They will be elected by the congregation and serve for a three year term. They can serve 
another term of three years and then must take a year off as a Governing Elder before serving again.  
After completing their term as a Governing Elder, it is expected that they would continue to serve as a 
Shepherding Elder. 

The Session will focus on setting policy and vision and will assume direct responsibility for a very 
limited number of functions, which they will address through Session led committees.  They will 
assume a “heads in, hands on” role in these areas, which will be limited to: 

• Personnel 
• Budget and Stewardship 
• Officer Nominations and Development 
• Strategic Planning 
• Denominational Connection 

Session members will serve on one committee and will enlist the leadership of other gifted members 
of the congregation, further ensuring adequate representation from the congregation. 

The Session will delegate to Staff all other functions, over which Session will maintain a “heads in, 
hands off” posture. Session will provide vision and direction through defined policy and annual 
guidance from the Strategic Planning Committee.  Policy will be set to provide the boundaries or 
limits defining where independent action and decision are limited.  This allows staff the freedom to 
act within those boundaries. Session will exercise oversight through the Senior Pastor and structured 
reporting.  

Staff may elect to build, develop, and lead ministry teams in order to achieve the results expected of 
them.  These teams will be made up of covenant partners gifted and passionate in that area of focus, 
some of whom may be elders.  Elders serving on these teams serve as any other member and do not 
exercise any unique authority because they are elders.  These staff led ministry teams will determine 
the tactics necessary to meet the goals and objectives for the year, all of which will be based on 
Session’s defined strategic direction.  
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Where needed, the Session will engage in formal church discipline as outlined in the Guidelines for 
Church Discipline. 

Questions and Answers 

Q:  Does a smaller Session mean that the Third congregation will be less well represented? 

A:  It is an important and common development for large churches (attendance of 700 or more) to 
be more effectively led by smaller Sessions (See article by Tim Keller “Leadership and Size 
Dynamics.” http://www.thirdrva.org/s/Tim-Keller-Size-Dynamics.pdf). Not only have churches we 
researched had good success with Sessions of 9 persons, Third will strive to ensure good 
representation through the congregational nomination process, congregational representation on the 
Session Committees, and involvement of non-elders on ministry teams.  Personal connections by a 
large team of Shepherding Elders will also ensure a greater knowledge of the congregation and its 
concerns and needs that Third has known for many years. 

Q:  How will the team of Shepherding Elders be formed? 

A:  Previously ordained elders will be approached to ask how they might serve as Shepherding Elder 
in one of four different roles, Parish Team leader, Parish Shepherd, Teacher/Small group leader, or 
Ministry leader.  Those willing to serve will commit to one or more of the shepherding roles.  There 
will be a period of training and organization to get the team prepared to fully express this new role. 

Q: How will nominations and elections work each year? 

A:  The congregation will be called to submit nominations for elder, deacon, and trustee in February 
or March.  In nominating elders, they will have 2 kinds of nominations to make.  First, they should 
nominate persons who are not ordained who exhibit gifts in shepherding and discipling to be 
Shepherding Elders.  From this group, the nominating committee may present anywhere from zero 
(i.e. one year the congregation may make no nominations) to as many nominees for Shepherding 
Elder as are qualified for the office.  There is no required number for any given year.  Second, the 
congregation should nominate, from previously ordained elders, those they believe should serve as 
Governing Elders.  There will be four nominees each year to serve on the Session, unless others are 
needed to fill out an unexpired term for elders who have left office early. 

Q:  Will this change make it more difficult for the Session to fulfill all the tasks assigned to it by 
Scripture and in our ECO Polity? 

A:  This question was seriously discussed by the Session.  The change will actually engage far more 
elders in active leadership than ever before.  Third will move from 24 elders on Session, many 
serving on two committees, to 12 Governing Elders serving on only one committee, and possibly 50 

http://www.thirdrva.org/s/Tim-Keller-Size-Dynamics.pdf
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or more Shepherding Elders serving in various leadership roles.  Third will have more men and 
women than ever seeking to fulfill all the leadership roles to which elders are called.  Session is also 
revising its reporting process to garner a more focused analysis of how we are doing in fulfilling the 
specific tasks committed to the Session.  It is expected that Third will be more faithful than ever in 
pursuing the call of Christ to make disciples and build the Kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Q:  How and when will this change be implemented? 

A:  The first step in implementing this change will be approval by the congregation of changes to our 
By-Laws.  We hope this might occur on February 25 (Session will need to approve the By-Law 
changes at its January meeting).  The changes consist of establishing the two kinds of elders, the 
process for their nomination and election, and the new defined size of Session.  Following approval 
of the By-Laws, the congregation will vote to elect the Governing Elders to serve as the Session from 
those currently serving on the Session.  The Session has been operating since 2016 with a group of 
Shepherding Elders with no committee assignment and also other elders serving on committees.  
Early in 2017, Session will be working to form assignments that anticipate the division of Session into 
the two elder groups.  The Nominating Committee will bring a slate of 12 Governing Elders for the 
Congregational Meeting. 

Following approval of the By-Laws, previously ordained elders will be approached to be part of the 
new Shepherding Elder team.  Training and organization will be provided for the establishment and 
functioning of the Shepherding Elder team over the succeeding months.  By fall 2017, it is hoped that 
the Shepherding Team will be ready to function and serve the start of Parishes. 

Q:  Who served on Working Group 2 to propose this change? 

A; Co-Chairs David Skove and Ed Satterfield, Brenda Burgess, Lauren Luck, Bill Mims, and Julia 
Sleeman have been working since late spring.  Feel free to contact any of the team if you have 
questions or would like to talk over the plan. 


