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Responsibilities 
A guide for Church Councils and Church Councillors 

  

 

What this guide is for 
This guide explains the role and main responsibilities of a Church Council in clear, simple language. It is designed to 
support orientation and training and to be translated into other languages. 

A Church Council provides oversight for the total life and mission of the Congregation or Congregations for which it 
is responsible. With the approval of the Presbytery, one Church Council may serve more than one Congregation. 
Other approved local arrangements may shape how the Council works with committees, agencies and other local 
groups. 

In this guide, “local church community” means the Congregation or Congregations for which the Church Council is 
responsible, together with any other local body included in an approved arrangement. 

This guide is a summary. It does not replace the Constitution and Regulations, Synod or Presbytery by-laws or rules, 
Church policies, or any local governance arrangement approved by the Presbytery. Where there is any difference, 
the official documents and approved arrangements take priority. The key references under each main heading are 
selective starting points, not a complete list. 

Know your approved arrangement 
Each Church Council should know, in writing: which communities and activities it oversees; who belongs to the Council; which 
responsibilities it carries; which responsibilities are shared with or carried by another body; and how it relates and reports to the 
Presbytery. Review these arrangements with the Presbytery when circumstances change. 

1. The main purpose of Church Council 
Key references: Basis of Union 15(a)-(b); Constitution 24; Regulations 3.1.2. 

Church Council gives priority to: 

• building up the local church community in faith and love; 
• sustaining people in hope; and 
• leading the local church community into fuller participation in Christ’s mission in the world. 

This purpose should shape the agenda, decisions and actions of the Council. Administration, finance and property 
are important, but they support the Church’s worship, discipleship, care, witness and service. They must not become 
the whole focus of the Council. 

Good practice 

• Think strategically and look to the future, not only at immediate tasks. 
• Help the local church community to discern and live out its mission and ministry. Do not impose the personal 

goals of Council members. 
• Keep an outward focus on the local community and the wider world. 
• Ask what God is already doing in the community and how the Church might join in. 
• Make clear decisions, name who will act, set a timeframe and review progress. 
• Share leadership and responsibility. Do not leave most of the work to one or two people. 

The central question for every meeting 
How will our decisions help the local church community worship God, grow as disciples, care for one another and participate in God’s 
mission? 
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2. Areas of responsibility 
Key references: Basis of Union 5-8 and 12-16; Constitution 9-10 and 12; Regulations 3.1.2. 

The sections below describe the full range of possible Church Council work. Under the current typical arrangements, 
a Church Council carries all these responsibilities. In an approved local arrangement, some responsibilities may be 
shared with or carried by another body. The Council must carry out every responsibility assigned to it and know 
who is responsible for the others. 

2.1 Mission, pastoral care and spiritual oversight 

• Share with any Minister or Ministers, and with other recognised ministry leaders, in mission, pastoral care and 
spiritual oversight. 

• Make sure that suitable pastoral care systems, people and support are in place. Church Councillors do not 
need to provide all pastoral care personally. 

• Help the people within the Church’s pastoral responsibility grow in grace, faith, hope, discipleship and service. 
• Pay attention to the quality and faithfulness of worship, preaching, teaching, discipleship, pastoral care and 

the life of local groups. Oversight does not mean controlling every activity. 
• Provide oversight of the appointment and work of officers and leaders for groups and activities within the 

Council’s area of responsibility. 

Good practice 

• Encourage people to recognise, develop and use their gifts. 
• Promote theological learning and opportunities to explore different faithful perspectives. 
• Guard against apathy and complacency. Help the community remain active in ministry and mission. 

2.2 Baptism, confirmation, membership and records 

• Make the decisions about baptism, confirmation, membership and transfers that are assigned to the Church 
Council. 

• Apply the Church’s current membership requirements carefully, consistently and pastorally. 
• Keep and review the membership records and any other rolls or registers required for each Congregation for 

which the Council has this responsibility. 
• Make sure that personal information is accurate, secure and used appropriately. 
• Work with the local church community to nurture baptised people in faith, fellowship, witness and service. 

Good practice 

• Treat baptism as the beginning of an ongoing relationship, not only as a service on one day. 
• Plan appropriate follow-up and support for the person baptised and, where relevant, their family and 

sponsors. 

2.3 Worship, preaching and the sacraments 

• Share with any Minister or Ministers in planning and providing worship and the sacraments. 
• Make decisions about the time(s) and place(s) of public worship. 
• Make sure that worship supports the faith, mission and life of the local church community. 
• Provide suitable oversight and support for worship leaders, preachers, readers, musicians, communion assistants 

and others who serve in worship. 
• Follow the Church’s requirements about who may preach, lead worship or preside at the sacraments. When 

there is no Minister in placement, work closely with the Presbytery to make authorised arrangements. 

Good practice 

• Make worship accessible and welcoming across ages, cultures, languages and abilities. 
• Encourage worship that is faithful, meaningful, varied and connected with the life and mission of the community. 
• Invite thoughtful feedback about worship and respond to significant concerns. 
• Make sure people who assist with Holy Communion understand their role and receive suitable instruction. 
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2.4 People exploring a call to ministry 

• Encourage people who are exploring a call to ministry and help them enter an appropriate process of 
discernment. 

• Carry out any interviews, reports, recommendations or other tasks assigned to the Church Council in 
applications for recognised or specified ministries. 

• Seek guidance from the Presbytery early. The Presbytery is responsible for formal selection, recognition and 
oversight processes. 

2.5 Finance and administration 

• Manage the financial affairs and general administration assigned to the Church Council. 
• Prepare, receive and present the necessary budgets, financial statements and reports. 
• Make sure accounts are kept, audited or reviewed, and presented as required. 
• Use proper accounting methods, secure banking arrangements and clear financial controls. 
• Make sure the people responsible for minutes, records and finances understand their roles and are supported. 

Good practice 

• A treasurer may do much of the financial work, but the whole Church Council remains accountable for the 
financial responsibilities assigned to it. 

• Give the local church community clear and timely information about budgets, results and significant decisions. 
• Use resources in ways that support the community’s agreed vision and mission. 

2.6 Property, risk and insurance 

• Manage and administer Church property where this responsibility is assigned to the Church Council. 
• Care for property, determine its use and follow the required processes for proposals about acquiring, selling, 

leasing, altering or developing property. 
• Consult the affected Congregation or communities about property proposals that would have a substantial 

effect on their life, witness or service. 
• Review property, maintenance, insurance, safety, accessibility and financial sustainability as required. 
• Identify and manage health, safety and other risks. Follow Church policies and legal requirements, and keep 

clear records of significant decisions. 

Property is a resource for worship, witness, service and mission. Caring for property is important, but it must not 
displace the Church Council’s main purpose. 

2.7 Reporting and communication 

• Prepare and present the reports required by the Congregation, Presbytery or another responsible body. 
• Report on worship, discipleship, pastoral care, mission, service, finances, property and other areas for which 

the Council is responsible. 
• Help the local church community plan for the future and communicate priorities and proposed action. 
• Communicate decisions and important information clearly, while protecting personal and sensitive information. 
• Where one Council serves several communities or groups, make sure each one receives information and has a 

suitable way to contribute. 

2.8 Referrals, discipline and accountability 

• Refer matters to the Presbytery or another body when the Church’s rules or the approved arrangement require 
this. 

• Exercise discipline only through the proper Church processes and only where responsibility belongs to the 
Church Council. 

• Do not try to manage complaints about Ministers through informal Church Council discipline. Contact the 
Presbytery and follow the correct process. 

• Carry out any responsibilities relating to Ministers-in-Association or other recognised ministry relationships. 
• Respond appropriately to concerns about the conduct of Church Councillors, Elders, leaders, staff or volunteers. 

Seek advice early when a formal process may be needed. 
• Follow all safe church, reporting and legal requirements. Confidentiality must never be used to conceal harm or 

prevent a required report. 
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3. Working with the Presbytery and local communities 
Key references: Basis of Union 15; Constitution 25-26; Regulations 3.1.1-3.1.4 and 3.3.4-3.3.6. 

Church Council is part of an inter-related system of councils. It is not independent of the Congregation or 
Congregations it serves, and it works under the oversight of the Presbytery. 

• Maintain a clear and respectful relationship with the Presbytery. 
• Seek advice and support early, especially when circumstances are changing or the Council is under pressure. 
• Take part in shared discernment about local mission, governance, membership and responsibilities. 
• Make sure any approved arrangement clearly describes the responsibilities and relationships of the Council, 

each Congregation, each committee or group, and the Presbytery. 
• Provide reports and information required by the Presbytery and respond to requests for review or support. 
• Review the local governance arrangement when the community grows, declines, begins new ministries, joins with 

others or faces major change. 
• Where several communities or groups share one Council, respect their different contexts and ensure that no 

community is overlooked or dominated by another. 

Fit for purpose 
A good governance arrangement should support worship, discipleship, pastoral care, mission and ministry. Structures should serve the 
life of the Church, not become an unnecessary burden. Any change to responsibilities or relationships must follow the current official 
processes and be approved by the responsible council. 

4. Who serves on Church Council? 
Key references: Basis of Union 15(b); Constitution 19 and 24; Regulations 3.3.1-3.3.3 and 3.6.1. 

The membership of each Church Council is determined by the current Regulations and any approved local 
governance arrangement. It will normally include: 

• Ministers and other recognised ministry agents serving in the local church community; 
• Elders or Leaders; and 
• lay members elected or appointed in the approved way. 

An approved arrangement may also provide for representatives from several Congregations, other local 
expressions of mission, or the wider Church. The Council should include people with gifts suited to its spiritual, 
missional, pastoral and governance responsibilities. 

Important requirement about Elders 
Unless the Presbytery authorises another arrangement, Elders or Leaders are members of Church Council and make up at least half of 
its membership. Some Congregations work on the basis that all Church Council members are by definition Elders/Leaders and should 
meet the requirements for the role of Elder/Leader for election to Church Council. 

Selection, appointment and induction 

• Follow the current rules and approved arrangement for nomination, election, appointment, co-option, terms of 
office and setting apart. 

• Make the membership and terms of office clear and keep an accurate list. 
• Give every new member an orientation to the Council’s purpose, responsibilities, approved arrangement and 

key wider and local Church documents. 
• Review the balance of gifts, experience, culture, age and perspective on the Council. Seek people who can 

contribute spiritual wisdom as well as practical skills. 

5. Meetings and decisions 
Key references: Regulations 3.5.1-3.5.3 and 3.8.1-3.8.5. 

Meeting arrangements 

• Meet regularly and at least as often as the current Regulations or approved arrangement require. 
• Follow the current requirements for notice, special meetings, quorum, electronic decisions and records. 
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• Appoint the officers required for the Council, including people responsible for chairing, minutes and records, 
and financial administration. 

• Keep clear minutes. Record decisions, actions, responsible people and timeframes. Record reasons when this 
will help future understanding. 

Meeting procedure 
Meetings should be conducted according to the Manual for Meetings, unless the Church Council has properly 
adopted another approved meeting procedure. 

Good practice 

• Begin with worship, prayer or theological reflection. Give this enough time to be meaningful. 
• Allow time to listen, discern and discuss important matters. Do not treat meetings only as a list of business items. 
• Use consensus tools so that all members can participate fairly and the Council can test the mind of the meeting. 

(See the Manual for Meetings.) Note that there is Plain Language version of the Manual for Meetings 
available which may be used as a resource. 

• Check conflicts of interest and manage them openly and properly. 
• Review actions from previous meetings and follow up unfinished work. 

6. How Church Councillors work together 
Key references: Basis of Union 3, 13, 15(b) and 16; Regulations 3.7.1, 3.8.1. 

The quality of relationships within Church Council is part of its Christian witness. The Council should model the grace, 
hospitality, truthfulness and mutual responsibility it seeks to encourage in the wider Church. 

• Treat every person with dignity, patience and respect. 
• Listen carefully. Speak honestly and with care. 
• Make space for every member to contribute. No one person should dominate, and no member should be 

excluded or ignored. 
• Disagree without attacking people. Focus on the matter being considered. 
• Address aggressive, critical, bullying or harmful behaviour rather than allowing it to continue. Seek pastoral or 

formal help when needed. 
• Keep personal and sensitive matters confidential. At the same time, communicate decisions and general 

information openly when appropriate. 
• Carry out agreed actions between meetings and report back. 
• Continue to grow in faith and discipleship. Church Councillors are called to model grace, service, generosity 

and accountability. 

A servant role 
Membership of Church Council carries real authority and trust. It is not a place to protect personal preferences or impose one person’s 
will. Councillors serve the local church community and the mission of Christ, and seek what will best support the whole community. 

7. A simple agenda check 
Key references: Basis of Union 15(b); Regulations 3.1.2, especially 3.1.2(a). 

Before finalising an agenda, and again before closing a meeting, ask: 

• How will this meeting build up the local church community in faith and love? 
• How will it sustain people in hope? 
• How will it help people participate in Christ’s mission? 
• Have we given enough attention to worship, discipleship, pastoral care and spiritual oversight? 
• Are we acting within the responsibilities assigned to this Church Council? 
• Have we listened to every Congregation, community or group affected by the decision? 
• Do we need advice, approval or action from the Presbytery or another body? 
• What action will follow? Who is responsible, and when will the Council review it? 
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8. Where to seek help 
Church Council should not try to manage complex questions alone. Seek advice early from the Presbytery and, 
where appropriate, from the Synod or Assembly, especially about: 

• local governance arrangements, shared responsibilities and relationships between communities; 
• vacancies and arrangements for worship, preaching and the sacraments; 
• applications and discernment for ministry; 
• discipline, complaints, conflict, bullying or safe church concerns; 
• property proposals, legal agreements, insurance and significant risks; 
• financial reporting, audit requirements and governance; and 
• major change, including growth, decline, clustering, amalgamation or the ending of a local form of ministry. 

Development note: This guide has been prepared on the basis of resources first created by the NSW-ACT Synod and graciously made 
available for this purpose. It has been developed to be consistent with the 2025 version of the UCA Constitution and Regulations, but also 
with a view to prospective changes indicated by the Act2 Resolutions of the 17th Assembly which are currently under development and 
consideration by the Church. The guide has therefore been worded to remain consistent with current requirements while also being usable 
under possible future approved arrangements. 
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