Pastoral Care 
and The Elder’s District
Session Starter Number 3
Prayer:

Loving God, we give thanks for our congregation and the people you have placed under our care.  Help us to lead them with humble faith and infectious joy.  In times of discord, enable us to provide a patient, wise, forgiving and healing presence.  In times of harmony, may we soar on wings like eagles.   As we meet together as a court of your church, we pray that the meditations of our hearts, the words or our lips, and the actions of our hands will be pleasing in your sight.  This we ask in the name of Jesus Christ, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.

Introduction:

Chapter 3 of the Book of Forms deals with matters relating directly to the ministry of sessions within The Presbyterian Church in Canada.  

Section 109.4 states,  

The session shall assign the names of all members and adherents to the elders who shall keep a list of the names and addresses of those assigned to them, and shall cultivate a personal relationship with those persons through visiting, counselling and encouraging them in the Christian life.

This is the third Session Starter in a series on pastoral care and the session.  Today we reflect on elder districts.  As stated in previous “starters”, pastoral care should not be left solely to the minister.  It is something everyone within the congregation must strive to share.  As spiritual leaders, however, elders have a special responsibility to see that members and adherents receive the care they need.  Clustering them into districts under the attention of elders is one way this care is provided.  In Romans chapter 12, verses 9 to 16 we discover just one of many biblical descriptions of what it means to share Christian love within community.  

Scripture: 
(Invite an elder to read the following passage.)
Love must be sincere.  Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.  Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.  Share with God's people who are in need.  Practice hospitality.  Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.  Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.  Live in harmony with one another.  Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.  Do not be conceited. 

Romans 12:9-16
A Brief Commentary:
(Invite another elder to read the following commentary)
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Christian love posses a power to transform every sort of human relationship.    By the grace of God, it reaches beyond the restrictive limits we often set for our love and embraces an ever-widening circle of people and situations.  In this snippet from Paul’s letter, he recognizes affliction, privation, persecution and sorrow as part of the human condition, but urges Christians to love and care for each other in practical ways that push through the superficial and encourage individuals to genuinely rejoice and mourn together.

Reflection:

The elder’s district has been an essential element in the life of Presbyterian congregations for a long time.  Why do we have them?

Louis Tamminga, a Christian Reformed Church pastor, described the importance of districts in her book, A Handbook for Elders.  She wrote,  “Having your own district enables you to develop a person relationship with a limited number of parishioners.  …  you accompany them on their pilgrimage.  You get to know them, you share their sorrows and joys, and you witness their struggles toward growth. … In order to be a spiritual blessing to your people, you must become acquainted with them. … When they have particular problems and personal pain, they will appreciate your concern and empathy.  It times of good fortune, they will appreciate you interest.”

John R. Cameron, a Presbyterian minister, wrote a booklet entitled Not by Constraint at a time when the session of the church he was serving struggled with the question of pastoral responsibility.  The booklet reflects considerable input from the elders.  About districts, he wrote the following.

“People in all aspects of their lives need to know by experience that the church cares about them and celebrates with them.  In many cases the elder is the only instrument of care, and such caring serves as tangible evidence that God cares.  

“As an elder you are called to develop relationships of ‘friendship with a difference’ within the church family.  An elder is a friend who seeks to build caring relationships by supporting and encouraging those assigned to him or her. 
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“In order to do this you will need to get to know each person in every household assigned, both members and adherents, children, youth and elderly.  Learning to call each person by name whenever you meet, in the home, at church or on the street, is a simple way to indicate personal interest in them.”  

Subsequent Session Starters will explore ways of developing relationships with the people in your districts.

Question Suggestions:

(Together or in small groups, invite the elders to discuss the following questions.)

1. How important are elder districts to this congregation?

2. How do elder districts stretch our understanding and application of Christian love?

3. How can elders rejoice with those who rejoice and mourn with those who mourn?

