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Area 6: 
Prayer and Spirituality

1. United Reformed Church
spirituality

United Reformed Church spirituality arises out of the understanding of the way in 
which the presence of God is made known. In contrast to traditions which place a 
central emphasis on the role of a priest, the United Reformed Church emphasizes 
the possibility of access to God through personal experience – in prayer, in the 
reading of scripture, in the community of the believers and in the daily round of 
life, at work or at home.

This spirituality is expressed in a variety of ways:

Openness to the Holy Spirit. This is reflected in an understanding of the Holy Spirit 
being at work throughout daily life. God is encountered in the home or at work, 
as well as in the shared worship life of the congregation.

Creativity. The openness to the Holy Spirit in every part of life leads to a 
development of new patterns of worship and prayer. The annual Prayer 
Handbook6, the contribution United Reformed Church writers have made to such 
publications as Roots7 and the development of creative liturgies in a number of 
churches are examples of this. But openness to the Holy Spirit also encourages 
an exploration of different ways of serving the community. The church related 
community work programme and the United Reformed Church’s strong 
commitment to social justice are examples of this equally creative movement  
of the Spirit.

An emphasis on the local. The church has been seen fully in each local gathering 
of people. This emphasises the way in which God is at work amongst local 
communities. For example, when a church is without a minister, it is the people 
who carry the church through a vacancy or time of transition, with the assistance 
of an interim moderator.

Intellectual grappling with faith. In the Reformed tradition there is a well-rooted 
emphasis on allowing doubts and questions to be expressed, as part of a 
grappling with the contemporary issues of faith in each generation. This appeal 
to the mind and an emphasis on a scholarly tradition has provided another 
dimension to our understanding of spirituality.

6 http://urcshop.co.uk/what-s-new
7 http://www.rootsontheweb.com/
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Through the scriptures. An emphasis on the importance of scripture has allowed 
people to order their lives and the life of the church through the reading, 
meditation upon and reflection on the scriptures. This is achieved through 
personal and communal Bible study.

For discussion

 • Does this description of United Reformed spirituality make sense to you?
 • To what extent is your elders’ meeting already making use of this variety of

ways of expressing spirituality in your worship and prayer time together?
Are there further ideas here which you could use?

2. Enough faith to be an elder?
The URC leaflet Called to be an Elder? says this:

“The elder is no different from any other church member in that we are all called 
to develop and grow in faith, through prayer, worship, sacraments and learning. 
The call to eldership is a renewed call to these things as well. So the faith required 
is the same faith that makes us a Christian. But, at times we all feel lacking in 
faith, or commitment, or ability. We all feel inadequate in our various callings and 
service to the church. That is when we need the support and the faith of the rest 
of the church around us, as well as the grace of God.”

The following prayer is usually used at a service where an elder is ordained:

“Eternal God, you have called us all to serve you in the world and to share your 
love with each other and our neighbours. Through the decision of this local church 
you have called (name/s) to serve us as an elder/elders. Give him/her/them the 
promised blessings of your Holy Spirit and !ll him/her/them with fresh vision and 
courage, to lead us in the work you have called us to do. Make him/her/them wise 
with the mind of Christ, and give him/her/them the gifts he/she/they need to ful!l 
this service faithfully; in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”

It is as important for a church fellowship to remember to pray for their elders as 
it is for the elders themselves to remember to pray. All church members have a 
responsibility to pray, to read the Bible and other books and to reflect, so that 
they may grow spiritually. However, there is an additional importance in the 
spiritual development of elders as they are the spiritual leaders of the church.

Practicing this in your elders meeting

a) Elders could each explain how they engage with prayer and develop their
spiritual life, eg using Bible study notes, practicing a prayer discipline of
some kind, belonging to a prayer fellowship or community.

b) The elders could decide, as a group, to try doing something together, eg
Using the same set of Bible study notes for a period of time, studying a
book or using a web resource together.

c) Many churches use a ‘favourite hymns/songs of praise’ type format for
some services, but what about your elders leading a ‘my favourite/ most
powerful Bible verse’ service, as a way of sharing together?
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3. A Bible study
The United Reformed Church has produced Guidelines on conduct and behaviour 
for elders which can be found here as Handout 1. The document is also available 
on the United Reformed Church website.

2VFTUJPOT�GPS�JOEJWJEVBM�SFèFDUJPO
a) Having read Handout 1, how does this document with its requirements for

the character and behavior of an elder strike you?

Now compare this document with 1 Timothy 3: 1-7

“It is true that anyone who desires to be a church official wants to be something 
worthwhile. That’s why officials must have a good reputation and be faithful 
in marriage. They must be self-controlled, sensible, well-behaved, friendly to 
strangers, and able to teach. They must not be heavy drinkers or troublemakers. 
Instead, they must be kind and gentle and not love money. Church officials 
must be in control of their own families, and they must see that their children 
are obedient and always respectful. If they don’t know how to control their own 
families, how can they look after God’s people?

They must not be new followers of the Lord. If they are, they might become proud 
and be doomed along with the devil. Finally, they must be well-respected by 
people who are not followers. Then they won’t be trapped and disgraced by the 
devil.” (Contemporary English Version)8

It is interesting that when stating who should be a church official (overseer, elder, 
pastor) it seems to depend not so much on qualifications, gifts and abilities, but 
on character. An elder should command the respect of others, in the church, in 
the family and in the wider world. He or she should also be a person who is in 
control of themselves, whilst being a servant of the church and of the gospel.

b) Do you see any relationship between the list in 1 Timothy 3. 1-7 and the
Guidelines for the conduct of elders?

It can be argued that the character described in 1 Timothy 3. 1-7 is not produced 
by force of will, but by ‘growing up into Christ’ (Ephesians 4:15). There is a link 
between our characters and the respect others have for us, and our life of 
prayer and openness to the Spirit. Paul describes the fruit of the Spirit in terms 
of character traits or behaviour (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control) and concludes “if we live by the Spirit, let us 
also be guided by the Spirit” (Galatians 5: 25).

c) Can you think of ways in which your own character has been shaped by
your discipleship as you have ‘grown up into Christ’?

d) What has been most helpful to you in your spiritual growth?
e) What most challenges you in this passage?

Now take the discussion into the whole eldership:

f ) Does the whole team of elders feel the same way about what challenges 
them in the passage? 

g) In what ways can you, as elders, strengthen and encourage one another in
your prayer and spirituality?

ϴ�� �ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ��ŶŐůŝƐŚ�sĞƌƐŝŽŶ�® �ŽƉǇƌŝŐŚƚ�Ξ�ϭϵϵϱ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ��ŝďůĞ�^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘�
All rights reserved.
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4. Guidelines for praying with and
for people

Many elders undertake pastoral visits to church members or adherents, and 
one way of building up the spiritual lives of others, assuring them of our care 
for them, and placing them into God’s hands, is to pray for them and with them. 
Some elders are nervous about this, so here are some practical tips:

a) Always ask permission before praying! You could start with ‘do you mind
if I pray for you?’ and if the person is happy with this you could follow
up with ‘would you like me to pray with you right now?’. It is of course
important to respect the answer you get. Some people are just not
comfortable being prayed with, perhaps because of where they are and
who else is around – eg in hospital.

b) For someone who you know would like a prayer, and whose situation you
know fairly well, you could take either a written prayer or a Bible verse
with you, and then leave it with them once you have shared it together.

c) Don’t be frightened to use a well known prayer such as the Lord’s Prayer,
the 23rd Psalm, the Aaronic blessing (the Lord bless you and keep you…)
or the Grace.

d) Even extempore prayers don’t need to be long and complicated.
Sometimes a simple ”Lord we place all that we have talked about into your
hands. Bless and keep (name) in your love” will do very well.

e) You could ask the person what they would particularly like you to pray for,
and then use their words as far as possible.

f ) Remember to ask permission from them if you are going to share their
prayer request in another place – eg at a church prayer meeting.

5. Developing the whole church’s
life of prayer and worship

There is a vital role for elders to play, not only to see that the ‘pulpit is filled’ on 
a Sunday (ie that a worship leader/preacher is arranged) but also to involve the 
church fellowship in leading worship according to their gifts. Church members 
and adherents can be involved in reading the Bible, or presenting it in a dramatic 
way, in leading prayers, in leading the music through instruments or singing, 
as well as in producing items for multi-sensory worship such as prayer stations, 
visual displays, or items for discussion. Don’t forget to involve children or 
young people too, if you have them in the life of the church. It may well be that 
worship can be offered at different times of the week, not only on a Sunday, and 
in different ways ranging from traditional to café-style and the wide range of 
styles associated with Vision4Life. The elders also have a responsibility to receive 
constructive feedback from the congregation so that the worship offered can 
grow and develop.
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Prompts for thought and action

 • In what ways can your eldership support the spiritual and worshipping
life of the whole fellowship? Is it tempting to leave everything to visiting
speakers and/or the minister?

 • What would help or hinder some of your elders visiting another
worshipping community to get some fresh ideas?

 • Who are the people in your church fellowship who have the gifts to
develop the prayer life of others?

 • Are you enabling the church fellowship to pray for one another in a way
which respects confidentiality?

Further resources

 • Many ideas for ways of praying can be found in Vision4Life.
 • People who seek to develop a deeper interest in prayer may want to

undertake the one-year Gateways into prayer course which is part of Training
for Learning and Serving. Details are available through the United Reformed
Church website.

 • Ideas for creative worship and much more can be found at the website
for alternative ways of being church through Fresh Expressions.
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Area 6: 
Handout 1 
Guidelines on conduct and behaviour for elders

1. Introduction
This paper sets down expectations of elders in relation to Ministers of Word and 
Sacraments and church related community workers (CRCWs) within the United 
Reformed Church. Parallel papers about the expectations of ministers and CRCWs 
are to be read alongside this document.

2. Basis of Union
The foundation for the conduct of ministers is in the Basis of Union, summarised 
in Schedule E paragraph 2, “Ministers must conduct themselves and exercise all 
aspects of their ministries in a manner which is compatible with the unity and 
peace of the United Reformed Church and the affirmation made by ministers at 
ordination and induction (Schedule C) and the Statement concerning the nature, 
faith and order of the United Reformed Church (Schedule D) in accordance with 
which ministers undertake to exercise their ministry.”

The relevant promises in Schedule C are

a) “to live a holy life and to maintain the truth of The Gospel whatever trouble
or persecution may arise”,

b) “to fulfil the duties of your charge faithfully, to lead the church in worship,
to preach the Word and administer the Sacraments, to exercise pastoral care
and oversight, to take your part in the councils of the Church, and to give
leadership to the Church in its mission to the world”, and

c) as a minister of the United Reformed Church “to seek its well-being, purity
and peace, to cherish love towards all other churches and to endeavour always
to build up the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church”.

Elders “share with ministers of the Word and Sacraments in the pastoral 
oversight and leadership of the local churches, taking counsel together in the 
elders’ meeting for the whole church and having severally groups of members 
particularly entrusted to their pastoral care. They are ‘associated with ministers 
in all the councils of the church”. Elders promise at their ordination to “accept  
the office of elder of the United Reformed Church” and promise “to perform its 
duties faithfully”.
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Elders and members receive ministers at their induction or CRCWs at their 
commissioning ‘as from God’ to serve among them and with them in the world. 
They promise to pray for the minister/CRCW, to seek together the will of God and 
“give due honour, consideration and encouragement, building one another up in 
faith, hope and love”.

Members promise, “in dependence on God’s grace, to be faithful in private and 
public worship, to live in the fellowship of the Church and to share in its work”, 
and to give and serve, as God enables them, “for the advancement of his kingdom 
throughout the world”. They also promise “by that same grace, to follow Christ 
and to seek to do and to bear his will” all the days of their life.

3. Standards of Christian behaviour

3a Personal integrity and health

 • To live a Christian life as persons of prayer and integrity.
 • To be committed to growing in faith and discipleship, and developing the

gifts each has been given.
 • To be aware of the need of ministers, elders and members to have

appropriate boundaries that safeguard personal and spiritual health
and welfare, to promote healthy relationships with others and not to do
anything to undermine the spiritual health of another.

 • To recognise the need for ministers, elders and members to have a healthy
lifestyle, and to balance demands on ministers’/CRCWs’ availability and
accessibility with respect for ministers’/CRCWs’ time for family and friends,
personal renewal, rest and spiritual growth.

 • To maintain strict confidentiality of all matters shared in confidence,
except when required by law to do otherwise, eg with regard to the
safety of children, and to respect ministers’ needs to maintain that same
confidentiality.

 • To exercise care and sensitivity when seeking counsel from others and in
discussion about pastoral concerns, in order that the identity of any person
shall not be revealed unless permission has been granted.

 • To refrain from using privilege or power for personal advantage or gain,
whether financial, emotional, sexual or material.

3b Relationships with ministers

 • To work collaboratively with ministers/CRCWs and elders and members in
all aspects of the life of the pastorate.

 • To support ministers/CRCWs, through prayer, encouragement and
partnership, including honouring the terms of settlement with regard to
holidays, financial benefits and continuing training.

 • To regard all persons with equal respect and concern and not to
discriminate against anyone on the basis of gender, race, age, disability or
sexual orientation, including ministers/CRCWs.

 • To honour the ministers/CRCWs currently called to serve, and not to invite
or encourage other ministers to be involved in the life of the church, or to
offer pastoral care without the ministers’/CRCWs’ consent.
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 • To refrain from raising pastoral issues with a previous minister/CRCW.
 • To respect the work of previous ministers/CRCWs and deal honourably

with their records. To welcome retired ministers/CRCWs as members
and worshippers in the pastorate.

3c Relationship with elders, members and others

 • To regard all persons with equal love and concern.
 • To uphold values of faithfulness, trust and respect.
 • To share leadership and pastoral care with others called to these

purposes.
 • To work collaboratively and to safeguard the contribution of the whole

church in decision-making processes.
 • To seek advice from others if in doubt about one’s competence to deal

with any issue or situation.
 • To consider very carefully taking any position of responsibility and to

support the direction of church life initiated through the ministers/
CRCWs, elders and church meetings.

 • Not to enter a sexual relationship with anyone in their care.
 • Not to be alone with a child, children or young people in a place quite

separate from others.

3d Relationship with councils of the Church

 • To recognise that the pastorate is part of the wider United Reformed
Church and that the ministers/CRCWs are committed to play their part
in the wider councils of the Church and in ecumenical relationships.

 • To engage positively with all the councils of the Church.
 • To participate in synod’s consultation and review of the pastorate

as appropriate.


