
   

 

Plymouth Congregational Church 
Questions and Answers from the Governance and Bylaws Committee 

February 23, 2021 
 

  
 
Q1: Why are the Bylaws being revised? 
 
A: Much has changed since Plymouth’s Bylaws were adopted on May 13, 1997.  Today’s fast-paced, changing 
world necessitates that organizations be agile, with an ability to readily adapt to changing conditions.  (Amendments 
revised that document in 2001, 2002, 2004, 2007, 2013, and 2020.) 

The Governance and Bylaws Committee (the Committee) was formed to review and update the existing 
Bylaws and governance structure at the request of former Moderator Mark Rosenbury (2018-2019) and was 
approved by Plymouth’s Church Council on May 28, 2019.  
  
Q2: What was the scope of work and who authorized it? 
 
A: On August 27, 2019, the Committee presented its scope of work, which the Plymouth Church Council 
approved, with the following objectives:    
 1.   Preserve what works and improve what doesn’t  

2. Determine how decisions are made, who makes them, and strengthen transparency 
3. Review how information is made available to all members 
4. Add clarity to confusing procedures and practices   
5. Provide for digital recordkeeping and increase efficiencies with technology 
6. Recognize the need to be agile in today’s fast-changing environment 

 
Q3: What resources were utilized to gather information? 
 
A: Plymouth’s ministers, staff, board leadership, board members, and former Moderators were asked to assess 
the current Bylaws as they related to their responsibilities. The Committee also studied governance best practices 
and church structures from Dan Hotchkiss, Alban Institute consultant and church governance expert.  The 
Committee read Susan Beaumont’s book Inside the Large Congregation, along with the Church Council during 
former Moderator Sally Pederson’s term (2019-2020).  Bylaws from other congregations of similar size to our 2,500 
membership were also reviewed.  
 
Q4: How is Plymouth governed now? 
 
A: The ultimate authority is with Plymouth members and remains unchanged. 

Church Council serves as the main governing body, meets monthly, is chaired by the Moderator and has 
twenty-one (21) voting members.  There are nine (9) boards, and each board has two (2) votes: the chairperson and 
vice chairperson of Benevolences, Christian Education for Youth and Families, Deacons, Membership, Christian 
Social Action, Music and Fine Arts, Spiritual Growth and Adult Education, Stewardship, and Trustees for a total of 
eighteen (18) votes.  The other three (3) voting members are the President of Plymouth Women’s Fellowship, the 
member-at-large, and the Moderator-Elect for a total of twenty-one (21) votes. 
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Q5: How many Plymouth members are needed for the current governance structure?  
 
A: The current governance structure requires an enormous number of members to serve on boards and 
committees, some with overlapping responsibilities. 

The nine (9) boards have separate rosters for an approximate total of one hundred twenty-five (125) 
positions, filled by election at the congregation’s annual meeting.  There are approximately thirty (30) additional 
committees as part of those nine (9) boards, each with an additional three or more (3+) members.  

Plymouth Women’s Fellowship has a board and various committees.   
Members are selected to serve on standing committees of Personnel and Audit.  
There are another thirty (30) to forty (40) members selected to serve on committees not currently linked to 

Church Council boards and includes the Transition into Ministry (TiM), the Stephen Ministers, the Youth 
Executive Council, and the independent Plymouth Foundation Board and its committees. 

 
Q6: What changes are you proposing to Church Council? 
 
A:  The Committee proposes a streamlined structure, with transparency in the flow of information between 
leaders and members about the process of how decisions are made and by whom.   

The Committee also recommends that every Plymouth committee or group be linked to one of the nine (9) 
boards. 

This revised structure will allow Plymouth members to carry out the mission, guiding principles, motto and 
strategic goal of Practicing Radical Love Everywhere and Always.   

The Church Council, with a focus on the ministries of Plymouth Church, will meet quarterly, be reduced 
to thirteen (13) voting members, and be chaired by the Moderator.  Technology will allow the timely flow of 
information to the congregation about decisions and the process used to make decisions at meetings of the Church 
Council, its boards and committees.    

An Executive Committee will meet monthly to handle administrative and operational matters.  It will be 
chaired by the Moderator and include six (6) voting members.  The Executive Committee will keep the Council and 
the congregation informed about its decisions and the process used to make them through agendas and meeting 
minutes. 

Both the Church Council and its Executive Committee will report to the membership, and the ultimate 
authority remains with the members of Plymouth. 
 
Q7: Can you explain more about the proposed new structure for Church Council? 
 
A: The Committee’s recommendations support the four pillars and practices of the 2020-2025 Strategic Plan 
by proposing operational excellence as the foundation while engaging members in the ministries of meaning & 
purpose; hospitality & belonging; and justice & kindness. 

The proposed Church Council will be chaired by the Moderator and thirteen (13) voting members will 
include the chairpersons of the 9 boards (Benevolences, Christian Education for Youth and Families, Deacons, 
Membership, Christian Social Action, Music and Fine Arts, Spiritual Growth and Adult Education, Stewardship, 
and Trustees),  the President of Plymouth Women’s Fellowship, the member-at-large, the Moderator-Elect, and the 
Senior Pastor.    
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The quarterly meetings will be open to all church members who wish to attend, except in the rare cases 
when the Council must discuss confidential matters, such as personnel. Information about Council members, their 
terms of office, contact information, the agenda, and how to attend the meetings will be readily accessible, and the 
meeting minutes will be promptly available. 
 
Q8: Can you explain more about the Executive Committee? 
 
A: The Executive Committee of six (6) voting members will meet monthly to oversee decisions on operations, 
including property, personnel, finances and time-sensitive matters.  It will be chaired by the Moderator and include 
the Immediate-Past Moderator, Senior Pastor, the Senior Deacon (because of that board’s responsibilities in 
worship), chairperson of the Board of Trustees (because of that board’s responsibilities for church finances and 
budget) and chairperson of the Board of Membership (because of that board’s responsibilities in the recruitment 
and retention of members).  The Director of Operations and Finance will staff the committee, and the Moderator-
Elect will be a non-voting member.  

The Executive Committee will oversee the nomination process to select the Moderator-Elect, a change from 
the current process which has been managed historically by the Senior Pastor, Moderator and Moderator-Elect.   

Monthly agendas and minutes will be readily accessible and available to all members. 
 
Q9: What about the large number of boards and committees?  Are there too many?   
 
A: As church membership grew, a natural expansion in the number of boards and committees occurred with a 
need for more members to serve in those positions.  In recent years, member participation has dwindled, and rosters 
have become more challenging to fill due to personal and professional commitments of members outside of church.   

During the Committee’s review of best practices used in other church governance structures, the 
importance of a specific review to determine the appropriate number of church boards and committees at Plymouth 
emerged as a critical, important next step.  Therefore, the Committee recommends the Church Council and its 
Executive Committee establish this review process to determine how many boards, committees, composition, terms, 
and responsibilities are best for Plymouth to thrive in the future. 
 
Q10: Why are the proposed Bylaws so detailed?   
 
A: The Committee recommends the creation of a new manual, The Governance Policy and Procedures 
Manual, to be maintained as a companion document to the Bylaws.  This manual will be easier to modify during 
changing times, and certain details in the revised Bylaws can be moved to the new manual when it is written.   
 
Q11: What is the new Advisory Committee? 
 
A: The Committee proposes Plymouth formalize the historical advisory role of the five (5) immediate, and 
available past Moderators.  This group, when asked to do so by the Senior Pastor, Moderator, or Executive 
Committee, can provide historical perspective, counsel, and advice.  Decision-making authority remains with the 
Executive Committee, Church Council and church membership. 
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Q12: Did the Committee change other standing committees? 
 
A: The Committee updated the duties and name of the Personnel Committee to the Human Resources 
Committee.  The Audit Committee’s responsibilities were also updated, in response to input by the Board of 
Trustees.  The Committee eliminated the position of Treasurer after hearing from the current and past Treasurers 
recommending this role was unnecessary given the other strict accounting and control procedures in place.    
 
Q13: Why delete the amendment added May 14, 2013, about the Senior Minister search process? 
 
A: That amendment (see following) was added to address a specific search process, so the Committee proposes 

that amendment be deleted.   
  (ARTICLE VII, Section 1 Senior Minister): 

d. Search Process. In the event that any ministers employed on the Program Staff wish to apply for the position of Senior 
Minister, they will be considered as Internal Candidates, and the search process shall consider any Internal Candidates 
prior to consideration of External Candidates. 
e. Approval of an Internal Candidate 
 

Q14: What about the change in title from Minister to Pastor? 
 
A: The Committee recommends this change at the request of Plymouth’s pastoral staff who recognize all 
believers as ministers while some are ordained to a pastoral ministry.  Going forward, the Committee recommends 
that our pastoral staff be referred to as Pastors.   
 
Q15: What other changes are being proposed for future Senior Pastor searches?   
 
A: The Committee recommends a smaller, more agile Senior Pastor search committee, consisting of seven (7) 
Plymouth Church members, from nominations proposed by the Church Council, and members of the congregation 
through self-nomination or from nominations by others.  The Executive Committee will select the members, and 
the Moderator will serve as the non-voting chair.    

 
Q16: Have the responsibilities of the Senior Pastor changed? 
 
A: The Committee clarified the duties and responsibilities of Plymouth’s Senior Pastor.  

As Plymouth’s spiritual leader, the Senior Pastor enlists others to become Plymouth members and followers 
of Jesus Christ.   

The Senior Pastor is in charge of Plymouth’s worship and special services and provides for the spiritual 
welfare and growth of Plymouth and those whom it serves.  All decisions made by the Senior Pastor will further 
Plymouth’s mission, guiding principles, church motto, and the goals of the strategic plan.   

The Senior Pastor is the senior church executive, in charge of administering and managing Plymouth’s 
activities, financial stewardship, property and personnel, in consultation with the Executive Committee of the 
Church Council. The Senior Pastor can hire and terminate employees, in accordance with established personnel 
procedures; and when appropriate, in consultation with the Executive Committee and/or the Human Resources 
Committee. 
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Q17: Who is in charge of the membership rolls and Plymouth’s Book of Life? 
 
A: Recruiting, retaining, and engaging members has been a top priority for Plymouth Church, challenging 
during the pandemic, and even more important going forward.  Current practices and certain procedures about 
responsibilities are unclear, and recordkeeping is outdated, contributing to some confusion around responsibilities.     

The Committee proposes clear lines of responsibility with the Senior Pastor in charge of the overall process 
while working closely with the Board of Membership, Church Council and the Executive Committee.  

 Plymouth does not have or maintain a formal Book of Life document that records important dates for 
members around birth, baptisms, marriage, death and other significant life events.  Going forward, the Committee 
recommends this be the responsibility of the Senior Pastor, who will ensure that accurate records are kept and 
maintained. 
 
Q18: What about the search process for Interim Pastors? 
 
A: The current Bylaws make no mention of a process for selecting any pastors on an interim basis, so the 
Committee proposes new language that recognizes such a need and recommends the search process for their 
selection.  Regarding the search committee for an Interim Senior Pastor, the Committee recommends the three 
immediate, available past Moderators serve on the search committee with additional members as determined by the 
Executive Committee.  
 
Q19: What other changes are being recommended? 
 
A: The Committee recommends the following: 

1. Moderator:  Expand the current two-year term to include a third year as Immediate-Past-Moderator.  
This utilizes the institutional knowledge gained in the first two years of service as Moderator-Elect and 
Moderator and puts the Immediate-Past-Moderator as a voting member on the Executive Committee. 

2. Board of Deacons:  The Board of Deacons is the church’s largest board, requiring thirty (30) members, 
each serving a term of three years, and recruitment has been difficult the past several years.  An 
exception is being proposed to the current rule of one person per household per board or elected 
position.  The revised language states “a person can serve on only one Church Council Board or as the member-
at-large at a time.  Any time a person’s spouse or domestic partner is Moderator, Moderator-Elect, Immediate-Past-
Moderator, or a member of any board or member-at-large, or Plymouth employee, except the Board of Deacons, that 
person is not eligible to be Moderator, Moderator-Elect, and Immediate-Past-Moderator.”  

3. Board of Trustees: Change the current term of four (4) years to three (3) years, consistent with terms on 
other boards. 

4. The Board of Christian Education will be known as the Board of Christian Education for Youth and 
Families; the Board of Spiritual Growth will be known as the Board of Spiritual Growth and Adult 
Education. 

 
Q20: What does the Committee recommend about the timing for future reviews of the Bylaws?  
 
A: The Committee recommends the Executive Committee be responsible for setting a timely date for the next 
review.  
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Q21: What’s the next step? 
 
A:  A series of informational Zoom meetings for the congregation to meet with the Committee will be held: 

1:30 pm, Sunday, March 7, 2021 
9:30 am, Monday, March 15, 2021 
7:00 pm, Thursday, March 18, 2021  

Written comments are requested.  Church members are asked to prayerfully review the proposed changes 
and submit their comments to the Committee at PlymouthBylaws@gmail.com, no later than March 21, 2021.   
 
Q22: When does the congregation approve the document? 
 
A: The Committee will review comments received from the congregation and present the final proposed 
Bylaws to the Church Council at their April 2021 meeting.  If approved, they will be submitted to the congregation 
for approval at the 2021 annual meeting in May.   
  
Q23: Who’s the Committee and why did it take so long to make these recommendations? 
 
A: Committee members proposing the final revisions include:  Rocky Morton, Artis Reis, and Mary Riche.  
When the work began during the summer of 2019, Eliza Ovrom and Jay Eaton were also members, until personal 
time commitments limited their availability; both made valuable contributions that are reflected in the final 
document.  Former Moderator Sally Pederson (2019-2020), Moderator David Johnson (2020-2021) and Moderator-
Elect Jodi Gruening (2021-2022) were present at most committee meetings.  Pastor Sarai Rice joined the working 
committee upon being named Interim Senior Pastor (August 2020). 

The Committee conducted a comprehensive, thorough review of best practices and engaged in lengthy 
discussions about structure, process, and procedures.  During those deliberations, the proposed revisions and final 
document took shape in the new format. 
 The Holy Spirit was present throughout the two-year process, and the Committee experienced many sacred 
moments while practicing the Plymouth motto. 

We agree to differ.   
We resolve to love.  
We unite to serve Plymouth Church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
Rocky  Morton, Artis Reis and Mary Riche 

(This is a fluid document; new questions helpful in clarifying the process will be noted, added and dated.) 


