
Ordination and Oversight of Specialized Ministers
Great Lakes City Classis

This document provides guidance for determining the qualifications for ordination of ministers of Word and sacrament when they are beginning ministry as a specialized minister, and provision for oversight of specialized ministers on an individual basis by the Classis. A copy of this document will be provided to each applicant for ordination based on an invitation to a specialized ministry and to every specialized minister who is a member of the Classis.
Specialized Minister

“The office of the minister in a specialized ministry is to serve as pastor and teacher of the people among whom the minister works, to build up and equip those people, and to serve with the whole church in its ministry in the world. The specialized minister proclaims the Word of God in word and deed and administers the sacraments when appropriate under the authority of the classis. The minister so serves and lives among the people that together they become wholly devoted to the Lord Jesus Christ in the service of the church for the world.” (BCO, 1.I.1.5)
While the classis may name a variety of roles as specialized ministry, the specialized minister is generally any minister who is serving in a classis approved ministry who is not serving as a pastor in a local RCA church under call or contract. The one exception to this general rule is the specialized interim minister since that person may serve a variety of churches within and outside of the classis on a temporary basis. Those who serve non-RCA churches with the approval of the classis are always considered to be specialized ministers. 
Relationship of Specialized Ministers within Classis

The Book of Church Order (BCO) does not draw a distinction between the ordination of ministers with a call to serve a local church and those who desire to work as specialized ministers. All ministers of Word and sacrament are called to love Christ, serve the church, and provide a faithful witness to the gospel. A specialized minister is no more or no less of a minister of Word and sacrament than one installed into parish ministry.   
Qualifications for Ordination

The Qualifications for Ordained Ministry listed in the BCO, Chapter 1, Part II, Article 10, Section 4, are the foundation on which the Great Lakes City Classis will evaluate any request for ordination on the basis of an invitation to serve in a specialized ministry. This ministry must be:
1) A ministry which requires a theological education for its performance.

2) Performed under the jurisdiction or with the approval of a Classis of the Reformed Church in America.

3) Intended to witness to the Word in the world or to nurture and train Christians for their ministry in the world.

Approval of Specialized Ministries

A ministry must function under the jurisdiction of or be approved by the classis before it is recognized as specialized ministry. In order to receive classis approval for a specialized ministry, the minister shall be responsible for presenting to the classis evidence that the ministry requires a theological education for its performance or some other reasons why this particular employment should qualify as a specialized ministry. Although ministry is shared by all Christians, the particular ministries of those who hold office must serve in some unique way, since the office of minister of Word and sacrament is essentially functional in nature, and the term “office’’ is everywhere viewed in terms of service  (BCO Preamble). The following are recognized as common forms of specialized ministry by the Reformed Church in America and are generally accepted by the Great Lakes City Classis: Transition minister, pastor in a non-RCA church, Bible teacher or professor, missionary, church re-developer, chaplain, and president, executive secretary, or director of a Christian organization that employs a minister in this role. (BCO, 1.I.1.6) Note that these examples are meant to be illustrative, not exhaustive. The Classis may approve requests for ordination to other ministries as guided by this document. The role of professional counselor requires additional discernment, since many function in this role without the need for ordination. In order for counseling to be accepted as a specialized ministry, ministers must demonstrate that they meet the requirements for professional counselors as defined by the State of Michigan and that ordination is required by their employer or a professional organization to which they belong or that their counseling is uniquely Christian in orientation. 
Classis Oversight

Specialized ministers in Great Lakes City Classis will be assigned to one of two membership categories: Active or Associate. It is expected they will generally self-select their category, but the ultimate decision should rest with the classis. Classis rules should allow a specialized minister to change their membership category at any time, with classis approval, while allowing the classis to unilaterally make such a change, for any specialized minister, at its discretion. The status of all specialized ministers should be reviewed annually by the classis, including a written report from every specialized minister comparing their life and work with the classis requirements for Active or Associate Specialized Ministers. The classis may commission ministers specialized ministers, if deemed appropriate. (BCO, 1.II.12.4) 

Classis Expectations
Specialized ministers shall:

1. Faithfully abide by and live into the standards described in the Declaration for Ministers of Word and Sacrament. (Formulary 3, BCO)
2. Be enrolled as an active member or associate member of classis:
a) Active Specialized Minister members are:
1. Deemed full classis members, with the same privileges , responsibilities and services as any other ordained minister
2. Active -members in an RCA congregation in Great Lakes City Classis or serving as a pastor of a non-RCA congregation in the Grand Rapids area. (BCO, 1.II.12.6) 
3. Regular participants (with voting privileges) in Great Lakes City Classis meetings, with excused absences required for missed meetings
4. Committed to providing their “fair share” of ministry in and through the classis, via classis committees or other tasks and responsibilities.
5. Given the same level of pastoral care by the classis, as any other ordained -minister. (BCO, 1.II.12.3) 
6. Held to the same level of mutual accountability for their life, work, and witness as any other ordained -minister of the classis.
7. Eligible for nomination or appointment by the classis as a representative to committees and assemblies of higher judicatories in the RCA, according to classis by-laws regarding the nomination and appointment of specialized ministers to such roles.
The Active Member category allows and validates meaningful participation for those who want and/or need to be so involved. It provides the classis with true additional strength, beyond names on a list. Those specialized ministers who chose this category will then be willing, positive participants in classis and those whom the classis knows they can rightly count on for help and hold accountable for their work.

b) Associate Specialized Minister members are:

1. Allowed the privilege of ordination in the RCA, in accordance with the requirements for ordination as a specialized minister within Great Lakes City Classis. 

2. Active participants in some Christian congregation 

3. Excused from the requirement to participate in classis meetings. They may voluntarily attend any classis meeting, with automatic privilege of the floor, but will have no vote. 

4. Not expected to serve on classis committees or assume other classis responsibilities, though they may do so by mutual agreement regarding specific roles or tasks. 

5. Not eligible recipients of the classis’ pastoral care system for ordained clergy members

6. Accountable to the classis only with respect to their ordination credentials, according to the ordination requirements for specialized ministers in Great Lakes City Classis.

7. Not eligible for nomination or appointment as a classis representative to any committee or assemblies of higher judicatories in the RCA.      

The Associate member category recognizes the legitimate need for an ordination credential by some who do not have the ability and/or need to meaningfully participate in the classis. It provides the classis with a clear view of its responsibilities and liabilities regarding clergy members.  Those specialized ministers who choose this category will accept these mutual limitations as a realistic expression of their actual relationship to classis, and the classis will know what its (limited) responsibilities are to these RCA -ministers.

3. Maintain faithful, active membership in a member church of classis or a church within the community where they live/work.

4. Submit to regular accountability/supervision for their work through the structure within the organization of which the ministry is associated or a classis-approved arrangement. This arrangement for supervision will be reported annually to the Classis. 
a) The classis may, on a very limited basis, approve an accountability/supervision arrangement when no other viable means of supervision is available. 
b) Classis-based accountability/supervision shall be provided through the Office of the Classis Leader and the Classis Leader shall include in his/her semi-annual report to the classis the results of his/her contact with specialized ministers.

5. All specialized ministers shall submit an annual report to classis using the Specialized Ministry Report Form. They shall report any change in employment to the classis in a timely way as far as this change affects the type and extent of ministry in which they are engaged. 
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