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Enter Committee Name and title of report (if appropriate)
Executive; Implications of Congregations Dissolving.



	Contact name and email address
	Revd. Lindsey Sanderson
Moderator@urcscotland.org.uk

	Action Required

	Decision

	Draft Resolution(s)

	The National Synod of Scotland agrees that 
1. In situations where a congregation dissolves within a recognised grouping of congregations, the level of stipendiary ministry will be sustained for 12 months following the dissolution and that Synod will financially support the payment of local expenses if required to allow for time to review deployment arrangements for the remaining congregations in the grouping. 
2. The Synod Pastoral Committee undertakes further work on a leaflet’ Remaining Connected to the URC’
3. The Synod Pastoral Committee explores further the designation of a ‘wider fold’ congregation in the Synod. 
4. The Resources Committee undertake further work on how funds may be provided to support congregations meeting local expenses.

	Subject and aim(s)

	Addressing pastoral, financial and deployment issues which arise when congregations dissolve.

	Main Points


	The paper considers implications of dissolution in terms of deployment and financial resourcing; how the Synod may be able to offer support to individuals who have been part of congregations which have decided to dissolve; and to continuing congregations which may have been grouped in some way with dissolved congregation.

	Previous relevant documents
	 


	Consultation has taken place with ….

	The Synod Executive
The Synod Pastoral Committee
The Synod Resources Committee
The Synod Trustees

	Any Financial Impact ?



	There will be implications for Synod budget should the resolutions be passed. 

	External impact (ie Ecumenical)
	This may impact on existing Local Ecumenical Partnerships and more general ecumenical relationships. 



Implications of Congregations Dissolving within the Synod
Introduction
Within the last few months, two of the Synod’s thirty-eight congregations have decided to dissolve as worshipping communities, there is another actively considering its future and a number of our congregations which are in a vulnerable position, meaning that there is a strong likelihood of further dissolutions in the near to medium term future.
The paper, ‘Closure of Church Buildings and Dissolving Congregations’ has been put together to support congregations who are considering whether to bring the life of their worshipping community to a conclusion. The paper which is being brought to Synod looks at the issue from the perspective of Synod, in terms of deployment and financial resourcing, how the Synod may be able to offer support to individuals who have been part of congregations which have decided to dissolve and to continuing congregations which may have been grouped in some way with dissolved congregation. 
Pastoral Support for members of dissolved congregations
One of the biggest sadnesses about the dissolving of a local congregation is that for some people this marks the end of their active involvement in a local congregation. For some there is an unwillingness to become part of another worshipping community, for others there are practical issues about attendance at another place of worship. It is not possible to be an individual member of the United Reformed Church; membership is only through membership of a local congregation. 
As part of any discussion with a local congregation about dissolving the congregation the question of continuing membership should be included. If it is possible for people to transfer their membership to another URC congregation then this is done through a church meeting decision at the receiving church. If a group of people wanted to join a congregation of another denomination, then a Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome could be explored. In offering the welcome the receiving church is acknowledging that within its membership there are people who previously belonged to another tradition and undertakes to acknowledge that on an occasional basis i.e., having a guest worship leader from that tradition, making use of URC resources. The Declaration should ideally be built on strong local ecumenical links and the Synod in conjunction with ecumenical partners can facilitate the writing of the Declaration. 
For those who want to retain membership of the United Reformed Church but are distant from a physical URC congregation there is the possibility of the Synod designating one or more Wider Fold congregations. (GA resolution 25 2018) A wider fold congregation includes members who cannot be part of a physical congregation, usually due to geography. These members are not counted in the wilder fold’s membership figures for the purposes of M&M, etc. It would seem to me that should the Synod designate a Wilder Fold congregation it should be one that includes the possibility of joining worship online on a regular basis and may have other activities online, i.e. church meeting, so that the wider fold member does have an opportunity to participate in the life of their new local church. 
The URC now has an entirely online congregation, Your Church, which although is located within North Western Synod, has members from all over the country and offers all its activities online.
Other ways in which people could remain connected with the Synod and URC would be to ensure they knew about the possibility of receiving Synod e-news, Facebook, Daily Devotions and URC Communications newsletters. 
A leaflet with the digital resources and possibilities could be compiled and given to those who are part of the dissolving congregation. Not everyone has the possibility of getting online and finding ways of offering support to people who are not digitally connected is more challenging in terms of time and people commitment. Depending on the capacity of a wider fold congregation it may be possible for occasional contact via telephone to be a possibility. 
Implications for continuing congregations and Ministers of Word and Sacraments where the dissolved congregation has been part of a grouping of any kind. 
There are two principal areas where continuing congregations, and Ministers of Word and Sacraments, may be impacted by the decision of a congregation to dissolve – deployment and finance.
Some groupings within the Synod follow a joint pastorate model and work on a per centage of ministry model in relation to both deployment (i.e. allocation of a minister’s time and workload) and financial contribution in relation to local expenses.  The cluster model intended that these distinctions would be less rigid and would be more responsive to ministry priorities at any one time and the financial situation of churches. I think it would be fair to say that congregations have found it more difficult to live according to the second model. 
Regardless of which model has been adopted the dissolution of one congregation within the grouping has an impact on both deployment and finance. 
Deployment
Groupings of congregations are usually put together to create what is deemed to be a 100% scoping. When a congregation dissolves it, logically it should follow that the volume of work decreases. The continuing congregations and Synod Pastoral Committee will need to discuss the level of scoping allocated to the grouping. A number of possibilities may emerge.
A) The scoping may be maintained at the level previously agreed due to the nature of ministry in the remaining congregations at that time, with the necessary changes made to the Terms of Settlement.

B) The scoping may be reduced, reflecting the reduction in workload/number of congregations. If this option is decided upon then there will need to be conversation with any stipendiary minister about their terms of service including whether they are interested and financially able to work with a reduced stipend?

C) The grouping  may be reconfigured in such a way that a new 100% grouping can be formed Paper H3 GA2024 The Process for Reconfiguring Pastorates and Scopings offers guidance on how this might be approached and achieved.  There are a number of challenges about the practicality of reconfiguration which include geography, the culture of congregation’s (including theological perspective), availability of other congregations to include within the reconfiguration given that many congregations are already in some sort of grouping.

D) The Synod deploys the now ‘spare’ part of the scoping as a Synod Directed element of ministry which might involve ministry with a particular congregation, or group of congregations which could be for a particular purpose, or period of time, and where is not felt appropriate to use the reconfiguration process (see C above) or it might involve a Synod wide remit using a minister’s particular gifts and skills. 

FINANCE
There are financial implications concerning the dissolution of congregations. 
Mission and Ministry Fund
The presently agreed approach of Synod’s voluntarily agreeing to commit themselves to their 2023 level of contribution through until 2030 is harder to maintain if the number of contributing congregations declines. To continue to meet the requested target of £550,000 per annum remaining congregations will need to increase their giving to meet the target. It is requested that the M&M Fund is the first call on a congregation’s finances, but that too is harder to maintain particularly for congregations that have buildings to maintain and local ministry expenses to meet. 
The Synod trustees have agreed to redesignate some of the Synod’s funds to make these available to meet the shortfall in M&M contributions if required. 
Local Expenses
The payment of local expenses to ministers by their grouping of congregations is another area of impact. Regardless of whether the ministry need warrants a 100% scoping, there are congregations who could not take on the increased portion of local expenses in relation to council tax, manse expenses/housing allowance, fixed car allowance which remain the same regardless of how many churches are in the grouping. The only potential reduction in expenses would be in mileage and out of pocket expenses which would most likely not be sufficient to counterbalance the increases incurred. 
In the same way that the Trustees have agreed to make funds available to make up the shortfall in M&M contributions the Resources Committee and Trustees could agree to support local congregations in meeting local expenses, particularly where there has been a dissolution of a congregation in their grouping.
Synod directed ministry.
If the Synod directed suggestion is followed up as in D) above then the Synod would become responsible for the portion of M&M contribution, local and out of pocket expenses allocated to the Synod directed element of the ministry. 
How might these extra costs be funded?
There are two potential sources of income to meet these costs which come from the dissolving congregations themselves. 
The church meeting of the dissolving congregation can determine what happens to its cash assets as long as these are dispersed according to the charitable purposes of the United Reformed Church. The bulk of any financial assets should therefore be passed to local congregations, the Synod, or the denomination. Church Meetings could be encouraged to make financial donations to congregations in their grouping which would give the continuing congregations some additional financial support. Any monies given to the Synod or left to the Synod (as the default option if the church meeting gives no direction on where monies are to go) could be passed onto the remaining local churches to enable them to meet the costs of ministry moving forward. 
If there is a building to be sold when the congregation dissolves, then according to the URC Act of Parliament the proceeds of sale come to the Synod. A portion of this money too could be directed towards the continuing congregations in the former grouping to help them meet the costs of ministry. 
Looking to the future
 As indicated at the outset of this paper it is likely that over the coming years more of our congregations will take the difficult decision to bring their life as a worshipping community to a conclusion which will result in the situation discussed in this paper with regard to deployment and financing ministry within the Synod. 
Care for churches and supporting them in mission and witness is one of the functions of Synod, which I believe includes being able to offer financial support as appropriate. One of the ways this could be achieved would be to have a commitment to local churches that Synod will be prepared to contribute towards the payment of local expenses as and when this becomes a significant financial burden to congregations and this commitment could be provided for by a designation of funds for this purpose which comes from the proceeds of sale of redundant church buildings or the assets of dissolved congregations. 
The Synod already supports Priesthill URC in this way as the Synod pays all the local expenses for the CRCW post with Priesthill contributing to the local costs of stipendiary ministry in the Southside cluster.
I think it is important to be actively intentional within the Synod about the financial resources that the Synod holds, and to agree and publicise how these might be used, both to support local churches and also to satisfy OSCR that we are actively using funds in accordance with our charitable purposes and not just accumulating reserves. 

Lindsey Sanderson
31.07.25
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