
Time for more prayer, less talk
Bringing God into church decision making

S ix months had passed since our elders transitioned 
to more prayerful session meetings. I was checking 
in with Vic, one of our crustier members who had 

resisted the change. “So, how are you dealing with the 
new meeting style?” I asked.

“I don’t like it. I don’t like this ‘listening for God stuff,” 
he said. I asked if he wanted to revert to the old way. He 
replied “no,” but admitted that it was just “really hard to 
ask what God wants.”

Vic captured the dilemma of most sessions or commit-
tees that adapt a more prayerful meeting process. As 
Presbyterians, we’ve conformed so thoroughly to decision 
making by motions, debates and votes of “All in favor say 
‘yes’ ”  that it feels like we’re violating the natural order 
by intentionally listening for what God wants, and then 
voting, “All who sense this may be God’s will, say ‘yes.’ ” 

I ! rst became aware of how necessary intentional 
group discernment was as an associate pastor. While 
sitting in a session meeting, a vivid image popped into 
my head as I realized what we were really saying to God 
was: “Glad you’re here, God. Please sit while we read to 
you this psalm and then pray. Afterward, if you don’t 
mind, feel free to wander around our lovely sanctuary 
until we call you back to bless what we’ve decided.”

How could we get better at including God? I had 
already been re" ecting on how to create a more prayer-
ful, discerning way of meeting while working on my 
doctorate in formative spirituality. So, shortly after 
becoming pastor of Calvin Presbyterian Church in 
Zelienople, Pennsylvania — where I served from 1996 
to 2017 — I led a task force to intentionally invite God 
back into our meetings. The seemingly “radical” changes 
made were transformative. They included: 

Extended prayer and study time — For Calvin 
Presbyterian, this meant 45 minutes spent praying and 
studying at the start of the meeting. 

Discarding busy work — The reading of reports 
and other busy work that fatigued people during 
meetings was done away with, giving elders time for 
prayer, which led to renewed energy.

Silent prayer before voting — Silent prayer prior 
to voting was encouraged to allow elders to let go of their 
own thoughts and make room for God’s ways. 

A search for unity — When voting, we sought unity. 
When there was disagreement, we postponed for more 
prayer, believing God may be leading us to other options.

We also began prioritizing spiritual qualities over 
skill sets when seeking new leaders. Over time, this 
helped prayerful discernment become the ethos for the 
whole church. 

There are always arguments against creating prayer-
ful meetings, with the most popular one being that it 
makes meetings longer. That’s not the case because we 
let go of time-consuming requirements such as reading 
reports and minutes. We expected elders to read these 
ahead of time. Also, this more prayerful, discerning 
style tended to push elders to a higher standard, so they 
argued less, collaborated more and made decisions more 
quickly. 

We never truly know what God wants, but my expe-
rience is that churches that intentionally invite God 
into their meetings end up with a subtle but profound 
spiritual revival.
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PUT INTO PRACTICE
»  Open meetings with an extended time of prayer and 

study. 

» Don’t underestimate the power of silent prayer before 
votes or during a di!  cult discussion. 

» Review meeting agendas and omit practices that are 
time-consuming. 

» Seek spirituality over functionality in leaders. For 
example, a prayer warrior on a building committee 
might be more useful than a member whose profes-
sion is a building contractor. You just never know. 


