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Introduction: The Heart of Spiritual Leadership in the
ELCA

In the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), the rhythm of church governance is
sustained by more than parliamentary procedure and strategic planning. At the core of every
fruitful meeting lies a practice that grounds leaders in their shared identity as baptized children of
God: Elca Church Council Devotions. These moments of prayer, Scripture reading, and
reflection are not merely an opening formality. They serve as a spiritual compass, orienting the
council's work toward God's mission. For pastors, council presidents, and lay leaders seeking to
infuse their gatherings with purpose, understanding the structure and depth of these devotions is
essential. This article explores the significance, best practices, and practical components of
crafting meaningful devotions for the church council.

Understanding the Role of the ELCA Church Council

Before diving into the devotions themselves, it is helpful to understand the body for which they are
intended. The church council in an ELCA congregation is the board of directors for the local
ministry. Elected by the congregation, the council carries responsibilities that include financial
oversight, property management, personnel matters, and missional planning. However, its most
critical function is spiritual leadership. Council members are not simply administrators; they are
stewards of the congregation's vision and health.

Given the weight of these duties, the council must operate with unity, wisdom, and grace. This is
where Elca Church Council Devotions become indispensable. They create a sacred space where
leaders can set aside agendas and remind themselves that the church belongs to Christ. When
devotions are woven into the fabric of council meetings, they transform routine business into an
act of worship.

Why Devotions Matter More Than a Prayer

Many organizations begin meetings with a quick prayer, but in the context of the ELCA, devotions
carry a deeper liturgical and theological significance. A well-prepared devotion for the church
council does three things: it grounds the group in Scripture, it invites the Holy Spirit's guidance,
and it fosters a spirit of collaboration rather than competition. Unlike a generic opening prayer, a
tailored devotion speaks directly to the challenges and opportunities facing the council at that
particular moment.

When council members participate in devotions together, they reaffirm their covenant relationship
with one another and with God. This practice helps prevent meetings from devolving into mere
debates about budgets or building repairs. Instead, it elevates every discussion to a spiritual
conversation about faithful stewardship.

Key Elements of Effective ELCA Church Council Devotions

Crafting a devotion that resonates with a diverse group of leaders requires attention to several key
elements. While simplicity is often best, intentionality is paramount. Below are the components
that make Elca Church Council Devotions both meaningful and memorable.

Scripture Selection That Speaks to Leadership

The Bible is rich with passages that speak directly to the work of church leadership. When
selecting a text for council devotions, consider passages that address themes of wisdom, unity,
service, and perseverance. For example, the Book of Acts offers numerous accounts of the early
church making decisions together under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Passages like Acts 6:1-7,
where the apostles delegate responsibilities, can spark reflection on shared ministry. Similarly,
Paul's letters to the Corinthians or Philippians provide ample material on humility, partnership, and
the mind of Christ.

Avoid choosing obscure or overly complex texts that require extensive explanation. The goal is to
illuminate the council's work, not to deliver a seminary lecture. A short, accessible passage
followed by a brief reflection allows the devotion to remain focused and impactful.

Connecting the Devotion to Council Business

One of the most powerful aspects of Elca Church Council Devotions is the ability to connect
Scripture directly to the agenda at hand. For instance, if the council is facing a difficult financial
decision, a devotion centered on the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-30) can frame the
discussion around faithful stewardship. If the council is navigating conflict, a reading from Matthew
18 about reconciliation can set a tone of grace and accountability.

This connection does not need to be forced. A simple transition from the devotion to the agenda,
such as "As we consider our budget tonight, let us hold this parable in our hearts," can weave the
spiritual and practical threads together seamlessly.

Including Prayer and Intercession

Prayer is the cornerstone of any devotion. For the church council, prayers should include specific
intercessions for the congregation, the wider church, and the council's own work. It can be
powerful to invite council members to share their own prayer requests, fostering vulnerability and
trust. A closing prayer that names the decisions before the council invites God's presence into the
entire meeting, not just the opening moments.

Consider using a format that includes both spoken prayer and silent reflection. This allows for a
balance between corporate expression and personal listening. The Lord's Prayer, recited together,
can also serve as a unifying conclusion to the devotion time.

Structuring a Council Devotion for Maximum Impact

While there is no single correct format, a clear structure helps participants engage fully. A typical
devotion for the ELCA church council might follow this outline:

e Gathering: A brief call to attention, perhaps with a simple phrase like "Let us center
ourselves in God's presence."

e Scripture Reading: A short passage read aloud, preferably by a council member other than
the leader.

» Reflection: A brief commentary or meditation on the passage, tying it to the council's
identity and work.

« Silent Reflection: 30 to 60 seconds of silence for personal application.
e Prayer: A pastoral prayer or a series of petitions, concluding with the Lord's Prayer.
e Transition: A simple statement moving the group into the meeting agenda.

This structure keeps the devotion concise — ideally no more than ten minutes — while still
providing depth. When council members know what to expect, they can participate more fully.
Rotating the leadership of devotions among council members also encourages shared ownership
and diverse perspectives.

Seasonal and Liturgical Awareness

One of the great strengths of the ELCA tradition is its attention to the liturgical calendar.
Incorporating the seasons of the church year into Elca Church Council Devotions adds richness
and variety. During Advent, devotions can focus on waiting and hope. In Lent, themes of
repentance and renewal are fitting. The Easter season calls for joy and resurrection living, while
Ordinary Time offers opportunities to reflect on daily discipleship.

Being mindful of the season helps council members connect their leadership to the broader story
of God's salvation. It also provides a natural library of themes, making it easier to select Scriptures
and reflections that are timely and relevant.

Themes and Scriptures for ELCA Church Council Devotions

Having a repertoire of themes ready can be a great help for those tasked with leading devotions.
Below are several themes, along with suggested Scripture passages, that are particularly well-
suited for church council gatherings.

Unity and Collaboration

The church council is a team, and maintaining unity is essential for effective ministry. Scriptures
such as Ephesians 4:1-6, Philippians 2:1-11, and 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 remind members that they
are part of one body. A devotion on unity can help ease tensions and reinforce the council's shared
commitment to Christ's mission.

Wisdom and Discernment

Council members are regularly called to make decisions with far-reaching implications. Passages
like James 1:5, Proverbs 3:5-6, and 1 Kings 3:5-12 (Solomon's request for wisdom) invite the
council to seek divine guidance. A devotion focused on discernment can create space for the group
to listen for the Holy Spirit's leading before diving into debate.

Servant Leadership

Jesus' model of servant leadership is the standard for all church leaders. Mark 10:42-45, John
13:1-17, and Philippians 2:5-11 offer powerful reflections on what it means to lead by serving.
These passages can be especially meaningful when the council is dealing with issues of power,
authority, or pastoral care.

Stewardship and Generosity

Financial decisions are often among the most challenging for church councils. Scriptures on
stewardship, such as 2 Corinthians 9:6-15, Malachi 3:10, and Matthew 6:19-21, reframe budgeting
as an act of faith. A devotion on generosity can inspire the council to approach financial
discussions with hope rather than anxiety.

Practical Tips for Leading Council Devotions

Leading Elca Church Council Devotions is a privilege, but it can also feel intimidating, especially
for those who are new to the role. Here are some practical tips to help leaders prepare with
confidence.

1. Prepare in advance. Do not wait until five minutes before the meeting to choose a
reading. Spend time prayerfully considering the needs of the council and the agenda.
Preparation allows the devotion to be more thoughtful and relevant.

2. Keep it simple. A devotion does not need to be elaborate. A single Scripture, a short
reflection, and a prayer are sufficient. Trying to cover too much can make the devotion feel
rushed or disconnected.

3. Use your own voice. Speak from the heart rather than reading a scripted reflection
verbatim. Authenticity resonates more than polish. If you are nervous, practice the devotion
aloud beforehand.

4. Invite participation. Ask another council member to read the Scripture, or invite the group
to share a word of response. Participation helps everyone stay engaged and reinforces the
sense of community.

5. Be sensitive to time. Council meetings have full agendas, and lengthy devotions can
create frustration. Aim for a devotion that lasts between five and ten minutes. Respecting
time shows that you value the council's work.

6. Follow up. If a devotion touches on a theme that relates to later agenda items, refer back
to it during the discussion. This reinforces the connection between spiritual reflection and
practical decision-making.

Sample Devotion: A Brief Model for Council Use

Here is a simple devotion that illustrates the principles discussed above. It is designed to be led by
any council member and requires no special preparation beyond reading the Scripture.

Theme: Trusting God in Decision-Making

Scripture: Proverbs 3:5-6 — "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own
insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths."

Reflection: As we gather tonight, we bring with us the weight of decisions that affect this
congregation. We have budgets to approve, policies to consider, and plans to make. Yet before we
turn to any of those items, we are invited to turn our hearts to the One who guides all wisdom. This
proverb is not a promise that every decision will be easy, but it is an assurance that we do not
walk alone. When we acknowledge God in all our ways — including our meeting tonight — we open
ourselves to the path that leads to life and faithfulness.

Prayer: Gracious God, we thank you for calling us to serve on this council. Grant us the humility to
trust in you rather than in our own understanding. Guide our discussions, soften our hearts, and
align our decisions with your will. In Jesus' name we pray. Amen.
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_ role in the ongoing spiritual formation of leaders. Council members often serve multiple terms, and
the regular practice of gathering around God's word shapes their character over time. They learn
to listen, to pray, to confess, and to forgive. They develop a vocabulary of faith that carries into

Beyond the immediate function of opening a meeting, Elca Church Council Devotions play a other areas of their lives and



