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Case Study: Arkansas Conference

1914-2003
12 Districts

2 Conferences
Unified in 2003

2004
9 Districts

In 2011, 7 Superintendents 

2012
5 Districts

In 2023, 4 Superintendents



Case Study: Arkansas Conference

By 2012, after the reduction of Districts and DSs from 12 to 9 and plans to reduce DSs further, the ARUMC 
began plans to recruit and train Circuit Elders to “share responsibility with DS in assisting local pastors and 
churches”.  The first class of 95 elders was trained in the Spring of 2012.

Identified Challenges: 
“Pastor to Pastors”

● As avg went from 30 to 55, cracks in the relationally-focused “pastor to pastors” model began to show.  
● The (outdated) relational model would be unsustainable when avg moved to 100-150.

Strategic Mindset: 
● Moving to a model of chief missional strategist 
● Different selection process/values for the DSs. 
● Moving from making churches happy to fruitful congregations 

Legal and Supervisory Concerns: 
● Sharing the DS role is difficult and can cause BOD and relational problems
● A stray word, confusion about who is involved in supervision or appointment-making, or land/property 

matters require clerity of authority.    
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The 2012 Launch of Circuit Elders was NOT Optimal: 
The first layer of communications did not fully value small-sized congregations

● The narrative needs to differentiate the work of CEs with the DS -- share the value of expansion of 
connection, instead of a perceived oss of connectivity

Lack of Job Description
● Huge differences in how the role was lived out
● Lack of clarity that supervision was not a function of Circuit Elder work
● Lack of alignment
● dCOM Clergy Mentoring was shoved into the role following launch

Emotional Adjustment
● The relational and casual approach of “the DS dropping in for coffee” was not missional and now was 

unsustainable.  
● Moving to these large districts back in 2012 should have been combined with more intentional 

communications on the role of the DS as missional strategist, the Orders and Fellowship collaborating 
with the cabinet in creating a culture of clergy care, and more awareness of the impact on the local 
church
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The ARUMC Circuit Elder Initiative
● The newest evolution is focused on the relational aspects of 

the role - pastors and churches
● Groups are primarily geographic 
● Use of elders to assist with charge conference responsibilities
● The ARUMC Circuit Elder Initiative is now on its 3rd evolution 

(2012, 2018, 2023)

Outcomes of a healthy & vital Circuit Elder Initiative
● Local pastors and lay supply preachers will experience 

encouragement in their ministry.
● Congregations and clergy will experience the richness of 

connectional relationships.
● Circuit Elders will gain experience and equipping as leaders in 

their circuits and in their appointments.

https://arumc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Circuit-Elder-Job-Description-Resources-2023.pdf 

https://arumc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Circuit-Elder-Job-Description-Resources-2023.pdf
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PURPOSE: EQUIP AND CONNECT
● Circuit Elders serve as extensions of the office of District 

Superintendent, to assist District Superintendents in equipping 
local church leaders for ministry and by encouraging connections 
for ministry beyond the local church. 

● Circuit Elders are not supervisors and they do not have a role in 
the appointive process.  Instead, the work of Circuit Elders is 
focused on equipping and connecting leaders and local 
congregations so that local churches make disciples of Jesus 
Christ for the transformation of the world. 

● Each Circuit has 4-8 Churches/Charges

● CEs in the ARUMC are unpaid (mileage only) but possible plans 
on paying a consultancy for each assigned ¶213 process
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Circuits created 
based on 

locations of 
elders and 
geographic 

affinity
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Basic Meeting Pattern and Template Schedule

● Circuit Elder serves as a peer group leader or convener of 
a community of practice

● Template schedule includes around 6 meetings a year

● Optional use of the group development tool created by 
the Texas Methodist Foundation for sharing ministry 
experiences
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Reporting
CEs submit a quick 

online meeting/contact 
report that is routed to 

the district office

https://fs28.formsite.com/ARUMC/CircuitElderContact/index.html 

https://fs28.formsite.com/ARUMC/CircuitElderContact/index.html
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Benefits of a Circuit Elder Initiative to Congregations and Communities

1. Collaboration in maintaining relationships

2. Peer-created congregational cooperation and shared 
ministries - round-robin services, youth, VBS, shared 
mission, etc.

3. Circuits can provide an avenue for receiving conference 
support and resources

4. Since many of the CEs serve the county seat and smaller/mid 
size churches, the CEs themselves can be a group that would 
benefit greatly from equipping opportunities, such as coach 
approach training, hybrid worship, leadership development, 
etc., benefitting not only the circuit, but the ministry of the 
CE’s church.

5. Create and form holy habits - a community of practice/ 
Wesleyan band/class



Case Study: Arkansas Conference

Benefits of a Circuit Elder Initiative to the DS/Conference
1. Collaboration in maintaining relationships

2. Serve as presiding elders at Charge Conferences

3. CEs can offer strategic help to the DS since they serve 
closer to local contexts

4. DSs can use the gathered CEs as a space for 
conversation, learning, and group wisdom

5. Conference Staff can deploy programs/initiatives though 
the CEs, and use them as conversation partners about 
ministry
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Group Based Clergy Mentoring 
● After feedback, the 2023 evolution of 

the circuit elder initiative separates out 
mentoring into its own ministry

● Mentors are deacons, associate 
members, LPs who have completed 
COS, and elders

● Use an annual template of meetings

https://arumc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Clergy-Mentor-Job-Description-and-Instructions-LP-and-CLM-1.pdf 

https://arumc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Clergy-Mentor-Job-Description-and-Instructions-LP-and-CLM-1.pdf
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Group Clergy Mentoring:
While circuit assignment is based on 
geography, clergy mentor groups 
created based on status/educational 
needs, such as:

● Seminarians serving under 
appointment

● Full Time LPs (seminary-based COSS)

● Part Time LPs (local extension COSS)

● Bivocational LPs (need non-workday 
gathering times)

● CLM/Lay Supply
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Future Possibilities
● Circuit-based groups for lay leaders
● Encouraging more circuit-based shared 

ministries and shared resources 
(curriculum, VBS supplies, etc.)

● Organic-born, grassroots cooperative 
parishes

Download the Handouts: https://www.blakebradford.org/circuit-elders 

https://www.blakebradford.org/circuit-elders


TABLE TALK: Equipping and Connecting with Larger Districts 

1. What do you identify as the challenges inherent with larger 
districts? 
✓ Relational
✓ Practical
✓ Institutional
✓ Strategic

2. The case study identified the use of Circuit Elders/Circuit 
Shepherds, which has now been utilized in many conferences.  
What methods to connect pastors have been successful (or not 
successful) in the past in your conference

3. What processes or methods could be used in your conference 
to address these challenges?


