SPIRIT FIRE MEDITATIVE RETREAT CENTER
BOARD HANDBOOK

407 W. Leyden Rd.
Leyden, MA 01337
413.624.3955
www.spiritfire.com
revised: June 2019

1

Greetings,

I want to thank you for saying “yes” when you were asked to consider serving on Spirit Fire
Meditative Retreat Center’s Board of Directors. This handbook is meant to be a guide and a
resource during your tenure on the board.
I am sure you will find the experience rewarding as you involve yourself and learn more about
Spirit Fire. I am also sure that Spirit Fire will receive much in the way of guidance from you
and I look forward to seeing your contributions help to refine its future.
Our work together will continue to ensure the sustainability of Spirit Fire and its mission for
many years to come.

In appreciation,

Steve Kramer, President
Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center
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MISSION & HISTORY

including Articles of Organization, By-Laws, and 501(c)3 Determination

Mission Statement
Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center’s (Spirit Fire) mission is to cultivate consciousness in everyday life.
Our non-profit achieves this by educating people on the importance – and the benefits – of making meditation,
study, and service an integral part of their human experience. We rely on three cornerstones to do so:
● The Practice of Living Awareness: Spirit Fire’s own meditation practice is online and free to anyone. It
teaches mindfulness and insight through a guided meditation program consisting of 14 meditation tools
offered one per week for 14 weeks. The program is offered in “rounds” throughout the year, with 42 new
meditations in each round. Living Awareness Retreats are held at our retreat center to support the
practice and allow participants to engage in group practice while in an environment specifically
designed to enhance their meditative experience. We see meditation as world service; as one betters
themselves, they better the world.
● Educational programming: Spirit Fire’s mission is supported through curriculum that encourages a
deeper, fuller understanding of one’s self. Our programs, and those of outside groups with a similar
mandate, provide students with the tools that help them discover, define, and develop their innate
goodness, compassion, integrity, and wisdom.
● Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center: Located in Western Massachusetts, our retreat center offers guests
an intimate, full-service, multi-use learning environment with ample opportunity to experience nature,
creative expression, nourishing food, and peaceful contemplation.
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Founder
Spirit Fire’s founder is Donna Mitchell-Moniak from Boston Massachusetts. For over three decades, Donna has
been an author, lecturer, and educator focusing on esoteric studies with an emphasis on the Native Tradition, the
Trans-Himalayan Wisdom Traditions, Raja and Agni Yogas, Christian Mysticism, and Mahayana and Vajrayana
Buddhism
Through the course of her spiritual and meditative practice, she developed The Practice of Living Awareness as
both a meditative and a life practice.
.
Donna retired in 2012 and currently resides in Jerico, Colorado.
History
Members of the Center for Esoteric Studies, a charitable organization in Toronto, sought to create a similar
organization in the United States. This led to the formation of Spirit Fire by those members and Donna
Mitchell-Moniak in 2001 as a United States corporation. It evolved to a nonprofit organization in June, 2002
with a mandate that emphasized a conscious connection to nature, the undeniable inter-connectedness of all
beings, and the importance of awareness.
By 2001, the group which frequently gathered in Canada, Colorado, and New England, had become too large
for their meeting places. As a result, they began a three year search for a property to create a retreat and
education center. A former 95-acre farm located in Leyden, Massachusetts was purchased in July, 2004 as the
future home of Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center. Ground was broken in November, 2004 and in September,
2005, the doors opened for Spirit Fire’s first retreat in the newly built center which was funded entirely on
donations.
With the center operational, the educational mandate became the primary focus. Donna, through the course of
her spiritual and meditative practice, developed The Practice of Living Awareness meditation. In 2006, the
Practice of Living Awareness was offered as a formal practice to the public. Additional educational
programming began through teleconference in 2007 and eventually evolved to online classes.
In 2012, Donna began transitioning into retirement. Steve Kramer and Tim Darter assumed responsibility for
running the organization and managing the retreat center. From 2012-2018 emphasis was put on revitalizing the
programming to include an updated meditation program with supporting Living Awareness Retreats, Spirit Fire
Radio, and additional online & onsite classes. Focus was also placed on mindfully modernizing the retreat
center to accommodate this programming. In 2019, the facility expanded to include a second meditation/yoga
room, an art space, and a healing pracrtitioner’s studio, moving Spirit Fire to the next level as a vital center for
personal and spiritual growth.
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THE BOARD
Board members are responsible for determining Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center’s (Spirit Fire) policies in
human resources, planning, finance, community relations and organizational operations. The Board has three
main duties:
●

A Duty of Obedience
Assures the state and the public that the organization operates for the purpose for which it was formed,
and that it operates in compliance with the laws that govern and regulate it.

●

A Duty of Care
Includes the responsibility of the Board to meet regularly in accordance with our by-laws, and that the
meetings are well attended. It assumes that the process is candid and documented by written minutes.
The duty of care requires that decisions of the Board are informed and guided by the “prudent person”
standard. It is not necessary that each decision be right, as long as the decision is carefully made.
Adhering to the duty of care minimizes our personal liability.

●

A Duty of Loyalty
Requires that all decisions be based on the best interests of the organization as a whole, avoiding even
the appearance of a conflict of interest. It’s incumbent on us to strive to put our individual biases aside in
our decision-making, at the same time not losing sight of the organization’s mission.

In performing these duties as a member of Spirit Fire’s board of directors, every member is expected to:
●

Demonstrate a strong belief and commitment to the mission and be an enthusiastic advocate for Spirit
Fire

●

Devote the necessary time to prepare for and participate in board/committee meetings as well as board
retreats

●

Exhibit high ethical standards and integrity in all board actions. Be vigilant in maintaining the integrity
of the organization, putting the interest of the organization above all self-interest.

●

Take responsibility and accountability for Spirit Fire and all decisions made by the board
Spend the time necessary to learn how to do the job as well as maintain an ongoing schedule of

●

in-service to learn how to be an effective board member
●

Demonstrate the willingness to work as a team member with other board members and the Executive
Director
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●

Participate in fundraising for Spirit Fire

●

Make Spirit Fire one of the top three charities to support annually, including a contribution that is
personally significant

●

Help with the performance evaluation of the Executive Director

●

Be willing to participate in an annual board evaluation

Ten Basic Responsibilities of Nonprofit Boards:
1. Determine the Organizations’ Mission & Purpose
A statement of mission and purposes should articulate the organization’s goals, means, and primary
constituents served. It is the board of directors’ responsibility to create the mission statement and review
it periodically for accuracy and validity. Each individual board member should fully understand and
support it.
2. Select the Executive
Board must reach consensus on the chief executive’s job description and undertake a careful search
process to find the most qualified individual for the position.
3. Support the Executive
The board should ensure that the chief executive has the moral and professional support he or she needs
to further the goals of the organization. The chief executive, in partnership with the entire board, should
decide upon a periodic evaluation of the chief executive’s performance.
4. Ensure Effective Organizational Planning
As stewards of an organization, boards must actively participate with the staff in an overall planning
process and assist in implementing the plan’s goals.
5. Ensure Adequate Resources
One of the board’s foremost responsibilities is to provide adequate resources for the organization to
fulfill its mission. The board should work in partnership with the chief executive and development staff,
if any, to raise funds from the community.
6. Manage Resources Effectively
The board, in order to remain accountable to its donors, the public, and to safeguard its tax-exempt
status, must assist in developing the annual budget and ensuring that proper financial controls are in
place.
7. Determine & Monitor the Organization’s Programs and Services
The board’s role in this area is to determine which programs are the most consistent with an
organization’s mission, and to monitor their effectiveness. The board determines priorities through its
strategic planning process and monitors progress through monthly reports.
8. Enhance the Organization’s Public Image
An organization’s primary link to the community - including constituents, the public, and the media, is
the board. Clearly articulating the organization’s mission, accomplishments, and goals to the public, as
well as garnering support from important members of the community, are important elements of a
comprehensive public relations strategy.
9. Serve as a Court of Appeal
Except in the direst of circumstances, the board must serve as a court of appeal in personnel matters.
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Solid personnel policies, grievance procedures, and a clear delegation to the chief executive of hiring
and managing employees will reduce the risk of conflict.
10. Assess its own Performance
By evaluating its performance in fulfilling its responsibilities, the board can recognize its achievements
and reach consensus on which areas need to be improved. Discussing the results of a self-assessment at a
retreat can assist in developing a long-range plan.
From Ten Basic Responsibilities of nonprofit board. Washington, DC: National Center for Nonprofit Boards.
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DIRECTOR AND COMMITTEE RESPONSIBILITIES
Spirit Fire’s mission is based on three cornerstones. Those are: a retreat center, a meditation practice, and
educational programming. The mission of Spirit Fire uses each cornerstone equally to promote and reinforce the
others. The Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center Board of Directors has 7 primary offices patterned after this
philosophy. They are:
●
●
●
●

President
Treasurer
Clerk
4 Directors

Each member holding an office on the board is expected to work with the other members as a collective team to
accomplish the mission of Spirit Fire. The primary duties of the President, Treasurer, and Clerk are outlined in
Article III of the By-Laws. Several key committees are chaired by different members of the board. At the
discretion of the chair, additional persons may be asked to join a committee; and the board may create
additional committees as it deems necessary.
Each member of a committee should perform their role in the following manner:

Committee Member Responsibilities:
●
●
●
●

Volunteer for and willingly accept assignments and complete them thoroughly and on time
Prepare for and participate in committee meetings
Stay informed of, review, and comment on minutes and reports
Get to know other committee members and build a collegial working relationship that
contributes to consensus

Committee Chair Responsibilities:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Set dates and times for meetings of the committee as needed
Run efficient meetings
Report monthly to the Spirit Fire Board on the committee’s activities
Conduct an annual performance evaluation of the committee and report its findings to the board
Maintain minutes of committee meetings
Bring action items to the board for a vote
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The key committees of the board, their chair, and their responsibilities are below:

Executive Committee:
● Committee Chair is the President of the Board
● All board members and the executive director are members and partake in the general oversight of the
organization
● The prime directive is to develop, promote, and guide the strategy of the organization to accomplish the
mission of Spirit Fire.
● The following are areas of focus:
a.

Facilities:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.

Work with the Executive Director to make sure all buildings owned and/or operated by
Spirit Fire are in good repair with no code violations
Work to have money in the budget for capital needs
Work to build restricted funds to use for the facilities
Work to make sure appropriate measures are used to obtain bids for work on the facilities
Work to obtain furnishings for the facilities as needed

b. Fundraising:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.

Work to prepare short-range and long-range development plans/goals
Accomplish goals in accordance with Spirit Fire’s policies and procedures and in
compliance with all legal and ethical requirements for fundraising
Oversee all fundraising activities of the organization
Attend Spirit Fire fundraising events and encourage Board members’ attendance
Help evaluate the effectiveness of fundraising events
Assist with the identification, cultivation, and solicitation of major gift prospects

c. By-Laws:
i.
ii.

Review Spirit Fire By-laws and recommend appropriate changes for action to the board
Work with the Executive Director to make sure the by-laws are in compliance with State
and Federal regulations pertaining to the Spirit Fire and granting requirements

d. Nominating:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.
viii.
ix.
x.

Review and revise current responsibilities of Spirit Fire’s Board members
Review the status of current board members; determine which terms are expiring, review
eligibility for reappointment and determine the number of vacancies on the board
Review current Board composition and determine desired future composition
Solicit candidates from the Board and the Spirit Fire community
Review Board members eligible for reappointment
Review applications of board candidates and select those that will be interviewed
Present nominations to the Spirit Fire Board for approval
Select candidates for officer positions to present to the Spirit Fire Board for approval
Maintain Board handbook; update and review annually
Orient new board members and ensure board development
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Finance, Audit, & Personnel Committee:
● Committee Chair is the Treasurer
● The following are areas of focus:
a. Oversee the development of fiscal policy; develop strategy for the long-term, financial
sustainability of Spirit Fire
b. Ensure the implementation of sound financial management practices
c. Ensure the accuracy and validity of the financial and statistical information used by the board or
by external agencies to evaluate the fiscal affairs of Spirit Fire
d. Take responsibility for reviewing, guiding and monitoring the performance of invested funds
including endowment, restricted and unrestricted funds.
e. Assist in the preparation of the annual budget
f. Work with the Executive Director to arrange for the annual audit
g. Oversee the Executive Director, which includes hiring, termination, disciplining and ongoing
evaluation of the Executive Director
h. Oversee personnel policies, which includes policies relating to the Executive Director’s
employment, and ensuring that the Executive Director has complete and up-to-date policies in
place for management of staff
i. Oversight of human resources programs

Programming, Retreats, & Community Outreach Committee:
● Committee Chair is a Director
● PROGRAMMING: The following areas of focus for programming are:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Develop curriculum of educational programming in accordance with our mission
Recruit teachers and instructors for programs
Review outside programs, when necessary, for alignment with mission
Oversee the meditation programs and incorporate them into the overall curriculum
Ensure that curriculum capitalizes each cornerstone of Spirit Fire, ensuring that the retreat center
and the meditation practice are incorporated where appropriate
f. Work with other committees and/or members to cooperatively and collaboratively execute the
educational mandate of Spirit Fire
● RETREATS: The following areas of focus for retreats are:
a. Grow the attendance of the retreat center with groups who are in alignment with the mission of
Spirit Fire
b. Develop strategies and marketing plans for outreach towards desired demographics
c. Ensure that curriculum capitalizes on all cornerstones of Spirit Fire, ensuring that the educational
programs and the meditation practice are incorporated where appropriate
d. Work with the Executive Director to ensure that the facility offers optimum support for
organizers and their participants
● COMMUNITY: The following areas of focus for community outreach are:
a. Develop outreach strategies
b. Create inroads to/relationships with other community organizations, leaders, and groups in which
association would provide a mutual benefit
c. Ensure that Spirit Fire’s educational mandate includes the local and surrounding communities
30
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CONFLICT OF INTEREST QUESTIONNAIRE &
BOARD OF DIRECTORS PLEDGE

In accordance with our Bylaws, Article XI, Conflicts of Interest, please fill out and return the attached
questionnaire and board or directors pledge.
Please be assured that the disclosure requirements are intended to provide us with a systematic and ongoing
method of disclosing and ethically resolving potential conflicts of interest.
Full disclosure of any situation in doubt should be made so as to permit an impartial and objective
determination.
It must be noted that disclosure relates not only to yourself but also to your immediate family.
Thank you for your cooperation and please let us know if you have any questions.
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SPIRIT FIRE MEDITATIVE RETREAT CENTER BOARD OF DIRECTORS
CONFLICT OF INTEREST QUESTIONNAIRE
The standard of behavior at Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center (Spirit Fire) is that all board members scrupulously
avoid any conflict of interest between the interests of Spirit Fire on the one hand, and personal, professional, and business
interests on the other. This includes avoiding actual conflicts of interest as well as perceptions of conflicts of interest.
I understand that the purposes of this policy are: to protect the integrity of Spirit Fire’s decision-making process, to enable
our constituencies to have confidence in our integrity, and to protect the integrity and reputation of volunteers, staff and
board members.
Upon election or appointment, I will make a full, written disclosure of any interests, relationships, and holdings that could
potentially result in a conflict of interest. This written disclosure will be kept on file and I will update it annually or as
appropriate.
In the course of meetings or activities, I will disclose any interests in a transaction or decision where I (including my
business or other nonprofit affiliation), my family and/or my significant other, employer, or close associates will receive a
benefit or gain. After disclosure, I understand that I may be asked to leave the room for the discussion and will not be
permitted to vote on the question.
I understand that this policy is meant to be a supplement to good judgment, and I will respect its spirit as well as its
wording.
Confidentiality: Each board member shall exercise care not to disclose confidential information acquired in
connection with such status or information the disclosure of which might be adverse to the interests of Spirit Fire.
Furthermore, a board member shall not disclose or use information relating to the business of the organization for the
personal profit or advantage of the board member or a family member.
Pursuant to the purposes and intent of Article XI, Conflicts of Interest, of the Bylaws of Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat
Center (Spirit Fire), I hereby disclose that I, or members of my immediate family (spouse, child or parent), have the
following affiliations or material financial interests, which when considered in conjunction with my position with or
relationship to Spirit Fire, might possibly constitute a conflict of interest. (If none, write “None”.)
1. Members, Directors, Trustees, Employee, or Agents of Related Organizations: Please list the organizations, profit
and non-profit, in which you are a member, director, trustee, employee, or agent that have or may have any direct or
indirect financial relationship with Spirit Fire.

With respect to each such organization, provide the following: Name of organization, capacity (officer, etc.), effective
dates and nature of relationship with Spirit Fire and your financial interest.
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2. Investments: If you have had an investment relationship with any of the organizations in 1. above, disclose the nature
and amount of the investment.

3. Disclose any other activity or relationship, which you, or members of your immediate family may have and that may
be regarded as constituting a conflict or potential conflict of interest.

It shall be the duty of any person related to Spirit Fire to disclose on a regular basis the occurrence of any event, which
produces a conflict, or potential for conflict, between the dates of execution of any Conflict of Interest Questionnaire.
The undersigned hereby certifies that the information contained on the Conflict of Interest Questionnaire is complete and
true.

Signature

Date
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Board of Directors Roles & Responsibilities Pledge
Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat Center, Inc
Last updated in March, 2015

As a member of the Board of Directors,I am fully committed and dedicated to the mission of Spirit Fire Meditative Retreat
Center (Spirit Fire). Throughout my term, I pledge to help Spirit Fire carry out its mission, consistent with the functions of
the office of board member as stated in the organization’s articles of incorporation, bylaws, board manual and as legally
obligated. I commit to fulfilling these obligations with my time, talent, funds, and relationships.

1.

Role of the Board
●

2.

As a board member I have both the opportunity and the obligation to:
○ Appoint and evaluate the Executive Director
○ Help establish strategic direction and set broad policy
○ Raise and steward the organization’s assets in support of the organization’s mission.
Role of Management

●

3.

I understand that the Executive Director is responsible, with board input, for:
○ Execution of the board approved strategic plan of the organization
○ Managing the organization’s programs and resources to meet those objectives
Board Participation and Engagement

I will work diligently to:
●
●
●

●
●
●

Understand the mission, purpose, goals and programs of Spirit Fire.
Understand The Attorney General’s Guide for Board Members of Charitable Organizations, prepared by the
Attorney General of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
Prepare for all board and committee meetings by reviewing all related documents and materials in advance
Attend all regularly scheduled board meetings. If I miss two board or committee meetings without proper notice
to the Board Clerk I will offer my resignation or request a leave of absence from the board.
Be available by phone and email for consultation
Prepare for and participate in the annual board meeting.

4. Support for Events
I will prioritize attendance and volunteer when necessary at Spirit Fire events and fundraisers.
5.

Fiscal Oversight

Together with my fellow board members, I am responsible for the fiscal oversight of Spirit Fire by:
●
●
●
●

Familiarizing myself with the budget and taking an active role in reviewing and approving it
Monitoring our performance against that budget
Asking questions about the organization’s fiscal health and sustainability
Reviewing the organization’s annual 990 Form
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6.

Financial support

By serving on Spirit Fire’s board, you publicly show your support for the organization’s mission, vision, and values. Board
members are expected to contribute to show they are invested, dedicated, and aligned to the organization's mission. I will
be actively involved in the organization’s fundraising efforts by:
●
●
●
7.

Making a personally significant financial contribution annually to demonstrate that Spirit Fire is a personal
philanthropic priority
Securing resources through a combination of my personal giving and soliciting others to support the organization
Helping to identify and cultivate potential supporters
Support the staff

I recognize the obligations of the staff in carrying out the work of Spirit Fire. I will:
●
●
●
8.

Provide support, advice and expertise to staff when asked
Respect the Executive Director’s authority to manage staff operations, interfering only when questions arise
related to financial stability or whether programming is in line with the organization’s mission.
Refrain from directing the actions of staff members unless authorized to do so by the board or Executive Director.
Uphold confidentiality and bylaws

I understand that the board must speak with one voice and agree:
●
●
●
●

Not to divulge board-level discussions to outsiders unless approved by the board to be the spokesperson
To publicly support all actions/decisions taken by the Board of Directors and the organization
To respect the opinions of peers, volunteers, staff and supporters
To abide by the organization’s bylaws and legal requirements, and operate in conformity with them

I request that the commitments in this letter be made part of an annual evaluation of my service as a board member. If I
cannot fulfill these responsibilities I may be removed from the board.

Board Member Signature: __________________________

Date: __________________
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SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION FOR REVIEW
see accompanying documentation

A. Financial Packet
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

2019 Year-To-Date Financial Statements
2018 Year-End Financials
2017 Year-End Financials
Year over Year Donation Summary
Year over Year Financial Comparison

B. IRS Form 990 Return of Organization Exempt from Income Tax
1. 2017 Tax Return (Accountant Review, Form 990 & MA990-T)
2. 2018 Tax Return (Accountant Review, Form 990 & MA990-T)

C. Informational Packet for New Board Members

D. New Board Member Packet
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