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Background

'In 1973 the General Conference Committee established an ad hoc Committee on

the role of women in the church. The Annual Council that year voted'that continued study

be given to the theological soundness of the election of women to local church offices which

require ordin¿¡¡Os' and 'that in arear receptive to such action, there be continued

recognition of the appropriateness of appointing women to pastoral evangelistic work,"r

In 1975 at the Spring meetítg of the General Conference Committee a vote was

taken 'that the greatest discretion and caution be exercised in the ordination of womeu to

the oûEce of local church elder."¡ "In 1984 the Annual Council voted to'advise each division

that it is free to make provision as it may deem necessary for the election and ordination

of women as local chuch elders.'The Council also voted certain precautions and guidelines

that should be carefully followed in imprementing zuch a plan,É

During the period of tíme from 1973 to 1984 the church has 'felt free to open the

door for ús e¡rlinatíon of women as local church elden. By 1984 this posibility, which was

at first limited to the North AmerÍcan Division, was extended to the world churcb, as each

division should see its way clear to proceed.'

In 1988 the North Amcrican Dívision officers wanted to determine the effect on the

Division of the decÍsion to allow $'omen to serve as local church elders. They asked the

Institute of Chr¡¡ch Ministry (ICM) at Andrews Univenity to develop a questionnaire which

tWilsoo, NIaT¡AD?FiNilSTRf|ø/.IEW, May Z 19gS, p. 6.
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would help them discover the following information: (1) The number of female elders and

male elders in the North American Division, (2) the number of women elders in each

church related to the number of men elders in each church, (3) the size and type, including

predominate culture, of churches where female elders serve, (a) the total number of years

women have served as elders in each church (5) attitudes of churches toward female elders

and (6) values or problems female elders have brought to the local church.

Descriotion of the Study

The research was conducted by the tnstitute of Chruch Ministry for the

admíní-qtration of the North American Division It was determined that since no total list

of women elders within the division w¿u¡ in existence, it was necessary to do research on the

total population of churches within the North American Dívision (NAD). fþs mailíng

labels to þastof' of each of the 4,444 chu¡ches withín the NAD *"ts sþteined from the

General Conference to form the statistical basis for drawing the research data

The suney instrument, "Sun'ey on Status of Women Elderg" was developed by ICM.

It consisted of 50 variables in three parts. The fint variables pcrtained to the demographic

information" The second part of the çestionnaire was to be frlled out by churches with

female elders. The third part of the questionnairs was to be filled out only by churches

which did not have female elders. The final section of the questionnaire welcomed write-

in comments from each respondent. Refer to appendix for a copy of the instn¡menr

Along with the questionnaire the pastors \yere sent a lettcr of explanation asking that

in the absence of the pastor, the questionnaíre bc filled out by a member of the board of

elden or thc church s€cretary. A stamped" addressed envelope was includcd to encourage

2
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immediate response. Those not responding within three weeks were sent a second packet.

At the time of the second mailing, each church name which indicated it was predominately

a Spanish-speaking congregation w¿ts sent a copy of the questionnai¡e trarulated into the

Spanish language.

Altogether 3331 surveys were returned. Of those, 63 surveys were unusable because

churches had merge( disbanded closed, or the survey was inadequately filted in. Of

significance is the fact that 232 survep were returned by the postmaster as nondeliverables.

While it is an accepted fact that people frequently move, the ICM staff questioned the fact

that232 churches would have moved without the General Conference mailíng room being

notified of a change of address. The mnil room was sent a copy of all returned non-

deliverable envelopcs.

The research population of usable surveys was 3,036 or aT3Zoreturn rate which is

considered excellent for mail suwe)ll¡ of this magnitude and reflects the strong interest of

Adventist pastoß in the subjecr Adding to the interest was thc fact that the first World

Commission on Women meeting ín Washington, D.C. was to take place jut a few week

after most pastors received their suwey on \ryomen elden.

Althougb there was no connection bctween the Division's ínterest in the decision to

allow local churches to ordain female elden and the World Commission to coDsider the

issues concerning ordaining female pastors, the fact that the publicity of the disa¡ssions of

ordínation of womcn was wideqpread heightened the pastors' interest in the zubject and

may account for the extremely hish respou¡e rate ín the write-ín section of the "Suwey on

Status of Women Elders." Many partoß welcomed the opportrunity to be included íu a

discr¡ssion of female ordination As one pastor put it 'We are the gr¡ys who in the end have
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to live with the decision of a commission or committee and make it work with our

members.n

The questiorr and response percentages are presented in gFaph form. For ease in

comparison of questions having the agree/disagree options, the two nagreen and the two

"disagree' categories have been combined. The extent to which these two figures fail to

total 100 percent for any given statement represents the 'uncertain" choice. In the section

for churches which have female elders (section I, F and G), the tabulations are only for

those churches. Therefore percentages of agreement and disagreement reflect only those

congregations with female elders aud not the Division at large.

The u¡rite-ín comms¡ts will be briefly discr¡ssed in this study. However, due to the

large volume of responses and to the volatile nature of many of the respooses at both ends

of a spectnrm of favoring and not favoríng ordínation of women, a teem of behavioral

scientists has been asked to further analye the qualitative data to help give direction to the

Divísion ¿rlminísg¿tion as they develop a forum for further discr¡ssion on the topic.

Total Number of Elders

The total nr¡nber of mele elden serving the 3,036 chu¡ches which responded is

14,495. The total number of female elders serving within those same churches is 960 (See

graph #1).

Of thc 3,036 churches responding the 960 female elders can bc found in 457

churches. That indicatcs that 2,579 or 85Vo of the churches which respondcd do not have

female clders. The ratio of male elders to female elders in the Division is 15 males to l
female.

4
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The questionnaire asked for the number of male and female "head" elders. More

than one respondent pointed out that the Church Manual does not provide for a "head

elde¡" but rather prefers the term "fîrst elder." For the sake of consistency, ICM will report

the findingp under the term'head elder" because it was so asked in the survey instrument,

although "first elder' is indeed the preferred term- The total number of male head

elders reported was 3,011 for the Divisioru Females serving as head elders number 66 for

a Division ratio of 46 to 1. The total number of male assistrnt head elders is 2,û26.

Females serving as assistant head elders total 81 for a Division ratio of 25 to 1 (See graph

#2).

Of interest is the length of time u¡omen elders have bcen serving as local church

eldcrs (sce graph #3). One church has had a local female elder for trventy-five years and

another church has had one for twenty years. Those serving their church for two years are

in the greatest number.

Female Elders and Chu¡ch Size

A study of thc effect of church size on the decision to elect female elders indicates

some ínteresting trends. Graph #4 dÍsplays the number of chu¡ches in the varíous size

dÍstributio¡s yithin the Division

Of the a57 GSVo) churches which do have femalc elders the following distribution

is givea Fifty-ninc (13V0) female elders senve in chu¡ches of 1-50 members. Eíghry (lBVo)

female elders serve in churches of 51-100 members. One-hundred-six (23V0) female elden

6
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serve in churches of 10G'200 members. Eighty-four (18%) female elders serve in churches

of 201'350. Forty-three (9Vo) female elders serve in churches of 351-500 members. Thirty-

seven (ïVo) female elders serve in churches of 501-750 while forty-seven (l}Vo) serve in

churches of,750 members or more.

When Put in a pattern of trend by church size the following emerges and can be seen

in graph #5:

1- 50
51 -lm

101 - 200
201 - 350

67o
llVo
l6Vo
BVo

351 - 500 26Vo
501 - 750 36Vo
Over 750 55Vo

So while there a¡e fewer actual number of churches in the Division with a membenhip

greater than 350 members, the larger the church size the greater thc chance it will be open

to electing a female for an elder. In ligbt of the fact that most smaller churches reported

having only one elder to serve the congregation, it is more likely that a chu¡ch's ñrst choice

for an elder would be a male where males are capable and willing to serve. Congregations

do exist where no elder at all has been elected.

Write-in comments indicated that congregations do exist where there are not males

in attendance or who have no males 'qualifredn or willing to take on the responsibilities of

elder, and, therefore, a wounn is selected to lead the congregation

Female Elden in Colleges. Hospitals and Denominatíonal Headqua¡ter Churches

Within the division 63 churches (ZVo) indicate they are connccted to an SDA college

camPus, 92 churches (3Vo) are connectcd to an Adventist hospita[ 140 churches (SVo) arc
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located near one of the denominations' headquarters offices.

In the ó3 churches located near SDA college campuses 38Vo of. those churches have

at least one femele eldçr. There are 22L female elders serve in churches near college

campuses. of those 10 are head elders and 11 assistant head elders.

In the 92 churches located near Adventist hospitals3g%o have at least one female

elder. There are 164 female elders who serve in churches near Adventist hospitals. Of

those 11 serve as head elder and 16 as assistant head elder.

In the 140 churches located near Seventh-day Adventist headquartersZgVo have at

least one female elder. There are 150 female elders i¡ churches near Adventist

headquarters. Of those 11 serve as head elders and 17 as assisgnt head elden (see graph

#6).

Dilstntution of Women Elden by Ciry population

Of the 544 churches ín large cíties 143 churches (26Vo) have female elders. OnIy 9

(3To) of, the 338 churches in medium sized cities havc female elden. Churches in small

cities report ll9 (lÙVo) of the 1,185 churches have female elders. Of the 2f4 churches in

the subu¡bs 65 churches (l9Vo) have female elden. Of the 654 country churches, 6l

chu¡ches (ïvo) report female elders in their congregations (see gaph #7).

Female Elden and Ethniciu

A look at thc ethnic make-up of the churches respondíng reveals the following

pictrue: Fifty-nine churches (zVo) are Asiaq 338 churches (llVo) are black, 172 churches

(6Vo) are Hispanic,2313 churches (76Vo) are caucasianr l23 churches (47a) consider

t2
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themselves multi-ct¡ltural or "other" while 31 churches (LVo) failed to indicate ethnic make-

up of the congregatiorr

Of interest is the fact that female elders serve in churches of every ethnic make-up.

There are seven female elders and one female head elder in the Asian churches reporting.

There are 113 female elders, 12 female head elders and 15 female assistant head elders in

the black churches. There are 42 female elders, 4 female head elden and 3 female assistant

head elden in the Hispanic churches. There are 716 female elders, 46 female head elders

and 52 female assistant head elders in caucasian congregations. Of those churches

indicating they are multi-cultr¡re or "other" there are 81 female elders, 3 female head elders

and I female assistant head elders.

Within elhnic Foups the percentage of women elders to the total numbcr of elders

are a¡¡ follom:

Asian churches 2.7Vo
Chruches of "other racesn 3.8Vo
Hþanic churches 5.2Vo
Black churches 6.3Vo
Caucasian churches 6.4Vo
Multi<ulnralchurches l2.6Vo

(See graph #8)

Distribution of lVomen Elders by Uníon Conference

The disuibution of female elders within the nine unions creates thc following picture:

WÍth;n tbe 225 churches in the Atlantic Uniorl there are 68 female elders, 8 female

head elders, and 7 female assistant head elders

15



Femole Elders ond Ethnic Groups

e
c,rÐ ttb¡9*-lr¡ C'

€.8
E5t¿- C
oct
xã

C'

o\

t+

l2

Aslon
Other Roccg

Churches

Hisponic Coucocion
Block Mulil-Cuturol

6y ethnicity

Þ
(!-¡

o

o,
PJ

H
cf
o
å

P
LN

tr
pl

La
rD

P{

o
F
hO

¡&
æ



Agenda Item #1, page lB

Within the 200 churches in the Canadian Uniorl there are 28 female elders, 1 female

head elder and 1 female ¿Nsistant head elder.

Withín the 383 churches in the Columbia Union there are 196 female elders, ll
female head elders and 27 female assistant head elders.

' 
Withín the 313 churches in the l-ake Union there are 103 female elders, 14 head

elders, and 9 female assistant head elders.

Within the 338 churches in Mid-America Union there are 63 female elders, 3 female

head elden, and 9 female assistant head elders.

Withín the 335 churches of the North Pacific Union there are 98 female elders, 4

female head elders and 7 female assistant head elders.

Within the 459 churches of the Pacific Union there are 275 femalc elders, 8 head

elden, and 12 female assistant head elders.

\{ithin the 473 churches in the Southern Union there are 93 female elden, 12 female

head elders and 5 female assístant head elders.

Withín the 291 churches iu the Southwestern Union there are 17 female elders, 5

female head elders and 4 female assistant head elden.

Within s¿6þ tnisn the percentage of women elders to the total number of elders are

as follows:

Southwestern Union 1.6Vo
Southern Union 3.7Vo
Canadian Union 4.0Vo
Mid-American Union 4.9Vo
North Pacífic Union S.3Vo
Atlantic Union 1.ZVo

t7
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L¿ke Union
Pacific Union
Columbia Union

(See graph #9)

7.SVo
9.jVo

1,0.ÙVo

Effect of Female Elders upon Their Congregations

With female elders widely distributed among chu¡ches of every size, every ethnic

make-up, and within each union conference, we look now to the effect female elders a¡e

having upon the congregations they serve.

Of churches having female elders 78Vo agreed that wornen elders had strengthened

the board of elders, 77Vo reported women elders function in the role the same as male

elders do,74Vo percent found womer elders to have a strong ninistry to otåer wome¡.

Only 6Vo of the respondents agreed with the statemetrt "Electing women elders split our

church.' Of the respondents, 4Vo indicated members had transferred out of the chu¡ch

when women were elected as elders. Iæss than 2Vo of. the respondents indicated tithe and

offering had been withheld because members disagreed with the concept of women serving

as local chu¡ch elders.

Pastors indicated that 42Vo of the wometr elders receive traíning for the work of

elder. A large number of write-in comtrrents from the other 58Vo indtcated, however, that

male elders do not receivc training for their role as church elder either. Of the pastors who

have female elders, 82Vo agreed that nmost of our members are supportive of the concept

of women elderg" while 83Vo felt that women elders in their church perceive they are well

accepted in their role by other church members (Sec graph #10).

18
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The pasto6 were asked to rate how frequently women elders provide selected

services in their churches. Eighty-nine percent of women elders have regular platform and

rotation, 47Vo reported women elders who give Bible studies, and l4Vo reported ryomen

conducting Revelation semina¡s. Again write-in comments indicated male elders do not

regularly give Bible studies or conduct Revelation seminars either.

In 55Vo of the cases women elders help reclaim backsliders, 32Vo help train and

equip other lay members, and 55Vo percent preside at communion

While largely it is the responsibility of the pastor to plan the pulpit schedule, womeo

elders help plan the pulpit schedule n28Vo of the cases. Of the respondents 9Vo reported

women elders chairing church board meetrngs and lVo chairing church business meetings.

InlSVo of the cases, women assist in conducting anointing services. Women elders

lead out in women's mínist¡'ies n 46Vo of the churches reporting and 35Vo of women elders

participate in the preaching rotation (See graph #11). Indications are that in chu¡ches

receptive to the concept of women serving as local elders, their ministry is strong and they

face little if any opposition

Churches with No Female Elden

The prinary purposc of the study was to discover where women were being asked

to serve as local church elders and to determine what effect these women were having on

the nurture and ouEeach of these churches. Section tr of the su¡vey was to be filled out

only by churches who q¡rrently do not have a female elder. It was the purpose of this

section of the survey to determinc the degree of interest these churches rright have in

2t
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the ones most opposed to women elders serving in Seventh-day Adventist churches.

Churches with no women elders were asked to indicate whether or not they had

given study to the issue of selecting a female for a local church elder. The following report

is given from the 2,579 churches who do not have female elders.

Response from 43Vo of the churches indicates that "having a woman elder has never

been mentioned in our church.n Six percent state they are 'orrrently gving study to the

female elder issue," while n llVo of the churches respondents indicated 'it is probable that

our church will elect women elders in the near future." Of those reqpondíng 40Vo indicated

tåat "our church will probably not elect elders in the foreseeable future'(See graph #lZ).

Churches with no female elden were asked to indicate whether the greatest

opposition to the election of female elders was coming from men or from women in the

congregation ln 9Vo of the resporses, men were the most opposcd to electing females as

elders. In t9Vo of the cases, women were the most opposed to electing females as elders.

Of the respondents,SSVo indicated by circting both men and women that men and women

were equally opposed to electing females as church elders. There werc t4Vo who circled

ndoes not applyr indicating that no one was opposed or there had been no way to measure

opposition by gender responsc (Sce graph #13).

Write-in Comments

Write-in courments and full letters to ICM shared the greatest âmount of feeling of

opposition to electing and ordaíning womerr. Many cited Scriptural quotations which

allegedly indicate the practice of having women elders is not supported by Scripture. Some

individuals expressed the opinion that it was wrong for the General Conference to allow it.
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At the same time, write-in comments and full letters to ICM shared feeling¡ about

their positive regard for female elders. Some write-in conrments suggested that it was

important to allow full participation of men and women equally in the work of the church.

Many cited Scriptural quotations which they felt showed support for the equality of women

in the Bible.

It became evident to the research team that pastors were eager for the North

American Division officers to hear their opinion The fact that this was the füst-ever

Division-wide study to go directly to local church pastors, and in the absence of a pastor to

be sent to the board of elders, is of significance. That there were extreme emotions felt by

respondents and expresed in write-in comments and full letten to the Institute was a

concern to the research team- Anger, hostitity, and distrust of leadership was felt on one

end of the continuum of feelin$ while on the other end there was encouragement to move

forward using women to ñnísh the worþ to affirm the gifu of every believer who was in

Cb¡ist Jesuq and to praise women clders for all that they do which, in many qases, was seen

to bc more effective than that accomplished by men who merely served in name only. Both

groups quoted their favorite Bible verses in support of their feelingg, and both groups

indicated a strong belief ín what they felt to be rÍght. The comments were varied between

raoes and geographic location and no significant pattern was evident. The pastors within

the Division appealed to thc Dívision for more inforrratioq for more direction in this

matter, and for a clcarer Biblicat ínterpretation of the issue. They find it fr¡strating being

asked questions they fecl the Adventist biblical scholars cannot even agree upor¡.

Because of thc intense emotional reaction and feelings involved in the study, the

research team requested that the Division ofñcers consider having the qualitative,
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"struggling througb some other crises" that it is not worth the effort or controversy at this

partiorlar time in the church's history for the pastor to take the risk of broaching the

subject, or c) there is no need for a female to serve as elder because there a¡e sufficient

males available. The fact that the biblical scholars cznnot come to a theological conclusion

is also disconcerting to many as it pertains to ordaining women for any ofñce of the church.

7. Accorrlíng to the perception of pastors responding in churches with no female

elders, both men and women are equally opposed to the concept ef e¡dainíng females to the

office of local church elder. The fact that few pa¡¡toñ¡ had quantitative statistics to support

this finding weakens the conclusion

8. The large volurne of respo$e to the write-in section of the survey indicates the

amount of interest by local church p¿tstors ín policies directty involving the local chu¡ch.

Perhaps knowledge that even a small scientific sampling of pastors were consulted before

major decisÍons affectÍng local congregations arc made would help to heigbten the

pcrception that the job of the local pastor ís the most important one in our structure. It

would also be more ín keeping with the popular participatory style of management today

which has been found to be a positive employee motivator.

9. Perhaps the words "that in areas receptive to such action " 'it is free to malce

prorision as it may decm necessary,'nas each divÍsiou should sce its way clear to proceed,'

really gives the best precautÍons to be taken on the ordination issue. It would seem

ínappropriate to rescind an action which had been studied so careñrlly since 1973. At the

same tíme, it would secm just as inappropriate to demend that a church elect a female to

the post of local elder when the local congregation did not ndeem ít necesar¡f or was not

'in an area receptive to such action' Because each local congregation has its own
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uniqueness, it would seem best for the Division to reaffirm the 1984 action that ,,opened

the door for the ordina¡is¡ of women as local chu¡ch eldersn and to let those churches that

feel that decision would strengthen theii organization be free to ordain its female elders

without alienation. At the sÍrme time it would also seem untair to alienate churches that

choose not to elect female elders either. Classifying attacking, or stereotyping churches is

just as damaging to memben of a congregation as is personally attacking classifying, or

stereot¡ping the individual. It seems ínappropriate that once a decision of the General

Conference Commiltee in Spring or Annual Council setting makes such a decision that a

local union conference committee or local conference committee would feel the need for

additional control over a local church board's decision to ordain or not to ordain a female

to the ofñce of elder.

10. In areas where female elders have been ordained as local elders, there is

rescarch evídence that they are makíng a large contribution to the work of the local chu¡ch.

In areas where no female elders have been ordained a communication model will be

necessary where diversity can be erpressed without affecting the unity and common mission

of the local church within a given conference or union

11. In exploring the often subtle attitr¡dínal barrien that impede the participation

of women in the church, tbc write-ín comments show how closely internvined are language,

thought' values and culture. A societ/s biases are reflected ín is language and imagery.

Awareness of thc ímportancc of an índividual's ínterpretation of thought and values from

his/her flltural perqpcctivc ís linked to acceptancc of or resistance to the changing roles

of women in church and society.
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as well as in any positios of leadership requiring ordination. Until the way we use language

and imagery as a denomination is resolved, the conflict over whether to ordain men and

women equally to positions within the church will probably not soon be resolved.
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Church NunlberChurch l{¿me

SURVEY ON STATUS OF \/O/\EN ELDERs

SECTIOi{ I: Please circle the number of your response or fiìl in the blanks appro-priately. If you pôstor more than one church, bä sure to use a differeni iuirãy-sheet for each church.

A. Indicate the number in each category
for your churEñl

Total number of maìe eìders
llumber of male head elders
Number of male assistant head elders
Total number of female elders
Number of female head elders
Number of female assistan! head elders-
Number of years women have served
your church as elders (years)_

8.

c.

D.

Circle the number nhich best de-
scribes your church size.

Is your church connected to a large
denominational instltutfon such as
a college, hospital. or headquðrters
offlce? Clrcle a number for e¡ch
institutlon.

Is the place where your church is
locôted best desribed as being;

l. l- 50
2. 5t - 100
3. l0l - 200
4. 201 - 3s0

Col I ege
Hospi tal
Headquarters office

5. 351 - 500
6.501 - 750
7. 0ver 750

t. Yes 2. No
l. Yes 2. No
t, Yes ?. No

I. In the country
2. In the suburbs
3. In a small city (below 50,000)
4. In a medlum-sized city (50,000-tOO,0O0)
5. In a 'large ci ty (over 100,000)

E. l{hat is the predo,minant ethnic
group in your church?

l. Asian
2. Black
3. Hl spanlc

4. lJhi te
5.other

PASTORS OF CHURCHES I{ITH I'IO FEI.tALE ELOERS PROCEED To sEcTIol{ II oI{ 8AcK.

F. To what extent do you agree or dlsagree with the
thl s congregatlon?-

Strongìy
di sagree

llomen elders have strengthened the I
board of elders ln our church.
tlomen eìders functlon ln the same I
role as male elders do.

llomen elders have a strong I
ministry to other wdnen.

Electlng wqnen eìders spllt our t
church.

llost of our members are supportive I
of the concept of wqnen eìders.
Women elders perceive they are I
well accepted ln thelr role by
other church menbers.

Some members of our church trans- I
ferred out when we elected women
el ders.
Some members have withheìd tithe .t I
and offerings because they dis- J¿+

agree wlth electlng women elders.
9. l{omen eìders recefve trainlng for I

rhei r job.
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fol lowing statements concerni ng

Strongìy
ô9ree

2345

2345

2345

2345

234s

2345

l.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

(0ver)


