What’s On Your Mind?
What difference does it make if I become a member of the church?

What’s the difference between being a member or an adherent of a congregation?  They look the same.  Adherents are often as dedicated to ministry of the congregation as members; sometimes even more so.  
Naturally, there are differences.  Only a member may sign a call for a minister, be ordained an elder or vote for an elder.  In short, a member has greater privileges and responsibilities than an adherent.  

There was a time when a Presbyterian adherent was as rare as lobster traps in Saskatchewan.  Virtually every teen attended classes to become Presbyterian members.  Prior to 1982, the national church did not keep track of adherents.  Only members were counted.  Clearly, the number of adherents became significant enough to warrant keeping track of them.  By 1982 adherents comprised nearly 20% of the total number of people associated with our church.  By 2006 that number climbed to 40%.  I can’t pretend to explain this trend.  It is said that we live in a “non-joining” age, but there is probably more to these figures than that.  
As a Christian and a minister of our church, I believe membership is still vital to the life of our denomination and an important step of faith and commitment.  Why?  Principally because the scriptures portray God as a covenant-making God.   God promises to be our God and calls us into community as people of God.  When we become members we confess faith in God and make vows of covenantal relationship with God.  At the same time, we make vows of covenantal relationship with one another.  As an example, members make a legally binding promise to pay their minister a stipend so that s/he can afford to lead and serve them.
Because we exist in a material world we need a constitution (Book of Forms) based on our theology of grace, hope, peace, joy, love, justice and so on. Members promise to obey it in an effort to live in a covenantal community with God and one another.   

Members participate in a congregation's life in full covenant with others and shoulder crucial responsibilities such as the election of elders, the calling of a minister, being accountable to the body of Christ and to the discipline of that body.

Sometimes being a member or an adherent is compared to marriage.  You can live with someone and enjoy many of the same benefits of marriage, but when two people marry, they enter into an even deeper bond of commitment to each other before God.

I thank God for members and adherents and hope sessions will continue to invite and encourage adherents to enter even more fully into the covenant church.

Blessings,
Don Muir
Associate Secretary, 
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Do you have a question about the polity of our church?  Are you confused by something that happened at session, presbytery, synod or General Assembly?  Puzzling over a section of the Book of Forms?  Send your questions to The Rev. Don Muir and he will strive to answer them in future issues of For Elders in a manner that maintains confidentiality and seeks to be helpful to the church at large.  
Contact Don at:     dmuir@presbyterian.ca      50 Wynford Dr.,  Toronto, Ontario   M3C 1J7
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