Electing Elders?  There is now a new procedure.
Don Muir, Associate Secretary, General Assembly Office

The session sits on stacking chairs around a folding table in the Sunday School-choir-meeting room.  

“Okay.  Let’s see,” said the minister, moving to the next item on the agenda.  “Ah, yes.  New Elders.  As you know, over the past six months we’ve lost four elders.  Sam n’ Ella moved up north to open that restaurant they’ve always dreamed about.  They transferred their membership to Knox-Knocks.  I wonder who’s there.  The minister, I mean.  Anyway, Mary Lamb has moved away to go to school.  She offered her resignation since she’ll pretty much be out of the line-up for the next five years anyway.  We’ll miss how she made the children laugh and play.  And of course old man River passed away last week.  I thought he’d just keep rolling along forever.  So, what do you think?  Should we considering electing some replacements?”  
Few decisions made by a congregation are more important than the decisions surrounding the election of elders.  The character of the congregation, the strength of its ministry, the warmth of its hospitality and the vitality of its worship can all be deeply affected by the people elected to form the session.  
The Rev. Dr. Louis H. Fowler, a Clerk of Assembly from 1952 to 1975, penned the following in A Manual for Ruling Elders.  “The importance of the Ruling Eldership has been demonstrated in our own time.  One of the things we noticed after the Church Union controversy in 1925, when we were so short of Ministers, was this:  if there was a “strong” Session the congregation held together in something of a goodly life, even when three or four years passed without a Minister being found for that Congregation.  But if the Session was “weak”, the Congregation tended to disintegrate.”1  For most of us, the 1925 controversy is more a piece of history than a memory “in our own time”, still the recognized value of a strong session remains true.    

We are a denomination that is led, encouraged, challenged and governed by teaching and ruling elders.  The ruling eldership is central to who we are and how we live out our Christian faith.  Deep prayer must be offered and great care must be taken when selecting the men and women to hold this sacred office.    
In some congregations, ruling elders are elected to serve for life.  This means as long as the person elected is able to lead and serve the congregation in this capacity they may do so provided they don’t leave the congregation or are removed from the office for any reason.  Other congregations have opted for Term Service for elders.  This means elders are elected for a six-year term.  As soon as an elder’s term is completed, that elder is eligible to stand for re-election.  (See Book of Forms 108-108.3)
As of the 2010 General Assembly, The Presbyterian Church in Canada has a new procedure for electing elders.  Why a new procedure?
Over the years, the Clerks of Assembly, as well as many presbytery clerks, have often been approached by ministers or elders seeking help demystifying one or another of the four elder election methods previously contained in the Book of Forms.  Evidently these methods were not as clear as they could have been.  It became apparent that our denomination would be well served by having one straightforward way of selecting people for this important ministry.  

At the 2008 General Assembly, the Clerks of Assembly proposed new legislation for electing elders.  The Assembly referred the proposal to synods, presbyteries and sessions so these courts might consider it and respond with comments.  Numerous thoughtful replies were received that helped modify the legislation further.   In 2009, the modified legislation was transmitted to presbyteries by the Assembly for approval or disapproval under the Barrier Act.  The vast majority approved the changes as did the 2010 Assembly.  Thus a new procedure, facilitated by two kinds of ballots, was born.  
The following provides a brief overview of Book of Forms section 132-132.12.   (New Book of Forms pages will be available by September 2010.)
· Election process is introduced and qualifications for elder candidates are listed.  
(See also sections 106-106.2 for elder qualifications.)
132.2.1-132.2.2

· The two kinds of ballots are described:  “Ballot of Nominees” and “Ballot of Members”.  The session chooses the ballot form most suitable for its congregation.

132.3-132.8  

· The election process is outlined.

132.9-132.12

· The process of ordaining and admitting elders to office is outlined.


There is more to electing elders than simply following the right steps.  It is, above all, a journey of discernment.  The members of the congregation discern who they believe can serve as elders by voting for specific people.  Elder candidates search their own hearts to discern if God is calling them to this wonderful privilege and vital responsibility.  The session ultimately discerns who will serve this office.  Every step of this journey ought to be steeped in prayer.  It is sincerely hoped this new election process will facilitate this journey.  As the Psalmist put it, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labour in vain.”  
Endnote:

1 Louis H. Fowler, A Manual for Ruling Elders, (The Aurora Banner, fourth printing) 13.

Through the office of ruling elder


men and women are ordained


to share with the minister


in the leadership, pastoral care,


and oversight of the congregation.


Living Faith 7.2.4








Unless the Lord builds the house,�   those who build it labour in vain.
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