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Our Elders

Area 1: 
Exploring Eldership
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Area 1:  
Exploring eldership

1. Eldership. What is it?
For the United Reformed Church, the eldership of a local congregation is a 
significant ministry. The eldership as it has come to us over the centuries has 
importance within the Reformed tradition, having been significantly shaped by 
the reformer John Calvin. Eldership is a distinctive part of Reformed identity. In 
1972 when the Congregational Church of England and Wales and the Presbyterian 
Church of England united to form the United Reformed Church it was agreed 
that elders would have responsibility for the spiritual and pastoral oversight 
of the local church, alongside Ministers of Word and Sacraments. The ‘elders 
meeting was conceived in the very real hope that it would become a distinctive 
and vital part of every congregation. Elected by the local church meeting, elders 
are people in whom others have recognised the spiritual gifts that can aid the 
leadership of the church. At its best the elders meeting is at the heart of every 
local congregation, regardless of size, offering the impetus and leadership 
required for mission, witness, and service. Elders have an essential part in 
enabling the congregation to live a healthy and fruitful life as God’s people.

All of this may sound rather daunting if you are being asked to explore a call to 
becoming an elder but it is important to remember that the elders work as a 
team. Together with Ministers of Word and Sacraments they have responsibility 
for the life of the local congregation, but no one person is expected to have been 
given all the gifts required. In working as a team it is beneficial for there to be a 
wide range of gifts within the eldership to allow them to function effectively. It 
is also, where possible, good to have a wide age range including a youth elder to 
ensure all voices in the church are being heard. Many people speak of being part 
of a team as a great blessing. It is something which allows them to continually 
develop and use the gifts which God has given them, as well as exploring new 
areas of service and strengthening their weaker aspects.

The responsibilities of eldership in the United Reformed Church have been 
laid down in the Basis of Union, with the main functions being to foster in the 
congregation concern for witness and service to the community, evangelism at 
home and abroad, Christian education, ecumenical action, local inter-church 
relations and the wider responsibilities of the whole church. They are also 
expected to ensure that public worship and the sacraments are regularly offered 
alongside pastoral care and welfare of the congregation.

Clearly in an ecumenical setting the role of elder or equivalent may look and 
operate differently. However all Local Ecumenical Partnerships (LEPs) have lay 
people who share with the minister of word and sacraments in the pastoral 
oversight and leadership of the local church. They are the equivalent of United 
Reformed Church elders, although they may have a different title. Often an LEP 
will have a church council which is the equivalent of the elders meeting. It is 
worth a conversation with your synod moderator or synod ecumenical officer to 
gain clarity in these situations.
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2. Why ordain?
The United Reformed Church decided from its inception in 1972 that it would 
ordain its elders for life. This reflects the view that elders are an integral part of 
the ministry of the United Reformed Church, sharing together with ministers of 
word and sacrament in the leadership of the local church. In 2006 this subject was 
revisited in a major consultation and a re-commitment to the ordained eldership 
was made.1 Indeed ecumenical partners present at the consultation: “Urged the 
United Reformed Church to continue in faithfulness to their understanding of Elders, 
as a contribution to the wider ecumenical scene”.2

Ordination is an outward sign of God’s call and is a symbol of the special role that 
elders play in the leadership of the church. It recognises the spiritual role of the 
eldership and a calling that is often exercised alongside that of a minister of word 
and sacraments. As both are ordained this is a powerful symbol of partnership. 

This means that you are ordained as an elder of the United Reformed Church for life. 
However this does not mean you are committed to always being a serving elder. The 
term of service is usually for a three year period which is renewable by agreement 
of church meeting and the elder concerned. Many churches deploy a mandatory 
sabbatical period of at least a year after serving six years. However this is di"erent 
from church to church. Those who are not currently serving are referred to as non-
serving elders. It is clear that in practice many elders continue to support the work of 
the serving elders in a variety of ways once they step back from that role themselves.

3. Being an elder of the
denomination

Ordination as an elder means that you become an elder of the United Reformed 
Church, and not just an elder of your local congregation. This means that your 
ordination is recognised across the denomination so if you move to another part 
of Britain in the future and join another United Reformed Church congregation 
your ordination is still valid. 

4. Could it be for me?
The fact that you are reading this module probably means that either the elders 
meeting, congregation, or a minister have seen gifts in you that they consider 
would be of benefit to the local church. They have probably had a conversation 
with you suggesting that they see you as a good candidate for the ministry of 
elder. It is now for you to discern if this feels like a calling to you. The first thing 
to say is that it is God who calls people into any ministry and eldership is no 
different. Clearly along the way others may discern gifts in you that lead them 
to suggest a possible role, but you also need to feel this call within yourself. To 
become an elder is a privilege but also a responsibility. 

1  The outcomes of the Consultation can be found on the United Reformed Church 
website. 
Ϯ� �WĂƌĂŐƌĂƉŚ�ϯ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƉŽƌƚ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŶƐƵůƚĂƟŽŶ
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A key feature of eldership is being called to be part of a team. It is therefore 
important to ask yourself the question “how do I see myself as a team member?” 
There may be individual tasks for you to perform, but the major discussions and 
outworking of the decisions made at church meeting will happen within the 
elders meeting. This means that it is vital that an elder can listen well to other 
people’s views as well as offering their own. Once the meeting has discerned the 
will of God it is important to be willing to accept the view of the majority even 
if it is different to your own. Our denomination’s way of coming to decisions is 
based upon discerning the will of God under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
across the councils of the church. Some people are more at ease with this way of 
working than others.

As you discern whether this is right or not for you, it’s a good idea to seek the 
counsel of somebody whose judgement you trust within the congregation 
to talk and pray things through with. Do not feel pressurised to make a quick 
decision. It is far better to take your time and get it right. Ideally the chosen 
person will have been, or is, serving as an elder, so will have some first-hand 
experience to help answer the questions you may have. 

Where possible it is a very good idea to be able to shadow an elder for a month 
or two before making a decision. This will give you an idea of what is involved, 
both time-wise and in the duties undertaken, and will also provide opportunities 
to ask questions. It would be hoped that this shadowing would also include you 
attending an elders meeting. Whilst you would not be able to take part in the 
decision making, parts of the meeting you would get a feel for how an elders 
meeting in your local context is conducted and how the elders interact and 
come to decisions. This practical exposure is likely to give you a feel for the role 
you are considering. 

You may wonder whether you have the faith needed to become an elder. Whilst 
this is a genuine concern, it is worth remembering that most Christians feel 
inadequate or unsure of their abilities at times. Indeed we follow in a long line 
of such people starting from biblical characters through to the present day. 
However this should not stop you offering yourself for the role. It is the local 
church who are discerning the gifts and who will support and help you to fulfil 
the role of elder. There should also be ongoing opportunities for development 
for elders as needs arise. Many local churches hold elders’ away days or study 
evenings so that the eldership can have time to study, think and pray together. 
These events may also be led by an outside speaker on a specific subject from 
time to time. There are also synod and Assembly events offered for elders in 
the United Reformed Church. Your synod office will be able to point you to the 
people who can tell you more about such opportunities.

It is worth saying that to be an elder is a commitment of your faith, gifts and 
time. Often a person being asked to be an elder is already busy, both in the life 
of the church and beyond. You are asked to consider what God may be calling 
you to relinquish in order to become an elder.
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�� 'PS�SFèFDUJPO�BOE�QSBZFS
It is worth asking the following questions as part of your deliberations:

• Is being an elder a priority to which I feel called and am willing to give my
time and energy?

• What will I need to give up or let go of, in order for me to say ‘yes’ and to
do justice to this new ministry?

The only person who can ultimately answer these questions is you, but it is 
important to ensure that you can fulfil this role within your work and domestic 
circumstances. Placing undue pressure on various relationships during the time 
of being a serving elder will help neither the eldership nor yourself. 

6. Some practical tips
 • Take time to pray
 • Ask those who have approached you why they believe you will make a

good elder
 • Seek counsel from a trusted elder/minister/member of the congregation
 • Take the time to shadow a serving elder to discover more of what is

involved
 • Ask yourself: ‘Is there a good reason why I should not allow my name

to go forward for this role?’
 • Trust the church meeting under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to

discern God’s will and confirm if this calling is right for you.

�� "�TDSJQUVSF�WFSTF�UP�SFèFDU�VQPO
“I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, 
exercising the oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have 
you do it”.  1 Peter 5:1-23

3  All Bible passages are from the New Revised Standard Version, unless stated 
ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͘�^ĐƌŝƉƚƵƌĞ�ƋƵŽƚĂƟŽŶƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�EĞǁ�ZĞǀŝƐĞĚ�^ƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ�sĞƌƐŝŽŶ��ŝďůĞ͗��ŶŐůŝĐŝƐĞĚ�
�ĚŝƟŽŶ͕�ĐŽƉǇƌŝŐŚƚ�Ξ�ϭϵϴϵ͕�ϭϵϵϱ�EĂƟŽŶĂů��ŽƵŶĐŝů�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ŚƵƌĐŚĞƐ�ŽĨ��ŚƌŝƐƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ�
ŽĨ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂ͘�hƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƉĞƌŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͘��ůů�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ƌĞƐĞƌǀĞĚ͘


