
Resourcing 
Our Elders

Area 3: 
A Team of Elders
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Area 3: 
A team of elders

1. The function of the elders’ meeting
There are 12 responsibilities for the elders of a church, listed in the United Reformed 
Church Manual.

(i) 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;

(ii) to see that public worship is regularly offered and the sacraments are duly
administered, and generally to promote the welfare of the congregation;

(iii) to ensure pastoral care of the congregation, in which the minister is joined
by elders having particular responsibility for groups of members;

(iv) to nominate from among its members a church secretary (or secretaries),
to be elected by the church meeting, to serve both the church meeting
and the elders’ meeting;

(v) to arrange for pulpit supply in a vacancy;

(vi) to keep the roll of members and (as an aid to the discharge of the
congregation’s pastoral and evangelistic responsibility) lists of names of
adherents and children attached to the congregation, and in consultation
with the church meeting to maintain standards of membership and to
advise on the admission of members on profession of faith and by transfer,
on the suspension of members, and on the removal of names from the roll;

(vii) to be responsible for the institution and oversight of work among children
and young people and of all organisations within the congregation;

(viii) to call for the election of elders and advise on the number required;

(ix) to consider the suitability of any applicant for recognition as a candidate
for the ministry or for service as a CRCW and to advise the church meeting
about its recommendation to the synod;

(x) to recommend to the church meeting arrangements for the proper
maintenance of buildings and the general oversight of all the financial
responsibilities of the local church;

(xi) to act on behalf of the church meeting and bring concerns to the wider
councils of the United Reformed Church;

(xii) to do such other things as may be necessary in pursuance of its
responsibility for the common life of the Church.
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This rather daunting-looking list needs to be tackled by a team of elders – including 
the minister of word and sacraments where there is one. Elders are there for the 
sake of the body, the church, to be the team that enables ministry to happen.

2. Understanding elders as a team
How does God make you a team? It comes down to the importance of the Holy 
Spirit. In the United Reformed Church we believe that the Spirit is in charge of 
any church meeting. We speak of seeking the mind of Christ together. The Spirit 
is also ‘in charge’ of who is made an elder, which is why we ordain people to the 
eldership. Praying together and sharing and learning together is vitally important. 
It is through allowing the Spirit to infuse the elders’ meeting that good team 
working will develop, combined with a healthy dose of ideas on good practice 
drawn from helpful sources.

There is increasing emphasis on teamwork in the commercial world, voluntary 
sector, and the church. In order to gain insights into the eldership as a team you 
could try the following: 

a. Each elder could bring an image which they think describes the sort of
team you are, or the sort of team you want to be (eg a ‘tug of war’ team,
all pulling in the same direction; a football team, each with different
positions and gifts; or a tag wrestling team, handing over to others when
necessary). What do all these images say about you as a team of elders?

b. Looking at the 12 functions of the elders meeting, how are these functions
carried out by your elders? Would it help to take on specific roles if you
don’t already do this, eg children and youth elder, worship elder, buildings
sub-committee, finance team?

c. Someone in your church fellowship might be able to help you, as an eldership,
to look at Belbin team roles. This can be a useful way of exploring how teams
or groups of elders interact. For further information see www.belbin.com

3. Being an effective team
Look at this list from a ‘team building’ handout for industry:

 • Learn to work as a team
 • Reassess your team’s goals and direction
 • Communicate better as a team
 • Give your team a boost of energy
 • Create trust amongst team members
 • Recognise individual strengths, styles and skills
 • Keep lines of communication flexible
 • Ensure tolerance
 • Encourage sharing of ideas
 • Allow for differences.

Can you ‘translate’ these aims, so that they are suitable for teams of elders? Can 
you produce a list headed ‘our elders’ meeting is here to...’ ? How could you share 
this usefully with the church meeting?
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4. Developing your team,
recognising your gifts

Look at the list of responsibilities of the elders meeting taken from the Manual.

There are two golden rules from the list: 

1. Everything has to be done

2. Everything does not have to be done by everyone.

So how does your eldership ensure that all the functions are fulfilled?

The key questions, which the following exercises are designed to address, are:

 • What are the gifts I have seen in myself and others have seen in me that
show a calling to eldership?

 • What gifts would I like to develop?
 • What help and support do I need to develop this?
 • What do we do as a church that helps leadership emerge and develop?
 • What do we do already to help the elders work as a team in this church?

How could we do more of this? What are the new habits which would help?

Exercise 1: About me
First choose two words (or create your own) from the list below of descriptions of 
elders suggested by elders themselves. 

 • First word: Something you think is a particular gift that you bring to
the eldership

 • Second word: A particular gift you would like to develop to help you
in your ministry of eldership.

server    exemplar    carer    outreacher    diplomat    peacemaker    enabler    sorter 
out    administrator    channel    initiator    encourager    counsellor    planner    
listener    manager    minister’s support    teacher    proposer    discipler    shepherd    
overseer   minister    communicator    nurturer    helper   visionary    representative

Think about these two words for a moment and prepare to share a few thoughts.

Share them together in the group...

Then ask everyone to put their name on a piece of paper and put it in a hat.  
Go round the group with each person picking another elder’s name from the hat. 
When everyone has picked out a name, they should choose a word for their named 
person that they see as a gift they have or could have that they might not see in 
themselves. How could the named person be encouraged to develop this gift?

Share in the group...

When everyone has spoken, go on to explore together what this church does to 
help people develop their gifts.
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Exercise 2: About us
What do elders do? How do we do what we do?

In pairs:

 • Look at the list of functions of the elders meeting and explore how the
elders ensure that they are fulfilled in this church

 • Consider how the gifts that were identified in exercise 1 help this eldership
in their work together.

In the group:

Consider how the elders work as a team in the church

 • what strengths emerge?
 • what areas for work and development emerge?
 • how will the eldership use what has been found from this exercise?

5. Choosing Elders
Elders are:

 • There for the sake of the church
 • Spiritual leaders – praying, caring, learning
 • Ordained and sustained by the Holy Spirit.

In the light of those three principles, how does your elders’ meeting respond to 
the following imaginary candidates for eldership? 

Mary is a good worker for the church. Her husband has physical disabilities so she 
can’t come to church or church meeting but can do day-time meetings. She keeps 
the lunch club, coffee morning and jumble sale going.

Vera has served for 40 years as an elder but can’t manage the steps up and down 
to the communion table to distribute communion anymore.

John believes that we should just get on with it and not bother with long 
discussions at meetings. 

Geoffrey never says anything in church meeting, insists that he ‘can’t visit  
people or pray with them’, but understands the church heating system when 
no one else can. 

What do your responses to these four imaginary people tell you about how 
your church should go about choosing elders?
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6. Helping the local church to think
about choosing elders

One United Reformed Church congregation has provided a leaflet about how 
elders are chosen (Handout 1, page 21). Would it help your church to produce 
something like this?

7. Children and youth elder
Might it help your church to look at this example of what it could mean to be an 
elder for children and youth?

Someone to ensure that: 

 • Your church considers its strategy for work with children and young people
 • Children’s and youth work issues are discussed at elders’ and church meetings
 • Links are maintained with all youth and children’s groups who use the

church premises
 • Young people and children are represented where appropriate in the

committees of the church
 • Your elders’ meeting knows what is happening in your church or in other

churches in relation to children and young people.

Some things your children and youth elder may 
already be doing or could do: 

Congregation focused

 • Read a book a year relating to young people/children and the church
 • Keep a cradle roll in your church
 • Advocate a proper budget for youth and children’s work in your church
 • Take time to speak with children and young people and encourage the

pastoral care of youngsters and their families
 • Have a regular spot at elders’ and church meeting
 • Encourage praying for youngsters and youth and children’s workers
 • Encourage the discussion of issues relating to children and young people
 • Be aware of new opportunities such as mid-week worship, alternative

worship, Pilots, new resources and funding possibilities
 • Visit all the youth and children’s groups connected with church
 • Ensure that all major youth and children’s events at your church are

attended by at least one elder
 • Maintain links with all children’s and youth leaders
 • Encourage the congregation to hold an annual dedication service for your

children’s and youth leaders.
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Links with the synod

 • Develop links with your synod youth/children’s work secretaries and
regional Pilots officer

 • Contact your children and youth development officer (cydo) and organise
training for the youth and children’s leaders at your church

 • Consider applying for a child friendly church award.

Access to resources

 • Regularly check out the children and youth web pages
 • Visit the Pilots website
 • Subscribe to a monthly magazine relating to young people or children

through your local Christian book shop
 • Obtain the United Reformed Church Good Practice pack and discuss it with your

church link person for safeguarding, elders and leaders
 • Attend local, regional/national or Assembly training events and organise for

others to attend.
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Area 3: 
A Handout 1
What method of electing elders most faithfully 
SFèFDUT�PVS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�PG�FMEFSTIJQ 

Ministry
If eldership is a ministry, then selection and appointment should be undertaken 
with great seriousness. To appoint someone to a ministry which is not theirs 
may cause great discomfort and pain both to the person concerned and to the 
community. To appoint those who volunteer has dangers too! It isn’t the case that 
everyone should have a turn. But it is also true that we often don’t look carefully 
or far enough. We need to find ways to open ourselves to the Holy Spirit so that 
we can discern gifts where they may have been hidden or overlooked. It can be 
easy to assume that God is calling the articulate, ‘successful’, professional, healthy 
and confident people. Remember there was a time when most people thought 
women wouldn’t make good elders! As a church meeting and as individuals we 
need to find ways of encouraging and enabling one another to discern gifts 
with imagination and wisdom. You don’t have to be able-bodied, educated, or 
completely happy and well-adjusted to be an elder! But you do need to be faithful 
in worship, committed to Christ, sensitive to the needs of others, trustworthy 
and caring. Also, we need to recognise that training is an important part of any 
preparation for ministry – so in thinking about those who might have the right 
gifts we may bear in mind that gifts can be encouraged and developed. 

A corporate ministry
If elders have a ministry together, as a corporate body, then it is appropriate to 
think about how the group works together. Not every elder needs to have the 
same responsibilities or gifts, but the group as whole needs to be aware of the 
whole task of eldership. The dynamics of the group will be important and will 
affect the ministry of the whole eldership. The right balance of skills and gifts 
needs to be kept within the group and this is best achieved if the members of 
the group have a high level of awareness about themselves and of the whole 
group. It is important to avoid fixing people in particular roles (‘Sharon always 
does the pastoral work’ – ‘Amy always wants to be practical’, ‘Xavier is always 
reminding us what the Bible says’), but equally elders bring different strengths 
to the group. An eldership entirely made up of visionaries would be exciting, but 
ineffective! Equally, an eldership which was all practical and task oriented would 
be impoverished. This is just common sense really, but it makes a difference if 
you think about eldership as a corporate ministry, or of the elders’ meeting as 
a mission community rather than a collection of gifted individuals. Thinking 
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corporately (‘the body’) will imply a new approach to electing elders. The church 
will need to look together at the whole ministry of the elders and ask: What 
further gifts does this group need?’Then look for them within the congregation. 
The emphasis then is not upon ‘favouring’ individuals, but enriching the 
community. Thinking corporately also implies thinking about the number of 
elders – 12 is an effective working group which can talk with a fair degree of 
openness – 20 is more like a public meeting and the dynamics change. A large 
church might need a larger number of elders, but will find ways to divide into 
sub-groups which can work effectively.

The Sabbath principle
As with human life generally, all ministry benefits from rest and change. Ministers 
of Word and Sacraments are entitled to a three month sabbatical every ten 
years – not a long holiday – but a time for standing back, thinking and praying. 
Elders should also have such opportunities, alongside opportunities for training, 
development and even assessment of their ministry. In many churches, elders 
are elected to serve for a fixed term with the promise, encouragement or even 
enforcement of a sabbatical period before serving again. This reflects a belief that 
ministry of any kind is never something fixed and unchanging. Elders who stand 
down for a year or more are not doing nothing. They are taking time to take stock 
and to explore further possibilities for ministry. They might spend more time 
praying and searching for where God is calling next. They might concentrate on 
one particular area of the church’s life. They do not stop being elders, but simply 
stand back for a while from being part of the corporate ministry of the elder’s 
meeting. They do this, not ‘to give others a chance to have their say’, but in order 
to examine and enrich what they have and will have to offer the ministry of the 
whole church. 


