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1. Place and Date of Publication

The Office of the Elders, in: Lukas Vischer (ed.): The Ministry of the Elders in the Reformed Churches,
Berne 1992, 9-95.

2. Historical Context

Numerous Reformed churches examining the World Council of Churches’ study on Baptism, Eucharist
and Ministry (Lima 1982) criticized the office of the elders to be missing in the text. But the critics
were not able to give a common answer to the question of how the office of elders might have been
properly described. To clarify the question, the Swiss Federation of Protestant Churches convened an
international consultation on “the ministry of elders” in Geneva in August 1990. The consultation was
chaired by Lukas Vischer. His article served as a background of the report (cf. annex).

3. Summary

The office of elders has always played an important role in the Reformed tradition. But it is
interpreted and organized in different ways. Though elders occur frequently in the Old and New
Testament, no specific order can be derived from biblical references.

The Reformed understanding of ministries is generally shaped by a marked anti-hierarchical ethos.
A World Alliance of Reformed Churches commission report (1959) describes the office of the elders
in diaconal terms: “Elders ... have to assume leadership responsibility in witnessing on Christ’s
behalf within the structures of the secular order, and in bringing ... the work of God in secular
history to the attention and to the intercession of the Church”. In 1966, the Alliance emphasizes
the Reformed conviction “that oversight (episcope) within the Church is basically a corporate task.”

A survey of the Reformed tradition reveals a variety of meanings and tasks of elders. Elders visit
the families, settle quarrels, give advice, deal with ecclesiastical discipline, and share the “spiritual
jurisdiction” with pastors. As early as 1632, the Bohemian-Moravian Unity of the Brethren
mentions “sister elders”. In Zurich, the Reformers cooperate so closely with the Christian city
magistrates that the office of elders doesn’t play an important role. Johannes a Lasco stresses the
authority of the whole community and introduces even a time of probation for all officeholders.
Theodor Beza lays the foundation for the “Presbyterian tradition”: The collegial government of
presbyters (elders) is to serve, on the part of individuals, as a protective wall against any
aberration into tyranny. On the other hand it prevents the chaos which democracy may bring
about. The “Congregationalists” stress the independence of each congregation: All believers share
the task of decision-making in responsibility to Christ alone.

Today, each church has to consider through which structures it wants to give expression to the
essence and mission of the church in its specific situation. The classical Reformed order calls for
the four offices of pastors, teachers, deacons and elders; further offices can always be created. In
any case Christ is not represented by individuals; he is witnessed to by the cooperation of
collegiums. “The Holy Spirit wanted to prevent anybody from dreaming of principality or
domination in the question of church government” (Calvin, Institutio 1V,4,4).
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PREFACE

This volume is an attempt at assessing and clarifying the
significance of the ministry of elders in the Reformed churches
today. It is the result of an international consultation which was
convened by the Swiss Federation of Protestant Churches in August
1990 in Geneva. The statement agreed upon by the consultation
was published by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (Studies
No. 19, Geneva 1991).1 This volume contains the papers which
were presented at the consultation. They provide the background of
the conclusions reached by the consultation.

| wish to thank the authors for participating in this exchange and
making available their papers for publication. May the volume help
to renew the debate on the significance of eldership both in the
Reformed churches and in the ecumenical movement in general.

April 1992 Lukas Vischer

1 Copies can be obtained from the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 150 route de
Ferney, 1211 Geneva 2, Switzerland.
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