An Ordination Proposal
A Brief History
Today, women may be credentialed in the EFCC but not ordained. It has not always been that way in Free Church history.
“Historically, both branches of the early Free Church had widely used women evangelists, the Swedish more than the Norwegian-Danish, with as many as 50 in active ministry at one time. The same as the men, the women were given the benefit of reduced clergy railroad fares. There were women who were given Free Church ordination which was usually restricted to missionary work only. In recent times one female TEDS graduate has been given a compromised or limited ordination by her home Evangelical Free Church to serve as a Navy Chaplain.” (Calvin B. Hanson, What It Means to be Free, 1990, page 210)
1. At the Winnipeg National Conference in 1995 an open discussion took place on the ordination of women. The interplay was intense at times but no decisions were sought.

2. Discussions have continued at various levels. These have taken place at the Ministerial Standing Committee, at the Board of Directors, on the Pastor’s Link and at informal group or one-on-one opportunities.

3. In 2008, the EFCC Board of Directors established a seven person Task Force on Women in Ministry to explore and discuss the credentialing of women in the EFCC. In a summary report presented to the Board of Directors in February 2009, they state:
“Every Christian, regardless of race, status, or gender is called to serve God by spreading God’s glory among the nations. The main avenue for this service is through local churches. Some Christians are called by God through the church to devote a larger quantity of time to this service in an appointed ministry. These Christians regardless of race, status, or gender should be appointed by a local church after a time of discerning prayer and assessment of qualifications such as Christian maturity, giftedness, training, and experience. The affirmation and public recognition to such a ministry through appointment by a local church in modern times is called ordination. The process of ordination should be mutually carried out by the local church, the District, and the Executive office of the EFCC. Such ministry is distinct from an office of governance. Each local church shall determine, within the bounds of the EFCC Statement of Faith and Constitution, its own approach to governance and who qualifies for a governing office.”
Their conclusions were shaped around three discussion points. The first was a commitment to the authority of scripture. They write:

“The goal of the church is to come to the unity of the faith. We understand that while we strive for unity, members of the EFCC will humbly disagree on the meaning of the passages that deal with gender and leadership. As we have studied the pertinent passages we conclude that, although there are some passages where gender plays a role, the general tenor of scripture does not highlight the gender of leaders. The Bible pictures both men and women in influential positions in ancient Israel and in the Church. The meaning and application of passages that speak to gender and leadership are still under debate.”
The second discussion point concerned the character (ethos) of the EFCC: “in essentials unity, in non-essentials charity, and in all things Jesus Christ.” Our Character and Calling document states, “We are called to a generosity of spirit that frees us to embrace a wide variety of Christian brothers and sisters – simply believers – some with whom we will not agree in matters that are outside our Statement of Faith.” With this in mind the Task Force notes, “The general issue of women in ministry and the specific issue of the ordination of women do not fall under the umbrella of the Statement of Faith.”

The third discussion point pertained to ordination itself:

“Ordination as it is practiced within the EFCC and in society at large is not bound to specific biblical practice. It is more of a cultural and ecclesiastical practice than a scriptural one. We believe that it is possible to define ordination in such a way as to allow the ordination of both men and women without ignoring/denying scripture.”

The Task Force made three recommendations to the Board of Directors.

· We recommend that the Ministerial Standing Committee redefine the meaning of ordination in the EFCC and revise the existing credentialing/ordination process so that it ordains all approved candidates to ministry in the EFCC without regards to gender.
· We recommend that such a revision should emphasize the priority of the local church as the body that recognizes God’s calling and affirms the godly character of those candidates for ordination. 
· We recommend that if a man or a woman has received affirmation of godly character, gifting and calling by the local church and has completed the requirements of the EFCC ordination process, the local church should have the freedom to appoint men and women to whatever roles it considers to be biblically appropriate.

4. In 2010 at the Conference in Sun Peaks, in conjunction with the presentation of a revised credentialing procedure, the possibility of doing so on a gender-neutral basis was raised. The procedure had been developed by the Ministerial Standing Committee at the encouragement of the EFCC Board of Directors. This led to discussion concerning the ordination of women and the encouragement to continue the discussion in the months following.
The Present Context
1. A Diversity of Opinion – There is today in the EFCC a diversity of opinion as to the ordination of women and in what ministry roles they may function. Some see this as the disagreement between those who are complementarian and those who are egalitarian in their interpretation of the scripture relating to gender and ministry. Such labels are not always accurate, fair or wanted but they can be helpful in identifying the two main positions. Both positions see men and women as created equal before God, both fully human and reflecting the image of God. The differences arise when it comes to how men and women should function. 
“At the risk of oversimplification, the two main sides are typically referred to as ‘complementarian’ or ‘egalitarian.’ Complementarians tend to emphasize that while men and women are equal, God’s intention is for ‘male headship.’ Hence, while complementarians celebrate women being involved in ministry, they usually have misgivings about women filling pastoral roles that involve 1 Timothy 3 type ‘elder’ authority to govern. Some would have issues with a woman acting as an elder or on an elder board, while others would only have misgivings about a woman being the ‘senior pastor.’ This lack of full agreement among complementarians on which positions correspond to the ‘elder role’ would also carry over to the issue of ‘ordination.’ For some, ordination is for men only, for other complementarians, ordination is not an issue of concern – their key questions concerns what roles are appropriate or inappropriate for a woman to fill. On the other hand, egalitarians tend to emphasize equality of men and women across the board, making no distinction in the call of God, gifting, and appropriate roles for men and women.” (Bill Taylor, The Pulse, Fall 2010, The Evangelical Free Church of Canada, pages 2-3)
Some of our churches today have women in pastoral roles while others see this as biblically suspect. Some would allow women as elders while others don’t. Some of our pastors are complementarian while others are egalitarian; some claim to be neither. 
2. Interpretive Gridlock – Interpretive consensus, as to how the pertinent passages of scripture that speak to the issue should be seen and how they relate to our ministry functioning, is hard to come by. Complementarians see the passages one way while egalitarians see the same passages another. Abundant scholarship is available and should be consulted but a common consensus of understanding and practice has proven elusive.
 For a complementarian perspective, consider Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (edited by John Piper and Wayne Grudem) or Evangelical Feminism & Biblical Truth (written by Wayne Grudem).

For an egalitarian perspective, consider Discovering Biblical Equality (edited by Ronald Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis) or Man and Woman, One in Christ (written by Philip B. Payne).
3. Cultural Shift – From Bible times through the intervening years, and now into the North American present, the role of women in society has changed. The movement of culture continues towards the removal of limitations as to who they can be and what they can do. While not a determinative factor (culture should not determine what we believe), it is none the less an influencing one. In reading 
1 Corinthians 9:19-23 one is reminded of Paul’s concern for how the practice of faith can influence the gospel’s reception. His practice seemed to be fluid for the sake of the gospel. How much of a role should this shifting of culture play in the ordination issue? Can whether women are ordained or not become a hindrance to the gospel?

4. A Debate of Essentials – The role in ministry and the ordination of women is not touched on in the EFCC Statement of Faith or in its Character and Calling document. Is it then an essential to be agreed to and held by all who want to be part of the EFCC, or is it a non-essential (not meaning unimportant but rather not necessary for all) allowing for the freedom of various beliefs and practices?

Should the inclusive nature of the Free Church expand to the role of women in ministry, even to their ordination? We have chosen to be neither Arminian nor Calvinistic but to be willing to embrace both. We have chosen not to take an either/or approach to when and how someone should be baptized. We have chosen to be neither premillennial or amillennial in our eschatology but neutral. Should we choose to be neither complementarian nor egalitarian as a denomination but to allow for both in our practice?
The Proposal
1. Since the credentialing and ordination of women is not addressed in the EFCC Statement of Faith, it is inconsistent with our Free Church ethos/character to maintain an affirmation process that is grounded in either a complementarian or egalitarian position. The EFCC credentialing process is currently focused in a complementarian direction. Given that credentialing is a “non-essential”, the process should change to reflect neutrality, neither complementarian nor egalitarian. 
2. The local church is essential to and remains foundational to the credentialing and ordaining of individuals to ministry. Local churches have the responsibility to search for and employ those who will serve them and in what roles they may serve. They install and ordain (if they choose to do so) to those roles and invest them with the authority to function.
3. The local church desires its ministers to be screened and affirmed/credentialed by the EFCC and looks to the National Office of the Evangelical Free Church of Canada (in consultation with the District office) to provide a unified procedure to accomplish such affirmation.

4. The National Office has the responsibility to put the candidate through a process of assessment that leads to either affirmation or rejection. This process takes place under the direction of the Ministerial Standing Committee. The areas assessed are in regards to agreement with and understanding of the EFCC Statement of Faith; godly character and agreement to maintain such character; and understanding of and willingness to function under Free Church ethos as explained in the EFCC Character and Calling Document.
The Motion
That the Evangelical Free Church of Canada affirm/credential anyone who successfully completes its credentialing process.
That the local church ordains (if they choose to do so) and installs to ministry, in whatever roles they deem acceptable, those who have been affirmed/credentialed by the EFCC.
That whatever decisions the Conference makes, further discussion or motions on the issue of gender and ordination will not be entertained for at least five EFCC Conferences or ten years. 
