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Reimagining Church Leadership: Gender Justice and the Imago Dei

The World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) laments the injustices
women face in many societies and cultures across the globe and within our
Reformed Churches. We strive for a life in all its fullness and have established a
specific direction focused on dismantling injustices rooted in gender norms,
which are based on patriarchy under the name of ‘Gender Justice’ (GJ). This
initiative is part of the journey for reformed churches as outlined in Accra 2004,
27 and 30. ‘Gender Justice’ encompasses just and right relationships, mutual
respect and accountability, respect for creation, and the rights of all people to
live with dignity. Transforming gender injustice as a response to God’s call to be
responsible bearers of the image of God and the body of Christ is an ongoing
task of the Spirit of God. This call encourages both women and men to fully
participate in the ministry of the Church (Genesis 1:26-27, Romans 12:5, and 1
Corinthians 12:12 & 27), in our belief.

At the 26th General Council in 2017, the highlight on gender justice resulted in
two specific actions: the creation of a declaration of faith on women’s ordination
and the development of the Gender Justice Policy (General Council Actions 31
and 33). In 2019, the Executive Committee adopted “A Declaration of Faith on
Women's Ordination”, providing a theological reflection on the ordination of
women to the whole communion of churches. Additionally, the Gender Justice
Policy received approval from the 2021 Executive Committee. Nevertheless,
ongoing efforts are needed to collaborate with the regional councils, encouraging

and facilitating the policy’s implementation and accountability metrics.
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There is a long tradition of ordaining women in the Reformed family of Churches.

The earliest Presbyterian church to ordain women to the Ministry of Word and

Sacrament was the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, which ordained Louisa

Woosley in 1889. Meanwhile the Congregationalists began ordaining women

even earlier in 1853 with Antoinette Brown being the first woman ordained.

Year/Council

Key Events /
Discussions

Participating
Churches &
Statistics

Significance /
Remarks

1853

First woman
ordained as minister
(Antoinette Brown)

Congregationalists

Early milestone in
women’s ordination

1889
(London, 4th
Council)

First discussion on
women’s ministry
(focus on Deaconess
order) Deaconesses
“set apart” but not
ordained

Church of Scotland,
German
Kaiserswerth
examples

Explicit statement:
women could not be
pastors or preachers

1889

Louisa Woosley
ordained as first
woman Presbyterian
minister

Cumberland
Presbyterian Church

Historic turning point
for Presbyterian
ordination

1929
(13th Council)

Serious debate on
ordination began
Declared: “Women
welcomed in all
activities except
ministry and
eldership”

Maintained official
non-ordination
stance
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Key Events /

Participating

Significance /

Year/Council . . Churches &
Discussions .. Remarks
Statistics
Statistical report on -
) p Church of Christ in
women ministers Showed some
1933 Japan:
. 229 women churches already
(14th Council) - 168/841Cumberland -
ministers out of Presbvterian: 27/725 ordaining women
38,575 total y

1937
(Montreal Council)

Women participated
as corresponding
members (14
women) Few female
official delegates

74 women ministers
reported (lower
figure, possibly
underreported)

Possible
inconsistencies in
reporting

1964
(Frankfurt Council)

Member churches
began sending
female ordained
ministers as official
delegates

Important turning
point

1989
(Seoul Council)

Called member
churches to
reconsider their
stance on women’s
ordination. Urged
reflection in light of
scriptural equality

First official call for
reexamination of
practices

1997
(Debrecen Council)

Reaffirmed and
strengthened the
recommendations of
the Seoul Council

Sustained
commitment to
advocacy
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Participating

. Key Events / Significance /
Year/Council . . Churches &
Discussions . Remarks
Statistics
WARC survey: “At
least 42 churches .
2009 (S il d t orda Provided clear
(Survey) still do not ordain i benchmark statistics
women to Word and
Sacrament ministry”
Affirmed women’s
ordination as central
2010 to communion Declarative
(Grand Rapids [?eclared: Trl.Je. i milestone, framed as
. unity cannot exist if a communal
Council)
women’s call to obligation
ministry is not
recognized”
Adopted
“Declaration of Faith
on Women’s
2017 Ordination” “God, Formal adoption of a

(Leipzig Council)

through the Holy
Spirit, calls both
women and men to
participate fully in all
church ministries”

declaration;
monitoring continues

2023-Present

Gender Audit
conducted Ongoing
assessment of
women’s ordination
status, opportunities,
and barriers in
member churches

Continued data
collection and
evaluation
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A priority for the upcoming 2025 General Council will be to engage with member

churches that do not currently ordain women (General Council Action 33).

As part of our ongoing transforming actions, we conduct a Gender Audit to
assess the extent of gender injustice against women within all member churches.
The primary objective of the Gender Audit is to establish Gender Mainstreaming
(GM) as a strategic approach to achieve gender equity, equality and empower
women in their programming portfolios and internal organisational processes.
Through the Gender Audit, WCRC will evaluate how member churches address
gender-related issues, including women's ordination and gender-based violence.
At the heart of our commitment to this initiative is a steadfast belief in the equality
of both women and men, rooted in the idea that all are created in the image of
God. This faith-based perspective serves as the foundational concept
underpinning our dedication to promoting equality and empowering women
within the framework of the Gender Audit. The exercise is designed not only to
provide insights into the status of women within the Communion but also to serve
as a transformative process in its own right. The gender audit of WCRC was

launched in December 2022.

What is a gender audit?

A gender audit is both a diagnostic tool and a transformative process designed to
assess how well an organisation, institution, or community integrates gender
equality into its structures, policies, culture, and practices. It identifies where
gender disparities exist and offers pathways to address them—promoting

systemic change toward equity and justice.
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In the context of the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC), this
gender audit seeks to better understand how women are recognised, valued, and
empowered across our global family of churches. It specifically has sub-
objectives; 1) to learn what member churches say about women in terms of
theology, policy, and ecclesial language, 2) to understand women’s status and
function in church life, including ordination, leadership, education, and pastoral
roles, and 3) to listen to what churches expect from women in leadership and

discern the evolving visions of gender relations in ministry.

Through this audit, we hope to support our member churches in reimagining
leadership, power, and participation in the image of God (Imago Dei)—ensuring
that women and men alike are fully affirmed in their dignity, calling, and

contribution to the body of Christ.

Gender Justice World Communion of Reformed Churches



Gender Justice World Communion of Reformed Churches



. Aethoadotogy

This gender audit employed a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative and
qualitative approaches within a transformative paradigm informed by feminist
theological perspectives. The transformative paradigm emphasises personal and
social transformation, grounded in an ethical commitment to inclusion and to
challenging oppressive structures. It also underscores the importance of
disseminating research findings in ways that advance social justice and human
rights (Mertens, 2009:5). This paradigm was chosen because it seeks not only to
assess gender dynamics but also to contribute to institutional transformation,
ensuring that the Imago Dei is fully reflected in both policy and practice across
the communion. The data for this gender audit was collected over a one-year
period, from April 2024 to April 2025, through an online survey, regional

consultations, and desk reviews.

Questionnaire survey (quantitative and qualitative):

The survey was designed to collect responses from both administrative staff and
clergy simultaneously. This approach ensured clarity in questioning while also
creating space for further comment and reflection. As a result, the survey
provided not only statistical data but also a rich body of qualitative insights. To
ensure linguistic and cultural accessibility across the global communion, the
survey was administered in six languages: English, French, German, Spanish,
Portuguese, and Bahasa Indonesia. This multilingual approach enabled a broader

and more inclusive participation from diverse regional contexts.
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2. Regional consultations and desk reviews (qualitative):

Consultations were carried out through regional councils and the head offices of
churches. These methods allowed for in-depth dialogue on regional and cultural
factors affecting gender justice. For example, a Gender Leadership Consultation
was conducted in the African church context, where group discussions and
action plans were developed and summarised in a communique to collect further

data.

3. Theoretical framework:

The audit was guided by a clear theoretical framework that shaped both the
analysis of the collected data and the identification of key thematic findings. This
framework provided the critical lens for addressing the central gender audit

question and its associated sub-questions.
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[1l. Theoretical Framework:

%yﬂ @M’

To seek to establish how churches understand the Biblical concept
of women and men being made in the image of God, and how this

translates into the dismantling of patriarchy in the churches.

The concept of Imago Dei, or "the image of God," is central to
Christian theology and anthropology. It is introduced in Genesis
1:27, which states: “So God created humankind in his image, in the
image of God he created them; male and female he created them
(sic).” This passage affirms that both men and women equally bear
God's image, implying shared dignity, spiritual capacity, moral

responsibility, and intellectual worth.

However, this theological ideal has not always been upheld in
Christian tradition or church practice. Instead, it has often been
distorted by patriarchal interpretations, particularly through the lens
of Pauline writings. For instance, in 1 Corinthians 11:7, Paul states:
“A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory
of God; but woman is the glory of man.” Here, Paul omits the direct
statement that woman is the image of God, creating a theological
gap that has historically justified the marginalisation of women in

both ecclesial and social contexts.

Pauline interpretation is not a reflection of divine truth, but rather a
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