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One in five general agency board 
members is a racial/ethnic woman
By Craig This

Racial/ethnic women comprise 20% of the 
voting membership of the general agencies, 
according to the 2005 Council, Board or 
Commission Annual Members Profile jointly 
conducted by the General Commission 
on Religion and Race (GCRR) and the 
General Commission on the Status and 
Role of Women (GCSRW) (see Table 1). 

However, it should be noted that the category 
of “racial/ethnic women” includes both racial/
ethnic women in the U.S. church and United 
Methodist laywomen and clergywomen of 
all races from Europe, Africa and the Philip-
pines. (The current data-gathering methods 
used by the church do not distinguish between 
women of color, who are in the minority in the 
United States, and women in other nations.)

Looks good on paper, but…

Interestingly, three commissions—General 
Commission on Christian Unity and Religious 
Concerns (GCCUIC), GCRR and GCSRW—
provide 39% of the racial/ethnic women serv-
ing as members of the boards and agencies. 

These commissions are charged with working 
towards greater inclusivity and diversity in the 
church. Further, the racial/ethnic women  
comprise anywhere from 25% (GCCUIC) to  
51% (GCRR) of the respective commissions.  
So, not only are these smaller commissions 
adding to the overall total of racial/ethnic 
women serving the church, but these com-
missions show a greater diversity and inclu-
sivity than other churchwide agencies.

Table 1: Voting Members, Officers and Leaders of General Agencies
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GCFA (Finance and Administration) 6 53 11% 0 4 0% 0 17 0%

GBCS (Church and Society) 9 59 15% 4 13 31% 4 16 25%

GBHEM (Higher Ed. and Ministry) 10 63 16% 0 1 0% 2 10 20%

GBOD (Discipleship) 9 59 15% 0 4 0% 4 12 33%

UMCom (Communications) 5 29 17% 1 2 50% 2 9 22%

UMPH (Publishing House) 4 39 10% 1 3 33% 0 6 0%

GBPHB (Pensions and Benefits) 5 39 13% 1 6 17% 1 10 10%

GCAH (Archives and History) 2 25 8% 0 3 0% 0 3 0%

GCCUIC (Christian Unity) 11 44 25% 1 4 25% 5 19 26%

GCUMM (UM Men) 1 23 5% 0 4 0% 1 11 9%

GCRR (Religion and Race) 20 39 51% 2 3 67% 6 17 35%

GCSRW (Women’s Commission) 15 42 36% 2 3 67% 3 7 43%

GBGM (Global Ministries) 23* 92 25% 2 4 50% 2 8 25%

Total 120 606 20% 14 54 26% 30 145 21%

*Total racial/ethnic women includes 1 multi-racial and 5 women from Central Conference.
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The four biggest United Methodist program 
boards (General Board of Discipleship, General 
Board of Church and Society, General Board of 
Higher Education and Ministry, and General 
Board of Global Ministries) provide 43% of the 
racial/ethnic women serving as members of the 
boards and agencies. These boards are charged 
with the educating and training of lay and clergy 
leaders, worldwide missions and social justice.

The General Council on Finance and  
Administration (GCFA) has 11% racial/ethnic 
women serving as members of the board.  
The Council manages financial and admin-
istrative concerns for the denomination.1

(The Connectional Table, not a general agency,  
is a group that brings together bishops, staff  
executives and presidents of general agencies,  
and representatives from caucuses and  
conferences from around the world to help 
guide the mission and ministries of the church. 
Currently it has 18% racial/ethnic women on 
its board. See Table 2 for more details.)

Racial/ethnic persons currently comprise 
31% of the population in the United States. 
Religion and Race and GCSRW have repre-
sentation above parity (51% and 36%, re-
spectively); women of color comprise 25% 
of members on the Global Ministries and 

Christian Unity agencies. The remaining agen-
cies have percentages of between 5% and 17%.

A high percentage of racial/ethnic women 
serving in two or three general agencies does 
not provide the diversity that is needed at all 
levels of the church. Such diversity would 
help the denomination better understand 
the context and culture of the various 
racial/ethnic groups that it is reaching.

Underrepresented as officers

While racial/ethnic women comprise 20% of the 
membership of the agencies, they comprise 26% 
of the officers and 21% of the leaders (see Table 1). 
Again, however, the numbers are misleading. 

The two commissions (Religion and Race and 
GCSRW) charged with monitoring racial and 
gender inclusiveness have racial/ethnic women 
as officers (67% each). Women of color com-
prise 50% of the officers for both Global Min-
istries and Communications. The percentage 
of racial/ethnic women officers is 33% for the 
UM Publishing House, 31% for Church and 
Society, 25% for Christian Unity, and 17% 
for Pensions and Benefits. The remaining five 
agencies have no women of color as officers.

The percentage of racial/ethnic women in lead-
ership positions (comprised of chairpersons of 
committees and task forces) is 21% overall.

continued on page 10

1 General Conference determines the make-up of GCFA 
as the members voted to serve GCFA are voted on by the 
standing General Conference. If the racial/ethnic make-up 
of GCFA is to change, then it follows that the racial/ethnic 
make-up of General Conference will have to change.

“I would advise women to…
attend educational conferences or 
workshops, and take advantage 
of training opportunities 
provided by general agencies.”

> Joyce Jordan, affirmative action 
officer for the General Board of 

Discipleship, Nashville, Tenn.

“I was encouraged by many mentors who 
helped to prepare me for success and to 
encourage me along the way to see my gifts.”

> erin hawkins, associate general secretary of the General 
Commission on Religion and Race, Washington, D.C.
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women by the numbers
Beyond labels and stigmas

The program boards exert broader influence 
and manage more churchwide resources in the 
areas of church and society, equipping laity in 
leadership, church-related higher education, 
professional ministry and global missions. The 
commissions, however, are more narrowly focused 
on addressing racism, sexism, ecumenical and inter-
faith concerns, church history and men’s ministries. 

However, according to the ¶705.3i, The Book 
of Discipline 2004, “it is recommended that the 
membership of each of the general agencies seeks 
to be inclusive based on gender, racial and ethnic 
persons, age, persons with disabilities and size of 
church. In order to ensure adequate representation 
of racial and ethnic persons (Asian American, 
African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Native 
Americans, Pacific Islanders), it is recommended 
that a jurisdiction’s membership on each general 

agency be at least 30 percent racial and ethnic 
persons and incorporate one-third clergy, one-
third laymen and one-third laywomen.”

To achieve this level of diversity, annual 
conferences are urged to elect an inclusive slate 
of people from which general agency members 
are chosen. The jurisdictional nominating 
committee then nominates the persons to serve 
on each of the general agencies from the names 
they are given from the annual conferences. 

To increase the participation of women of color,  
U.S. jurisdictional conferences should expand 
their criteria for choosing agency representatives. 
For example, what criteria (if any) are being used 
to nominate the board members? Is it consistent 
across each of the general agencies? Are there 
trends of who is serving on which agencies? Do 
we need to reevaluate how we place people? 
How can each of the general agencies fulfill its 
mandate if they don’t have a diverse board to help 
guide them into what the church can become? 

Conclusion

If The United Methodist Church wishes to reach 
out to the diverse communities around the world, 
it must become diverse itself in every area. And, 
to do that, the general agencies, as well as other 
leadership areas of the church, must become 
more diverse. Greater diversity in the general 
agencies will enable the general agencies to draw 
on this strength of diversity and reach out to the 
entire world, not just a few select people. 

Craig This is a faculty member of the  
Department of Sociology, Geography and  
Social Work at Sinclair Community College.

General agency board members
continued from page 9

“There are many good people 
across our connectional church 
who have never sat with a Native 
american or heard their story.” 

> Sylvia Collins, GCSRW board member,  
Rowland, N.C.

> Eleven of the 61 members (18 percent)  
are women of color from the United 
States, Africa and the Philippines.

> Five women (8%) are there by virtue of the 
church offices they hold: Three racial/ethnic 
women are general secretaries or presidents 

of general agencies. (a total of 26 general 
secretaries/presidents are assigned to the Table.) 

> Racial/ethnic women occupy 3 of 5 
membership slots allotted to the official 

churchwide ethnic caucuses.

> Of the 30 Table members elected by their 
regions, 6 (or 20%) are racial/ethnic women.

> Only 1 woman is among the 7 members 
from outside the United States.

> Five of the 25 members elected by U.S. 
jurisdictions are racial/ethnic women.

Table 2: Make-up of the Connectional Table


