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he question: how does the General Conference replace an 
officer? A short answer: according to the rules. But the
longer answer asks us first to find the rules, and then to follow 

them very carefully
First, some background about those rules. In our national culture we 

assume that the actions of every person may be freely pursued within limita- 
tions specified by law, and that those laws are put in place by the people them- 
selves, or by their selected, elected, or appointed representatives who then act as 
their agents.

Our laws provide that groups of persons may voluntarily agree to operate as if they were one person, 
through a legal action recognized by the state as the creation of a “corporation.” Approval for this is represented by 
a document called a charter or articles of incorporation. There is a large body of statute and case law that governs 
how the corporation must conduct its affairs. This includes some rules regarding the relationships among its own 
members. Because the charter is very broad in its statement of objectives, structure, and procedures, each corpora- 
tion then establishes other, more detailed sets of rules. Typically these include a constitution, a bylaws, a policy 
manual, standing rules, special rules, and a parliamentary authority. The law requires a parliamentary authority; if 
one is not specified, Roberts Rules o f  Order is assumed.

We individual Adventists have agreed to band together in various ways to form a number of such incorpo- 
rations. The one we are concerned with here is the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists. We are, in the 
legal sense, such a corporation. In addition to securing legal standing, we have followed the usual practice of 
supplementing those broader corporate rules with other regulations that we have drafted to deal specifically with 
our own peculiar ways of managing our affairs. The General Conference has a constitution, bylaws, working policy, 
church manual, and rules of order.' As we go down this list, each is subsidiary to those above it, is more detailed, is 
more specific, and may be modified more easily. Our rules about how we should elect, terminate, or replace an officer 
are scattered throughout these different documents. We need to look at them all in order to describe the process.



or what reasons might it be necessary to elect 
a replacement for the president before 
completion of his regular term? The reasons 

are those we might expect. The incumbent president 
could die, be incapacitated by ill health, or resign for 
personal reasons. The position to which he was elected 
could be eliminated, or he could be terminated “for 
cause.”7

"hat are the bases for termination “for 
cause?” The bylaws provide, in a footnote, 
this explanation: “The phrase ‘for cause,’ 

when used in connection with removal from an elected 
or appointed position, shall include but not be limited to 
1) incompetence; 2) persistent failure to cooperate with 
duly constituted authority in substantive matters and 
with relevant employment and denominational policies; 
and 3) actions which may be subject of discipline under 
the Church M anual.”*

The General Conference W orking Policy says 
that “Officers and administrators are expected to work 
in harmony with the General Conference Working 
Policy. Those who show inability or unwillingness to 
administer their work in harmony with policy should 
not be continued in executive leadership by their respec- 
tive constituencies or governing boards/committees.”9 

The General Conference W orking Policy further 
says that “The phrase ‘for cause’ when used in connec- 
tion with removal from an elected or appointed position, 
shall include but not be limited to misdeeds, incompe-

But behind these rules of ours is the basic 
assumption that, because these officers are elected by the 
members of the organization, they are removed, and 
their successors are elected, by the same authority that 
elected them. This means that these actions are per- 
formed either by the delegates to a regular General 
Conference session or, between regular sessions, by the 
members of the General Conference Executive Commit- 
tee, because each of these groups was selected to 
represent the general membership of the church. Where 
particular rules are lacking (for example, how an investi- 
gation should be conducted), the organization has the 
inherent power to take any action or follow any proce- 
dure that is not in conflict with the law, its governmen- 
tal charter, its own constitution, bylaws or other adopted 
rules. So, what do the rules say?

"ho are “officers?” There are numerous 
officers of the General Conference. Three 
of them, a president, a secretary (a title 

which means far more than its ordinary usage), and a 
treasurer, are designated “executive officers,” a sequence 
that may imply a ranking or order of succession.‘2 In the 
absence of the president, meetings of the Executive 
Committee are chaired by a general vice president of 
the General Conference or the president of the North 
American Division (Note: none of these are “executive 
officers.”)3 In case a president needs to be replaced 
before serving out his term of office, the secretary 
serves as acting president until a new president is 
elected and assumes his responsibilities.4

The “ranking officer” of the General Confer- 
ence who may be present at the General Conference 
headquarters, may call a meeting of the Executive 
Committee at any time; he, or any member of the 
Executive Committee appointed by him, shall act as 
chair of the meeting.3 It is not specified whether this 
must be an “executive officer” or what the ranking 
among officers is.

"hen is a president elected? Generally, a 
president is elected at a regular session of 
the General Conference, which usually 

occurs at five-year intervals (the next one is scheduled 
for 2000). If a vacancy in that office should occur 
between sessions, for any reason, a replacement is 
elected at a regular meeting of the Executive Commit- 
tee convened as an Annual Council unless the vacancy 
occurs more than “three or more months before” such a 
meeting. In that case, a special meeting of the Execu- 
tive Committee is called for that purpose.6



a day-to-day basis) of a potential problem, followed by 
its investigation of the circumstances prompting 
concerns about the officer, and, if judged necessary, the 
presentation of the matter to the General Conference 
Executive Committee in regular or special session for 
deliberation and decision.

If the officer resigns, or is terminated, or when 
for any other reason the office becomes vacant between 
sessions of the General Conference, the provisions in 
the documents for election of a replacement by the 
Executive Committee are then followed.

ow is a replacement president elected? A
simple nomination and election are needed.
The steps in that process, found in the General 

Conference W orking  Policy, clearly indicate that the line 
of succession among the executive officers follows from 
the president to the secretary and then to the treasurer. 
The details of the process for each of these officers 
differs somewhat; those for the president are follow:

1. The secretary of the General Conference 
shall serve as acting president of the General 
Conference until a new president is elected and 
assumes his responsibilities.
2. The secretary of the General Conference 
shall immediately notify the presidents of all 
divisions of the vacancy. The Executive Com- 
mittee, after counsel with all the divisions, shall 
set the date and place for a special meeting of 
the General Conference Executive Committee.

b. All General Conference Executive 
Committee members shall be invited to attend.
4. A nominating committee, with appropriate 
representation from each division, shall be 
appointed by the General Conference Executive 
Committee, in a manner to be decided, regard 
less of whether the election takes place at an 
Annual Council or at a special meeting of the 
General Conference Executive Committee. Any 
member of the General Conference Executive 
Committee shall be eligible to serve on this 
nominating committee.”12

W hat are the parliamentary requirements 
for special meetings? After due notice, a 
meeting of the Executive Committee will 

require fifteen members as a quorum to elect an officer, 
or forty to terminate one;13 the vote will be a majority to 
elect, and two thirds to terminate.14 As already noted, 
the nomination process is left to the Executive Commit- 
tee to decide.

tence, incompatibility or lack of team work by an 
elected/appointed person.”10

The Church M a n u a l  expands the list to include 
the following:

1. Denial of faith in the fundamentals of the 
gospel and in the cardinal doctrines of the 
church or teaching doctrines contrary to the 
same.
2. Violation of the law of God, such as worship 
of idols, murder, stealing, profanity, gambling, 
Sabbathbreaking, and willful and habitual 
falsehood.
3. Violation of the seventh commandment of 
the law of God as it relates to the marriage 
institution, the Christian home, and biblical 
standards of moral conduct.
4. Such violations as fornication, promiscuity, 
incest, homosexual practice and other gross 
sexual perversions, and the remarriage of a 
divorced person, except of the ‘innocent party’ 
in a divorce for adultery or for gross sexual 
perversions.
5. Fraud or willful misrepresentation in busi- 
ness.
6. Disorderly conduct which brings reproach 
upon the cause.
7. Adhering to or taking part in a divisive or 
disloyal movement or organization.
8. Persistent refusal to recognize properly 
constituted church authority or to submit to the 
order and discipline of the church.
9. The use, manufacture, or sale of alcoholic 
beverages.
10. The use, manufacture, or sale of tobacco in 
any of its forms for human consumption.
11. The misuse of, or trafficking in, narcotics or 
other drugs.11

ow is an incumbent president terminated?
While the documents furnish the causes for 
which such a decision may be made, none of 

them specifically describe the processes to be followed. 
However, there are processes indicated for electing an 
officer to fill the remaining term of an office which has 
become vacant, and it is a reasonable assumption that a 
parallel procedure would be appropriate. A common- 
sense process, which would not be in violation of any 
existing requirements and which would fulfill the 
ordinary responsibilities of the officers and committees, 
would involve notice to the General Conference Admin- 
istrative Committee (which functions at headquarters on



1995); and General Conference Rules o f  Order (Hagerstown, 
MI): Review and Herald, 1989).

2. Constitution, art. 8, sec. 1.
3. Bylaws, art. 3, sec. 2.
4. IVorking Policy, policy B, procedure 14, 5:1.
5. Bylaws, art. 13, sec. 6.
6. IVorking Policy, policy B, procedure 14, 5:3a.
7. Bylaws, art. 13, sec. la; Constitution, art. 9, sec. 3; art. 13, 

sec. 6.
8. Bylaws, art. 13, sec la.
9. ^Forking Policy, policy B, procedure 2:15.
10. Ibid., policy B, procedure 20, 22.
11. The list occurs under the heading “Reasons for Which 

Members shall be Disciplined.” Church Manual, 168-69.
12. IVorking Policy, policy B, procedure 14, 5.
13. Bylaws, art. 13, secs. 3 and 4.
14. Ibid., art. 13, sec. id.
15. For example, see “Reasons for Which Members Shall be 

Disciplined,” in the Church Manual, 168-69, and quoted above.

C om m en ts?  T h e re  are  on ly  a few. T h e  process 
appears to  resp ec t th e  re p re sen ta tiv e  dem ocra tic  ideal 
q u ite  w ell, th o u g h  th e  s c a tte r in g  o f  deta ils across so 
m an y  sections o f  several d o cum en ts  req u ire s  a ve ry  
com plicated  analysis. T h e re  are  no  re q u ire m e n ts  for the  
p ro ced u res  used o r  th e  proofs req u ired  to  d em o n s tra te  
“cause,” and so fa irn ess  d u r in g  a tim e o f  em otional 
s tre ss  could  suffer. T h e re  is am o n g  A d v en tis ts  a tra d i-  
tio n  o f  w illingness  to  allow  in ju ry  to  a person  in o rd e r 
to  safeguard  th e  re p u ta tio n  o f  o u r in stitu tio n s , w hich I 
have called  “th e  C aiaphus p rinc ip le .”15 W e shou ld  he 
w illin g  to  co n fro n t th a t e r ro r  in o u r g o v e rn in g  docu- 
m en ts.
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