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Cabinet  Address  –  2007 Annual  Conference 

In 2004 the United Methodist  General  Conference directed the General  

Board of  Pension and Heal th  Benefi ts  to  s tudy how to best  provide a  heal th 

insurance plan for  our  denominat ion.  The Board recent l y published i ts  report .  

I t  s tates ,  “ In order  for  the Church to  s t rengthen i ts  minis t ry ,  heal th is  an 

issue we must  address  now because i t  wil l  impact  us al l .”   

Some t imes ,  I  personally don’t  feel  very heal thy.  I’m t i red,  s t ressed,  

and spir i t ual ly depleted.  It ’s  those t imes  when I  feel  l ike a  leader  on the 

Titanic—all I ’m doing is  rearranging  the deck chairs  on a  ship that  is  going 

down.  I’m not  sure anything I  do is  making a  difference to encourage new 

fai th development  or  to  make a  differen ce in the world or  to  s top our  

membership loss   

There are other  t imes,  though,  when I  have given priori t y to prayer and 

devotion,  to  exercise and self -care,  I  feel  more hopeful .  Keeping with the 

boat  image,  I  feel  as  though I’m on the Mayflower.  Credi t  for  that  image  goes 

to  Diane Butler  Bass  who has done research on vi tal  congregat ions.  While  we 

know the people on the Mayflower and their  descendents  fai led to  understand 

and respect  those alread y l iving in this  country,  I  s t i l l  f ind i t  a  useful  image.  

This  boat  is  headed for  a  new place,  sai l ing in waters  unfamil iar  to  us ,  with 

the promise and hope of  new l i fe  and renewal  ahead.  Our ship is  intact .  Our 

leaders  keep calm, spend t ime in prayer ,  and provide focus,  vis ion,  and 

direct ion while  navigat ing the choppy,  deep sea.   

Yes,  heal th is  important—even our  inst i tut ional  heal th—because i t  

affects  our  resolve and abil i t y to l ive,  give,  and love .  .  .  .  beyond al l  
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expectation .  This  annual  cabinet  address  is  our  opportuni ty to share with you 

the heal th  of  our  Conference  from our  perspect ive.  

When we look at  the uncharted waters  of  our  c ircui t  minis t ry plan,  we 

see many signs of  good heal th .  We see s igns of  increasin g support  and  

accountab il i t y among clerg y in the circui ts .  Clergy care for  each other ,  help 

each other ,  and share  wit h one another .  Many circuit s  are f inding a focus.  For  

instance,  some have begun new fai th  efforts ,  including one that  is  exploring 

the possibi l i t y  of  s tar t ing a new fai th community in the locat i on of  a  

congregat ion that  voted to  close.  One is  developing a circui t -wide internet  

web page.  Some are providing lay speakers  and supervis ion to  small  churches 

that  are  without  a  pastor .  In  many circui ts  lay people give leadership to  and 

part icipat ion  in the minist ry of  the circu i t .  Although Extension Minist ry 

clerg y were not  or igina l ly expected to part icipate  in their  c ircui t ,  some have 

requested that  they be included.  As a resul t ,  they are now invi t ed to 

part icipate in  circui t  gatherings and explore how, together ,  they can 

compliment  each other  in  minist ry.  All  of  this  is  to  help ci rcuits  l ive,  give,  

and love .  .  .   beyond al l  expectation .  

A second sign of  inst i tut ional  heal th is  our f inancial  giving.  Given our  

conference budget  chal lenges of  this  year ,  how can the cabinet  say that?  

Well ,  for  the 18 t h  s traight  year,  we have paid 100% of  our  General  Church 

apport ionments!  We continue to be the only Annual  Conference that  pa ys 

1/12 of  our  apport ionments  each month.   2006 marked the highest  amount  we 

have ever  paid toward Special  Sunda y Offer ings.  75% of  our  congregat ions 

paid 100% of  their  apport ionments  in  ful l  and 3%, that  is ,  13 churches ,  paid 
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more than 100%. We are l iving,  giving,  and loving.  .  .  beyond al l  

expectation .   

A third s ign of  inst i tut i onal  heal th is  our  effor ts  to  continual ly improve 

our  work as  a  conference.  One ver y signif icant  example of  that  is  our  

relat ionship with our  Wisconsin heal th and welfare ministr ies .  Over the 

years ,  these  have been s t ra ined or  broken or  become almost  non-exis tent .  This 

year  Bishop Lee and other  Conference leaders  had a  meet ing with 

administrat ors  of  several  of  our  Heal th and Welfare ministr ies .  As a  resul t ,  

we wil l  be exploring wa ys to renew our  his tor ic  United Methodist  roots  with 

those ministr ies  and to work with them to  enhance our  congregat ional  

ministr ies  so that ,  together ,  we can l ive ,  give,  and love.  .  .  beyond al l  

expectation .    

A second example of  our  improved work is  our  new Conference 

Response Team. Lay and clergy have  been t ra ined to  respond to  and walk 

with a  congregat ion that  has  experienced clergy misconduct .  Studies  have 

shown that  s ignif icant  and ver y long last ing affects—even years—occur  in  

congregat ions af ter  clergy misconduct .  Our experience aff i rms that  f inding 

and the real i t y that  congregat ions need help in  recovering from the impact  of  

the broken t rust  of  the pastor  so that  they can f ind the heal ing God intends 

and God’s  cal l ing for  them to l ive,  give,  and love.  .  .  beyond al l  

expectation .  

Another  example of  our  effor ts  to  improve our  work as  a  conference 

involves our  cross  cul tural /cross  racial  appointments .  We recognize that  

a l though we have made many such appointment s  for  years,  we had not  
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provided help  to  the congregat ion or  pastor  for  bui ld ing a  sol id  relat ionship.  

This  year ,  we contracted with a  counsel ing center  in  Milwaukee and together  

developed a program we are cal l ing Start ing Strong,  Staying Strong.  Clerg y 

and their  famil ies ,  Staff -Parish Relat ions Committees ,  and Congregat ions  

meet  for  t ra ining and discussion about  the unique chal lenges of  these  

appointments  so that  together  we can l ive,  give,  and love.  .  .  beyond al l  

expectation .   

We are sai l ing in unfamil iar  waters  that  are  br inging us s igni f icant  

chal lenges as  a  Conference.  One of  those is  the age of  our  c lergy.  As part  of  

our  preparat ion for  the appointment  season,  in January we looked at  the  

current  age prof i le  of  our  clergy.  Are you ready for  th is?  

PERCENTAGE OF W AC CLERGY BY AGE GROUPS
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Each bar  represents  a  decade of  clergy ages.  Star t ing from the lef t ,  we 

see that  of  our  total  356 act ive local  church pastors ,  1 .7% are in  their  20’s;  
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6.2% are in  their  30%; 23.3% in their  40’s;  43.5% in their  50’s ,  in  part  due to 

many second career  pastors  who entered  minist ry in their  50’s ;  24.2% in their  

60’s ,  .8% in their  70’s  and .3% over  80.   

In  the past ,  most  c lergy s tar ted as  young seminary grads and served for  

many years .  If  tha t  were s t i l l  t rue,  we’d expect  the bars  on our  lef t  to  be the 

tal lest  and graduall y get shorter  with each decade.  By 1985 a  nat ional  s tudy 

of  our  UM pastors  already showed that  onl y 15% of  Elders  were under  35 

years  of  age.  20 years  later ,  in  2005,  that  dropped to only 5%. Toda y in  

Wisconsin ,  that  percentage is  4 .7%. So when  a Staff -Parish committee asked 

the DS for  a  young,  married pastor  with 2.2 chi ldren,  thi s year ,  we had to  te l l  

many of  them that  a l l  17 pastors  under  age 35 had alread y been appointed!   

Current ly ,  8  of  our  Elders  serving congregat ions are already ret i red  and 

could choose to s top serving at  the end of  any appointment  year.  At  the end 

of  this  month,  18 of  our  present  local  church c lergy wil l  ret ire .  Among our  

continuin g clerg y,  55,  that  is ,  15%, wil l  be at  or  above ret i rement  age and 

could ret i re  next  June.  Pray with us that  not  al l  55 wil l  ret ire  next  year ! !!   

We thank God for  c lergy from other  conferences ,  and other  

denominat ions ,  who want  to  serve in Wisconsin.  Cabinet  has ta lked with the 

Board of  Ordained Ministr y about  improving our  recrui tment  efforts ;  others  

are  addressin g the high cost  of  seminar y.  Lovett  Weems,  a  UM seminar y 

professor ,  in  his  s tudy on clergy recrui t ment ,  sa id “the church’s  overal l  

heal th is  the most  important  factor  determini ng who comes into ordained 

minist ry.”  Remember,  fr iends,  c lerg y are  cal led for th from our local  
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congregat ions.  The process  of  becomin g clergy s tar ts  with you.  That  means 

your  congregat ion’s  heal th is  important!  

Another  chal lenge facing us in deep waters  is  heal th insurance costs .  

The United Methodis t  Heal th Task Force reported that  the biggest  factor  

contr ibut ing to the high cost  of  a  unif ied heal th  insurance plan  is  the i l l  

heal th of  clerg y and lay employees.  A United Methodist  physician,  quoted in  

a  2006 Time magazine ar t ic le ,  said that  “50 years  ago,  Methodi st  c lergy were 

in the top f ive heal thi est  professions in America,  and now they are in the 

bot tom five least  heal thy.  We cannot  have a  heal thy church i f  we don’t  have 

heal thy leadership.”  Fortunatel y,  this  is  being addressed and is  beginning to 

change in our  conference.  Thank you,  Bishop Lee,  for  teaching about  and 

modeling Sabbath and self -care.  You have helped us  in  the cabinet  honor the 

covenant  we made three  years  ago to hold each other  accountable  for  Sabbath 

and self -care.  We’ve learned i t ’s  not  easy to do,  but  i t  can be done!  Thanks to  

the Board of  Ordained Ministr y and the Board of  Pension for  s t ressing self -

care and heal th.  We are working togethe r  to  help our  clergy lead with vi tal i t y 

and joy so that  we can l ive,  give,  and love.  .  .  beyond al l  expectation  and 

lead others  to  do l ikewise .   

We are at  a  cr i t ical  t ime—an urgent  t ime—in the l i fe  of  our  conference.  

That  has led our  Bishop to ask Dan Dick from the General  Board of  

Discipleship  to lead a  representat ive group  through strate gic planning.  We 

have s tar ted our  work;  you’l l  hear  more about  that  as  i t  evolves.   

Every moment holds l imit s  and chal lenges that  affect  us .  Ever y moment 

also holds God and God’s  potent ial  for  good.  When I  was going through my 
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cancer  t reatment  several  years  ago,  a  clergy fr iend reminded  me of  the f inal  

blessi ngs Moses gave the people  of  Israel .  Moses said ,  “I  have set  before you 

l i fe  and death,  bless ings and curses.  Choose l i fe  so that  you and your 

descendants  may l ive.”  (Deuteronomy 30:19b) .  That  helped me reaff i rm my 

decis ion to choose l i fe  in  the moments  I  am given.  

As leaders  in  our  church,  we each make decis ions every moment .  We 

can choose toda y and each da y whether  we wil l  be Ti tanic  people  or  

Mayflower people.  Our commitment  to  you—and we pra y you’l l  join us—is to  

choose to lead with a  spir i t  of  adventure and hope,  centered on Chris t  and 

f i l led  with grace.  “Choose this  day whom you wil l  serve,  as  for  me,  I  wil l  

choose the Lord.” 


