
Clergy in Covenant 

Presentat ion to  the plenary  session 
of The Wisconsin Annual Conference, June 9, 2013 
 

 

The progress report from the first year of the Clergy Covenant Team 
has been included in your conference packet.  

Introduce members of the Clergy Covenant Team 

Maribel Celiz 

Amy DeLong 

Dawn Helton-
Anishinaabeqwa 

Bill McBride 

Forrest Wells 

Dave Werner 

Wesley White 

Steve Scott

Brothers and sisters of the Wisconsin Annual Conference, it is a joy to 
be together this weekend with all of you. We have gathered here as a 
covenant community called together by our one baptism. 

How else, is it, that we could find our unity together? I mean, look 
around. Are we alike? Hardly. We come from large churches and 
small, city and farm; we are old and young; we drive Priuses and pick-
up trucks; we worship “traditional” and “contemporary;” we vote 
right and we vote left. We are, after all, from a state that elected both 
Scott Walker and Tammy Baldwin.  

We are looking ahead to the rest of our lives, and we are looking 
back at life in the rear-view mirror. 

And, in the great tradition of the United Methodist Church, we are 
called as an Annual Conference of both laity and clergy. The people 
of God, equipped by set-apart people of God, for God’s mission in 
the world. 
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You notice that most of what we do as an Annual Conference we do 
together, laity and clergy. It has long been so in Methodism.  

But there are certain matters that need tending to keep the house in 
order, which is why we begin with a clergy session and a laity session. 

A few years ago, I attended a bishop’s day apart in northern 
Wisconsin. The afternoon session was for clergy, the evening for laity. 
That day, one might have assumed we were from two different 
churches. The laity were, for the most part, celebrative, hopeful and 
collegial. Many clergy however, expressed long-abiding pain and 
disillusionment.  

That paints with a broad brush, but there is enough evidence in our 
conference and among clergy as a whole that morale among clergy 
has often suffered, and as one part of the body suffers, so does the 
whole. 

This Annual Conference last year took the step of creating a Clergy 
Covenant Team for the purpose of beginning to discern how clergy 
might better live together in supportive, mutual relationship and 
commitment to ministry, despite issues that create an adversarial 
spirit. 

The progress report in your conference packet includes background 
on how the team came into being. 

We come to you today thanking the Annual Conference for setting in 
motion a process that we hope will allow us to get better together. 
We haven’t tried to “solve” or “fix” the issues that divide us. Rather, 
we have begun to live into the answer to this question: How can we 
get better at living together despite the issues that divide us. 

The reason each team member’s face and comments are included in 
the report you have received is that this is all very personal.  

We have spent the past 11 months together as a team, and we have 
been challenged and changed by the task and opportunity of living 
in covenant with one another. 



	   3	  

Why do we bring the matter before the plenary session today? 
Because we are the church together. And those of you who are lay 
people here this morning deserve clergy as servant leaders who 
themselves are sustained by not only your prayers, but by their 
mutual relationships with one another and their relationship with 
God. 

What we have discovered, among other treasures along the way, is 
that we can either continue to debate and wrestle over seemingly 
intractable differences in theology and biblical interpretation, or we 
can focus – as the team was charged to do – on living together in 
better ways. 

As a clergy covenant team, we discovered there are resources within 
our United Methodist tradition that, if utilized, are meant to invite, 
affirm, deepen and heal relationships among clergy of the Wisconsin 
Annual Conference. 

This afternoon, we will license, commission and ordain several men 
and women of this Annual Conference into pastoral ministry. Those 
who are licensed will become part of the Fellowship of Local Pastors 
and Associate Members. Those who are ordained become members 
of the Order of Elders or the Order of Deacons. Those who are 
commissioned are brought one step closer to full membership into 
those orders. 

We have surveyed the field of our Methodist tradition this past year in 
search of that fruit which will feed our hunger for living better 
together. We believe that in the orders and fellowship, as well as the 
Retired Clergy Association, we have rediscovered the resources to 
help that happen. 

This is why we have brought the recommendations numbered 1 
through 5, found on pages 4 and 5 of your report, and given fuller 
rationale on pages 8 through 10.  

In the words of our very Book of Discipline, ¶306, the orders of elders 
and deacons, and by extension the Fellowship of Local Pastors and 
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Associate Members and the Retired Clergy Association, “seek to 
respond to the spiritual hunger among clergy for a fulfilling sense of 
vocation, for support among peers, and for a deepening relationship 
with God.” 

The covenant team is presenting this report and its recommendations 
as a working document, and not for the purpose of a vote. The team 
has committed to consulting with the bishop’s office, the Board of 
Ordained Ministry, the Cabinet, and the chairs of the orders, 
fellowship and retired clergy association to renew these existing 
structures, already provided by our Discipline, as covenant 
communities. 

If you read the report, you will also notice that our sixth 
recommendation, on page 5, goes to that place that fills so many of 
us with fear. That the Wisconsin Annual Conference will no longer 
participate in the categorical discrimination of people, in the 
understanding that sexual orientation and partnered status create no 
barrier to effective and faithful leadership. 

You might be surprised to know we didn’t start out there. Talking 
about sexuality, that is. In fact, that wasn’t the point of much of our 
conversation. But we wrestled a lot with categorical discrimination, 
whether over sexuality, ethnicity or gender. It is worth noting that 
only one is made explicit in our Discipline.  

To say nothing on this matter of categorical discrimination would 
have implied that covenant happens by ignoring the controversial. To 
the contrary, covenant can happen only when all of us in the body are 
included in the prayerful pursuit of justice and love for one another. 

Again, we present the whole of the report as a way to frame this 
conversation, and a venue for having. We do not bring it as a matter 
for a vote. Because only the Annual Conference can speak for the 
Annual Conference, these recommendations come from clergy 
colleagues who have sat elbow to elbow for nearly a year striving to 
become a covenant community. 
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Sadly, people of faith – be they Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopalian or 
any other stripe – have not discovered how to sustain morale and 
mission in the midst of issues that create an adversarial spirit. Votes 
put periods on sentences that seem to end with ellipses. Votes 
disrupt, or artificially end, conversation, and we pray to continue to 
converse, in the broadest sense of the word, in the spirit with which 
our team has done so the past 11 months. 

Our deepest prayer is for a better way of being together, of thinking 
about one another, of talking to and talking about one another. 

We can’t afford to depart annual conferences or general conferences 
continuing to witness to ourselves and the world that some of us are 
winners and some of us are losers.  

Read this report, if you would, as a shot across the bow, that we can 
no longer live in acrimony and fear. Rather, we plead the case that to 
find common ground on matters of deep personal conviction, we first 
must share enthusiasm for being in ministry together. 

Do we see covenantal relationship as a significant challenge worth 
engaging together or not? It needs our time, energy, resources, and 
hope.  

As God’s people, lay or clergy, we always stand in need of healing. In 
fact, we are brought to our knees in need of healing. 

We offer you not just a report but ourselves and our experience as 
one means of going forward. 

 


