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

We bring who we are into relationship with one another. Although we 
find our identity in Christ as we serve Christ’s church, we remain 
uniquely and individually created, gifted and graced for ministry. 

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. 

But we are you, and you are we, and if you had the same opportunity 
to undertake this intentional process, we trust that God would have 
challenged and changed you, too. 

That, really, is the message we bring to you at this Annual 
Conference. Where we are today is not where we began. In fact, we 
began in something resembling primordial ooze, uncertain of our 
process, much less any conceivable end-product.  

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, biblical interpretation or 
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ecclesiology, or we can focus – as we were charged to do – on living 
together in better ways. 

Here’s the kicker about covenant: we’re already living in covenant: 

In common with all Christians, by our baptism; 

As ministers of the gospel, by our call; 

And through the vocation of the clergy, by the pledge made at our 
licensure, commissioning and/or ordination to support and care for 
one another. 

If I speak ill of you – either behind your back or on a public electronic 
medium – much less if I put ill will into action, I have already violated 
our covenantal understanding. Not only are you and I the poorer for 
it, but the entire body suffers. 

To say that our covenant appears broken is akin to saying we had a 
late spring this year. You can adapt to the reality or ignore it, but you 
can’t change the fact of the thing. 

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 our relationships with one another as clergy 
of the Wisconsin Annual Conference. 

Consider these words: We can yet “be one, in humility for the 
present brokenness of the Church and in gratitude that opportunities 
for reunion have been given us.” That, friends, is from the preamble 
to the Constitution of The United Methodist Church. Long have we 
stood in need of healing and reunion, and long have we been given 
hope for both. 

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, “will 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.” 

Do you hunger for that? Do we hunger for that? 

Or are we satisfied to come to clergy sessions and Annual 
Conferences holding our breath and praying we don’t depart in a 
puddle of dissent and discontent?  

This, of course, isn’t simple stuff. It took us 11 months of meeting 
monthly, and spending another 3 days on retreat, to come to what 
might even be considered unremarkable conclusions: 

That where we are is not where we want to be, 

And that to get there will require committing at least four years of 
intentional and concerted effort to invigorate the orders and 
fellowship as covenant communities for our mutual support. 

Then, as some of you have pointed out, we apparently stepped 
outside of our sanguine disposition with our sixth recommendation 
and went right into that place that fills so many of us with fear. 

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. 

If you read the Q&A sent out electronically this week, you saw that 
the covenant team is presenting this report as a working document, 
and not for the purpose of a vote. 
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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 clergy days or 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 as clergy. 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.  

It does already exist – in certain places at certain times throughout 
our conference. Some of our circuits are safe and supportive places 
of common ministry. The provisional residency program invites 
people into ministry by modeling and creating covenant. The Board 
of Ordained Ministry, by admission of its own members, has found a 
way to serve in common ministry despite divergent theologies within 
its ranks. Certainly some of our most treasured and supportive 
relationships may be found in this very room. 

But in too many places, on too many occasions, and in too many 
ways, we stand in need of healing. In fact, we are brought to our 
knees in need of healing. 
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We stand behind our report to you as one means of going forward. 

Lastly, the team members listed on Page 16 appear, by those 
descriptions, to be some pretty interesting people. If those 
biographies pique your interest, I invite you to introduce yourselves 
to them this weekend.  

And now, as I invite them to stand again, I would ask that you might 
join me in showing your appreciation for their efforts. 


