Community Ministry and the Congregation

Opening Words

The most common definition of minister is one who serves. 

Reading

To serve or to savor?

E. B. White, the author and literary critic, is credited with the quote:
I wake every morning uncertain whether the save the world, or savor it.
UU minister Richard Gilbert composed a prayer on this theme, Part of his prayer is as follows:
I rise in the morning torn between the desire 
To save the world or to savor it - to serve life or to enjoy it;
To savor the sweet taste of my own joy
Or to share the bitter cup of my neighbor;
To celebrate life with exuberant step
Or to struggle for the life of the heavy laden.
What am I to do when the guilt at my bounty
Clouds the sky of my vision;
When the glow which lights my every day
Illumines the hurting world around me?
To savor the world or to save it?


What is that you say?
To save, one must savor.
To savor one must save.
The one will not stand without the other.


As many of you know, I am a candidate to be ordained as a Unitarian Universalistic minister.  I am on the community ministry track, still very much engaged in discernment about whether ordained ministry is the best way for me to be involved with issues of social justice in the future.  I teach full-time at Gonzaga University and I am a part-time seminary student working on a Masters of Divinity degree, an ironic name for a degree for someone who is a humanist and a spiritual atheistic.  
This morning I will be exploring with you five issues: 
1.
What is community ministry?

2.
What makes an activity community ministry?  
3.
What is required to become an ordained community minister?
4.
What are the roles of the congregation and the community minister and how do they relate to each other?
5.
Where I am in the discernment process? 
1. Community Ministry
Traditionally Unitarian Universalists have held the view that a "minister" was someone who served the internal needs of a particular congregation, the parish minister.  A second type of ministers that many Unitarian Universalists know about is Ministers of Religious Education.  Both of these roles are intended primarily to serve the needs of the congregation. 
But as long as there have been churches, there have been minister who felt that their calling lay beyond church walls.  Because Unitarian Universalism is based on individual, self-governing, congregations that have chosen to be part of a Unitarian Universalist Association (the UUA), the movement has had a hard time recognizing and giving official status to minister what were in the word of John Millspraugh, "less bound to church buildings than to the vision and principles those buildings serve."  

Since 1992, the UUA has recognized a third type of minister in addition to parish ministers and ministers of religious education, the community minister.  Today community ministers are involved as professional ministers using the resources of religious thought and practice to address secular issues.  It is estimated that as many as one of five of all ordained UU ministers are community ministers.  

There is an astonishing variety of creative community ministries, in academia, administration, music and the arts, and legal services; in programs for AIDS, the environment, peace, and social justice; as chaplains in numerous contexts; as leaders of camp and conference centers; in ministries focused on community issues or gay/ lesbian/ bisexual/ transgender concerns; in programs for men, women, youth, and young adults; as counselors or psychologists.

Among the ranks of UU community ministers one finds politicians, activist clowns, builders of institutions, and weavers of myths. Some community ministers build community infrastructures, while others help individuals piece together their shattered lives. Some ministries have great sweep, such as those who work for the UUA Washington Office and are involved in advancing national policies. 
Other examples of community ministers include.  A woman who works in an interfaith ecumenical groups in Haiti, another who does health outreach in Chicago, yet another who makes documentary films. There is a UU community minister who is the Crime Prevention Coordinator for the City of York, Pennsylvania, Police Department.   Others are professors, often in seminaries or departments of religious studies.  My field advisor, with whom I talk by phone at least once a month, has a Ph.D. in Anthropology and is Professor and Director of Vocational Discernment and Service Learning at a Presbyterian college in the mid-west.  
One of the oldest forms of community ministry is being a chaplain. Chaplains are ordained ministers who work in hospitals, prisons, retirement homes, colleges, and the armed services. Chaplains are often involved in some of the most painful moments in the lives of people and stand with them.  Chaplains also sometimes have the opportunity to share in moments of celebration and joy.  Most chaplains have completed years of specific, intensive training for the work, beyond the years of graduate training that UU ministers usually complete. 

What holds the women and men who are community ministers together is a common commitment to extending the values, teachings, and practices of Unitarian Universalism to the world beyond congregations. They usually keep their particular theologies to themselves, serving not as evangelists for Unitarian Universalism but as midwives for the work of the spirit.  Most are not paid by the church, a topic we will return to in a few minutes.  
Most would agree that the first UU Community Ministry was Joseph Tuckerman.  He was born more than 220 years ago. He had been a poor seminary student and apparently was a terrible preacher who did not like preaching.  He liked and was apparently good at ministering to the seamen and their families in Massachusetts.  It is reported that he claimed that the kind of preaching taught at Harvard didn't serve the working class, a community riddled with alcoholism, poverty, and violence.  In 1826 Tuckerman resigned from his church and assumed responsibility for a ministry with the poor of Boston.  He was a mentor to poor families, helped the children get an education, found housing for those in need, and worked with widows. Tuckerman's work in Boston between 1826 and 1840 when he died evolved into what is now the Urban Ministry of Boston.  Elements of his model can still be found in community ministry today.  Tuckerman cooperated with parish ministers who empowered the work, he involved members of the congregation, and he received only a token amount of pay from the American Unitarian Association and had to find others funding for his ministry.  
A study of some of the Universalists and Unitarian women and men who did community ministry over the last 200 years suggests that (a) many were not ordained, (b) most had to create their jobs and received little or no support for the church, (c) many had to give up being ministers when they became involved in community ministry, and (d) none of them could have predicted what they were going to do to serve the community in advance of actually doing it.  They prepared themselves for a variety of things and were flexible about seizing targets of opportunity when opportunities presented themselves and changed their work as opportunities changed.

As of this moment I can envision a community ministry for myself that involves teaching in higher education and working on international programs.    

2. What makes community ministry, ministry? 

The UU Minister Rev. Kendyl Gibbons in an ordination ceremony for a community minister raised basic issues about community ministry and identified three fundamental requirements necessary for a person to fulfill the role of minister.

She asked what kind of ministry this thing is that is called "community ministry."  She observed that one could argue that all ministry is by definition performed in the community.  She then noted that "Of course, I know that what we intend to indicate by the term Community Ministry; we mean ministry that is performed in an environment other than that of a covenanted congregation; ministry performed in some setting of a public community larger than the local church."  She then raised questions about this distinction.  She noted that because UU roots are in the Protestant reformation we share the belief, or at least the rhetoric concerning the priesthood of all believers and that everyone is called to do ministry. Today UUs don't use the phrase the priesthood of the believer, but we use terms that mean the same thing. We currently refer to "the inherent worth and dignity of every person," and we speak about a free and responsible search for truth and meaning. In essence, the Reformation's reformulation is included in our statement of principles and purposes. We believe in the priesthood of the believer.
Vocations is a word often used to describe the work a person does as ministry.  However, a vocation can be any work a person does.  A vocation is usually thought of as a summon to a particular course of action and this includes a divine call to religious life.  Frederick Buechner tells us that vocation is “the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” To find vocation, persons begin by looking inward to the gifts they were given and listens to what makes their heart deeply glad.
Rev. Gibbons argued that the institutional church exists "in order to nurture, equip, inspire and liberate us all to do the ministries for which we are gifted, and that are meant to transform the world."  According to Gibbons, if the world is to be transformed ministries must be carried out in the world, in the communities within which congregations are situated. She asked: "So what is a Community Minister, other than someone who is doing what we all ought to be doing, lay person and clergy person alike?"
I really like her response Gibbons provided to this question.  According to her when we ordain someone as a minister we formally designate them as leaders and set them apart as specialists in the management of religious institutions, "so that the rest of us can be released into our individual ministries in the wider world."  It makes sense that such specific duties require specialized kinds of knowledge and that the expertise is recognized with a distinctive title, "minister." 

Not only does Gibbons claim that there is a specialized role for religious leaders within congregations, but that there is also a specialized role for religious leadership in the context of the larger community.  Her claim is that when we ordain someone, whether as parish, religious, or community ministers, and confer upon them the title of minister, there are three fundamental requirements necessary for them to fulfill the role of ordained minister.  
These are (1) professional boundaries; (2) access to spiritual resources; and (3) accountability to a community.   
Professional boundaries are an important aspect of what separates the ordained minister in a community context from the ordinary individual fulfilling his or her own ministry as a person of faith.  The ordained minister is expected to understand the dynamics of human relationships, and the possibility that a combination of compassion and power may be seductive for all concerned.  Ordained ministers must be self-aware enough to recognize their own emotional triggers, and disciplined enough in the exercise of power to behave in ways that are appropriate, no matter what the people in their care may do.  This applies to sexual behavior as well as to abusive behavior aimed at those who disagree with the passionate minister's vision of social good.  Any minister who surrenders his or her life entirely to the demands and needs of others, whether in the hospital or in the prison or on the street, is betraying the expectation of professional boundaries.  Confronted with the needs, not merely of one specific institution and its members, but of the world and its people as a whole, community ministers must be particularly conscious of the boundaries that will serve to keep them grounded and sane.
The second expectation of ordained ministers is that they are to have ready access to spiritual resources.  Human beings deal with their own anxiety, guilt, and pain by sharing them with others.  This moderates the suffering and enables the person suffering to function better in meeting the ongoing demands of life.  But when others have handed to the minister their deepest fears and torments, what is the minister supposed to do with them?  To try to solve all the practical problems would put ministers back in the position of having no boundaries. It isn’t a realistic option. It isn’t really what people want from ministers anyway.  Ministers are not meant to personally take on the burdens of the world and must find ways of dealing with them.  One way is to recognize and use the infinite energy and creativity of a larger community.  Some call this the divine. Others see this as staying connected to spiritual resources.  
An ordained minister is expected to be accountable to a specific community.  The dismal fate of any number of TV evangelists illustrates that no matter how good the intentions, ministers need an institutional context in which to be called again and again to the principles of their tradition and responsibilities to one another.   I strongly agree with Gibbions that it is not possible for anyone to do ordained ministry in isolation.  
Ordained ministers are expected to have the training that will enable them to know how to maintain professional boundaries, to be diligent at staying connected to their spiritual resources, and to participate in communities to which they are accountable.
3.  The requirements to become an ordained UU minister. 
The Unitarian Universalist Association does not make it easy to become an ordained community minister.  How a congregation determines whom they will ordain is determined by congregational polity.  While each congregation has the right to ordain anyone it chooses, the Unitarian Universalist Association and the Unitarian Universalist Ministers' Association strongly discourage the ordination of those who do not have a Masters of Divinity degree and training provided by an accredited theological school.  For full time students it takes about three years to complete a Masters of Divinity.  For part time students it can take forever. At the same time persons works on the Masters of Divinity they are expected to achieve preliminary fellowship as a minister. 

Meadville Lombard offers a part-time Masters of Divinity program for working professional.  Their program requires a minimum of four Januarys in Chicago and additional course work at a local university.  Meadville Lombard also requires two years of supervised volunteer work in the church, monthly meetings with a UU minister other than your local minister that must be documented, 400 hours of supervised work as a Chaplain (CPE), and a six month internship in a church.  The journey towards preliminary fellowship requires meetings different requirements for aspirant and candidacy status, including appearing before panels of ministers and lay leaders, completing a two or three day career assessment, being able to answer detailed questions on UU history, theology, important leaders, and church and denomination governance.   There is an extensive reading list of materials that often is not covered in courses.  There is an expectation that as one progress towards ordination, one will attend GAs, regional meetings, and regular retreats and sessions with ministers. There are tremendous costs, both financial and time. When I said the UUA does not make it easy to become a community minister, I misspoke.  The UUA makes it extremely difficult.  On the other hand the expectations for ordained ministry mean that anything less would probably be inadequate for preparing a person.     
While most parish ministers are underpaid, community ministers are often unpaid.  Most community ministers must meet the requirements for employment and secure employment outside the church. 
4. The Relationship of Community Ministry and the Congregation

One model of the relationship between the congregation and a community minister would be the community minister playing a leadership role in getting members of the congregation involved in serving people outside the walls of the church.  In this model it is the congregation that is most involved in activities.  In actual fact this is a rare model and usually requires that the community minister is hired and paid by the church.

A far more common model might find the community minister working outside the church, possibility having a part time appointment with the church, and deliberately working to ensure that there are opportunities for members of the congregation to be involved in community ministry.
There are many UU community ministers who are involved in work such as chaplains, counselors, psychologists, or faculty members at seminaries or other intuitions of higher who usually work one-on-one with people, and for whom there is little or no opportunity to involve members of the congregation.   

Regardless of whether members of the congregation are involved in the work of the community minister, the community minister must be involved with a congregation.  The UUA requires Community ministers to be formally affiliated with a congregation, the UUA, or a branch of the UUA such as a district.  Community ministers are required to "maintain ties and receive endorsement" Endorsement includes a pledge of continuing relationship and support and affirmation that the work is recognized by the endorsing body as ministry.  So, how does a congregation affirm that the work of a community minister is ministry?  
It is at this point that that the relationship can become really complicated for community ministers who are not employed by churches or the UUA. Jean Heriot, a community minister who teaches and directs a program at an University asks "If the community minister works in the community and is paid by another agency, then what makes the work ministry, especially ordained ministry?"   It is often difficult for the individual to determine whether her or his work is ministry.  It can be even more difficult for the congregation to make this determination.  

Congregations may not know very much about the specific activities of a community minister.  Some community ministers work independently or in an organization outside a congregation; others attempt to bridge congregations and secular organizations; still others serve part-time in a congregation and work part-time in a community organization. A very few are employed full time by congregations as community ministers.  Except for the rare circumstance where a community minister is employed full-time, congregations do not call community ministers.  Most community ministers must find employment and at the same time negotiate with a parish minister and the congregation her or his relationship with the church.  If the church is not paying the community minister anything, what are legitimate demands for the church to make?  Often agreements call for the community minister to be part of the ministry team of the church, to be identified in literature produced by the church as one of the ministers, to deliver one or more sermons a year, to report on a regular bases what is being done, and where appropriate to involve members of the congregation in the ministry.  
Endorsement includes a pledge of continuing relationship and support.  The three requirements of ordained ministry outlined earlier (1) professional boundaries; (2) access to spiritual resources; and (3) accountability to a community are all dependent to some extent on relationships between the minister and the congregation.  The third requirement relating to being accountable to a community absolutely requires a congregation.  Given this, the congregation may be more critical for the minister than the work of the minister is for the congregation.     
It may be relatively easy for a congregation to recognize as ministry the work of a hospital or prison chaplain.  At the same time chaplains may not be able to involve members of the congregation in their work.  What about the work of a counselor who is in private practice?  What about the college professor? 
5.  Where I am in my journey towards being an ordained UU minister?
A consideration of whether the work of a professor is ministry brings me to a consideration of my journey.  I still have major questions concerning whether I need to be an ordained UU minister to do the things I feel called to do and whether the benefits that would accrue to my ability to be of service are worth the costs.
I have enjoyed the journey so far.  I have spent the most of the three Januarys and a week of the January before that in Chicago attending Meadville Lombard.  I have taken three graduate courses at Gonzaga.  I have read some wonderful books as well as some that I did not find so wonderful.  I have written numerous papers, done practice sermons, and in a course on Aesthetics of Ministry, did a stone carving.  I am about two thirds through the academic requirements for the Masters of Divinity.  The courses I have taken at Meadville Lombard and at Gonzaga have made me a better teacher.  Having to ask my professors for extra time to turn in assignments has made me much more emphatic toward similar requests from my students.  My exposure to Liberation Theology, Process Theology, and the implications of  social justice have had a significant impact on how I view working with others across cultures and across national boundaries.  I have really enjoyed making friends with a range of folks I have meet at Meadville Lombard and the Religious Studies department at Gonzaga.   

I completed the required career assessment.  I attended a retreat for candidates and about a year later when before a panel of ministers and lay people who comprise the Western Regional Sub-Committee on Ministry.  I shared with them where I was in my journey at that time and was granted candidate status.  In December I will complete the two years of supervised volunteer work with the church.   The supervised chaplain program is no longer offered in Spokane and I will have to take a leave from my job and move to another location to complete it.  I will also have to take a leave to complete the internship.  
While I joke that one of my goals in life is not to die of boredom, and that I am making significant progress towards achieving this goal, I also recognize that I am not keeping up with my responsibilities towards others or towards myself.  
I look inward to the gifts I have been given and try to listen to what makes my heart deeply glad.  The answer are teaching and working with other across national and cultural boundaries.  Because I am already doing these activities, I know that they can be done as a lay person or as an ordained minister. I believe that for many, maybe even most, community ministers, being ordained des not change what they do, but how they do it.  I have outlined above some of the requirements that would make community activities different if they are done by an ordained minister.  I believe that there is a possibility that I might find opportunities for members of the congregation to be involved in some of these activities but that the primary focus would need to be one-on-one relationships that would not involve the congregation.  I have no doubts but that I could be more effective in being of service through my teaching and cross national/cross cultural work if I could better utilize the characteristics of ministry I discussed earlier,  (1) professional boundaries; (2) access to spiritual resources; and (3) accountability to a specific community.   What I do not, and can not know, is how much being an ordained UU minister would change the way I currently do the things I do.
I have also outlined the requirements for being ordained including many that I still have not met. 
Working on meeting the requirements to become an ordained minister while holding a full time job means that I do not have as much time to be as involved in activities that could impact, in small ways, the world as I would if I were not overextended. Every day I do less to save the world than I would do if I were not working on becoming an ordained minister.  What I do end up doing, I do not do as well as I could.  Also working on meeting the requirements to become an ordained minister means I do not have much time or energy to savor the world.  It is hard to savor the work when one is exhausted, and I am exhausted.    

At this time I am not going to give up on the journey towards becoming an ordained ministry, but I am going to change my strategy.  I plan to complete one more trip to Chicago in January 2006 and then wait for either retirement from full-time teaching or a sabbatical to complete the other requirements for both the Masters of Divinity and for ordination.  .  This change in strategy will likely add between three and six more years to the time before I am ordained.  Even as I make this change, I will continue to ask questions about the costs and benefits of being ordained.  I will also continue to be actively involved in the activities of the church.  The discernment process is not easy.
This church has formally endorsed my journey towards ministry.  I know that I have the support of many of the members of this church in this pursuit.  I genuinely appreciate the support I receive.  I promise to keep you informed.  I will appreciate the opportunity of discussing with individuals the materials I have presented and invite you to join me in the discernment process.  I know that there are members of this congregation who question whether they should consider becoming community ministers.  I would especially welcome the opportunity of talking with them.  These comments are available on the web at http://www.jamesbeebe.net and even if we are not able to talk face-to-face, we could exchange emails.  
Closing words. 

We are all called to do community ministry, the issue in how will we respond to this call.  Some of us may be called to assume a leadership role for community ministry and to become ordained community ministers.  Understanding and respond to this call is not easy. We are all called to contribute to saving the work, but are called to savor it, without letting either get in the way of the others.   I believe that to save, one must savor and that one must savor to save. The one will not stand without the other. 
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