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Ronald Reagan was president. Top Gun was, well, top, in the movies. 

Phantom of the Opera had its debut production. The Challenger Shuttle 

disintegrated after launch. Mike Tyson won his first boxing match. ALF, 

Pee-Wee Herman, and Oprah had their first seasons. The United Church 

of Christ had 6,406 congregations and 1 million 676 thousand 105 

members. My second grade teacher’s name was Mrs. Ebright.  

Much has happened in both church and society since 1986, when the last 

full re-visioning of the Manual on Ministry was published with updates 

provided in 2002. One generation later, we have landed robots on Mars, 

the President is a former reality TV star, Chicago actually won a World 

Series, our children are taught “active shooter” drills instead of the 

tornado drills. One generation later, the United Church of Christ—though 

our membership has decreased—continues to multiply its ecumenical 

agreements in the spirit “that all will be one.”  

The 1986 Manual on Ministry couldn’t have anticipated multiple paths of 

formation and theological education, multi-vocational clergy, or ministry 

in a social culture that no longer trusts churches or government or 

institutions overall. 



2 
 

32 years later, a new edition of the Manual on Ministry was necessary—

not merely as a matter of polity but as a matter of faith, heeding the 

imperative of our constitution’s Preamble to collectively shoulder the 

responsibility to make our faith our own in each generation.  

“The United Church of Christ acknowledges as its sole head, Jesus Christ, 

Son of God and Savior. It acknowledges as kindred in Christ all who share 

in this confession. It looks to the Word of God in the Scriptures, and to 

the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, to prosper its creative and 

redemptive work in the world. It claims as its own the faith of the 

historic Church expressed in the ancient creeds and reclaimed in the 

basic insights of the Protestant Reformers. It affirms the responsibility of 

the Church in each generation to make this faith its own in reality of 

worship, in honesty of thought and expression, and in purity of heart 

before God.”  

As Elly eloquently stated, in 2014 the Habakkuk Group—charged with 

assisting MESA to develop the new Manual on Ministry—took to the 

ramparts to take in the changing landscape of ministry.  

From the ramparts, we observed the decline of full-time settled ministry 

positions; the waning membership numbers not only in church but in a 

plethora of civic organizations; the multiplication of diverse life 

experiences for those entering ministry; as well as the increase in out-of-

the-box, out-of-the-church ordainable ministries being imagined by 

people of faith, which no longer melded with our denominational 
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materials which carried with them an underlying assumption of fulltime 

employment, usually in a local church context.   

We observed that many ministers find themselves in liminal and 

transitional spaces, moving between one setting and another, entering 

into ministry after careers in other fields, geographically restricted based 

on spouses or partners being the primary earners in the family given the 

reductions in livable wages for clergy. We recognized that the United 

Church of Christ has more ministers serving in specialized ministry 

settings than most of our sister denominations, a credit to our 

ecumenical spirit as well as our commitment to justice.  

There are more part-time and bi-vocational positions available now than 

there were in 1986, a new reality for some faith communities while in 

other contexts bi-vocational ministry has always been normative.  

It’s not only that professional ministry has changed since 1986. The 

communities in which ministers serve- the cultural norms and 

expectations, the habits of faith and even religious identities have all 

changed significantly since the last edition of the Manual on Ministry was 

published: 

 culturally, the trend has moved from formal membership to 

informal affinity groups, in which there are new (or sometimes no) 

expectations for participation; - think of the difference between 

attending weekly rotary meetings or popping on to check in with a 

facebook group.  
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 institutions for institutions’ sake no longer drives participation or 

fundraising; the benefits of an institution must be obvious and 

tangible as well as easily accessible for those who are reluctant to 

engage; 

 religious literacy in the United States has plummeted, yet the 

hunger for purpose and spiritual well-being has grown.  

The 2018 UCC Manual on Ministry seeks to stake a claim for the faith of 

this generation, in this moment, with these realities, by faithfully 

undergirding the formation, authorization, and ongoing oversight of 

ministers in the United Church of Christ.  

As is our denominational nature, this document—this expression of 

polity and faith for ministry in these days—will not please every person. 

No document ever will. But what the Habakkuk Group and MESA believe 

that it does is provide common values and shared language across our 

system, so that the work of ministerial authorization in this changing 

landscape is grounded by a practical resource that can equips the church 

today and propel ministry into a faithful, imaginative, bold future.  

The Manual on Ministry is not a rule book or a book of order—not in 

1986 and not today. It is a guidebook, reflective of our covenantal polity. 

It is a reminder that we do the work of ministry together. The 

introduction at the very onset of the new MOM reads: 

 “The United Church of Christ locates authority for the authorization and 

oversight of ministers, including ordination and continued standing, in 
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Associations through Committees on Ministry. In the work of 

authorization and oversight, Committees on Ministry discern collectively 

the wisdom of the Spirit, the call of Christ, and the mission of God, on 

behalf of the United Church of Christ. The Manual on Ministry is a set of 

processes, guidelines, and best practices recommended to Associations 

and their Committees on Ministry in carrying out their work. Common 

guidelines are essential to shared expectations in ministry.” 

While the verses and vision from the prophet Habakkuk guided the MOM 

re-visioning process faithfully for four years, there is another passage 

that kept returning to my mind for this conversation at AM21.  

From the Sermon on the Mount in the 7th Chapter of Matthew, in which 

Jesus said: “Everyone who hears these words of mine and acts on them 

will be like a wise one who built a house on the rock. The rain fell, the 

floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not 

fall, because it had been founded on rock. Likewise, a foolish one built a 

house on sand, the rain fell, the floods came, the winds roared, and the 

house collapsed.”  

We must be clear together that our foundation, our Rock, our Hope for 

the Church and the World, is not the Manual on Ministry, but the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ. The bedrock of our faith and reason for our existence is 

the Good News as proclaimed in Scripture and witnessed to faithfully for 

generations. The response of each faith community to this Good News 
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includes its polity and practices, the building materials by which we 

build our denominational homes.  

The Manual on Ministry gives us tools of block and lumber, of shingles 

and nails with which to create our common life together regarding 

ministerial authorization—the call, formation, and vocational health of 

ministers in response to Christ’s call to discipleship.  

The 2018 MOM provides hammers and saws, hard hats and ladders by 

which our denominational practices are honed. Section 1 provides a 

footer based on the covenants of our polity, the belief in the priesthood 

of all believers, the theological articulations of ordination, the Marks of 

Faithful and Effective Authorized Ministers, and the affirmation of the 

vital role of Committees on Ministry. Used well, these tools are inclusive 

of our differences and broad enough for our shared life. 

The tools located in Section 2 of the new MOM include calling forth and 

shaping members in discernment; recognizing leaders from ecumenical 

bodies; articulating the commitments for Ordained Ministerial Standing; 

providing flexibility to meet the needs of the church through Lay 

Ministerial Standing; setting parameters for ordainable and authorizable 

calls and giving structure to our ecclesiastical endorsements; and 

holding one another accountable to excellence, effectiveness, and 

faithfulness throughout the arc of authorized ministry.   

There are several differences between the 2017 draft and the final 

edition you have in your hands today. Allow me to highlight three of 
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those for you—but before I do, I want to thank and acknowledge the 

work of the whole church in shaping this edition of the Manual on 

Ministry. We had approximately 1,000 people participate in the five 

regional AM21 gatherings hosted by MESA in 2017, plus the hearing at 

General Synod, as well as dozens of Zoom sessions to engage drafted 

material and receive feedback … and let me attest to countless emails on 

a weekly basis asking for clarifications, providing critiques, and offering 

suggestions. All of the feedback collected was openly received and 

prayerfully reviewed, and in the end, we feel confident that while there 

will be some growing edges in some locations with the new Manual; it 

will ultimately serve as a true signpost for our common work.  

The three differences I want to highlight from the draft to the final 

edition of MOM include: 

 First, the addition of Lay Ministerial Standing, which was by far the 

most passionate topic of conversation in 2017. The need to have 

oversight and authorization in locations where ordained clergy are 

not available was clearly heard. The provision for Lay Ministerial 

Standing equips Associations and Conferences to meet pressing 

demands while not neglecting necessary vetting, and encourages 

ongoing discernment toward the possibility of ordained ministry; 

 Second is a shift from the language of Omega Standing to Exempt 

Standing for clergy who discern a faithful close to their season of 

public ministry and who wish to hold Ordained Ministerial 
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Standing but request an exemption from requirements of 

continuing education and boundary training.  

 The final significant addition is a process of clear consequences for 

failure to maintain the requirements of ministerial standing. 

Committees on Ministry are now equipped to take action—

pastorally but decisively—when clergy lose touch with their 

Committees, neglect their annual Information Review, or do not 

complete their standing requirements in a timely fashion.  

Of course, many additional details and nuances in the 2018 MOM will 

become clear with deeper engagement and conversation. We have time 

to discover new things, iron out practices, learn from one another—as 

we have always done together with the Manual on Ministry.  

 

The Manual on Ministry is not intended to be enshrined in the museum 

of polity or idolized as a golden calf of UCCness. It is living, breathing, 

interactive, and covenantal, meant to change us even as we adapt it for 

our local contexts. It is guidebook to help us articulate our common 

values and practices for this generation and into the next. This will not 

be the last edition of the Manual on Ministry for the UCC, but it will serve 

us dependably for a time such as this.  

The 2018 MOM is the faithful work of the church, given to the church, to 

support the church. However, I implore all of us to remember that the 

Manual on Ministry is not a substitute for ministry itself. The Manual 
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guides us in how to look for competencies in candidates, how to 

structure four-way covenants, how to adjudicate fitness reviews. Those 

are details that a manual can provide, but a manual will not, it cannot, 

respond to a parishioner dealing with an opioid addiction; the manual 

cannot sit at the bedside of a hospice patient; the manual cannot help an 

enlisted soldier reconcile his Hispanic family of origin with current US 

border policies; the manual cannot give words to a brother who wants to 

reconcile with his queer sister; the manual itself cannot hold the 

wrenching sorrow of Good Friday or the life-giving grace of the 

resurrection.  

If you are going to spend time reading and delving into one resource, 

making it foundational to your life and ministry, I highly recommend the 

Bible instead of the Manual on Ministry. But if, while you’re reading your 

Bible, you want to see how the United Church of Christ orders and 

supports its ministers based on the foundation, of Jesus Christ, our Rock, 

then please read the Manual on Ministry. Study not only its text but its 

spirit. Listen to how it resonates with your prayer life and your 

vocational life, and with our denominational life. 

As a result of holding these two books together—the Bible first and 

foremost, as well as MOM—I pray that 32 years from now, in 2050, there 

will be another second-grade girl and that, no matter where she lives, or 

who she loves, or the size of the congregation she attends or whether her 

pastor is full time or part-time, she will have a learned, well-trained, 

faithful and effective minister in her life; that throughout her growing 
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years she will encounter passionate, theologically-grounded, self-

differentiated ministers at church, in the hospital, on college campuses, 

at protests and marches, or at the coffee shop, who will take seriously 

her questions about God and encourage her to participate in life-long 

Christian discipleship. That, ultimately, is what this Manual is about.  

 

 


