HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH
      By Dr. Riley B. Case



WHAT ABOUT THOSE LOCAL PASTORS?
    Unofficial results of the voting on constitutional amendments show that Amendment 19 will be ratified with (presently) 78% of the vote (67% is needed).    This is the amendment  which would allow all clergy members, including local pastors who meet educational requirements to vote for delegates to General, Jurisdictional, or Central Conferences. 
    This is a very positive development for those in the evangelical renewal movements.  When the Good News movement was founded in 1967, one of its very first causes was that of full voting rights for local pastors.  There were several reasons for this:

     1) Much Good News support came from small churches that were pastored by local pastors.  These churches tended to be much more evangelical than city churches.  Good News felt their voices needed to be heard.   

    2) The United Methodist system, despite its desire for inclusivity, was quite exclusive when it came to local pastors.   The “club,” that is the full members, made conference and general church decisions.   Local pastors, despite the fact that their dedication was just as great, were treated as second class citizens.   This was a justice issue.
     Good News petitions to the General Conference that called for voting rights for local pastors were overwhelmingly defeated.   Seminary interests and Boards of Ordained Ministries insisted that only seminary trained, full elders could do acceptable jobs in appointments.   These interests could not be convinced that a number of seminary trained ministers do not do well in rural areas and small towns.  Numbers of churches want pastors who can preach, pray, and make pastoral visits.  They are not enamored with pastors who set up office hours and disdain gospel hymns.    

      Good News basically was correct in its advocacy for local pastors.  Ever since the days of Wesley’s lay preachers, ministers with less than full ordination have done a herculean task in the church.  They have ministered to people that full elders were unwilling or unable to minister to, and filled spots that full elders were unable or unwilling to fill.   And before the days when unrealistic educational expectations and institutional obfuscating requirements made the process to full ordination so difficult, they moved easily into full membership in the conferences.
    But many in the church were unhappy with the idea of local pastors.   A few years ago, for example, the North Illinois conference insisted that only full elders were to receive appointments.   They sent elders into rural areas, or difficult city areas, where they did not want to be, and subsidized their salaries.  The results were disastrous in a number of situations.  Neither the churches nor the pastors were satisfied.  Highly trained and institutionally-minded individuals and churches with different pastoral expectations do not always make the best fit. 
     But now by necessity, if not by design, the church, at least in many areas, is relying more and more on local pastors.  From 1970 to 2003 the number of full-time local pastors has doubled, from 1,220 to 2,563.  The number of part-time local pastors has increased from 2,706 to 3,976.  Presently 24% of all appointments in the U.S. are filled by local pastors.  

    Meanwhile seminary students are simply not making it into the ministry.  While seminary enrollment today is almost the same as in 1975 (2,762 in 1975 and 2,728 in 2003) the number of probationers has decreased almost 50% (from 924 in 1970 to 498 in 2004).   And many would-be pastors are not even making it to seminary.  There are numerous incidents where second career candidates called to ministry, when faced with the prospect of several years of seminary and an increasingly complicated process to membership in the conference, either give up or find independent congregations to serve.   
    It is not insignificant that areas and conferences where the church is growing, or at least maintaining its strength, are the conferences most accepting of local pastors.  One-fourth of all pastors in the Southeast and South Central Jurisdictions are local pastors.  On the other hand in the Western Jurisdiction only 14% of the ministers are local pastors.   39% of the pastors in West Virginia and 38% of the pastors in Louisiana are local pastors.  On the other hand,  Alaska has only 7% local pastors, New York 8%, Pacific Northwest 8% and Minnesota 10%.   These are not known as the areas where United Methodism is thriving.
     Will the inclusion of local pastors for votes on General Conference delegates and for constitutional amendments make any difference in the church?  It should. Local pastors now have a greater degree of acceptance and affirmation.   And there now will be 2,563 more persons, many of them evangelical in theology, who will be voting for General Conference delegates.
