










I am suggesting that these same qualities can describe our clergy leadership ecosystem.  Like all

ecosystems, our leadership ecosystems can be healthy or unhealthy, fruitful or unfruitful, sustainable or

unsustainable.   A diagram of an annual conference ecosystem might look like the following:  

It’s a complex ecosystem; every element influences every other one.  Furthermore, our clergy leadership

ecosystem sits inside the larger ecosystem of The United Methodist Church, and neither system is sustainable

in its present form.   However, notice the extent of the margins for change. If change most often happens at

the edges, an ecosystem of loosely interrelated parts has much larger and complex edges than a linear and

controlled pipeline.  The opportunity for change to regain excellence in the ecosystem far outweighs the

prospect of fixing a linear and broken pipeline.

Dr. Lovett Weems of the Lewis Leadership Center has just completed an overview of changes in congregations

and clergy in the South Central Jurisdiction ecosystem in the last decades.   For the purpose of the study, Dr.

Weems assumed that a UMC congregation requires a minimum of 100 persons in worship attendance to pay

for the salary, housing and benefits for a full-time pastor and to fund mission, property and ministry.  (Most
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SCJ cabinets set that number at 125.) In the last ten years, the number of churches in the South Central

Jurisdiction averaging 100 in average worship attendance declined by 414 congregations or 25 percent.   Elders

appointed to congregations declined by 16 percent; part-time local pastors increased by 27 percent.  Elders

under the age of 35 have increased slightly from 5 percent to 6 percent.  Elders age 55-72 increased from 41

percent to 52 percent.  Using the ecosystem narrative, the forest is on fire.

Cabinets, Bishops and Boards of Ordained Ministry are the leaders for annual conference clergy ecosystems.

They play key roles in determining the excellence, fruitfulness and sustainability because they determine or

interpret policies, practices and processes for the clergy leadership.   It is vital that they address imbalances

and learn to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. To improve ecosystem health and vitality, they will

need to make changes quickly.  (The larger general church needs to make changes, as well, but these changes

will likely follow annual conference changes.)

SHIFTING THE ECOSYSTEM:  ADDRESSING OUR EXCESSIVE CARETAKING

I offer two possibilities for “eco-action” intervention.  The first concerns the current imbalance  of “excessive

caretaking” with little regard for the needs of the mission field.   A layperson tells his/her pastor that God has

called him/her to ordained ministry.  Our default response is to affirm that person and help him/her move

toward ordained ministry.  Frequently, there is little conversation in the congregation or District Committee

on Ministry about the following questions:  What is this person’s potential to serve in rapidly changing mission

fields?  What does their past behavior indicate about their future capacity to make disciples or to manage

change or to start something new and grow it? Without evidence of egregious misconduct or psychological

reasons, leaders find it very difficult—if not impossible—to say “no” to someone who says that God has

called them.   When questions arise, congregational and district leaders frequently say to one another, “I know

there is a nice little church somewhere out there where he/she can serve.”  Pastors, Superintendents and Boards

of Ministry continue to help more candidates along toward ordination, and these nice persons, with limited

capacity, become elders with security of appointment.  As the years go by, church after church declines under

their leadership.

As the data from Dr. Weems indicates, the number of “nice little churches” in our jurisdiction has decreased

25 percent in the last ten years.  Is it possible that “the system” has over-functioned to protect pastors who

simply do not have the capacity or will to lead congregations into the mission field?   

Given the state of our clergy ecosystem, thoughtful leaders, with an eye to the future, will want to ask, “Does

this potential new pastor have the capacity to re-seed the church for the next generation?”  “Can he/she ‘turn-

around’ a declining congregation?”  “Is their past experience so indicative of fruitful ministry—especially

with the young—that expending all the resources necessary to become an elder is worth their investment of

time and money?”  “Given the shrinking financial resources of the UMC, are the costs worth the investment

of the church’s time and money?” “Can we find new ways to help persons be attentive to new calls of

ministry?”  The church will need an increasing number of part-time local pastors to serve the increasing

number of smaller congregations.  Some persons may be better suited to meet these needs.  Other persons

might best serve as part-time Local Pastors or Certified Lay Ministers.
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SHIFTING THE ECOSYSTEM: RE-INTRODUCING YOUNG CLERGY

The second possibility for correcting the imbalance  in the clergy leadership ecosystem involves re-introducing

an endangered species.  Three weeks ago, I ordained as an elder a very nice gentleman who is 69 years old.

In Arkansas, I actually retired a pastor on Thursday night, at age 70, and ordained him as elder on Friday

night. In another conference in this jurisdiction, the average age of the persons being ordained as elders this

year was 60. These examples sound extreme; however, the average clergy age in our jurisdiction is 56 and

the average across the United States is 57. 

The endangered species in our ecosystem are elders under the age of 35.  The data from the Lewis Leadership

Center indicates that only 6 percent of the elders in our jurisdiction are currently under the age of 35.  In

1984, 15 percent of UMC elders were under the age of 35.  Although reliable data is not available, a photo of

the 1969 entering class at Perkins indicates that the percentage of elders under the age of 35 was probably

even greater in the 1960s and 1970s.  The good news is that the South Central Jurisdiction is better off than

most of the other U.S. jurisdictions.  The bad news is that every conference is at historic lows.  Going all the

way back to John Wesley and Francis Asbury, our clergy have never before been this old—by decades.  

It is helpful to ask, “What changes occurred in the clergy ecosystem in the last 40 years?”  Two key changes

affected all U. S. conferences.   Both were well-intentioned, with some positive outcomes, and both had huge

unintended consequences for investing in future generations.

In 1982, the UMC committed itself to a 20-year sustained and concentrated focus on funding the pensions of

retired clergy.  Later that commitment was extended to 30 years and then to 40 years.  The church rightly

invested enormous financial resources in its most precious resource—its clergy.  Beginning in 1982, annual

conferences across the United States conducted capital campaigns and re-aligned conference budgets to

underwrite unfunded pension liability and to secure current pensions for pastors.  Conferences adjusted to

very large increases in pension apportionments.  Naturally, those changes impacted local church budgets.

Over the last 35 years, significant amounts of clergy and lay time, energy, and financial resources have been

expended toward investing in the futures of retired clergy.  I am a major beneficiary of these investments.

Virtually all pastors over 50 years of age, with at least 30 years of service, are also significant beneficiaries. 

The UMC now has over $4 billion in pension reserves.  The Texas Annual Conference itself has over $65

million in pension and health benefit reserves.   It is time to ask the question, “What are we investing in the

recruitment, training and support of gifted, young, diverse clergy?”   The Texas Annual Conference spends

more than most, but it is only a small percentage of the conference budget.  What would it look like for annual

conference leadership to re-balance its clergy ecosystem by both creating new funding streams and re-directing

some of its current streams to invest in gifted, diverse elders under the age of 35 with the capacity to reach

diverse new mission fields?   For example, is it time to invest a portion of conference earnings in pension

reserves on behalf of future leaders? 

During those same years, a second major change was occurring in annual conference clergy leadership

systems, with less publicity and thoughtfulness, that created an environment that discouraged young people

from entering the ministry while making it easier for those over 35 years of age to become ordained pastors.
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The practice became codified in the Book of Discipline in 1996.  Many United Methodist colleges and

universities slowly moved away from their denominational heritage and toward an expanded definition of

liberal arts schools.  As United Methodist professors retired, they were replaced with professors who had little

interest in encouraging their strongest students to consider a vocation as a United Methodist pastor.   

College and seminary costs began rising faster than inflation, and the financial support from the general church

declined dramatically as a percentage of seminary budgets.  Scholarships decreased relative to tuition, and

students were expected to carry more and more of the expense.  Internships were added to curriculum, which

added more costs.  Seminary indebtedness grew rapidly.  

In the meantime, the denomination added numerous layers and length to the entrance processes for ordained

ministry.   In an effort to “weed out” ineffective pastors at the beginning of their career, provisional

membership was extended from one year to two years to three years.   The candidacy process was added and

then extended.  At its most expedited, candidacy certification alone now takes a minimum of nine months,

and usually 12 to 18 months.  Candidates who filled in the squares and completed all the requirements got

ordained.  Fewer and fewer young people saw ordained ministry as an option.  These incremental changes

resulted in a preferential option for ministry for persons over the age of 35.

Between 1972 and 1996, the Book of Discipline encouraged persons who were over the age of 35 to consider

responding to their call to ministry by becoming local pastors or associate members.   During all those years,

the Book of Discipline, under “Special Conditions/Exceptional Promise” (paragraph 416) contained these

requirements for probationary membership for candidates over the age of 35: 

• Served as an associate member for a minimum of two years under full-time appointment

• Completed a Bachelor of Arts or equivalent degree from a certified college or university

• Completed two years of advanced study prescribed by the Division of Ordained Ministry beyond the five-

year ministerial course of study required for admission to associate membership, in cooperation with the

United Methodist theological schools

• Has been recommended by three-fourths votes of both the Cabinet and the Board of Ordained Ministry as a

candidate who demonstrates exceptional ministry

In 1996, the General Conference removed that provision.  Instead of asking, “Why aren’t more young people

entering ordained ministry?” the General Conference simply made it easier for persons older than 35 to move

toward ordained ministry.  The interaction of changes such as these has resulted in the unintended consequence

of the fewest young elders in the history of the church.

When our leadership looked at the Texas Annual Conference ecosystem six or seven years ago, the element

that seemed most glaringly out-of-balance was a virtual absence of elders under the age of 35.   The data

indicated that the Texas Conference was below the national average.  Because spotted owls are an endangered

species, conference leaders began referring to clergy under the age of 35 as “spotted owls.”   As leaders

responsible for the care of the ecosystem, they asked themselves, “What changes should we make in our

processes?”  “How could we re-introduce spotted owls into our ecosystem?”   
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Over approximately three years, leaders developed the Emerging Leaders Initiative to increase the number of

gifted, young, diverse clergy in the conference.   Virtually all the funding had to be raised from outside the

conference budget.  Leaders networked with other “edge” organizations, such as the Texas Methodist

Foundation and the Lilly Endowment, to learn which processes were most beneficial.   The key elements of

the Emerging Leaders Initiative are the following:  Texas Youth Academy, College Pastoral Internship

Program, Ambassador’s Grants, and Advancing Pastoral Leadership.   

The Texas Youth Academy is a two-week advanced discipleship summer program for high school juniors and

seniors who show promise for clergy and lay leadership in the church.  The College Pastoral Internship Project

allows young people to immerse themselves for ten weeks in the daily life of a church and consider the

possibility that God is calling them to serve as a pastor.  The Ambassador’s Grant provides reimbursement

for seminary tuition and fees incurred by the most promising young clergy entering the Texas Annual

Conference.  The funds provide encouragement and financial stability to these young pastors.  For young

pastors who demonstrate the highest potential, this ministry provides a transformational experience of

leadership development, beginning with their growth as disciples of Jesus.  Through this accelerated process,

which includes intensive clergy retreats over two years and an annual follow-up retreat for three more,

Advancing Pastoral Leadership expects to impact at least 75 percent of our 100 strategic congregations and

cultivate visionary leaders for the future.

In addition, Texas Conference leaders created processes to expedite candidacy and to make it possible for

many provisional members to qualify for ordination in two years.  The Bishop and Cabinet have implemented

a focus on mission-field appointment making.  They try to place young pastors in situations conducive to

rapid learning and with the greatest opportunities to reach younger generations.  The Emerging Leaders

Endowment has been created to provide financial resources for future young clergy.  The number of young

clergy in the Texas Annual Conference has increased dramatically, and they now serve in every district.

The Texas Annual Conference process has not been without controversy.  Older pastors sometimes feel

unappreciated.  Other pastors see this emphasis on the young as discrimination against the old and those who

entered as second career pastors.   Pastors who expected to advance as a result of tenure are disappointed. 

The Texas Annual Conference, however, is already seeing positive changes as a result of the significant

increases in younger clergy.  Young clergy connect more readily with younger generations of laity.  Many

large churches are seeing growth in worship attendance primarily as a result of adding worship services aimed

at younger people and led by young pastors.   Many young pastors serving as senior pastors are seeing

substantial growth in mission and reaching new people.  In addition, young pastors are the primary pool for

church planters.  Conference leaders expect other positive changes over time.

ASKING NEW QUESTIONS

Using the narrative of a clergy leadership ecosystem, what changes might your conference make that could

tilt your system a step toward fruitfulness?   Who are your endangered species?  How could you re-introduce

them?  Where do leaders need to withdraw support and excessive caretaking?   What needs to go away?   Are

you willing to invest in the young?  Which resources might be re-designated for the future?  Where can

conferences partner with one another to benefit the whole ecosystem? 
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I believe that annual conference leaders have observed enough and learned enough over the last 40-50 years

to intervene in the entrance processes of our clergy leadership ecosystems to move them toward vitality and

sustainability.  The time is right to shift from excessive caretaking of those who express a call to ordained

ministry to mission field-based decisions about who will be licensed and/or ordained.  Given today’s realities,

the UMC needs only pastors who have the capacity to turn around existing congregations and/or start new

congregations that re-seed the church for the future.  The time is right to re-direct at least a portion of existing

financial assets and to develop new funding streams to recruit, equip and support gifted, young, diverse clergy.

The time is right to move away from tedious processes and encourage young entrepreneurs who are ready to

engage in ministry now.  The time is right to move from a preferential option for “more of the same” and be

attentive to the margins of the ecosystem to connect with a new world. 
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