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Report of the Acting Conference Minister to the 2014 Conference Annual Gathering 

First, let us remember… 

Today we come to the end of a year-long process of transition that began with our Conference Annual 
Gathering of 2013.  You will not have difficulty remembering that time.  Davida Foy Crabtree had begun to serve as 
the acting Conference Minister for a three month period.  Our Associate Conference Minister serving primarily in 
the Eastern and St Louis Associations had accepted a new call that we would later learn was to be unfulfilled 
because of his sudden death.  The decision had been made that the position Marc occupied would not be replaced 
in the Conference structure.  Not many years before, the ACM position for the Eastern Association had also been 
removed from the staff structure.   We had been in deficit for several budgetary years, and we had reached the 
point where we were unable to draw more resources from our unrestricted endowment for the work of the 
Conference.  In the spring of 2013, the Conference had decided that the time was upon us for a reconsideration of 
the structures, processes and methods used to carry out our mission.  We knew that simply reducing staff was not 
the answer.  A contract was developed with a highly regarded consultant, Richard Hamm, to facilitate a visioning 
process for the reshaping of our Conference life.  A vision team made up of gifted individuals drawn from all parts 
of the Conference was selected to work with Dr. Hamm.  At the annual gathering, however, it was decided that the 
team needed to be reformulated in order to more adequately represent the actual diversity of our membership.   

While she was with us, Davida devoted herself primarily to the work of trust-building and reconciliation, 
traveling throughout the Conference to converse with groups and congregations.  She also began planning with the 
Conference Council for a still uncertain future.  In this period, Dale Parson served as the sole  staff person working 
with congregations in the search and call process, along with continuing to serve in his established Conference 
assignments and being the primary staff presence in the Western Association.  Seeing the need for the Conference 
to begin thinking about different ways to accomplish our work with reduced staff, Davida encouraged us to utilize 
funds that remained in the 2014 budget through June to employ a Director of Strategic Innovation for a year’s 
time, and Jan Aerie was invited to serve in that capacity, beginning in mid-summer.     

In early September, Conference Minister Jeff Whitman resigned, Davida’s three-month agreement came 
to an end, and I was invited to serve as acting Conference Minister while the Conference engaged in the search for 
a “designated” Conference Minister (the term “designated” intended to imply a Conference Minister with specific 
gifts for transitional leadership who would be able to facilitate the needed changes identified by a new Conference 
vision and then assess with Conference leadership her/his own gifts and interests to continue to serve among us).  
It was understood that the search for this individual would be assisted by the Office of the President of the United 
Church of Christ, taking into account both the immediate needs of the Missouri Mid-South Conference and the 
important role of our Conference as a participant in guiding a positive future for the West Central Region of our 
denomination.   Our initial belief was that this search might be accomplished within 6 months, or possibly by the 
time of the Conference Annual Gathering in 2014. 

 

Then let us recount what has happened… 

Several processes were thus set into motion, not necessarily on the time schedule or in the order that had 
been anticipated.  A search committee was formed.  The vision team had its first meeting by conference call in 
November.  Jan and I began to hold conversations and listening sessions with various groups and individuals.  
Weather frustrated two meetings that had been planned by the vision team, postponed their face-to-face planning 
and delayed the Conference-wide listening sessions that were intended to form a part of the foundation for the 
imaginative work of casting a Conference-wide vision for the future.  Gradually, it became clear that the search 
process needed to move carefully and deliberatively, and with clear awareness of the vision team’s direction.   

So what have we been doing??? 

Meanwhile, we were beginning to identify some major priorities within our Conference work that were of 
great importance and also either drew substantial staff time or were in danger of being neglected because of 
reductions in staff.  First among them was the work of search and call.  Second was the need for local church 
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support.  Others we identified were pastoral needs of clergy and the need for new church development and 
congregational renewal.   In each of these four areas, we are beginning to work intentionally on finding effective 
methods that (1) recognize staff limits and (2) provide effective responses to the needs identified.  Thus far, we 
have tested a “search and call consultant” training method being employed in the Penn Northeast Conference; 
planned a training event to be led by consultant Marc Robinson for qualified lay leaders to serve as a Conference 
peacemaking (conflict mediation) team; and initiated a conversation between Cameron Trimble of the Center for 
Progressive Church Development and some pastors who have valuable gifts for church vitality in our Conference.  

Among other areas of Conference life that seem in need of reorganizing or re-starting are the covenanted 
ministries for social concerns and for global partnerships.  Currently, I am looking at ways to bring the various 
groups within the Conference who are interested in social concerns into relationship with one another.  Jan is 
gathering the people interested in global partnerships to look at ways to focus their efforts.  The Finance and 
Administration Committee of the Conference Council has taken leadership in re-activating the OCWM Covenanted 
Ministry, and has some concrete plans for the coming year.   We have noticed a need also to re-establish positive, 
cooperative partnerships with the area offices of the Christian Church (DOC), the faculty and students at Eden 
Seminary, and the Conference Ministers of the Region, as well as the Southern Illinois Conference.  In all of these 
instances, we have participated in joint meetings and plan ongoing conversations.   Our ecumenical and interfaith 
engagement needs to be increased throughout the Conference.  We are thankful for the work of the Interfaith 
Partnership of St Louis, and would like to increase our involvement in its work. 

So what are some of the challenges that lie ahead??? 

With regard to the associations of our Conference, the staffing pattern that has evolved has been for the 
primary on-site staffing of Eastern and St Louis Associations, once carried out by the associate conference 
ministers, to become the responsibility of the Conference Minister, with primary staffing for the Western 
Association to be carried out by the remaining ACM, Dale Parson, who is located in Kansas City.  Both the CM and 
ACM currently carry some administrative responsibility for the Conference as a whole, and both do search and call 
ministry with congregations and pastors.  It seems probable to me that some functions of the Conference that 
have resided in Conference-wide covenanted ministries will need to be re-focused as gathered ministries on the 
association level that also interact across the Conference on matters of common concern.  It seems likely that, as 
we develop a modified structure in the Conference and call a new Conference Minister, the Conference staff role 
will need to be less directly involved in day to day conference and association governance concerns and become 
more facilitative and more directly engaged in the vision casting and mission planning work of the Conference and 
its associations.  Maintaining adequate contact with local congregations when they are facing critical issues is 
becoming challenging in our Conference and needs thoughtful attention.  The Conference Deacons program is 
valuable and needs restructuring and expansion.  The communication of the core values of the UCC needs to be 
more central in the work of the Conference, and a renewed mission focus needs to be defined among us.  All of 
these are challenges that lie ahead of us, as we engage together in finding effective ways to share our common 
mission. 

And what are we thankful for??? 

Good news!  Our Conference ended 2013 in the black, and we are anticipating a balanced budget in the 
year ahead.  Thanks to you all for that, and thanks to our Conference budgeting team.  Good news!  We have a 
functioning Conference-wide Visioning Team that will be engaging us in their work during the next few weeks.  
Good news!  Our search committee is completing its preliminary work and will soon be presenting the new 
Conference Profile and calling for candidates for the position of Conference Minister.  Good news!  The spirit of the 
Conference is positive and hopeful.  We’re still making our share of mistakes, and we still need to grow in 
faithfulness and trust.  But we seem to know and are ready to affirm the holy truth that grace abounds.   

Allen M. Fluent 

 

 


