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In a 2012 report to the United Methodist Church titled, NEXT STEPS IN THE 

WILDERNESS: REHEARSING OUR PATH IN ORDER TO MOVE FORWARD, 

consultant Gil Rendle suggests that since 2007 church leaders have been wandering 

through a wilderness of changing mission fields – local, national, and global; declining 

resources and aging memberships.  It is a wilderness with which we in the Missouri Mid-

South Conference are familiar. Rendle writes, “Quest, chaos, wilderness. It is the ongoing 

story of how God renews creation. In fact, it is in just such places as quests, chaos and 

wilderness that the faithful and the miraculous saving hand of God is experienced. It is, 

as it were, in just such places that God does God’s best work.”  It may be the place where 

God does God’s best work and may be the place where saints and sages have gone to 

encounter the Holy but for many it is a place of danger, fear, grief and longing for the 

familiar.  In short, most wilderness wanders enter the forbidding landscape reluctantly 

and their number one agenda is to return quickly to familiar terrain.  

 

Rendle describes our situation with these words, “The discomfort caused by any quest 

prompts grumbling and complaints from those who don’t see the possible new future or 

who would just rather not take the trip. . . The dilemma, however, is that complaining, 

resisting, and clinging to old ways appear to leaders as immediate problems to be solved 

so that even those who have wandered most productively forget what they have found 

and turn back to negotiate anxiety and address old politics and problems.  Like all good 

wanderers we must constantly look at the map to remember how far we have already 

come in order to take the next steps with any confidence. When the immediate moment 

feels confused we need first to remember how far we have already come and what we 

have already learned.” 

 

Following Rendle’s suggestion, I would like take a few moments to remember where we 

have been and how far we have come in the past 5 years.  I was called as your Conference 

Minister almost 6 years ago in August, 2007.  When I arrived in Webster Groves in 

December, our conference office was in the “white house” and the staff that welcomed me 

included 3 ACM’s, a full time receptionist, a full time office manager, a full time 

bookkeeper, a part time Youth and Young Adult coordinator, a part time church 

revitalization coordinator, and managers at Shannondale and MoVal.   Our conference 

budget for 2007 included $1,123,380 in expenses and $960,210 in anticipated revenue of 

which $872,921 was OCWM support from local churches.  The proposed 2014 budget 

includes expected OCWM support of $666,796, total revenue of $754,944 and $738,752 in 

expenses.  Today our conference office is still on the campus of Eden Seminary in the 

basement of Shultz Hall.  Our staff today includes 2 full time ACM’s; a full time 

Administrative Assistant, a part time communications specialist, a part time bookkeeper, 

and directors at Shannondale and MoVal.  In the past year we have welcomed Julie 

Simmons to our staff as part time communications specialist, Jeremy Force as the Camp 

MoVal director, and Lorraine Brooks as our part time bookkeeper.  We said  
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goodbye to Laura Errante who served as our Business Manager from 2007 – 2012.  Dr. 

Marc Wessels joined our staff in July 2010 as an Associate Conference Minister and is 

the candidate to become the Conference Minister of the South Dakota Conference.   

Because of declining OCWM support from churches the conference council is proposing a 

2014 budget that will eliminate a second ACM position beginning in July 2014.  In the 

next few months we will call an interim ACM and begin a search for a settled ACM.  

Wilderness wandering involve the chaos of transition.  

 

 In 2007 our conference structure included 11 independent ministries and more 

than 120 directors who, when they met in February 2008, told me that they lacked the 

authority to make any decisions.  Over the next 3 years we engaged congregations, 

clergy, and lay leadership in a process to examine and develop a new conference 

structure.  In 2010 we elected our first Conference Council and adopted new conference 

by-laws.   When we met for the first time we were unsure of what it meant to be a 

conference council and how we would function and relate to one another.  What an 

incredible journey it has been with a faithful group of dedicated disciples of Jesus.  We 

have spent time with consultants learning and talking about the role and responsibilities 

of effective board members.  Three years later the Conference Council has created new 

covenanted ministries for Youth; Camp MoVal, Shannondale, and Committees on 

Ministry.  We have adopted Reserve Fund and Gift Acceptance Policies and empowered a 

conference deacons program.  I am honored to work with this dedicated group of 

indviduals.  

 

 As we have wandered together through the wilderness, we have continually asked 

the question where is God in all of this? and what is the mission God is placing before us 

as the Missouri Mid-South Conference?  We have tried new things and taken some risks 

with the Holy.  We called a resident artist and worked with 10 congregations on 

developing transformative and creative worship.  We have initiated and sponsored two 

successful Jazz Nativity programs in St. Louis and Kansas City.  This year we engaged 

the congregations of the conference in the Mission 4/1 Earth program and distributed 

Shannondale trees to conference congregations.  We have strengthened our partnership 

with the United Church in Jamaica and started a new partnership with the Bokungu 

District of the Community of the Disciples of Christ in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo.   

 

 We have come a long way yet sometimes we feel this wilderness wandering is 

endless.  Rendle puts it this way, “Deep institutional change is a long-term process that 

requires foundational rediscovery of identity and relationship. Walter Brueggemann has 

suggested that each time Israel (and others in Christian history who followed) went into 

the wilderness where the known way of life was stripped away, the people had to answer 

two questions again: 

How will we now be with God? 

How will we now be with one another? 
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Such discovery takes time and memory.  These questions will drive the next leg of our 

journey as we empower a conference vision team to work with Dr. Richard Hamm to 

discern what conference ministry will look like in the next 7 years, and who God is 

calling us to be as the Missouri Mid-South Conference.   I pray that we will remain 

faithful, be patient and tolerant with one another, and seek the guidance of the Spirit as 

we continue our journey with God.    

 

Jeffrey A. Whitman 

Conference Minister  
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