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SOTC – Annual Meeting 2021 

So what exactly is the state of us? 

 

Oh community of Christ.  How I long to be with you in our familiar Annual 

Meeting spaces at the College of St. Benedict: lining up with you in the cafeteria, 

lingering with you to catch up in the hallways, making our way across the campus 

to find our workshop, relaxing in the campus pub after hours. How I wish this was 

the moment of blessed reunion we all long for, with hearty handshakes and 

heartfelt hugs and plentiful laughter filling the air.  Who would have thought, 

when we gathered virtually for a very abbreviated Annual Meeting one year ago, 

that this is where we would still be today, convened only in a Zoom room, staring 

at each other on yet another screen? 

  At this time last year the pandemic was still young and our view of it still naïve.  

“I can’t wait ‘til things get back to normal,” many of us thought, thinking that time 

surely wasn’t too far off.  The Annual Meeting Planning Work Group even had 

visions of a Fall 2020 “family reunion” – wouldn’t it be grand?  But by Fall, as 

COVID numbers continued to rise & we began to understand the enormity of it 

all, we were more likely to question whether things were ever going to get back 

to normal.  And now….As vaccination rates steadily go up and glimmers of new 
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life dawn, many of us find ourselves wondering what ‘normal’ even means 

anymore.. 

   This has been quite the unimaginable year.  The pandemic with its 

enormous loss of life and all its impacts on us as Church and on our economy and 

families and communities was just one overwhelming factor in a year that has 

gripped us and changed us.  Some have said that this year has been truly 

apocalyptic, a word we don’t use a lot in the UCC but one that actually makes 

sense in this moment.  For the Greek root of “apocalyptic” means to reveal or lay 

bare. And this year has indeed revealed so much about all of us, our churches,  

and about the communities and nation we call home. 

 The reality of our divisions in this country have most certainly been 

revealed in stark and painful terms, in a January 6 insurrection that shook the very 

foundations of our democracy, in how the seemingly simple mandate to wear 

masks for the good of public health became a lightning rod issue.  The pandemic 

also laid bare a health care system that has too often left communities of color, 

the poor, and rural areas behind.  And then there was May 25 of last year, and 

April 11 of this year, when George Floyd and Daunte Wright, both black men, 

were killed by police officers here in Minnesota.  These horrific events, and the 
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vast racial disparities that are historically a fact of our life here in Minnesota, 

reveal yet again what has been the case in our nation for hundreds of years: 

racism is killing our communities of color and it is preventing the fulfillment of this 

country’s great promise. The moral injury of that fact to our souls and to the soul 

of this nation is undeniable. 

Yes.  It has been quite a year. We can say, even an apocalyptic experience. 

  Since my ministry began with you as Conference Minister nearly 8 years ago, I 

have always been uncomfortable with the framing of this moment at each Annual 

Meeting.  The dreaded “STATE OF THE CONFERENCE” title has never felt quite 

right, too lofty in expectation or something.  But this year, after a season that has 

been like no other in our history as a Conference, I’ve been asking myself the very 

question, “just what IS the ‘state of the Conference’ at this particular moment?”  

And I’ve been thinking about that not so much in terms of the number of 

members we have or congregations that are growing, not in terms of our financial 

health or strategic plans, but in much deeper, more profound terms.  I’ve been 

sitting with that spiritual question of John Wesley and others: How is it with our 

soul?  How are we really  doing as church after such a year as this?   
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  When I first sat down to reflect on those questions I came up with eleven 

things that describe for me how it is with us in this moment.  You’ll be happy, no 

doubt, to hear that I’ve distilled that down to just four thoughts. 

1. We as a Conference of churches, we who worship and those who lead, are 

tired.  And we are resilient. 

Let’s face it: this experience has been exhausting.  We are tired of worship on a 

screen, pastors are so OVER preaching to empty pews.  We’ve missed all those 

moments that were the glue that held us together, the coffee hours & the special 

events & meals we shared & our rituals of celebrating and of grieving in shared 

space.  We’ve missed the strong hugs or the quick squeeze of a hand that remind 

us we’re not alone.  And even in those places where worship has begun again in 

person, it still feels like something’s missing, not really the same at all. It’s also 

true that in some cases, our utter exhaustion has kept us from bringing our best 

selves to hard discussions, and misunderstandings and sometimes even bitter 

conflict within our churches has sometimes been the result.   

 I must take time here to acknowledge in particular the exhaustion of our 

pastors and our chaplains.  Pastors have been leading this year in ways that no 

seminary education could ever have fully prepared them for.  They’ve had to learn 



5 
 

new technologies to deliver nearly every facet of their ministry.  They’ve had to 

call forth every innovative capacity they have to meet this unimaginable moment.  

They have also had to navigate incredibly difficult terrain with members and their 

communities amid this deeply polarized moment politically and socially.  And 

they’ve had to preside over decisions about when to suspend in-person activities, 

when to resume in-person activities, and what protocols to follow in the practice 

of their ministry for the sake of public health and the health of their members.  

And they did all this with very little of the daily interaction with congregants that 

would normally feed their souls & make easier the path.  Pastors deserve our 

deep, abiding gratitude. 

 Chaplains have also experienced an unfathomable year.  They were often 

on the front-lines of the pandemic in their hospital and nursing home & other 

settings, often at risk to their own health & safety while tending to the enormous 

needs of patients, residents, and overwhelmed staff.  They’ve stood in for family 

at the most heart-wrenching moments when family was not allowed at the 

bedside of their loved one.  They’ve provided a spiritual anchor of steadiness and 

support even while they were falling exhausted. Chaplains have been an utter 

inspiration, unseen to most of us, and also deserve our most sincere thanks. 
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An important word here, too, about our clergy of color and our members of color.  

Their experience of this last year, as several have shared with me, has left them 

the kind of tired that is bone-deep and beyond words.  They’re exhausted by the 

disproportionate impact that this pandemic had on their communities, by the 

ongoing dismissal of their God-given beauty and dignity, by the violence and 

death they must constantly deal with at the hands of white supremacy in all its 

devastating forms , by white privilege that refuses to see their pain or our own 

part in creating that pain.  As a person who carries white privilege myself, I could 

never fully understand their experience, but it’s critical that we lift them up & 

acknowledge the particular pain and struggle they endure. 

Exhaustion among these I have specifically named and among all of us in 

this virtual room is an aspect of how it is with our souls.  It’s so important that we 

see it and grant extravagant amounts of grace to each other in the face of it.   

 We are also resilient, and in this my friends you have inspired and amazed 

me too many times to count.  I have watched from my birds-eye view as day after 

long day you rose to each challenge with humor and humility, creativity and 

perseverance.  I’ve seen pastors record entire worship services by themselves in 

the basement of their home, with no technical assistance and nothing but a 
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phone, nerves on edge but a faithful message and pastoral heart intact.  I’ve seen 

you invent drive-through greetings and drive-in worship services.  I’ve seen 

pastors spend hours filling hundreds of Advent and Lenten bags to help you mark 

those sacred seasons in your homes. I’ve heard how church members silently 

have gathered with candles outside the home of a grieving member, just to show 

love & presence when a memorial service wasn’t possible.  I’ve watched as 

chaplains delivered care to the sick and desperately lonely, and increasingly to the 

overwhelmed staffs of their facilities,  with incredible kindness and love. I’ve seen 

members of our Committee on Ministry continue to license and ordain pastors all 

this long year. Congregations have completed searches, called & received new 

pastors (yes in the middle of a pandemic).    I’ve watched members of the Amos 

Task Force, appointed after the murder of George Floyd to help chart a path 

forward for the Conference’s racial justice and equity work, exemplify the kind of 

hard soul-searching work we all need to do in that ministry together. And I’ve 

seen so many of you with hearts that thirst for justice show up in George Floyd 

Square, in Brooklyn Center, and at the Hennepin County Government Center, 

protesting and praying and providing spiritual grounding in spaces that were 

overflowing with anxiety and anger and the most fragile of hope.  You’ve been so 

very tired, yes, but you’ve persevered with faithfulness and grace and inspiring 
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resilience.  It has been a testimony to your deep faith and the work of the Holy 

Spirit weaving among us.  Our souls are downtrodden and tired, and they are also 

exceedingly resilient. 

 Generous is another way I’d describe the state of us in the Minnesota 

Conference. 

More than once over the course of the last year I have polled clergy and asked the 

question about the financial health of each congregation, always fearing that the 

pandemic and its economic strain on so many of our members would lead to 

financial crisis in our churches.  And while some pastors have reported financial 

stresses, and 23 churches have utilized the Conference’s pandemic relief grants 

during this time, pastors overwhelmingly reported that giving was either stable or 

had actually gone up during this period.  You saw it in your virtual offering plates 

and the Conference saw it as your gifts to Our Church’s Wider Mission and per 

capita and the Annual Fund flowed in.  I think that’s extraordinary, and it tells us 

something very important.  It tells us that during this time when we couldn’t even 

be physically together in one room, we collectively realized –perhaps in a deeper 

way than ever before -- just how essential our faith communities are to our lives 

and to our well -being.  We treasure each other.  We need each other.  And we 
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give to the places and things that feed our spirits and  that we believe make a 

difference in our lives and in the lives of others.  We are generous in response to 

our gratitude.  And you members and churches have been extraordinarily 

generous.  That is also how it is with our souls. 

Third: Our souls are blessed by being in community. 

Margaret Wheatley, who wrote, among many other articles and books, one called 

“Finding Our Way, Leadership for an Uncertain Time”, has said this:   “It is possible 

to prepare for the future without knowing what it will be.  The primary way to 

prepare for the unknown is to attend to the quality of our relationships, to how 

well we know and trust one another.”   

  Over the last year when uncertainty and God’s loving presence have often 

seemed the only sure things amid such massive upheaval, I’ve seen us attend to 

the quality of our relationships, in our churches and across this Conference, like 

never before.  I’ve watched as pastors discovered new gifts among their 

members, perhaps especially around technology expertise, and put those gifts to 

use.  I’ve witnessed the kind of deep sharing pastors and chaplains have engaged 

in with each other during the support calls we have hosted as a Conference, the 

vulnerability they’ve been brave enough to share and the mutual wisdom and 
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resourcing that has strengthened and upheld them.  I’ve watched authentic 

relationships bloom among clergy who to this day have yet to meet each other in 

person but who connected through various activities of the Conference.  I’ve 

received messages from some of you, offering thanks for the ways you 

experienced the Conference’s presence & support during this challenging season. 

And I’ve been inspired by the ways all of us have rallied to be a community of 

churches steeped in care, in faithfulness, and mutual love.  Ironically, it is while 

we’ve been kept apart that it feels like we’ve been more intricately woven 

together, and we are stronger and better for it. In this denomination where we so 

value the independence our congregational polity offers, we’ve discovered that 

we’re more interdependent than we knew.  In a Conference where churches can 

all too easily consider themselves an island we learned we can’t actually go it 

alone, and that we don’t need to. While all of us navigated the unknown, we 

attended in new ways to our relationships, and that helped make it all bearable. 

That too describes how it is with our collective soul. 

Fourth: Even as the pandemic gratefully approaches its end, we find ourselves 

realizing that we are still in uncharted territory. 
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Susan Beaumont, our key-note speaker who we’ll hear from tomorrow, said it this 

way recently in an article for Alban Weekly: “We are still in liminal space.  Re-

opening buildings & regathering the congregation physically will not resolve our 

disorientation.  We are still stuck between something that has ended and a new 

thing that is not yet ready to begin.”   

 Oh how true that is!  Pastors where churches are again worshiping in 

person have reported that not everyone has come back, that ongoing concern 

about COVID continues to keep some away and that perhaps others now prefer 

the flexibility of online church.  Other congregations who have not yet 

reconvened in person are struggling with how to most safely and wisely do so 

given rapidly changing guidance from the Department of Health and CDC.  As we 

slowly emerge from this weird pandemic experience we feel ourselves and 

witness in others a whole range of emotions: anxiety about being around others 

again and trusting it’s safe, grief due to the multiple layers of overwhelming loss 

we’ve experienced, joy at regathering with friends and family more routinely, 

hope that is burning just a bit brighter though yet fragile.  We don’t really know 

what the ‘new normal’ might look like, in our personal lives or in our church lives, 

and that chronic uncertainty is daunting. 
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 What is the “state of the Conference”? How is it with our souls?  We are 

exhausted AND resilient.  We are more aware of just how much our faith and 

church communities mean to us and we’ve been generous in response.  We are 

more tightly woven together in relationship and caring, more aware of our need 

of one another.  We’re still navigating uncharted territory, uncertainty a constant 

companion. 

 We know from our holy scriptures that God continually calls those desiring 

to be faithful to go out into the deep waters and trust that God will be there, to 

travel long winding journeys and know that God is guiding our steps even when 

the way is unclear.  The question for us to linger with now is “what is God up to 

on this journey we’re traveling?”  What is it that God has been revealing to us in 

this very long year, and what lasting transformation will God have nurtured 

among us? 

These are the questions of spiritual discernment, of seeking to understand 

what God is up to and how God is working to move us and change us for the sake 

of the Gospel we proclaim and the ministry we are called to. 

That spiritual discernment, that uncomfortable lingering with difficult 

questions, may be the most important work we must now do as churches.  To 
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look at what we’ve learned in the last year about our ministries and our methods 

and allow those lessons to inform our futures.  To not just return to things the 

way they were before, but to consider that some of the changes we made in the 

last year are valuable enough to keep.  To remember from now on that we are 

indeed capable of change, that we actually can do something that has never been 

done in just that way before.  To let go of those things we learned are not 

essential, and to strengthen the things we learned are.   To always consider how 

the greater good and a profound, concrete love of ALL our neighbors urgently 

compels us to do a new and courageous thing right now.  To see the pain and 

trauma of racism in our state and in our nation and to be willing to do the work 

we each must do to dismantle racism and hold each other accountable along the 

way. 

So much has been revealed to all of us in this season, about ourselves, our 

faith, our churches, and our nation.  Our task now is to not look away from that 

which has been laid bare, but to embrace the transformation God has stirred 

among us, newly aware of our enormous capacity to change and indeed be 

changed. 
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Howard Thurman once wrote words that seem appropriate for this 

moment now:  “I know that the work of the old song, perfect in its place, is not 

for the new demand! As difficult as it is, I must learn the new song that is capable 

of meeting the new need.  I must fashion new words born of all the new growth 

of my life, my mind and spirit.  I must prepare for new melodies that have never 

before been mine.  Teach me…. That I might learn the fresh and new accent, the 

untried melody, to meet the need of the untried morrow. Thus, I may rejoice with 

each new day and delight my spirit in each fresh unfolding. I will sing a new song 

unto Thee, O God!” 

 Minnesota Conference, may you continue to lift the untried melody to 

meet the need of the day that now beckons.  Know how deeply thankful I am for 

all of you, and how profoundly inspired I have been by you. May God strengthen 

us and bless us in our labor of faith, day by day by day. And in all this, may it be 

well with our souls. 

 

  


