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Jargon and platitudes in the church

 I recently read statements from nine
United Methodist clergymen who are
candidates for United Methodist
bishop positions, for which elections
will take place at a UMC regional
meeting this summer. A lot of politicking and negoti-
ating about the election will happen during the UMC
General Conference this spring, so campaigning and
interviewing of candidates are already in full swing.

The same voice over and over

Many parts of the nine candidates’ statements,
which were their answers to questions furnished by
an official committee, made me think I was hearing
from one person over and over instead of from dif-
ferent people. Most candidates assured us they were
collegial and collaborative. Several mentioned be-
ing the son and in some cases also the grandson,

father, or brother of a UMC clergy-
man. Most claimed to have “a

pastor’s heart,” whatever that
may be. All emphasized their
love for the UMC, and most as-

sured us they would gladly support
all of its official doctrines and policies.

Only one candidate said any official UMC
doctrinal statement needed revision to reflect current
knowledge or understanding. Only one said where
he stood on today’s hottest social-justice issue.

Challengers as well as cheerleaders

These features of the bishop candidates’ state-
ments aren’t surprising, of course. Getting elected
to a top position in any group tends to require sup-
porting the group’s traditions and policies, and ef-
fective institutional leadership usually requires be-
ing a cheerleader more than a critic.

From church leaders, however, we also
need courageous voices that urge us
to avoid merely going along with the
crowd, even if it’s the church crowd.
We need challenging voices in ad-
dition to soothing voices. We need
prophets as well as cheerleaders.
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Gary Holthaus has degrees in Sacred Theology
from Boston University. He began his adult life
as a Methodist clergyman but no longer is in the
institutional church. He has been a regional pro-
gram officer of the National Endowment for the
Humanities and has taught in Alaska. He spent
time in Nicaragua in the “Witness for Peace” pro-
gram and in Iraq several times as an invited del-
egate to an international conference of poets.

Holthaus now lives in Red Wing, Minnesota,
where he works with a nonprofit group that looks
for ways to relate farmers’ concerns to the state
university and recommends policies to state and
federal agencies. He is the author or editor of
several published books of prose and poetry.
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To start getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, mailing address, and $5 for the
coming year’s issues. To get Connections by e-mail, let me know at BCWendland@aol.com. If you want
me to mail you any of the 11 years’ back issues, all of which are available, send me $5 for each year you
want, or for any 12 issues you want. Many are available free at www.connectionsonline.org. For more
information, see that site or phone, write, or e-mail me (phone number and addresses on page 1).

I’m a United Methodist lay woman, and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-
person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers voluntarily make monetary
contributions but I pay most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all 50 states, D.C.,
and Puerto Rico—laity and clergy in at least 12 denominations plus some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my
effort to stimulate fresh thought and new insight about topics I believe our churches need to address.
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You can order The Unauthorized Bible, which I describe in this issue of Con-
nections, from The Genesis III Group, by phone toll-free at 888-829-2947 using

MasterCard or Visa, or by mail to P.O. Box 336, Deerfield NH 03037, with a
check payable to The Genesis III Group. You can also order on-line at

www.zionsherald.com. The cost per copy is $15.95 plus $4.50 for shipping. However,
if you mention having learned of the book from Connections, you’ll get a discount of $2.40
per book. And if you order several copies, ask about a volume discount on the shipping cost.

Bookstores will soon be able to order copies for you.

The book’s publisher has sent copies as gifts to all UMC General Conference delegates, so
if you’ve received one of those please be sure not to overlook it in the deluge of mail you’re
getting. General Conference delegates can also get a $2.40 discount when they order addi-
tional copies from the publisher.
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2011 update

To order The Unauthorized Bible or find out its current

price, phone The Progressive Christian magazine at

207-692-0878.

Ask about a volume discount if you’re ordering several

copies.


