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Committee on Ministry Subcommittee D Discernment/Preparation

Submitted by Rachael Pryor, Chair 

After a “soft entry” of participation in some earlier meetings, Rachael’s official 
transition into the role of chair took place in April 2020. We wish to extend our 
deepest gratitude for Rev. Mauri Peaco’s interim service as chair of this committee; 
and our sincere appreciation for our Registrar, Jan Lange, whose careful minutes 
and record-keeping have helped create as seamless a transition as possible.  Many 
heartfelt thanks to you both!

Our Ecumenical Foundations
Like so many movements, the United Church of Christ is at risk of becoming a frozen “monument” to 
the culture of our creation. In some congregations, members can still rattle off the old affiliations to the 
historical strands of our denomination. But the UCC was never intended to preserve these identities at 
a particular moment in time; and in fact, our quick-reference version of the UCC’s origins often leaves 
out the wider diversity of traditions represented. This “creation story” also doesn’t do justice to the 
many congregations that have been created since the UCC was formed; or to those who have joined 
from other traditions.  

We are an ecumenical denomination, rooted in that phrase from one of our “pre-UCC” historians 
and theologians, Philip Schaff: “In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity.” So 
much of our work in COM-D is to determine what those essentials are, especially as it comes to the 
covenantal relationships we oversee in the ministerial authorization process. Whether a candidate 
comes to us from a lifetime in the UCC, or a lifetime of serving in another denomination, we are called 
to ask what is “essential” for authorized ministry in the UCC, and what non-essentials are open to 
freedom that enriches our ministry with theological and ecclesial diversity. Our denomination, and in 
particular our KO Conference, has been enriched by the gifts and diversity of the ministers who come 
to us from other church backgrounds (not least of all, our own Conference Minister!).   

The question has seemed to be of higher importance in the past year, as we have welcomed so many 
partners from other denominations, and supported the ordination of Members in Discernment from 
a wide variety of religious experiences as well. The Marks of Faithful and Effective Authorized 
Ministers, as detailed in our Manual on Ministry, are a crucial starting point for our conversations and 
discernment processes in this regard.

Ordination Interviews
In recent years, many Conferences in the UCC have moved away from an “examination” model at 
the conclusion of the MID process, into more of an interview-style format. After much discussion, in 
January of this year, COM-D accepted new guidelines for our final meeting with MIDs, and we’ve 
already been able to implement this new approach successfully.  

The process is now known as the Ordination Interview.  MIDs who have reached this final phase 
present their prepared ordination paper to the members of the Committee on Ministry (both sub-
committees) and respond to any questions from those in attendance.
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Ideally, as many members of the Committee on Ministry as possible will meet face-to-face with 
the candidates; but so far we have been restricted entirely to Zoom meetings due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Candidates may invite 3 or 4 individuals from their sponsoring church,  family, or other 
significant relationships to attend the meeting and provide support. The dates of the Ordination 
Interviews are announced in the KO Conference newsletter prior to the meetings, and the COM 
determines whether the candidate is approved for ordination at the completion of the Ordination 
Interview.

MIDs and Newly Authorized Ministers
In the past year, we have approved two MIDs for ordination: 

n Michael Vollbrecht, serving Peace UCC in Alma, Kansas, was ordained on August 2; 
n Kelly Hansen, serving as a chaplain at Truman Medical Center in Kansas City, MO and a 
 member of Colonial UCC in Prairie Village, KS, was ordained on Sept. 13.

Ordained Ministerial Standing (for ministers transferring their standing from other denominations), was 
granted to Rev. Fred Kandeler, serving as Ministry Assistant for Pastoral and Congregational Relations 
for the KO Conference (and based in Lawrence, KS). 

We have granted Ordained Ministerial Partner Standing to Rev. Travis McKee, serving Trinity United 
Christian Church in Cheney, KS.  He is ordained in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).

The following persons are formally Members in Discernment (MID) or are licensed for ministry and 
still under the care of CoM D:

n Dee Moore, Central UCC Topeka, KS
n Pam Schonauer, Church of the Open Arms, OKC
n Jennifer Wachowski-Estes, Fellowship UCC Tulsa, OK

Some pastors have moved from the MID process into a Licensed Ministerial Standing model, and their 
care is now transferred to COM-A, including the following persons:

n Heidi Hawkinson-Penny, serving Community UCC in Carbondale, KS
n Mike Munz, serving First Congregational UCC in Great Bend, KS
n Tree Perkins, serving Puritan Congregational Christian UCC in Drummond, OK

New Directions
In the year to come, in addition to the usual support with Members in Discernment, we expect to 
continue supporting or addressing the following topics:

n Develop web-based materials and printable brochures outlining the paths to ordination in a 
 more accessible way; and share these with local church pastors.
n Continue to research, develop, and schedule Anti-Racism Boundary Training sessions.
n Support the re-boot of our Communities of Practice program.

In the midst of changing COM leadership and a global pandemic, we’ve found ourselves gravitating 
toward a “tri-chair” model, such that the leaders of the COM subcommittees work together for support, 
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encouragement, and education. We are also able to communicate more consistently about issues that 
affect both committees, such as Boundary Training, professional development, and Communities 
of Practice — all areas we have discussed and developed at length in recent months. When COM 
members must recuse themselves from a conversation to which they have a personal connection, it has 
been easy to call on the chair or vice-chair of the opposite subcommittee for additional support. On a 
personal note, I would like to say how meaningful this model has been for me as a source of learning 
and support in work that often feels “new” in each individual case, even if the issues themselves are 
familiar. Above all, Edith Guffey’s guidance throughout has been simply indispensable.  

It is an honor to chair this committee. I have been grateful for the many opportunities to learn and 
grow in our support for MIDs and new ministry colleagues. I look forward to another year of serving 
alongside a dedicated, faithful, and joyful group of colleagues; and as a committee we hope this year 
will bring new inquirers into our midst, for the future of ministry in the Kansas-Oklahoma Conference, 
and in the United Church of Christ.

Committee Members
n Kayla Bonewell, Church of the Open Arms & Cathedral of Hope, Oklahoma City, OK
n Heather Coates, St. John’s UCC, Baldwin City, KS
n Phil Hodson, Wichita UCC, Wichita, KS
n Rachael Pryor, Rolling Hills UCC, Salina, KS (chair)
n Cody Rine, Midland UCC, Sterling, KS
n Aaron Roberts, Colonial Prairie Village, KS
n Darin Stephens, First Congregational Church, Topeka, KS
n Jan Lange, Registrar
n Edith Guffey, Conference Minister, Ex-Officio without vote


