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Report of the Conference Minister
Kansas-Oklahoma Conference of the United Church of Christ 

Edith A. Guffey

For me, the Year 2020 has lines of demarcations. Before COVID-19 and 
after. And when I thought nothing could possibly make it worse, we witness 
the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, another line of demarcation. 
These two events — two pandemics — have shaped the days and ministry in 
Kansas-Oklahoma. 

Ministry in the Year of COVID-19

We can celebrate that in a year that has been so surprising, and surprisingly 
difficult, that our pastors immediately adapted and rose to the challenge. Most of our 
churches had given little attention to using any form of technology in worship but when it 
became clear that in person worship was not possible or safe, in a matter of days, virtually all of 
our congregations found a way to provide worship online. This is not an easy adjustment to make 
and your pastors moved entire worship services online in a matter of weeks. In these incredibly 
challenging times, pastors and chaplains have responded in so many innovative ways to support 
and care for members and not forget those in nursing homes and hospitals. I hope you are 
responding in ways that illustrate both your care and support of local church pastors, chaplains, 
and those who serve us in other settings as well. 

Authorized ministers were not the only ones adjusting! Lay members who don’t really like 
technology, also adapted; you signed on and are doing online worship, Bible Studies, meetings, 
and experiencing church in a new way. While many miss the in-person contact, hugs, and certainly 
the singing, I hear conversation about the benefits, especially the advantages of not being limited by 
time and geography. And ministry continues. I read newsletters, visit worship virtually and you 
are still being the church. You are still responding to needs in your community, needs that continue 
to increase. Not gathering doesn’t mean you are not being the church. You are sewing masks, 
collecting food, making calls to check on others, you too are finding creative ways to be the church.  

Gratefully many understand that the work of the church still goes on. Which means that the 
bills still have to be paid! Thank you for giving to your churches during this time. While the 
Conference Council was prepared for congregations that needed support or loans due to reduced 
giving, that hasn’t happened. We saw that demonstrated in connection with the Medical Debt 
campaign. In the midst of the pandemic, you still gave over $38,000 to relieve medical debt. 
Thank you! thank you! thank you! For your continuing generosity.

In the early days of COVID, my primary role was to provide support for pastors. I focused on 
providing needed information about programs of support, updated legal opinions, health updates 
and advisories. We made a COVID-19 space on the website, provided weekly check-ins with 
pastors, and I initiated one-on-one contacts with pastors as needed. 
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Ongoing Work

While most of my time focused on responding and adjusting to COVID-19 realities, the 
ongoing life and work of the Conference continued, not as usual, but it continued. While many 
organizations were struggling to adjust to virtual platforms for meetings, KO has been using 
ZOOM for some time, so we didn’t experience that learning particular curve. Our work and 
meetings continued uninterrupted. I have worked with search committees and provided support 
to congregations needing assistance in a number of different arenas. A recurring theme has 
been differences of opinions in congregations about returning to worship in buildings and the 
appropriate  protocols. 

If you read President Bobbie Henderson’s report, Mark Van Dorn’s report as the Treasurer, and 
the reports of the Committees on Ministry, you will know much of the more visible work that 
I have been engaged in. My goal for this year has been to take one more step toward preparing 
the Conference for transition, building the internal infrastructure, taking a step back and for the  
gifted lay leaders to lead and they have done so. 

n The Conference Council, ably led by Bobbie Henderson, is stronger and more engaged 
than ever. 

n The Committees on Ministry have formed a trio of Chairs that bring a rich diversity of 
experience and viewpoints and have taken on the leadership roles necessary for the work 
of  these very crucial committees. 

n Jan Lange, the Registrar, is top notch and keeps the data hub and the committees on track. 

n Rev. Fred Kandeler is now serving in a volunteer role as the Ministry Assistant for 
Pastoral and Congregational Relations. If you missed the eNEWS article introducing 
Fred, you can read it here: https://kocucc.org/welcome-to-fred-kandeler/. 

n Erin Frasier, the new Development Specialist, is a real gift. She knows development and 
fundraising and is doing an outstanding job of building the infrastructure needed for a 
solid program. 

As I look at where the Conference is today and what is still lacking, it’s in communications.  
The website has not been updated in over six years. In the world of communications, we remain 
in the Stone Age. The Conference lacks a clear communications strategy that encompasses 
the website, eNEWS, social media, and now the use of virtual platforms for connections and 
continuing education. I have applied for a grant from a fund that is known as the Essential 
Conference Minsters Fund to fund a contracted position for two years. We expect to hear about 
this funding soon, but Michael Vollbrecht has already been assisting in this role, something 
he has done for the last several annual meetings as a volunteer. An early impact of his work is 
the Annual Meeting website. In the next several months you will see a new website and other 
changes that will begin to address this area of communications. This is another foundational 
piece and provides an important tool for a new CM, allowing him/or her to devote more time to 
areas of ministry that are more generative and less administrative. 

https://kocucc.org/welcome-to-fred-kandeler/
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Many of our congregations have stepped boldly into the challenges of 
leadership around questions of racial justice and equity. Perhaps we have 
wondered how the churches responded when faced with questions about 
opening their sanctuaries to “Negroes” (ask Fellowship, which was born out 
of this very question) or during the civil rights marches. Many of our  pastors 
have not shied away from preaching about these questions in ways that fit who 
they are and where they are in this challenging and difficult journey. This is 
our time to BE the Church and I wonder how the history books will look back 
on churches in 2020; what difference will we have made in this journey? 

I am sad that there are individuals in KO who are still unwilling to dip their toe in the water and 
begin talking about racial justice. I had hoped that gentle nudging, an open invitation to dialogue, 
and a promise of accepting people wherever they are would be sufficient encouragement to all 
of our members to be, at the very least, curious enough about our world to explore the questions 
about what is happening and why. My lament is if we can’t have these conversations as the 
church, what hope do we have as a country? Don’t ask me why, but I continue to think something 
different is possible; I guess that’s what it means to have faith and that’s why I keep insisting 
that the here in KO, we CAN rise to the occasion and truly live out the gospel mandate to love, 
truly love one another; and as they say in one of our KO congregations: Every Single Other. 
Additional opportunities are on the horizon and hopefully new voices will join those who have 
already started these courageous conversations; all are truly welcome and needed. 

About the Future

I have a little over a year remaining as your Conference Minister. Originally I thought this last 
year would be focused on providing support to hosting the UCC General Synod in Kansas City 
in partnership with the Missouri Mid-South Conference. Indeed the retirement date of late 2021 
was a pledge to the Conference Council that I would not retire until after Synod responsibilities 
ended. With Synod moving to a virtual platform, neither Conference has any responsibility for 
the 2021 General Synod.  

So now what? If 2020 has taught me anything it’s that I am clearly NOT in charge in the ways I 
like to delude myself into thinking, that what I have planned may not really matter. That being 
the case, the best plan may be to be ready to respond to whatever God puts in front of me. There 
are some things however that I long for you as a Conference and while they sound simple, they 
are not. Two simple words: Who and Why? Who are you and Why?

Who are you as the Kansas-Oklahoma Conference? Engage in a healthy discussion about 
Identity: The articles of Incorporation for the Conference were filed in June 1963; over 57 years 
ago and, at the time, it may have worked to be this conglomeration of churches with a merged 
identity. But in 2020 when there are only 53 churches in two states, I wonder if the identity 
of the Conference and of our congregations needs to be very sharp and clear. Just who are 
you and who do you want to be as a Conference publicly? Who do you want your Conference 
Minister to loudly proclaim you are as a corporate body?  And do you want him/her to do that 
unapologetically, knowing that in doing so, he/she may be alienating part of the members of our 
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Body? It’s an important question because it speaks to the future and one that the entire UCC is 
wrestling with; it may be more pressing for a small Conference like KO that wants to grow. What 
if the path to growth is a clear distinguishable identity?

Why do you exist? A Commonly Held Purpose: What is the purpose of the Kansas-Oklahoma 
Conference? Is it different now than it was 57 years ago? Can authorized ministers and local 
church members agree on a common purpose?  Can that purpose be used to determine direction 
and any ministries of the Conference that might be beyond the capacity of a local church alone? 

Who and Why: questions that on the surface seem easy but in my eight years here, I have been 
unable to get a clear articulation of either. The response is either silence or a long laundry list 
of tasks that include everything the Conference has ever done that a Conference the size of KO 
will never again have the financial and human resources to manage. And even if we did — this 
is 2020, not 1970. Many of those experiences were time bound and unlikely to be successful 
today. Longing for the good old days is not what I am suggesting. Why be the Kansas-Oklahoma 
Conference, why be the United Church of Christ on the plains states TODAY? It’s the answer 
to that question that brought me back to serve here. But it’s a question that you need to ask and 
own collectively. Those are big picture questions that can’t be asked when you’re busy putting 
out fires, which is what we were doing when I first arrived. We had lots of fires to put out; lots 
of foundational work to do. That’s done. The infrastructure is functioning, lay leadership is in 
place, we have a strong core of authorized ministers, and you are about to begin a search for a 
new Conference Minister to lead you into the future. I hope you take some time to mull these 
questions over as we begin this last year of transition.

On a Personal Note

There are, of course, challenges in a Conference with a small membership and large geography 
like Kansas-Oklahoma, but I wouldn’t trade the generous spirit that is here for anything! I am 
deeply grateful to the Conference Council, the Committees on Ministry, KO pastors, lay leaders  
and all those that I work so closely with. I continue to be grateful for the opportunity to serve 
with and among you.


