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September 1, 2021 
 
Dear Staff-Parish Relations Chairs and members,  

 
Greetings from your Board of Ordained Ministry of Oregon-Idaho! We realize it’s unusual for us to reach 
out to you, but it’s been an unusual year. As the Board, part of our ministry is to be responsible for the 
care and support of our clergy and (through our District Committees)  lay assigned leaders. We are so 
grateful for the care you’ve already given your pastors over the last sixteen months of the pandemic, 
and we want you to know about some resources that are available to you all as we enter into what 
appears to be another season of challenging ministry as the Delta variant of the COVID-19 pandemic 
now permeates our communities.  

 
Many of our ministers have had the most challenging season of ministry in their lives this year. The 
Board and Cabinet have had many conversations in which clergy have stated that they are exhausted, 
burned out, mentally or physically struggling, and spiritually bereft. They are holding not only the 
burdens of their own families but also of yours, their beloved congregations. Many have reached a 
breaking point, and some are reaching out to the Board for retirement and personal or medical leaves as 
a result. Some are considering leaving the ministry altogether.  

 
While we absolutely support these pastors and leaders in their requests, we also wish to encourage you 
and them by offering some reminders of additional resources our Annual Conference provides. We 
encourage you to have a frank and supportive conversation with your minister as soon as possible 
about whether any of these resources are useful to them.  

 
We find that congregations sometimes assume that if their pastor needs something, that pastor will ask 
for it; however, we also know that sometimes at the point of burnout, a pastoral leader does not have 
the internal resources to start this difficult conversation, or feels that they should not request that 
support from their congregation, also struggling under the strain of this pandemic. We sometimes even 
hear that requests for retreat time or even standard vacation time are met with resistance from 
congregational leadership. SPRC’s can be hugely helpful in advocating on behalf of their clergy for these 
times of rest and renewal. We give thanks that Staff-Parish Committees are so often the courageous 
spaces where these conversations are held, and encourage you to take the lead in initiating them. 

 
Below are some options to consider as you support your leaders (with, where appropriate, references 
to the Book of Discipline or Conference Rules, to support your navigation of these resources). These are 
not by any means the only ways you can support and resource your ministers, so please rely on the 
creative power of the Spirit working through your pastor and congregational resources.  

 
• For anyone enrolled in the Conference’s health insurance program, they are eligible to receive 

free mental health counseling sessions through the Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 
through Optum Health: up to eight free sessions per issue per family member per year. And 
Optum Health has a dedicated team trained specifically to help UMC participants access the EAP 
benefits. Get more details here

https://www.umoi.org/clergy-wellness#EAP
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• The Board’s ministerial education funds (MEF) and scholarships provide for a wide variety of 

needs, including spiritual retreats, ongoing education, and other opportunities, and we find that 
most clergy do not take advantage of these to their full extent. The application for funds is 
online, and the Board’s Teri Watanabe is happy to help with any questions. 

 
• Clergy are likely eligible for extended renewal leave and study leaves, and they do not need to 

ask the BOM for approval for these leave categories. They are handled at the local church level. 
In fact, many of us do not realize that, not only are regular renewal leaves allowed by the 
Discipline, they are actually mandated! Read ¶350 of the Discipline to understand what types of 
leave are available. 

• Spiritual directors and coaches are an underutilized resource that can have a huge impact on a 
pastoral leader. Many spiritual directors have enthusiastically embraced the opportunities to 
offer their guidance via zoom. You can read testimonies here from persons who have benefited 
from spiritual direction--including those who were initially reluctant to start! The Board has 
committed to offering grants to clergy (and lay assigned) who begin work with a spiritual 
director in 2021. We also encourage churches to support their minister by offering to 
underwrite the continuation of spiritual direction. 

• Pulpit supply and recorded preaching resources have been and will continue to be provided by 
colleagues and cabinet. Both the Cascadia and Columbia districts also maintain resource lists to 
assist church leaders at this time. Sage and Crater Lake folks are welcome to take advantage of 
this information. Your district office is a great place to start when looking for “Sunday morning” 
help. 
 

• Reach out to your District Superintendent for expanded support and advice. The Cabinet and 
Board are eager to work with you and your clergy  if you have questions about any of these 
options or feel uncertain on how to proceed.  

 
• Temporary or ongoing personal or medical leave are options for clergy if they cannot continue 

in ministry in the setting they’re currently appointed. These leaves are handled by the Board of 
Ordained Ministry, and can be requested at any time, including during the interim between 
Annual Conferences. See ¶353 for personal, family, or transitional leave, and ¶356 for medical 
leave.  

 
The Cabinet and Board are eager to work with you if you have questions about any of these options or 
feel uncertain of how to proceed in your support of your ministers. Thank God for you and your 
congregation’s continued dedication to embodying the good news in your communities during this 
challenging year in ministry together.  

 
Faithfully,  

 

  
Rev. Julia Nielsen 
pronouns: she | ella 
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