CALLED FROM THIS COMMUNITY:

The Role of the Local Church 
In the In Care Program of the 
Chicago Metropolitan Association


INTRODUCTION 

A student In Care of an Association is a member of a United Church of Christ congregation who has been called by God, and who, under the care of the member's Association, is preparing for the ordained Christian ministry. 

In Care is the relationship that exists between a student preparing for ordination, his or her local church, and his or her Association. The purpose of this relationship is to provide support, counsel and assistance to the student during the time of the student's academic preparation for ordained ministry. In the Chicago Metropolitan Association, a person is required to be In Care of the Association for at least two years prior to ordination. This Association also recommends that a person applying for In Care status have been a member of their local church for at least one year prior to their application. 

The In Care relationship is designed to facilitate the practical preparation for ordained ministry. Preparation is commonly misunderstood to mean solely completing a course of study at an accredited college and seminary. In addition, each person seeking ordination also needs to understand and make plans to acquire the non-academic competencies and skills required for ordained ministry. (See Appendix A: The Church's Expectations of Its Applicants for Student In Care, UCC Manual On Ministry) 

A student In Care has an ongoing relationship with the denomination through persons who are responsible for maintaining standards for ordained ministry (the Association's Church and Ministry Committee) and an assigned Advisor/ Mentor who acts as role model, and offers support and guidance. A Student In Care may benefit from peer relationships, advice and counsel. The Association benefits by getting to know the leaders of the future and by ensuring their preparedness and competency. 


STEPS AND PROCEDURES 

1. A person desiring to explore and prepare for the ordained ministry in the United Church of Christ must first talk with his or her pastor about the expectations and procedures outlined in this document and in the In Care application materials. Because this Association requires students to be In Care at least two years prior to ordination, the local church pastor can be helpful by encouraging students to begin the In Care process early in their seminary careers. Local church pastors and lay leaders have a crucial role in helping members identify and claim their gifts for ministry. The quality of ordained leadership of the United Church of Christ is dependent upon the sensitive work of pastors and lay leaders in identifying and nurturing members who have the gifts and potential for this form of ministry. 

The procedures involved may seem lengthy and complex, but the responsibilities of ordained ministry require particular gifts and maturity that not everyone possesses. The In Care process is a time of mutual discernment so that a candidate, local church, and Association might ultimately make a decision about the person's potential "fitness for ordained ministry." 


2. If the person then desires to become a Student In Care of the Chicago Metropolitan Association, he or she should obtain In Care application materials from the CMA office or download them from the CMA website:  www.cmaucc.org  

3. The person presents to the pastor and governing board of the local church the following materials: 

A. Paper on Christian pilgrimage (3 pages) 
B. Biography (2 pages) 
C. Transcripts for the three most recent years of formal education 
D. Educational plans, with any financial concerns (1 page) 

The pastor and governing board review the materials and interview the person. They determine whether or not to recommend to the Association that the person be considered as a Student In Care. 

During the interview, the local Church committee will explore some or all of the following: 

A. The person's history with the local church and level of participation. How has the person's participation contributed to his or her sense of call? 

B. The person's understanding of ordained ministry. Does the person have a realistic view of ordained ministry and the Church's expectations of its ministers? Is another form of ministry (other than ordained ministry) better suited to the person's gifts and interests? 

C. The requirements and procedures for the preparation for ordination. Does the person understand what is required? The committee needs to be clear that the decision to enter into the In Care relationship does not automatically lead to ordination. 

In recommending that a person be received In Care of the Association, the local church is committing itself to a supportive relationship with the person during the years of preparation for ordination. The local church will need to remain in close relationship with the person so that it is prepared to recommend ordination when the person has completed all of the preparation requirements. 

It is because of the importance of this relationship between student and local church that this Association recommends a person to belong to that church for at least one year before entering into the In Care relationship. 

4. If the local church approves the member's request to be taken In Care, the student will then submit an In Care Application to the Association which will make arrangements for a psychological assessment. The cost of this assessment is shared by CMA, the student, and the local church. The application material from the Association office will include the current fee schedule. The applicant's share and the church’s share must be paid at the time of application and before the assessment can proceed. 

5. The local church sends the following materials to the CMA Office: 

A. A recommendation that the member be received as a Student In Care of the Association 
B. Verification of the person's membership in that local church for at least one year 
C. A letter of reference from the pastor 
D. Copies of the materials provided to the governing board and pastor, revised if necessary 
E. Payment of the local church's share of the cost of the applicant's psychological assessment (currently $167). 


6. When the application and all necessary materials are received by the In Care Sub-Committee, an interview will be scheduled with the subcommittee. The local church pastor or a local church representative is required to be present for the interview of the candidate. 

7. If the In Care Sub-Committee is satisfied with the fitness, aptitude, and commitment of the candidate, it recommends to the full Church and Ministry Committee that the person be received In Care of the Association. If the Church and Ministry Committee is satisfied with the recommendation, it votes to receive the person In Care. At that time, an acceptance letter is sent to the student, the local church, the advisor mentor, and the cluster dean. This letter includes affirmations, recommendations, and expectations that are meant to give guidance to the student during the In Care process. 

8. While the student is In Care, he or she will be given opportunities for learning and building community. He or she will also be assigned an advisor/mentor from among clergy of the Association who have expressed a willingness to serve as advisors and have been trained in the process leading to ordination. The student is expected to attend Cluster, Association, and Conference meetings in order to experience the wider church. 

9. The UCC Manual on Ministry states that while a person is In Care, The home church relates to the student in supportive ways and provides opportunities for participation and leadership. This relationship between the student and the local church is a crucial part of the In Care process. Unfortunately, it is also the part of the process that often breaks down. It is helpful to establish an In Care Support Committee whose task is to nurture the relationship and to serve as liaison between student and congregation. 

The local congregation is uniquely qualified to provide financial support, opportunities for experience, and spiritual support for their In Care students. However, if there is no ongoing relationship and no structure for communication, that support may be superficial at best and non-existent at worst. The difficulty in maintaining a supportive relationship is often exacerbated when students attend seminary out of state or are serving a field placement in another congregation. 

10. Students are required to be In Care at least two years prior to ordination. In Care status, however, is granted for only one year at a time. Therefore, a student must renew his or her In Care status every year. A part of that renewal process is a form that is filled out by the local church, either by the governing board or the support committee. The local church is asked to comment on the student's progress, especially regarding the recommendations made in the acceptance letter (see # 7). 

11. No earlier than nine months prior to completion of the In Care two-year requirement, the student may contact the chair of the Ordination subcommittee of the Church and Ministry Committee to request its current steps and procedures. The student will request that the governing board of the local church recommend to the Association that he or she be examined for ordination. 

When the Ordination subcommittee is satisfied with that the candidate has demonstrated 'fitness for ministry" (through the assembled materials and interviews) they will recommend that the student be examined by the full Church and Ministry Committee who will determine the person's readiness for an Ecclesiastical Council. 

12. If the Church and Ministry Committee recommends that the person be examined by an Ecclesiastical Council, the Cluster dean will make arrangements with the local church to host this event. The Ecclesiastical Council is an examination by the Association (in this case the cluster, on behalf of the association.) It consists of lay people and clergy from the cluster churches who are free to ask questions and make a final determination on behalf of the Church as to the suitability of the candidate for ordination. Any number of representatives of the candidate's local church may attend the Ecclesiastical Council, but only one lay representative may vote. 

13. If the person is approved for ordination, the formal service cannot take place until the candidate has received a "call" from the place of ministry that they will serve. The service is generally held at the local church of which the candidate is a - member. The local church may participate in planning the ordination service, which includes consulting with the Cluster dean and Association minister to establish a date and time. The person may also request that members of the local church participate in the ordination service. 



LOCAL CHURCH IN CARE SUPPORT COMMITTEE 

CMA recommends the following as a guide for your time together: 

1. The local church should establish an In Care Support Committee to nurture the relationship, and to serve as liaison, between student and congregation. The committee should meet with the student at least four times spread over the period that they are In Care. 

2. We recommend that the student be a member of a local church for at least one year before they apply for In Care status from the Association. 

In Every Meeting the following issues can be discussed: 

A. The nature of seminary courses being taken, and how they are shaping the student's ideas about ministry 

B. Any surprises in the learning taking place 

C. Goals for personal and spiritual growth during the coming year 

D. Self-care issues: What does you do for fun? How do you take care of yourself? How do you make time for family, self, fun, exercise, prayer, and personal devotional life? 

Activities for Discussion at Meeting 1: 

A. Make every opportunity for the student to participate in various aspects of the leadership of the local church. 

B. Preach once and have a discussion about how a sermon is prepared. How they select scripture, topics, address particular issues or audience. Invite the committee to share feedback. 

C. Prepare a bulletin for the Order of Worship on a Sunday morning. Be prepared to discuss how the choices were made about what to include and how such preparation might happen on an on-going basis. 

Activities for Discussion at Meeting 2: 

(These activities can take place in the candidate's local church, in a church where they serve as a fieldwork student, or with the advisor/mentor. But the local church In Care committee should be in conversation about these activities with the candidate and the learnings or issues that arose during all these experiences.) 

A. Accompany the pastor on 1 hospital call, 1 nursing home visit 

B. Assist with one youth activity or confirmation class 

C. Watch a baptism and talk with the pastor about how the family is prepared 

D. Assist with communion and talk with pastor about how the preparations are made for the liturgy and serving 

E. Discuss all practical aspects of ministry and preparation for a funeral and wedding 

Activities for Discussion at Meeting 3: 

A. Prepare and lead one Bible study (can be as short as 2 sessions on a week day or evening) 

B. Interview the church secretary, organist, and custodian about tasks, administrative requirements, congregational expectations, the role of the pastor and how the pastor can best support their work. In a smaller church, where the pastor may assume one or more of these roles, interview the pastor. 

C. Talk to the person who heads the Stewardship Campaign for the local church about how this is approached. 

Activities for Discussion at Meeting 4: 

A. The committee should read the candidate's Ordination Paper that is required by the Association and have a dialogue with the candidate. This is excellent preparation as the student will ultimately appear before an Ecclesiastical Council that will be comprised of members of local churches and pastors from other congregations in the cluster. 

B. The Committee should also read and provide feedback on the Profile (UCC version of a resume) because this will be read by lay members of congregations that are seeking pastors. 

Final Meetings (see Items 11 -13 in Steps and Procedures) 

A. One committee representative should attend the Ordination Sub-Committee interview 

B. One committee representative should attend the full Church and Ministry Committee interview 

C. All committee members should attend the Ecclesiastical Council 

D. All members should assist in hosting the Ordination Service 
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