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The Committee's Study

T
1 he UUA Continental Women and Religion Commit-
tee has undertaken a major project this year of study-
ing ministerial authority and the empowerment of the

laity. Based on the committee's charge to implement the
1977 Women and Religion Resolution, and on the UUA's
Sexism Audit, the study has found some innovative and
notably effective programs underway in UU congrega-
tions. These programs signal significant change in how the
denomination conceives of and practices ministry.

To launch the study, Marilyn Gentile, committee chair,
wrote to the president of every North American UU con-
gregation and to some other individuals known to have a
special interest in lay ministry. The letter asked for re-
sponses to the following questions:

• What is your definition of lay ministry? Shared minis-
try? Shared leadership? Other related terms?

• What are examples of shared ministry programs in

your congregation?

• What is your philosophy behind these programs?

• What are their benefits? Their drawbacks?

• What is the future direction of these programs?

Defining Terms
The responses showed considerable variation in peo-

ple's use of terms to describe different forms of ministry.
In the interest of common understanding, the committee
adopted the most common definitions of key terms:

• Ministry: teaching, nurturing, and articulating religious
values; putting values into action in the church and
world; caring for the well being of others; and
conducting religious ceremonies.

• Team ministry: two or more clergypersons ministering
together.

• Co-ministry: team ministry in which two or more
clergypersons share one position.

• Lay ministry: ministry by lay persons.

• Shared ministry: clergy and lay persons ministering
together.

Philosophies about Shared Ministry
Thinking about shared ministry means thinking about

who does what in a congregation. It also means thinking
about what activities are regarded as ministry and about
how ministry and leadership differ, if they do. Is social jus-
tice work a form of ministry? Is directing the choir a form
of ministry? What about serving as an officer, a member of
the board of trustees, a committee chair, or a consultant on
conflict management? In other words, where is the line be-
tween ministry and leadership? Where is the line between
ministry and service? What does it mean, after all, to be a
servant-leader?

Shared ministry in practice in our congregations ranges
from the minimal participation of lay persons as "helpers"
or substitutes when the minister is away to formal pro-
grams involving titled lay positions, training, and accredi-
tation. Those who favor shared ministry maintain that we
are all called to share our gifts and serve one another. They
speak of broad participation as healthy, and of hierarchical
structure as unhealthy. They believe that a major role of
the clergy is to teach lay people how to minister. They rec-
ognize both (1) that the congregation members have a
myriad of skills that no one person could embody alone,
and (2) that no one else has the professional skill of the
clergyperson. continued on page 4
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