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Case Study of Rev. Laura Quinn TC "Case Study of Rev. Laura Quinn" \f C \l "4" 
Laura Quinn is a gray-haired, gentle woman in her mid-60s. Laura is kind, self- deprecating and has a quick sense of humor. She is married to Dick, her husband of over 35 years who is also an Ordained Elder. They are the proud parents of two children, a son and a daughter. The son, Andrew, is happily married with three children of his own. Their daughter, Carrie, their eldest child, is deceased. Laura has a background in social work and owned a small construction business with her husband before they went into the ministry. 

Laura was a Student LP while she worked on her MDiv. She is both the oldest person participating in the study and the person who with longest years of service. She has worked in the UMC in various clergy roles almost 20 years.

Contribution to Study
Laura Quinn started the ordination process before the change in the ordination system occurred in 1996. She entered the ministry initially as a LP, and worked in a local church while she completed her undergraduate degree. Then she went on to earn her MDiv, became an ordained Elder, and work in the church. She offers the study a good contrast with those ordained through the new system, and also offers the study insight to the challenges, blessings and struggles that clergy couples share.

Experiencing the Call
Laura has a long history in the UMC. She grew up in the same church that her extended family had been members of for generations. Everyone in her family was very active in this church and held prominent positions in the local church administration and boards. Likewise, Laura participated in the youth group and the choir, and found herself attracted to the ministry from a very young age. She will admit, however, that she would have been perfectly content simply to be a pastor’s spouse, and as a young person she did not necessarily consider a future as a clergyperson. 

When Laura went to college, she met and married her husband, Dick. After they married, Dick and Laura moved away from the south east and lived for awhile in the Midwest. While they were there, Laura became involved in the local UMC in a variety of ways, including offering her services to be the church’s secretary. However, her offer was not accepted, and she was content with continuing her social work and volunteerism. Ten years later, she her husband and their young daughter moved back to the south east to live in her childhood hometown. Upon moving back to her home, Laura discovered she no longer fit into the Methodist church where she had spent her childhood. Like many young adults who come back to their childhood church, Laura was seen by the lay leadership as her mother's daughter or her grandfather's grandchild. She was “not accepted as her own adult person.” 

Out of frustration, she and her husband joined another church across town. The church was not an ideal theological fit, but it provided Laura several opportunities to become involved through the leadership of the women's organization and to develop leadership and public speaking skills. After two or three years of worshiping with that congregation, she and her husband decided that the theological misfit was too great to continue their relationship with the church. After much prayer, and personal intervention from several lay leaders from the Methodist church, they decided to go back to her home church.

Laura, Dick, and their young family were away long enough, that when they returned they were welcomed with open arms. They were quickly immersed in lay ministries and soon found themselves in leadership positions in the church. While attending a District Lay Rally, Laura heard the speaker discuss the need for women to enter the ministry, particularly second-career women. Laura recalls, “The sanctuary just lit up, and it was as if they were looking and talking straight to me.” When Laura arrived home that night she told Dick what had happened, and “he did not seem to be surprised at all.” Laura did not act on this call experience immediately; instead she continued to work as a lay volunteer and prayed about her experience. One night a few months later, while working on some paperwork for one of the committees that she chaired, Laura heard what she believed was the unmistakable voice of God telling her to "go to seminary and follow me.” Laura felt compelled to follow the call. Again she told Dick about her experience, prayed, and talked to her senior pastor about it. She then started taking steps to enter the ministry.

Confirming the Call
Laura said her call was confirmed by several events. The first confirmation came from her husband Dick. She expected him to be skeptical, but instead he was supportive and encouraging. The second confirmation came from observing one of the associate pastors of her church, Rev. Jill Johnson. Rev. Johnson was a Student LP who was attending seminary full-time, and working as the Director of Christian Programming at the church. Laura worked closely with Rev. Johnson as they prepared for the Vacation Bible School program. Laura learned from Johnson’s example that a woman could attend school, raise young children, maintain a healthy relationship with her family, and work in the church all at the same time. 

 The third confirmation of Laura’s call came from her Senior Pastor of her church, Rev. John Adams, and her District Superintendent (DS), Rev. John Smith. When she spoke to Rev. Adams about her call, he listened and played "Devil's Advocate" by suggesting that before she progress too far into the candidacy process, she enroll in a few courses at the local college. He was supportive, but cautious. She described his suggestion as his way of “testing my call.” Once she started excelling in school, Rev. Adams realized how serious she was, and he helped usher her through the Pastor Parish Relations Committee (PPRC) at the church and District Board of Ordained Ministry (BOM). When she told her DS, he was extremely supportive, and would drop by to check on her and her family at the family's business. The DS set her up “kind of quick” as a Part-Time LP in a small church. This was exactly what Laura wanted, as she was eager to start working in ministry. 

Laura also felt that her acceptance into undergraduate school was a clear confirmation of God's call for her life. She had applied to attend school part-time because she and her husband could not afford to send her to school full-time. When she received the acceptance letter from the college, it was for full-time attendance, and included in the letter was a comment about financial aid. The documentation that she was hoping to find about the financial aid was not included in the letter, so she had to go to the campus financial aid office to find out her status. When she arrived, the gentleman that helped her took one look at her finances and told her, "Lady, you need help.” They worked together and were able to create a financial aid package that included grants, scholarships and sizable loans that enabled her to attend school full-time.

Determining the Call
Laura never doubted her call to become an Elder. Her call was very specific. She knew that God told her to go to school and to become a minister. In her mind, minister meant an Ordained Elder. She wanted to make sure that she could administer the sacraments and at the time she started the candidacy process she “did not know the LPs could do that.” No other option for ministry ever entered her mind. Laura's experience in the candidacy process was very positive, but also very quick. She said “we kinda rushed through parts and skipped over others, so I could get finished quickly, so I could hurry up and get an appointment.” Her mentor through the candidacy process was her Sr. pastor, Rev. Adams. She enjoyed having him as a mentor because, as she said, “I trusted him.” Once she completed the candidacy process and was working in her own charge, she turned to Rev. Adams whenever she needed help. She said she, “really enjoyed working with him.”
Navigating Candidacy
Laura’s DS was extremely supportive of and encouraging to her as she entered the ministry as a Part-Time LP. He answered questions about Charge Conference forms, suggested classes she should take as an undergraduate, and took a personal interest in her family. When Laura’s husband Dick experienced a call to the ministry the following year, their lives became more complicated. Similar to his wife, Dick had to go back to school and finish his bachelor’s degree. Unlike her, he had more credits transferred in from his earlier education; therefore, he could start as sophomore. He was only one semester behind Laura in college. Not long after he started his undergraduate studies, their DS also appointed Dick to his own charge as a Part-Time LP. As they completed their undergraduate degrees, Dick one semester behind Laura, both went to seminary and were each appointed to their own Student Pastor charge. 
Educational Journey 
By the time Laura entered seminary she had been working as a Part-Time LP for over three years. Because it was known that she was going to become an Elder and was on the Elder track, Laura never had to go through the Course of Study (COS). Instead, she completed the Licensed to Preach School, and then waited to finish her theological education when she went to seminary.

 In seminary, her appointment was changed from a Part-Time LP charge near her home town to Student Pastor appointment; a little three-point charge that was actually three hours away from the school and two hours away from where her husband and family lived. Laura considered herself “blessed by God” when she found a small room to rent in a house near campus for only $10 a month. Laura lived in this house during the week, and divided her weekend between her family and her student appointment. Living this way was a challenge for the whole family. However, when Dick graduated from undergraduate school and started attending seminary himself, their living arrangements became a little less complicated. Dick was appointed to his Student Pastor position in a little town just outside of the city where the seminary was located. Once he had that appointment, Laura could give up the room that she rented and start living with her husband and her family during the week, leaving them only on the weekend.

Part of the reason for Laura’s and Dick’s decision to take student appointments while they were in school was related to the financial opportunities the appointments provided. As Student LPs, both Laura and Dick received salaries that covered their living expenses, housing, and gas money, while they received financial aid that covered the majority of their expenses for school. As Student Pastor's they receive grants from a privately endowed fund, the Ministerial Education Fund (MEF), and other outside scholarships. Consequently, they were able to pay the remainder of their seminary expenses from their own resources. Their seminary education was paid for “as they went along.” Unfortunately, Laura and Dick were not so fortunate in funding their undergraduate educations. By the time both of them finished their undergraduate degrees they had a combined debt of over $40,000.

Laura really enjoyed her seminary experience. She said she “really did not want to leave” and she “could have stayed forever.” She even seriously considered pursuing a postgraduate degree, the ThM, but she decided she was running out of money and time, and then her daughter died in a tragic car accident. After the death of her daughter, Laura was devastated and “just did not have the energy” to go back to school. 

Laura thinks that her education prepared her very well for the ministry. In particular, it gave her a good a theological and biblical studies background. She did not expect seminary to prepare her “one hundred percent” for her career, but she did recognize that it was a means to an end, which was ordination as an Elder. Laura’s education also prepared her well for the requirements of going before the BOM committees like the Committee on Preaching. She said that the MDiv gave students the skills needed: 

to be able to do what the [BOM Committee on Preaching] want, to have all of the footnotes that they want, to show you have done all your research instead of just doing it [preaching a sermon extemporaneously]. And have all that written out simply because they want it [the sermon submitted to the BOM]. Pretty much on that tape, and by that time they were doing videotapes also. They wanted it to be precise as to what you turned in. 


Laura believes her experience working as a Student Pastor while she was in school was invaluable. She said that the Student Pastorate “was what really made it, because we could take what we are learning right then and go and do. You know, and in the preaching and the things we are learning about worship and implementing those things” in the church. It also allowed her to prepare ideas that she would try in other settings. She said, “You do not jump into a church that is willing to do all that right way usually, but that was the process of thinking, you know, there is all this stuff that I want to implement, so its a lot of planning ahead, but you got to do right much.” 


Laura enjoyed just having the opportunity to make lifelong friends through school, and attending school at the same time with her husband was a joy.

We had a lot of friends that were very, very, very close. There really was a group going on all the time and the people that came and went. In our little group… there were about six of us or so that we all used the same hood to graduate. We bought the hood, and everybody else used it. We all graduated different years… It was a great, great time. Seminary was absolutely the best, the best years. It is hard to believe. I truly loved it.

Work Experience While in School

Over the course of her career, Laura Quinn has had four of the categories of jobs available in the ministry. These include Part-Time LP, Student LP, full-time minister, and an appointment outside the local church, which she held after she was ordained an Elder. As mentioned earlier, Laura was a Part-Time LP for three years while she completed her undergraduate degree. She worked at a single point charge where she felt loved. She said, "They thought I walked on water." She now thinks this is rather amazing considering the lack of experience she had. 

[The members of the congregation] were really great, it is amazing. When you look back, I have thrown [the old sermons] all away by now. When I look back at some of those first sermons, and knowing where my head was at the time, [the sermons] were way out there. [The members of congregation] were really wonderful. 


While she was a Part-Time LP, she learned a great deal about the mundane aspects of ministry. She figured out how to produce bulletins for the Sunday morning service without a printer or a copy machine in her church office. She said, “See, my little church out in the wildwood there outside of town did not have a copier.” She could not borrow the copier at the larger nearby church. So, every Saturday night she “went to the printer at Office Supply and got my bulletins done.”

 Laura also had to figure out how to fill out the numerous forms the UMC is infamous for, especially the Charge Conference Report forms. She told this story of her travails with the forms: 

As far as doing paperwork and concerns, that just got dumped on you whenever you got there. [The AC] did not even go over that much. I think they do now, from having heard somebody talk about it recently, but they did not talk about it much in the License to Preach School. I had one little course that was a day long. When you were first appointed, you went to the Methodist building, and during that day they did a little bit more looking over forms and things. And so basically, you know, it just came time for Charge Conference. So here you are, with all these forms. Back then… the first ones I did were handwritten, everything was handwritten. You had the previous pastor’s, if they left you anything, and they did not always, but that year I had a few things to go by and I had the forms. You would go to Cokesbury back then and get them, and you had your carbon paper to make your copies. That was really a learning process over the years, just figuring out what you could get by with on the forms, and how many times you had to type the same form, …and then we realized you could whiteout some things and you could copy it on the copier, see after you finally got to a place that had a copier. That made it a whole lot easier. You know you just developed these little things on your own, but nobody really taught you anything about that. 

 Once she and her husband mastered those forms, Laura and Dick had to wade into the murky waters of income tax and social security withholding. Though they received some direction from the AC, there was still a huge gap left to be filled by learning on-the-job and figuring it out on their own. 

Yes, [Dick] just figured it out as we went along. Then the conference made some changes that we had to go with, things that came after we were out [of school]. I guess it was after, things where that year they came down with the ruling that we were employed for the sake of the regular tax and self-employed for the social security. So we had to get a grip on how to pay this ahead and all that sort of stuff. And when they said ‘you cannot add this on, you cannot add that on,’ that came though the church and the conference. The church gave us some direction, though they could not ever claim to be telling us what to do. So they stood back and told us what to do from afar.


Laura said that it was a little bit easier being a Part-Time LP when she was the only minister in the house. That all changed when her husband, Dick, received his own appointment. 

Then after [Dick] got his church, see, or his appointment, then I kind of lost my secretary, my youth leader and all this other good help. And I had to learn how to type a little bit more. But that first year he did [the bulletins] mostly. And he would take it, and then in the years after he left, he would still take my bulletins and his bulletins and get them copied, and bring them back. And then he would take the kids and go down to his charge, and have them because they had a better Sunday school down there. He could get them coming both ways, so we had to watch out for what's going on with them for their Christian education. So that first year was good because they were at my charge, oh, did [our children] bring [their fiends] in.

When Laura went to seminary and became a Student LP, her life radically changed again. She went from living with her family to living on the road. She was appointed to a little three-point charge that was very supportive of her education. They understood that she had to leave on Monday to go spend part of the week at school, and they did not expect to see her back until Saturday. During Laura's first semester in seminary she actually had three different homes. She rented a room near the school where she lived from Monday evening through Thursday evening. On Friday morning she would drive to the church where her husband was appointed and spend two days with her family at her husband’s parsonage. Then on Saturday she would drive to the church where she was appointed and stay there until Monday afternoon. 

Monday was an off day, so I was home studying. Tuesday morning I got up very early and drove out to make it to a nine o’clock class. Most of the time I was not late. Then I was there all during the week until Friday. I had a class usually on Friday mornings and I came home. And we had date night, family date night to try and re-acclimate. It was interesting. And then on Saturday, see I get all my bulletins stuff together [and head over to the other church].

Fortunately, when her husband was appointed to his Student Pastorate she did a little less traveling. Dick’s appointment was close enough to the school that both Laura and Dick could commute to school. Laura was able to live with her family again for most of the week and only had to travel on the weekend to her own charge. She lived on this scheduled for three more years until she graduated. Her husband, who was still one semester behind her, finished the following December. He continued his Student Pastorate while she started her first full-time appointment.
Practical Theology

Laura found that her seminary education provided her a strong background in theology, Methodist polity, Biblical studies and other similar fields. It was extremely helpful for her ordination committee papers. She felt extremely well-prepared for such things as writing sermons both for ordination committees and for her regular services. “I consider myself more of a research preacher than just a spontaneous talker.” Instead of preaching extemporaneously, Laura researches a topic, prepares a sermon, and then preaches the sermon. 


However, Laura says at the AC did far more to shape her ministry than the school ever did.

I do not know if it was before I was appointed or afterward, I was going to every meeting I could get into because I was interested and this is all associated with the conference. For me, the conference really shaped me more than school did. School was just something theologically I certainly needed, but as far as practice was concerned, [participating in] conference [events] did that for me and my route [working in the church] and I had to do [the MDiv] in order to do what I was supposed to do, because that was the requirement as well as the call. They came together in that circumstance and that is the way it is supposed to be. The call and the reality are supposed to meet in there somewhere and make sense. 

She learned a great deal from other pastors and DSs. “The DS told me, ‘All you need to do is love them,’ that was his big way of doing it. ‘Just go and love the people.’ Of course they wanted you to visit and preach. The rest of it, you know, is kind of up to you and the Lord.” She also learned a great deal by trial and error, whereby you “Kind of wiggle it through. It was interesting.”

As part of a clergy couple, Laura had to deal with other challenges including appointments, housing arrangements, “dating” and raising children. Because she and her husband had dual appointments, often not in the same District, they had to work harder at their marriage. Generally their appointments were within easy commuting distance, but there were still challenges associated with having one of their appointments further away from their home than the other. As stated earlier, handling their living arrangements in these far-flung appointments was difficult. 

Laura and her husband never really complained about the separation, but many of her peers and mentors were concerned about its affect on their marriage. She admits that "working out our dating" with her husband, or spending time with each other, has been difficult at times, and at one point it consisted of only eight hours a week, but they have managed. Both knew what he or she was committing to when they started working in ministry. Both felt called by God to that life, and their marriage is still strong after almost 36 years of being husband and wife. Both have truly enjoyed working in the church and serving their congregations, even when the congregations were unpleasant to them. Choosing not to follow this call simply to avoid the strains the itinerancy place on their marriage never entered their minds.

Laura and Dick also had a hard time coordinating their two schedules so that they could take vacations together. Even when their churches were sympatric about their “dating” or living arrangements, it was extremely difficult to find congregations that extended their understanding to their clergy couple going on vacations that covered two Sundays. Eventually she and her husband decided to take vacations that only included one Sunday because “it was not worth fighting them.” 

Raising children as a clergy couple was also a challenge. First they had to choose a parsonage as their primary residence. Then they had to choose a Sunday school class the children would attend. Laura and her husband were very concerned about making sure that the Christian formation of their own children was addressed. In order to figure out where they would send their children to Sunday school, they would look at their specific work schedules and the different Christian formation programs of their respective charges and decide which one had the best programs for their children. Dick and Laura would send their children to that church for Sunday school.

In addition, they faced the challenge of long-distance as well as part-time parenting when they did not live in the same house. Some of these challenges included not being able to participate in some of the children’s activities because of conflicting schedules. Laura was very happy for her opportunity to be a parent and a clergyperson, but admits that she missed participating in some of the important events in her children's lives.

Divine Intervention
Laura sees God's intervention in the events surrounding the death of her daughter. She, her husband and son were able to survive the tragic death of her daughter with their relationship intact. She was also able to ultimately forgive the driver who killed her daughter and the driver's family. She does not believe that she could have forgiven them without God's grace in her life; while recognizing that if she had not forgiven them, it would have become “a wound that would fester.” Laura recognizes the divine gift of the enormous emotional and spiritual support offered by the friends and family who took care of her family, not only during the immediate aftermath of her daughter's death, but in the months and years that followed. “One professor was very supportive, particularly after our daughter died; he was very supportive.” 


Laura also saw the presence of God in her educational journey. 

I could not have done it without the grace of God anyhow. He pointed me to books; he made the words come off the page. I had always been a miserable student, until I had to go back to school. But... it was practically given to me by the Lord. I made straight As, the only time I made less than that… not at seminary… I did not make quite that well at Seminary. I made enough to get... I could have been admitted to the ThM. [Master of Theology] program. I do not remember what the grade point average was, but I graduated summa [cum laude] from undergraduate school.

Laura also sees the presence of God in her ministry on a daily basis. To this day, God continues to affirm her call by allowing her to see the ministries with which she works grow and expand, watching the people come to the church as new members, and helping her and her current church find creative ways to deal with what seemed to be insurmountable problems. This affirmation assures Laura that her sacrifices are worth it, and enables her to “love all people.”

Summary
Laura has had a long and interesting career as a clergyperson in the UMC. The relationship with her husband, who is also a clergyperson, and their resulting relationship with the AC and DSs have been a blessing, and at times, very challenging. Laura has overcome many obstacles in her path including “hateful” behavior on the part of some of her DSs, the tragic loss of her daughter at the beginning of her full-time clergy career, and the constant separation on some level from her husband and family. However, she has no real regrets regarding her choice of going into the ministry, and truly enjoys her calling. She looks forward to the remainder of her career, as well as enjoying the relative ease of her upcoming retirement
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