
Continuing our conversation about ques-
tions that were raised at the Michigan Area
School for Pastoral Ministry:

Question: Who is the pastor to pastors? Will
the conference ever consider having
someone to confide in that doesn‘t have
connection to (the) appointment process?

Dobbs: When I was serving as a local pas-
tor, I always thought that my “pastor”—the one to whom I
looked for spiritual guidance and support—was my District Su-
perintendent. Sometimes that worked out well and sometimes
not so well. The “well” or “not so well” component was most
often an indicator of the strength of our relationship. 

Those superintendents that I could relate to—the ones that
were open to having that kind of a relationship with me (and I
could always tell, no matter what their lips said)—were the ones
who really were my “pastor.” 

I called out to them in times of illness or family hardship or
church struggles, and they were there—by thought or word or
deed. 

Words I have heard from others suggest that many of you
have had similar experiences with your DS. 

And yes, I knew that they were sharing things that were hap-

pening in my family with the Bishop, but I always assumed that
the Bishop cared for my family and I even if he or she did not al-
ways know my name. 

At the same time, I know that not all of you have had the
same kind of experiences, either with your DS or your Bishop.
To you I would tell you that your pastor can be someone you
choose who will agree to provide spiritual guidance and sup-
port, someone who will listen and offer helpful feedback as you
seek to grow as a person and as a pastor. 

Many of you may recognize that I have given you an incom-
plete description of a Spiritual Guide or Advisor, and some of
you have already established a relationship with your own Spiri-
tual Guide. That can be a truly helpful thing, and I would en-
courage you to continue building that relationship.

I cannot speak to what an annual conference might do in the
future, but annual conferences can do whatever they wish re-
garding the employment and job descriptions of personnel, so
long as it is not specifically prohibited in the Discipline.

Question: How can Bishop Keaton’s pastors express both their
support and affection for him without appearing to simply be
currying favor (sucking up)?

Dobbs: As I serve in this office, I see and hear many things
that come across my desk or across the screen of my computer.

Perhaps you can imagine, but you might be surprised. 
I have come to believe that the most important thing clergy

and laity can do for their Bishop is to pray for him. Even as I say
that I know it sounds like a cliché and I don’t mean it to be so. 

I believe in prayer! I believe in the power of prayer! 
I believe that Christians cannot be Christians without prayer

and I am convinced that Bishops cannot be Bishops without
prayer either. If you are praying for Bishop Keaton and God
prompts you to send a note about something in your prayer,
trust the Holy Spirit and send the note. Be honest. Remember
that if it is from God, it will bear the fruits of the Spirit (Gala-
tians 5: 22-23) and not the works of the flesh (Galatians 5: 19-
21). 

Next month, we will discuss whether “there any conversa-
tions within the UMC regarding the time between sessions of
General Conference and the inability of the church to respond to
a rapidly changing culture” and “what I envision for future pas-
torates trying to deal with the high costs of pensions, health in-
surance, etc. for congregations.”

If you would like to submit a question, please write me:
bdobbs@miareaumc.org. Thanks for letting me share this time
with you.

Blessings!
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By Rev. Laurie Haller
Grand Rapids District Superintendent

“You are at the school of dreams in the valley of hope.”
Our tour of Africa University (AU) in Old Mutare, Zimbabwe,

began with these words from administrator Andra Stevens.
In early November six clergy and laypersons from the Grand

Rapids District of the West Michigan Conference met with uni-
versity officials and students at AU. Our goal was to determine
how we might best partner with AU in order to sustain and en-
hance university programs.

Why Africa University?
Africa University is a vibrant United Methodist university

whose 1,200 students come from 25 countries and 85 percent of
whom return to their home countries after graduation. The abil-
ity of AU to nurture ethical servant leadership, peace, and pros-
perity on the African continent is essential to the welfare of the
African people as well as world peace. 

By investing in the success story of Africa University, we are
engaging in the transformation of governmental structures and
institutions on the African continent. AU graduates are pastors,
doctors, attorneys, politicians, business owners, non-profit lead-
ers, and educators who are bringing hope to their countries.

What is AU’s greatest need?
AU has a compelling need for a gathering place on campus

where innovation and hope grow out of relationship building,
dialogue, and holy conferencing among people from many na-
tions.

The Africa University Ubuntu Gathering Center could host
VIM Teams, conferences, lecturers, MBA candidates, as well as
doctors, nurses, and volunteers from the nearby Old Mutare UM
Medical Mission, thus dramatically reducing the AU’s accommo-
dation-related costs. 

The Ubuntu Gathering Center could be a visible sign of our
United Methodist connection as well as the African concept of
ubuntu, which implies that we are one human family, fellow
travelers on this earth and therefore responsible for each other.

Why now?
Both AU officials and the Grand Rapids District AU Task

Force believe that God has brought us together for this project at
this time. 

While we are mindful of the US economy and the need to
continue supporting Haiti, we must continually offer a variety of
opportunities for United Methodists to be in mission. 

In contrast to mission projects that provide direct aid to peo-
ple in need, the Ubuntu Gathering Center focuses on the justice,
medical, theological, business, and agricultural ministry of edu-
cation on a continent that desperately needs sustainable, collab-
orative, and ethical leadership.

How much will the project cost?
Construction costs have been capped at a maximum of

$500,000.
In a recent speech to AU donors, Nontombi Naomi Tutu, a

human rights activist and the daughter of Nobel Peace Prize

winner Desmond Tutu, said, “When people are raising their
hands and asking, ‘Where is our dream?’ Africa University says
to the people of Zimbabwe and Africa that a functioning institu-
tion is not simply a possibility here—it is a reality.”

This is our dream: the Africa University Ubuntu Gathering
Center, transforming Africa one student at a time. 

The Grand Rapids District AU Task Force will begin
fundraising in 2011. An Africa University Ubuntu Gathering
Center offering has been approved in all of our conference
churches in 2011, and one will also be taken at West Michigan
Annual Conference, where Dr. Jim Salley will speak on Friday,
June 3. Churches and individuals in both conferences are invited
to participate in this project.

If you would to learn more, please contact Ed Edwardson at
gypseachief@aol.com or Rev. Laurie Haller at
grsupt@wmcumc.org.

Africa University: The school of dreams in the valley of hope

LEFT: Grand Rapids DS Rev. Laurie Haller visits with African children on a recent trip to Old Mutare, Zimbabwe to
visit Africa University. RIGHT: More than 1,200 students attend Africa University in Old Mutare, Zimbabwe and the
West Michigan Conference has stepped up its partnership to help the school succeed on a number of levels.
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