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VISITING PREACHER

LYLE JOHNSTON

A stir was raised in 1968 in America's southwest and across the
denomination when the late United Methodist Bishop Gerald Kennedy
"appointed" himself to one of his churches, First United Methodist,
Pasadena, California. The appointment raised two questions: 1) Can an
active bishop appoint himself to a local church? 2) What was Kennedy's
reasoning for such an appointment?

The chain of events began during early 1968 when the position of
senior minister of University Temple Church in Seattle, Washington
became vacant. On July 1st, the Rev. Dr. Daniel Walker of First Church,
Pasadena, was transferred to the Pacific Northwest Conference and ap
pointed to University Temple.! The senior minister vacancy at the
2,700-member First Church then became the responsibility of Bishop Ken
nedy and the Southern California-Arizona Conference cabinet.

On September 8th, Bishop Kennedy announced that he would become
the. senior minister of First Church while still serving as a bishop. To
historians, this is thought to be the first time in American United Methodist
history, than an active bishop appointed himself to a local church while
remaining a bishop. For Bishop Kennedy, the position would become effec
tive December 8, 1968. He expected to preach an average of three Sun
days a month. Bishop and Mrs. Kennedy would move from their
Hollywood, California home to the Pasadena parsonage. 2

He said, "I have been telling the boys, the ministers under my super
vision, what they were doing wrong and how to do it right. Now I had
better produce or stop giving advice.,,3

In addition, he added that he wanted to end his career in a local
church. This meant that he was not thinking of the Pasadena position
as something temporary or as "visiting preacher.,,4

When the stir calmed a bit, Kennedy, almost apologetic, said, "I
should have known better than to try something for the first time in the
United Methodist Church."s

1 "Bishop Accepts Pastorate," Christian Advocate, 19 September 1968, 25.
2Ibid.
3"Bishop Kennedy, 72, Foe of Extremist Politics, Dies," Los Angeles (Cal.) Times, 18 February
1980, Part 1, 24.
4 "Bishop Accepts Pastorate," 25.
S"Not 'very bishopy bishop,' Gerald Kennedy, passes from the scene," United 1'¥fethodist
Reporter, 29 February 1980, 3.
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Later, after meeting with the Western Jurisdiction Committee on
Episcopacy, a statement was issued jointly by the committee and Bishop
Kennedy clarifying the Pasadena relationship. "No appointment of the
bishop is involved. Bishop Kennedy has agreed to preach two or three
times a month in that pulpit until he can retire as bishop, but he will not
be identified as senior minister because the bishop will not assume respon
sibility for the pastoral or administrative work of the church." 6 The Ken
nedys would remain in their Hollywood home rather than move to the
Pasadena parsonage. Also, no ministerial support (salary, mileage, and
other benefits) would be paid to the bishop for his preaching.

The statement was presented to the College of Bishops of the Western
Jurisdiction and its Committee on Episcopacy. They, in turn, asked the
Judicial Council for an interpretation on the announcement. 7 The Col
lege of Bishops was asking for a ruling in the 1968 Book of Discipline,
Paragraph 395.2: "A bishop, at any age and for any reason deemed su
fficient by his Jurisdictional Conference, may be released by that body
from the obligation to travel through the connection at large and from
residential supervision." 8

On February 1, 1969, the Judicial Council announced that the early
retirement for Bishop Kennedy was not possible. The Council ruled
Paragraph 395.2 "void and inoperative because it violates constitutional
requirements for a uniform retirement rule, for life tenure of bishops, and
for protection of our general superintendency.,,9 The voided paragraph,
one of several on retirement of bishops in the Book of Discipline, is in
a section that allows 1) normal retirement of a bishop at a jurisdictional
conference just prior to a bishop's seventy-second birthday, 2) retirement
for health reasons, or 3) retirement with permission from colleague bishops
at age sixty-five.

Bishop Kennedy would not be sixty-five until August, 1972, several
weeks after the 1972 Western Jurisdictional Conference would meet. 10

The bishop did follow the jointly issued statement as visiting preacher
three times each month. "On other Sundays, noted preachers from the
area and from throughout the nation were heard from the First Church
pulpit." 11 When the Bishop did retire from the episcopacy in August, 1972,
he and Mrs. Kennedy moved to the Pasadena parsonage. He retired from

6"Pasadena Action Clarified," Christian Advocate, 14 November 1968, 21.
7Ibid.
8The Book ofDiscipline ofthe United Methodist Church, (Nashville: The United Methodist
Publishing House, 1968).
9"Kennedy Retirement Blocked?" Christian Advocate, 20 February 1969, 23.
lOIbid.
llLetter to-author from First Church secretary, Evelyn McGee, 9 Apri11987.
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\1' this visiting preacher position in September, 1973. Because he had suffered
a mild stroke at the 1972 General Conference held in Atlanta, Georgia,
he was allowed to retire from the active episcopacy in 1972. 12 However,
his health did not improve, and he retired from the First Church position
a year later.

The Kennedys moved to an apartment in Laguna Hills, California
in September, 1973. He died following a series of strokes at the Laguna
Hills hospital on February 17, 1980, at the age of seventy-two.

Bishop Kennedy's dual role as active bishop and preaching minister
to a local church was a one-time effort that has not been duplicated.

12John L. Schreiber, ed., Journal of the 1972 General Conference of the United Methodist
Ch1Jrch, 2 volumes, (no publisher listed), 1:329.




