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INTRODUCTION

Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ, who is risen and is among us this day.

As I look out across this auditorium and survey the gathered leadership of the West Ohio Conference, I am reminded of Paul’s greeting in his one-page letter to Philemon. Paul’s words express my sentiments at this moment for each of you. “Every time your name comes up in my prayers, I say, ‘Oh, thank you, God!’  I keep hearing of the love and faith you have for the Lord Jesus, which brims over to other Christians. And I keep praying that this faith we hold in common keeps showing up in the good things we do, and that people recognize Christ in all of it. Friend, you have no idea how good your love makes me feel, double so when I see your hospitality to fellow believers.”  (Philemon 1:4-7, The Message)

I have been looking forward to delivering this Episcopal Address for several months, and the opportunity it affords to invite each of you to join me in discerning and articulating a shared vision for a vital, growing, servant conference focused on making disciples of Jesus Christ.

It is my understanding this is the first time an Episcopal address has been presented at a West Ohio Conference session. Whether this is true or not, I want to express my deep appreciation to the Annual Conference Planning Committee and its able chairperson, Rev. Alan Sippel, for their invitation and generous allocation of time in a busy agenda. I do hope, however, that this will not be the one and only opportunity I will have to address the conference during my tenure as your bishop.

In February 2001, I invited 140 clergy and lay leaders from across the conference to join me in a visioning retreat called “Together A Vision.”  The retreat was designed to begin the process of developing a shared vision of disciple-making for the West Ohio Conference. We now continue that process as we gather here at Lakeside to carry on our Wesleyan tradition of conferencing. The core of my address today is the same presentation I shared at the “Together A Vision” retreat.

I invite you to pray with me. Gracious and Holy God, creator of every good gift, we come to you in these moments seeking your blessing. Bless us with open eyes to see you in the face of one another. Bless us with open ears to hear your Word for us today. Bless us with discerning hearts to perceive your truth and your path for us. Bless us with a rich dialogue that honors the opinions and respects the dignity of each of your children gathered here today. This is our prayer, offered in the name of Jesus, our Lord and Savior. Amen.

We are living at a threshold time. We are not only living at the threshold of the first decade of the twenty-first century and the third millennium since the birth of Jesus, we are living at the threshold of a world changing at blinding speed. The West Ohio Conference of The United Methodist Church is at the threshold of a world changing at blinding speed and at the threshold of an unparalleled opportunity to respond faithfully to the command of Jesus to disciple the world. 
While we live in a time of unprecedented problems from racism to the rejection of moral values necessary for a just and cohesive society, we also are at the threshold of unprecedented opportunity to change the direction of our culture. There has never been such a sharp distinction between the Christian message and ethic, and the cultural message and ethic, as there is today. It is a time when the gospel message can be seen in sharp distinction to the message of our culture. It is also a time when there appears to be unparalleled hunger for God reflected in the spiritual quest of persons of every culture around the world. The population of West Ohio reflects that spiritual quest and there is, therefore, a readiness to hear the essential truths of the Christian message. As your new bishop, I believe we are ready to move forward together. I believe we must move forward together.

In an effort to take seriously this threshold moment and the future that lies before us I invite you to join me in exploring how the West Ohio Conference can develop a truly comprehensive, strategic, systemic, Holy Spirit-inspired approach to congregational vitality, growth and reaching new people for Christ. This is a time to vision together.

A vision is a concrete picture or image of a preferred future. It is foolish to gather to vision together if we do not hold the common conviction that God is calling us to move beyond our current reality. It is presumptuous to gather to vision together if we do not embrace the biblical truth that vision is a gift from God, imparted to all of God’s people. I alone do not have the only or complete picture of our preferred future in West Ohio. God’s vision has been given to all of us and to many who are back home in our nearly 1300 congregations. God’s call and direction for a vital, growing, servant conference will only become clear as we work, pray, dialogue, discern and vision together.

JESUS’ MODEL OF DISCIPLE MAKING

I believe our visioning must be grounded in scripture. Our vision on how to best live into Christ’s Great Commission must be grounded in understanding how Jesus approached making disciples. Throughout the gospels there is a pattern to how Jesus led others to see a new reality, to lead transformed lives and to join the God-movement. Look with me at the story of blind Bartimaeus in Mark 10:46-52, as just one example. What are Jesus’ actions?  What are Jesus’ behaviors?  What do they tell us about how we are to make disciples of all nations?  (Read the scripture selection.)
There are four essential movements in Jesus’ model of disciple making. First, Jesus invites us into the community – into the very center of God’s grace. Hearing the blind man cry out for mercy and hearing the crowds telling Bartimaeus to be quiet, Jesus stood still and said, “Call him here.”  If we are to make disciples of Jesus, we must have congregations that call people to Christ, that extend hospitality, that show people they are valued and loved by God.

Second, Jesus encourages us to become vulnerable, to take off our masks and acknowledge our deepest pain, our greatest hope, our profound hunger, our need for healing. After Bartimaeus comes and stands before Jesus, he asks the blind man, “What do you want me to do for you?”  If we are to make disciples of Jesus, we must become congregations that ask people what are their deepest hurts and hopes, then invite them to see that Jesus is standing before them ready to respond. Vital, growing congregations are those that have healthy ways to invite persons to name before Christ their deepest hurts and hopes.

Third, Jesus always challenges us to trust a new reality – a reality not dictated by cultural ethics, not governed by our own self-interest, but a reality visible only through the eyes of faith. This is the reality of inversion. The reality that the last shall be first. The reality that new life is born of death. The reality that God became incarnate in a helpless baby. The reality that Christ’s death and resurrection is the doorway to wholeness and salvation. When the blind man told Jesus his greatest hope was to be made whole, to have his sight restored, Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.”  If we are to make disciples of Jesus, we must have congregations that call people to act on their faith, to trust the new reality, to risk that God in Christ will heal, save, forgive, transform, make new. We must have congregations that will invite people to share in the mystery and power of Christ’s death and resurrection.

Fourth, Jesus empowers us to bear witness and to make visible his transforming power. Mark’s gospel tells us that “immediately Bartimaeus regained his sight and followed Jesus on the way.”  The way is the journey to Jerusalem and the cross. The very next story in all the synoptic gospels is Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on what we call Palm or Passion Sunday. Bartimaeus became a part of the kingdom movement. If we are to make disciples of Jesus, we must become congregations that help people see that they are healed, transformed and gifted for a purpose – to become the kingdom of God on earth, as it is in heaven. We are called to be in the world “incarnating” – making flesh and blood real – God’s all-inclusive, unconditional, extravagant love and grace. Our fundamental privilege and responsibility as Christians is to be obedient to Christ’s incarnational mission. We are to make visible the reign of God.

OUR MISSION

Our Discipline is clear on the mission of the United Methodist Church. The mission of The United Methodist Church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ. The West Ohio Conference exists for the making of disciples by equipping its local churches for ministry. The local church provides the most significant arena through which disciple-making occurs. Under the discipline of the Holy Spirit, the church exists for the maintenance of worship, the edification of believers, and the redemption of the world. Therefore, it is essential that local congregations of believers be strengthened, supported and multiplied across this great Conference.

I believe God is already giving the West Ohio Conference a picture of our preferred future. The vision that is emerging is a conference in which every congregation is a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the purpose of transforming the world. 
If we are to live into this vision, we must be willing to trust that God can do what we alone can not do. If we are to reach this preferred future, we must be willing to think strategically and act boldly. If we are to realize this vision, we must be willing to leave our institutionalized, mechanized and bureaucratic view of who we are, and live into a new, more organic, more dynamic way of imaging and organizing our ministry. Folks, this means change. But not change for change’s sake. This means change for the sake of Christ’s mission of reaching the least and the lost and redeeming the world.

I have identified six interactive areas of mission and ministry that, I believe, must be addressed if we are to create a comprehensive approach to achieve this emerging vision.

1. Starting new churches and worshipping congregations to multiply our centers of disciple-making;

2. Revitalizing the disciple-making process in existing congregations;

3. Re-aligning our conference and district resources to match our emerging vision;

4. Developing spiritual leaders to equip our congregations for their disciple-making mission;

5. Funding the vision in new and creative ways; and

6. Strengthening the connection to extend and support the vision.

Allow me to expand on each of these six areas and offer a number of recommendations or vision elements. While I have attempted to listen to your hopes and dreams as I have become acquainted with West Ohio over the past nine months, I take full responsibility for these ideas. I invite you to prayerfully consider which of these vision elements you believe God is calling us to embrace.

NEW CHURCH/MINISTRY STARTS

Several years ago, I attended a conference on congregational development led by Lyle Schaller. After being introduced, Schaller walked to the podium and spoke one word, “automobile.”  Then he returned to his chair. After what seemed like an extremely long and awkward silence, Schaller returned to the microphone and reminded us that the most revolutionary change in congregational life in the last century was the automobile. People drive to church. They no longer walk or ride in horse-drawn carriages. Our current placement of congregations is an outgrowth of the efforts of the pioneer circuit riders. Churches were located a few miles apart or within a few blocks of one another because people walked or drove horses to church. This agrarian-inspired model of church planting no longer reflects the radical shifts in population or lifestyles within the last fifty years. Forty percent of our Ohio population live in urban areas. If we were to start over today, I wonder where we would place our congregations?

Methodism spread across this continent like wildfire because those pioneer circuit riders were committed to going where the people lived and worked. One of the primary reasons we need to be starting new congregations and new ministries is to be where the people are living. This does not mean just planting churches in fast-growing suburban areas, but also starting new congregations and new ministries in our urban centers, isolated rural communities, and among populations that we have neglected – the poor, new immigrants, racial-ethnic groups, apartment dwellers, residents of mobile home parks, etc. In each of our larger metropolitan areas – Columbus, Cincinnati, Dayton and Toledo – there are more people living within the city centers than live in the suburban sprawl. We should be ashamed of not starting new congregations and ministries in our urban centers with the same intentionality and energy that we have done so in urban sprawl areas.

I want to come back to Lyle Schaller’s work for a moment. Some years ago Schaller did some research that demonstrated that any judicatory – no matter what denomination, geographical location, or theological perspective – grew in membership and worship attendance when it was starting at least two percent of its existing congregations each year. With over 1,250 congregations in West Ohio, that translates into 25 new church starts per year. Such an ambitious goal can only be achieved if we move beyond the congregational development models that have been utilized by our denomination in recent years. We must become creative and bold.

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS

1. Each district develops an appropriate strategy for starting a minimum of two new churches or worshipping congregations per year. This might include single point charges, satellite congregations, store-front or mobile home park worship centers, and second or third worship services in existing congregations.

2. As a conference, we commit the resources over the next four years to planting at least one new ethnic or multi-racial congregation in each of our four largest urban centers.

3. Establish a Church Planters Network of at least 100 congregations who will covenant with the Bishop and Annual Conference to either (a) start a satellite congregation, (b) parent a new church, or (c) provide financial, membership, or staff resources to assist with a new church start.

REVITALIZING EXISTING CONGREGATIONS

Our Book of Discipline reminds us that the local church provides the most significant arena through which disciple-making occurs. The local church exists for the maintenance of worship, the edification of believers, and the redemption of the world. As critical as new church development is for the vitality and growth of the West Ohio Conference, it is equally important that each existing congregation is a vital community of faith clearly focused on its mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ. In order to do this, existing congregations must be able to adapt to the changing contexts in which they find themselves.

A recent study on membership decline in ten once-large United Methodist churches quoted by Dr. Lovett Weems in Saint Paul School of Theology’s Leadership newsletter (Volume XI, No. 1; Fall, 2000) provides some insight into the characteristics that contribute to a congregation’s inability to attract, nurture and equip new Christian disciples. The study, conducted by Judy A. Mugler, cites eight prominent factors for failure to make new disciples. They are:

1) Inadequate leadership development. Church members not adequately equipped to lead their churches into the future.

2) Lack of vision and unclear sense of mission. Church leaders do not have a significant sense of vision for the future. Values (such as valuing being a friendly church family) have become confused with mission.

3) Failure to understand change. This is the interaction of the church’s traditional nature with a lack of understanding about or openness to change.

4) A defender posture. The church defines and defends a narrow range of program and worship styles, uses highly standardized procedures and serves a stable target audience.

5) Lack of emphasis on growth. The church is internally, rather than externally focused, and lacks a high commitment to growth.

6) Weak link of Biblical faith to daily life. Church members do not have a strong spiritual grounding in faith.

7) Significant clergy mismatches. Clergy leadership has not always been a good match for the needs of the congregation.

8) Church crises and conflict. The church’s ministry has been interrupted by protracted conflict, power in the hands of a few, blaming each other for failures, or unresolved issues.

Unless we address these and other impediments to disciple-making in our existing local churches, our ability to be a vital witness for Jesus Christ in West Ohio will be lost, and we will devote an increasing, I dare say, debilitating, amount of our human and financial resources to institutional maintenance. There can be no greater sin in The Church of Christ.

There are four key elements to the disciple-making process. Some refer to this as the core process of disciple-making. The four key elements are:

1. Radical hospitality that reaches across economic, racial, age and gender lines and focuses on the stranger and those outside the community of faith.

2. Passionate worship that opens persons to experience the gracious presence and healing power of God.

3. Faith-forming relationships, experiences and education in the context of Christian community that lead persons to a disciplined life of devotion and service in the name of Jesus Christ.

4. Risk-taking service and mission that focuses our attention and spiritual gifts upon the world and its needs, especially the needs of children and the poor.

This core process has a direct correlation to Jesus’ model of disciple-making found in Mark’s gospel. The following table illustrates the relationship.
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If a local congregation is not intentionally addressing all four of these elements of the disciple-making process, it is most likely not fulfilling its mission. The fields are too ripe unto harvest and the Church’s witness is too critical for us to continue to ignore or make excuses for local congregations that are not contributing to our disciple-making mission. It is time for accountability. It is no longer acceptable that only 33% of our congregations had confirmation classes. It is no longer acceptable to lose nearly five thousand members per year. It is no longer acceptable to have congregations with no new confessions of faith. It is time for very intentional resourcing. It is time to re-think how we organize for ministry. It is time to be creative. It is time to recognize that the local congregation is not a fortress, but a launching pad for ministry. It is time to name the reality that the mission field is outside the front door of every local church in the West Ohio Conference.

I have a particular bias that the poor and marginalized and the children and youth of our society be the primary foci of our disciple-making efforts. The Bishop’s Initiative on Children and Poverty calls every United Methodist congregation to “the proclamation in word and deed of the gospel of God’s redeeming, reconciling and transforming grace in Jesus Christ to and with the children and those oppressed by poverty. The United Methodist Church is called to be a means of grace to the vulnerable.”

The next youth boom will hit this country in 2006. That is the year the so-called millennial generation will come of age. In 2006 the millennial generation will all be 12 to 17 years old. That is prime youth ministry age!  That is prime youth disciple-making age!  The baby boomers peaked at 25 million. The millennial generation will peak at 26 million. We are looking at a generation of children and youth coming along that will be larger than the boomers. Are we ready?  Is your church ready?  Do you have the programs for children and youth in place?  Do you have your children and youth leaders in place?  We cannot afford to miss this generation. We must reach out through youth groups, youth Disciple Bible study, youth worship services, youth ministry centers, scouting ministries, campus ministries, through every means possible. This has already begun. The Joshua Project is a Youth Ministry Initiative of the West Ohio Conference that has already helped 200 congregations begin their preparations.

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS
1. The core process of disciple-making becomes the standard by which every congregation assess its vitality, establishes its ministry goals, determines its clergy leadership needs, and organizes and equips its lay leadership.

2. Every congregation is challenged to develop at least one strong ministry in each of the four areas of the disciple-making process, with a special emphasis on those ministries, which will produce the most leverage toward revitalization. Some key leverage ministries are (a) a newcomers ministry, (b) additional worship services designed for those persons not currently attending worship, (c) quality after-school ministries for children, (d) youth discipling ministries, (e) Disciple Bible Study, Walk to Emmaus, or Christian Believer, (f) spiritual gifts and/or servant leadership training, (g) stewardship education, and (i) Volunteer in Missions projects.

3. Each district develops a proposal for parish alignment and regional churches or parishes that will strengthen the individual congregation’s ability to make Christian disciples. A variety of parish and multiple staff models should be utilized, including cooperative parishes, blended churches, preaching outposts, and shared staff. The goal should be to move toward parish configurations where there are at least 250 in worship attendance for each elder in full connection. This does not mean closing congregations. It does mean moving toward a regional mission focus and better stewardship of clergy leadership resources.

4. Make implementation of the West Ohio Conference Urban Strategy a top priority. This strategy was approved by West Ohio’s 2000 Annual Conference session.

5. Every congregation become familiar with and participate in implementing the goals of the Bishops’ Initiative on Children and Poverty. Our conference Evangelism Committee has already developed one helpful resource titled, “Opening Our Doors to Wholeness.”  The newly constituted conference Task Force on Children and Poverty is developing additional resources.

6. Every congregation explore ways to participate in the national Igniting Ministry campaign, starting with sending a team of leaders to one of the four training events being offered across the conference later this month. The purpose of the training is to help local congregations extend hospitality to visitors and newcomers.

REALIGNING OUR CONFERENCE AND DISTRICT RESOURCES
One of the greatest challenges facing a large, diverse and divided conference like West Ohio is systems improvement and alignment. Our unity will be discovered and our energy will be unleashed when we discern together a common vision for our witness to the world. However, little progress will be made toward implementing the vision if our conference and district resources are not aligned toward that vision. We must learn how to identify the constraints in the flow of our conference life and how to remove those constraints. We must bring alignment of the parts of our conference life not yet focused on the vision and mission. We must help each part of the conference structure realize that their turf is the whole conference and not just their part. We must be willing to address the resistance and conflict that is natural and a healthy part of change.

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS

1. Redefine the “job description” of the district superintendents so that their primary functions are (a) spiritual leadership, (b) vision casting, (c) mission consultant to local churches, and (d) initiator of new congregations or faith communities. This will mean attending fewer meetings, unless they are directly related to the disciple-making mission of the conference.

2. Review the current Conference Council on Ministries staffing model to bring the staff resource into greater alignment with the mission of the conference.

3. Re-align the district program consultant positions so that they focus exclusively on (a) resourcing existing congregations around the four elements of the core process, and (b) assisting the district superintendents and district strategy committees in developing new congregations and faith communities.

4. Explore ways to re-align the funding patterns of the annual conference to more adequately resource and support congregational and community development.

5. Develop a plan to phase out, over a five year period, minimum salary support, except in the cases of new congregational development or exceptional missional opportunities. In most cases congregations or parishes will be aligned or staffed in such a manner as to provide an adequate funding base for ministry.

6. Continue the process of re-aligning conference and district structures to reflect their primary functions of (a) equipping local congregations for the core process of disciple-making, (b) forming and deploying spiritual leaders, and (c) providing a connection for ministry beyond the local church. The Conference Council on Ministries is already taking the lead in this area of systems re-alignment.

7. Develop a new apportionment formula that is not based on membership and, to the extent possible, does not penalize membership and missional growth.

DEVELOPING SPIRITUAL LEADERS

The stated mission of the West Ohio Conference is “to identify, equip and empower spiritual leaders for the ministry of Jesus Christ.”  From the famous Christmas Conference in 1784 that organized The Methodist Episcopal Church in America, the primary purpose of the annual conferences has been the edification and deployment of the movement’s lay and ordained leadership. It is a rather recent development for annual conferences to assume or be assigned by General Conference other programmatic and missional functions. It is appropriate for the West Ohio Conference to once again claim as its primary, if not sole, responsibility to “identify, equip and empower spiritual leaders.”  Indeed, this is the most effective means the annual conference has to equip and resource its local churches for their mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ. I am convinced that the key to new church development and the revitalization of existing congregations is leadership – effective, well-trained, supported, passionate lay and clergy leadership.

The Methodist movement began in this country as a lay led movement. I believe our future vitality will be found in re-claiming this heritage. This means, among other things, that we seek a renewed and mutual partnership between lay and clergy leadership in our local churches, districts and conference.

In my initial introductory visits to each of the fourteen districts this past fall and winter, I made it clear that I expect three things from the clergy leadership of this conference – leadership, leadership, leadership. More specifically, I expect spiritual leadership, servant leadership and visionary leadership. All the studies I have read consistently identify the singular, most important factor in congregational vitality is effective, spirit-led, servant-oriented, bold, visionary clergy.

Please hear me on this next point. Effectiveness in ministry is grounded in call and covenant. It is our call, and the daily rehearsal and attention to that call, that gives us passion for ministry. It is our covenant with God and one another, and the regular attention to being in covenant community, that guides and focuses our passion for ministry. That is why, at least for me, leadership development will always be first and foremost an issue of being formed in the image of Christ for the sake of the world.

The church expects its leadership not only to be highly skilled, but also to be deeply grounded in a faith relationship with God. Evidence of this faith relationship is an active inner life that is guiding the leader toward a maturing relationship with God, a greater sense of self-awareness and a deepening solidarity with the broken, hurting, forgotten children of God. The only way to develop this inner life and to stay alive and well in ministry is to tend to our own spiritual health. This means developing and keeping a rule of life – a discipline of attentiveness to God. Jesus calls us to a life of radical attentiveness. God created us with a built-in hunger to have God fill us.

Our Wesleyan heritage calls us to attend to all the ordinances of God – to practice the means of grace. In a letter to an early lay preacher, John Wesley wrote:  “O, Begin!  Fix some part of every day for private exercises…  Whether you like it or no, read and pray daily. It is for your life; there is no other way:  else you will be a trifler all your days…  Do justice to your soul; give it time and means to grow. Do not starve yourself any longer.”  Perhaps the greatest challenge we face in developing and deploying effective clergy leadership to every congregation and new ministry in West Ohio is our tendency to starve ourselves of the power and presence of the living God.

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS

1. Continue the excellent Academy for New Church Starts.

2. Create an additional Academy for Congregational Revitalization, or add a tract to the Academy for New Church Starts that focuses specifically on preparing pastors who are called to re-develop or re-start existing congregations.

3. Develop a strategy for recruiting, supporting and retaining strong ethnic pastors, particularly African-Americans.

4. Partner with United Theological Seminary to develop a Center for Urban Leadership Development that will train leaders for urban ministry, mental health work, prison ministries and starting new urban congregations.

5. Start a School for Lay Missioners that will prepare lay persons for significant spiritual leadership roles within their home churches or in the development of new ministries and revitalization ministries across the Conference.

6. Develop a School of Evangelism that focuses on how to lead a congregation through the changes necessary to effectively reach people for Christ. This would be a school with several sessions over a two-year period attended by teams of clergy and lay leadership. The goal would be to have 75% of the congregations participate in the school over the next six to eight years. 

7. Develop a central Ohio Adult Retreat and Renewal Center in partnership with The Methodist School in Ohio and Ohio Health with the purpose of providing a sacred space for spiritual renewal, retreats, Christian conferencing, and life-long learning in community.

8. Explore the establishment of an Area Office of Spiritual Formation with a director experienced in spiritual direction and pastoral care and counseling.

9. The Board of Ordained Ministry, Board of General Ministry and Cabinet partner to develop clear and consistent standards and expectations for clergy leadership that are related to the core process for disciple-making. Such standards and expectations should serve as a common language and common aim for aligning all parts of the clergy recruitment, credentialing, formation, nurturing, deploying and supervising system. This work has begun.

10. Partner with United Theological Seminary and The Methodist Theological School in Ohio to focus a portion of their respective curriculums on our standards and expectations for clergy leadership and our vision for every congregation becoming a vital center of disciple-making.

11. Commit to longer pastorates, with the minimum of five year appointments becoming the norm.

12. Develop support and intervention resources that will increase the likelihood of longer pastorates. These resources may include (a) negotiating ministry workshops for all SPRC and pastors entering into a new appointment, (b) multiple staff workshops, (c) conflict resolution teams, (d) interim pastorates, (e) cross racial appointment and first clergywoman appointment transition teams, (f) a Healing and Recovery Team for sexual misconduct situations, and (g) additional training or mentoring for pastors who consistently struggle with developing effective trust relationships with congregations.

13. Initiate and adequately fund a Ministry Transition Fund which the Cabinet and Board of Ordained Ministry can use in assisting those clergy who transition to another status temporarily, or transition from ordained ministry to general ministry to do so with dignity, security and justice.

14. Develop on-going mentoring and education programs for lay pastors and local pastors for those areas of our conference with a large percentage of local and lay pastors. The Athens District has a good model that could serve as a starting place. Perhaps three or four regional “centers” for such education and mentoring could be developed across the conference.

15. Continue and expand the conference’s excellent servant leadership training program.

16. Develop a functioning Order of Elders within the West Ohio Conference for the purpose of providing nurture and spiritual formation experience for pastors, and continue the development of our already established Order of Deacons.

FUNDING THE VISION

Much of what I have outlined in this presentation will not happen without significant stewardship development and capital funding. Although I have not conducted any feasibility study and what I am about to say seems reckless – even to me – I want to encourage you and the entire West Ohio Conference to appreciate the magnitude of the opportunity and challenge that lies before us. I believe we will need to commit at least $100 million over the next six to eight years toward realizing the vision elements I have outlined. This will mean raising new funds, as well as re-aligning existing funds to focus on the mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ.

Such a goal is achievable if …

…
we are open to God’s leading;

…
we live out of a theology of abundance rather than an attitude of scarcity;

…
we move beyond turf protection to alignment around a shared vision of a vital, growing church;

…
we understand that we cannot do this on our own, but that it can only be accomplished through faith in the Covenant God who created us, redeemed us and sustains us.

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS

1. Commit at least $100 million over the next six to eight years toward funding our emerging vision.

2. Re-align our conference budget so that a minimum of two million dollars is available annually for congregational and community development projects and an additional $500,000 is available annually for leadership development.

3. Initiate a three-year capital campaign to raise capital for new church starts, an adult retreat and conference center, and an urban ministry initiative.

4. Develop a large rotating loan fund for new church and redevelopment projects from investment funds already controlled by agencies of the Annual Conference.

5. Call upon the West Ohio Conference Council on Development to focus a portion of its annual fundraising efforts on congregational development.

6. Create a Great Commission Investment Fund and invite local congregations to invest a portion or all of their investment or endowment funds in the creating of new and revitalized congregations. The goal would be a fund of at least $50 million. Investors would receive an annual return on their deposits and the remainder of the earnings would be available as grants to new church or revitalization projects.

7. Develop a Church Planters Network of 100 congregations to support new church development.

8. Revitalize the West Ohio Conference Builders program and invite at least 5,000 individuals to covenant with the Bishop to provide a minimum of $50.00 per call of the Bishop for emerging or emergency congregational development needs. There would be no more than two calls per year.

9. Create a VIM program within the West Ohio Conference exclusively dedicated to the building of new church facilities or the remodeling and expanding of existing church facilities.

10. Initiate a comprehensive stewardship training program for local congregations, pastors and key lay leadership.

STRENGTHENING THE CONNECTION

One of the greatest contributions the Methodist movement has made to the understanding of the Church is the concept of connectionalism. It is reflected in our theology of baptism and church membership. When you join any local United Methodist church, you join every United Methodist congregation. It is reflected in our approach to missions. We are able to do together what any one local congregation could never accomplish alone. It is reflected in our funding patterns. Our apportionments allow us to share the common costs of administering the church, allocate resources where they are most needed, and share in common missional endeavors. It is reflected in our system of appointing pastors. Our itinerant system means all elders in full connection are members of an annual conference for the purpose of being deployed where their gifts are most needed at any given time.

But, the connectional system is under siege. Increasingly our members, and a good number of our pastors, prefer a more independent, congregational polity. We live in a time of distrust of large institutions and their leaders. People want to see, and with good reason, where their money goes and what it accomplishes. United Methodists are notably generous when deeply committed to a cause or an issue, but equally stingy when uncommitted to a cause, no matter how important it may be. We have become comfortable with, even prefer, conditional stewardship, giving only on the condition that “I” like everything the church is doing or saying.

These recent trends in our attitude toward connectionalism are not who we are. These attitudes are not a part of our Wesleyan DNA. It is time to again embrace our Methodist roots and strengthen the connection so that our disciple-making efforts can be multiplied within our conference and extended throughout the world. Indeed, the world is our parish!

SUGGESTED VISION ELEMENTS

1. Seek new and creative ways to tell the story of the church’s mission and the impact our connectedness has on changing lives and winning people for Christ.

2. Commit ourselves as an annual conference to paying 100% of all general church apportionments, beginning with our 2002 budget.

3. Increase our apportionment giving by 2% a year until we reach 100%.

4. Make stewardship education a priority on every district.

5. Develop a partnership with one or more United Methodist conferences in Africa for the purpose of strengthening their ability to make disciples and address the overwhelming human needs created by civil war, poverty and HIV/AIDS.

6. Commit to raising our share of the Hope for the Children of Africa offering. This is a part of the Bishops’ Initiative on Children and Poverty. Our share is $421,793. To date we have committed only $51,184.

7. Commit to raising at least $100,000 toward the Russia United Methodist Theological Seminary Capital Campaign. The United Methodist Church is rapidly growing in Russia. Their greatest need is for trained clergy and lay leadership.

8. Continue to strengthen our emerging partnership with the Oriental Conference of the Mexican Methodist Church.

9. Each district sponsor at least two Volunteers in Mission teams each year.

10. Explore creative ways for congregations to develop shared ministries and partnerships that will strengthen their witness.

CONCLUSION

These various vision elements are not intended to be complete or even cohesive. They are a starting place for our ongoing discernment in the months ahead as we chart the course to which God is calling us. I truly believe that God has given those of you in this auditorium even better, clearer, more tangible glimpses of God’s vision for us.

I thank you for your attention. I am honored by your commitment to engage in this visioning process. I look forward to our dialogue.

Finally, let me share with you how truly hopeful I am. John Nesbitt in his nearly decade old book, Megatrends concludes his reflections on the threshold time in which we seek to be a faithful witness with a hope-filled shout, “My God, what a fantastic time to be alive!”

This is God’s time. We are God’s people. We are seeking to understand and carry out God’s mission in the world. We desire to be faithful. What a fantastic time to be alive!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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