EPISCOPAL ADDRESS

West Ohio Annual Conference

The United Methodist Church

June 7, 2002
INTRODUCTION

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

As I look out across this auditorium and marvel in the diversity, creativity and faithfulness of the gathered leadership of the West Ohio Conference, I am reminded of Paul’s greeting in his first letter to the Thessalonians. I quote from Paul, but speak from my heart. “Every time I think of you, I thank God for you. Day and night you are in my prayers as I call to mind your work of faith, your labor of love, and your steadfastness of hope in following our Master, Jesus Christ, before God our Father. It is clear to me, friends, that God not only loves you very much, but also has put God’s hand on you for something special.”  (I Thessalonians 1:2-4, The Message)

For something special!  For something special!  God has placed God’s hand on each of us for something special. God has placed God’s hand on each of our congregations for something special. God has placed God’s hand on the West Ohio Conference for something special. That something special is to be a powerful missionary movement proclaiming the Good News revealed in Jesus Christ. That something special is to be a vital, growing, servant movement focused on making disciples of Jesus Christ who are called, equipped and sent out to transform the world. That something special is to embrace our movement’s original purpose “to reform the continent and spread scriptural holiness throughout the land.”  That something special is to be a missionary movement that claims every village, city, urban center, town and suburb in West Ohio for Christ. That something special is for every United Methodist congregation to be at the center of its community or neighborhood making the redemptive, joyful, hope-filled Kingdom of God visible, accessible, tangible, incarnate, real.

We can only realize this special calling – this special purpose, this special movemental spirit, this special blessing – when the congregations of the West Ohio Conference are strengthened, supported and multiplied. Let me remind you that the preferred future God is calling us toward is to be a powerful missionary movement in which “every congregation is a healthy, growing, spiritually-vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus Christ for the purpose of transforming the world.”  

Vital congregations are the key. The local church provides the most significant arena through which disciple-making occurs. Hundreds and hundreds of congregations with clarity of mission add up to a missionary movement. Hundreds and hundreds of congregations equipping and sending disciples into the world add up to a missionary movement. Hundreds and hundreds of congregations contagious with God’s love, Christ’s hospitality and the Holy Spirit’s power add up to a missionary movement. But congregations are the means, not the end. We must never lose sight of the ultimate goal. The ultimate goal is for every person in West Ohio to know the extravagant, abundant, saving and life-giving Good News revealed in Jesus Christ.

This weekend, as we gather for our 33rd session, we take another step in our common journey to discern and live into God’s vision for the West Ohio Conference. In February of 2001, I invited 140 conference leaders to join me in a visioning retreat called “Together A Vision.”  That retreat was designed to begin the process of developing a shared vision of disciple-making for the West Ohio Conference. Last June, we gathered here at Lakeside to “conference” about God’s emerging vision. Over the past year, hundreds of leaders from across the conference engaged in the visioning process in a variety of settings. Some of you served on one of six vision task forces charged with prayerfully reflecting on the specific vision elements suggested in last year’s Episcopal Address. Some of you served as members of conference committees or agencies. Many of you are carrying the vision forward as members of district strategy teams. Nearly all of you are lifting up the vision in your local congregations. I thank you and I thank God that you opened yourselves to be channels of God’s Vision.

In February of this year, I again invited over 200 conference leaders to join me in an event we called an Ingathering of God’s Vision. We came together to “gather-in” the various elements of God’s vision breaking forth across the conference. We gathered to pray, to discuss, to test and to discern what specific plans will best help the congregations in West Ohio become a mighty movement of Jesus’ disciples transforming the world. Much of my address today I shared at the Ingathering Retreat.

STATE OF THE CONFERENCE

For several weeks, I have been searching for a metaphor or an image to describe the state of the West Ohio Conference at this critical juncture – a year and one half into our efforts to live into the vision God is giving us. At my youngest son’s college commencement ceremony two Sundays ago, the commencement speaker, Rev. Craig Lewis, the African-American senior pastor of the predominantly Scandinavian Central Lutheran Church in downtown Minneapolis, gave me the image I sought. God is so good!

Speaking about the world the graduates would soon enter, Rev. Lewis said, “We stand at the edge of success and the brink of disaster. It is difficult to distinguish between these, especially when they are in the same location.”  It is not my intention to be melodramatic. But, the West Ohio Conference also stands at the edge of success and the brink of disaster in the West Ohio Conference.

First, let me speak about the edge of success. The vision is alive!  The vision is alive in each of you. The people and the churches across this conference are running with the vision of making disciples of Jesus Christ. As I traveled across the fourteen districts this year, it became apparent to me that our conference structures need to play catch-up to many of our congregations. They have already embraced the vision of becoming centers of radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming experiences and risk-taking mission, service and justice.

We are on the edge of success. There is a shared mission and common vocabulary emerging in the conference. From one end of the conference to the other, I now hear congregations and congregational leaders claiming their mission of making disciples of Jesus and aligning their programs, structures, and ministries to reflect Jesus’ pattern of disciple-making.

We are on the edge of success. There is a new spirit of connectionalism emerging in the conference. Pastors are mentoring one another. Churches are exploring ways to share ministry, develop regional ministries and share staff. District superintendents are networking churches to other vital, teaching congregations. Churches are merging in order to focus scarce resources on critical missional opportunities.

We are on the edge of success. New ministries and new congregations are being planted all across the conference. A satellite congregation of Stillwater United Methodist Church in the Dayton North District has been planted in a Dayton YMCA. A new Ghanan United Methodist Church has been chartered in Columbus. A new congregation in Marion is targeting the staff, prisoners and community surrounding the Marion Correctional Institution. Two new Korean-American congregations will be launched in July – one in Toledo and one on the Ohio State University campus.

We are on the edge of success. Many congregations are addressing the issue of worship. New worship services are being added. Other congregations are striving to make their current services more attractive, more expressive, more passionate.

We are on the edge of success. Congregations are boldly and intentionally inviting their members into risk-taking service, mission and justice ministries. Alger First United Methodist Church, a congregation of 100-plus members, has contributed $1,000,000 to advance specials over the last twenty-five years. Crosspoint United Methodist Church in the Dayton North District has purchased the entire shopping mall in which they worship and begun a number of minority-owned businesses.

We are on the edge of success. Leaders are being trained. New opportunities such as Alpha, Witness, Faith Quest, Companions in Christ, and Christian Believer are taking their place alongside Disciple Bible Study and Emmaus in equipping leaders for effective discipleship. Clergy and lay teams are being equipped to be transformational leaders in Church by Size Seminars, the Congregational Health Adventure program and the New Church Pastors Academy.

We are on the edge of success. There is a renewed interest in seeking God and providing spiritual growth opportunities. In November, approximately 250 pastors and lay staff came together in the wake of September 11th for prayer, story-telling, mutual support and rest. This day apart, I pray, is a harbinger of many other opportunities to come apart to remember whose we are, to seek the face of God and to grow in community. The proposed Retreat and Learning Center will become an important resource in these efforts. 
It is with a grateful and joy-filled heart that I stand before you today and declare the vision has set a deep taproot into the rich soil of West Ohio United Methodism!

Yet, disaster awaits us if we succumb to the anxiety, tension, and resistance inherent in transformation. With the winds of change blowing across the conference, there is significant fear of change and increased conflict. I see it in your faces and in my mail. Do you know what I am talking about?  There is some fear of unintended consequences. What happens if or when a positive change leads to an unintended, but negative, consequence?  There is fear among some lay and clergy leaders that they may not have the tools or energy to lead a congregation toward growth and vitality. There is fear in many churches that change may sweep away their traditions and their sense of community. 
Dear friends, you are not alone. I confess to you today my own fears related to leading this conference toward God’s vision. I am not surprised by a certain level of anxiety. It is natural. Only a return to the status quo or a decision to deny Christ’s resurrection promise and power can relieve or mask this fear and anxiety. I continue to hold fast to God’s repeated command and promise – “Have no fear, for I am with you!”

Disaster awaits us if we fall into old patterns of mandating the vision by conference action or hierarchical programming. The Annual Conference must assume a servant leadership role, coming alongside of the congregational and district initiatives to bless and support. We must continue on the path of becoming a more organic, less institutional and bureaucratic organization. All branches of United Methodism began as evangelical missionary movements. Our future lies in embracing once again our movement’s original connectional genius and purpose. This means fewer, more clearly focused conference programs and initiatives that fan the embers of missional vitality already glowing in local congregations and districts.

Disaster awaits us if we do not constantly work to be fully inclusive of the great and rich diversity of our movement. I continue to hear and witness the brokenness of our personal and institutional racism and exclusivity. As we move toward more organic models of connectedness, we must not abandon our commitment to set a place for all at Christ’s table. Our vision of every congregation being a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center of making disciples is large enough for all. This is not a narrow or exclusive vision.

Disaster awaits us if we fail to surrender completely our self-interest, our self-centeredness, and our selfishness to the will of God and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Friends, this is not my vision. This is not our vision. This is God’s vision for us. We need to continue our intense and intentional discernment of God’s voice. We will need to filter out the competing voices calling for our attention and resources, lest we miss the way and will to which God is trying to lead us. We must become, as Henri Nouwen wrote, “all ear for God.”  Where is God leading us?  What opportunities loom before us?  How do we give expression to the vision?  How do we avoid domesticating the vision?  Where do we need to cast out fear?  Where do we need to step out in faith?  Where do we need to let go of our resistances and die to ourselves that we might be resurrected in Christ?

Finally, disaster awaits us if we fail to maintain a steady course with each of the six interactive pathways that will create the comprehensive approach we need to achieve our preferred future. Allow me to remind us why each of these areas is such a vital part of the whole.

DEVELOPING SPIRITUAL LEADERS

You have heard me say many times that the development of effective lay and clergy leaders will be the engine that drives our vision. It will be impossible to achieve healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking congregations that implement Jesus’ disciple-making process and serve as the redemptive centers of our respective communities unless we have transformational leaders to lead our congregations.

We need to do a better job of recruitment. We need to partner with our seminaries. We need to do better coaching and supervising. We need to develop supportive community among clergy. We need to improve skills. We need to be more creative and flexible in our appointment-making. But ultimately we need to grow in our love and obedience to God. Ultimately this is a spiritual issue.

Lovett Weems in his book, Leadership in the Wesleyan Spirit, reminds us that “no faithful Christian witness is possible apart from a lively and ongoing experience of God’s presence in our lives. It is from this communion with God’s Spirit that our spirits find direction, purpose, power and resilience.”  (page 226). On many occasions, John Wesley clearly reminded listeners of the purpose for each who is called or aspires to lead. In his sermon, The Circumcision of the Heart, he said:  “Have no end, no ultimate end, but God. Desire not to live but to praise God’s name:  let all your thoughts, words and works tend to God’s glory. Set your heart firm on God, and on other things only as they are in and from God.”

Christian leadership has to do not with our need for fulfillment, but rather with God’s need for vehicles to affect God’s redemption in the world. Clear and focused leadership by clergy and laity is as essential today as in the first century of the Christian movement. The merits of a Great Commission Leadership Academy, or an Academy for Lay Missioners, or a network of Teaching Churches, or a Retreat and Learning Center must ultimately be judged against a singular criteria – will they generate or strengthen leaders who are in communion with God’s Spirit and able to effectively serve as vehicles to effect God’s redemption in the world.

ALIGNING RESOURCES
One of the joys of my recent visit to the North Katanga Conference of The United Methodist Church in the Democratic Republic of the Congo was to witness the systems alignment Bishop Ntambo has brought to that conference. Now, I never heard him use the phrase “systems alignment.”  I’m not sure he would even understand this western management concept. Whether he has studied the concept or not doesn’t matter. What was evident is that every ministry project, every congregation, every pastor, every lay leader was aligned to achieve one aim – the transformation of the people and their environment. Thus, the Conference cow herd provided jobs for those who needed work, who in turn gained the knowledge of how to raise cattle which they could take back to their home villages. At the same time the herd provided much needed protein for feeding the abandoned street children, who then became strong enough to hear and experience the saving power of Jesus and to attend the church sponsored schools. All things work together for one aim – a seamless garment of transformation of the person and of society. What a joy to behold!

Every effective organization needs such alignment in order to thrive and make a difference. Focus or aim is meaningless if we do not bring our human, financial and spiritual gifts into alignment with that aim. We must not back away from the challenge of re-aligning our conference, district and local church resources to fulfill the vision. There is no greater “drag” on our vision than skepticism by our members that we do not have the will to continue these alignments.

NEW MINISTRY STARTS

Much of the work to identify and start new congregations and new ministries is coming out of the fourteen district strategy committees. This is as it should be. The Discipline clearly names the district superintendent and district as those who have primary responsibility for starting new ministries.

Following the people as they moved, and starting new ministries among the people where they lived was the principle missional strategy of the Methodist movement in this country. Bishops Asbury and Otterbein, and other early leaders of the movement were determined to go to where the people were living. Asbury’s mapping of circuits always reflected potential rather than actual membership. For decades, we have been sending our best leadership to established churches with established membership rolls. What would it look like to re-capture the original missional strategy of our movement and send our best leadership to the people who are in most need of a ministry of love, salvation and service. Starting new churches and new ministries where the people are in greatest need is not only our Lord’s Commission; it is essential to the vitality of the West Ohio Conference.
FUNDING THE VISION
Much of what we need to do will cost money. Significant energy has been invested in developing various proposals for financial resource development within the conference – a new apportionment formula, a Great Commission Fund Drive, the Great Commission Investment and Loan Fund, and a Church Builders Club. These are essential ingredients in moving forward.

But there is a more fundamental issue that needs to be addressed. I have been among you long enough now to know that we do not have a fund raising issue (although certainly we can learn how to do this better); we have a stewardship issue. This is a spiritual issue. How do we help our people discover the fundamental truth of discipleship?  We are called to offer our entire lives – our time, our energy, our gifts, our financial resources for the sake of the Kingdom’s reign on earth as in heaven. We are called to share in the drama of Christ’s death and resurrection – to give our lives away in grateful acknowledgement of the grace we have received so that others might be saved, so that others might have abundant life. 
When did giving become an obligation rather than a joy?  When did giving become related to budgets rather than mission?  When did giving to the church bureaucracy become a substitute for giving to God?  When did we start forgetting that all we have is God’s and we just have the temporary privilege of managing and distributing God’s resources. When did we succumb to the attractive, yet ultimately death-dealing notion, that mission follows money?  It never has, and it never will in any enterprise that is born of faith in a living God. Mission always precedes money. The 33 largest congregations in this conference have investment funds of nearly 50 million dollars. Many of our medium and smaller congregations have squirreled away “rainy day” funds. When did we start building barns and hoarding God’s good gifts rather than trusting God to provide in every moment, in every life circumstance?  It is time to embrace the challenges we face in meeting our connectional obligations and funding the vision. This is the moment to teach our people about the spiritual power that will be unleashed if we surrender all to Christ.

STRENGTHENING THE CONNECTION

Last evening we approved a covenant partnership with the North Katanga Conference. We have similar, less formal connections to the Methodist missionary movement in Mexico and Russia. I affirm these new and strengthened partnerships, in large part because they bring us face-to-face with the poor and the children trapped in poverty.

Tomorrow morning, during our worship celebration, I am expecting a miracle as God moves this great conference to pour out God’s extravagant and abundant grace in the form of our Hope for the Children of Africa offering. The children of Africa are dying of hunger and neglect. In Zimbabwe, a country of 12 million – the same as Ohio’s population – one fourth (25%) of the population are orphaned children – orphaned by war, poverty, AIDS. Look around you, and imagine every fourth person as an orphaned child. By 2010, population experts expect the number of orphaned children to be 40% to 50% of the population. This story is repeated throughout Africa. Our offering will go to build orphanages, schools, nutrition centers and health clinics in each of the eleven United Methodist Conferences in Africa. Our offering will go to save the children of Africa.

I asked each of you to bring $150 for this offering. I want to thank you in advance for being part of this miracle of hope. I know many of you have brought more than $150. I know some of you were not able to bring $150. But, I do know that through the mystery of God’s economy – an economy that we don’t control and that we cannot deny – we will experience a miracle. If you are a guest at this conference, or did not receive notice of this offering, it is not too late to join the fun. All are invited to this offering – this table of grace – with whatever amount you are able to give.

Even, as we prepare for this great expression of connectionalism, I am equally concerned that a renewed spirit of connectionalism emerge in West Ohio. Connectionalism has become synonymous with apportionments, a Columbus-based bureaucracy, and appointments. The result is that too many congregations and pastors have become fearful and isolated. We have developed our own unique form of congregational cocooning.

Richard Richey, in a book titled Vital Connectionalsim, raises some interesting questions about our United Methodist connection. “Will United Methodism be at home in its buildings, under corporate management, controlled by pastors?”  he asks. “Will programming come only from one center, hemmed in by bureaucratic procedure, preoccupied with accountability?  Or will Methodism re-enter the homes of its people, and more important, the people who need to hear its message?  Will it move out of its buildings into its neighborhoods?  Will it become again too dynamic, lay-centered, and cooperative to be cooped up within a congregation?  Will it reclaim a vision of church that is missional, flexible, expansive, and decentralized?”

The church in West Ohio desperately needs the connectional spirit of our early movement days when we were connected, not by structure, but by a common, compelling witness and mission. Thankfully, there is much evidence of such a connectional spirit beginning to emerge in West Ohio. We have already experienced such here at Lakeside this weekend.

REVITALIZING EXISTING CONGREGATIONS

The heart of our vision is that every congregation in West Ohio be a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center of making and equipping disciples of Jesus. Thus, our best and most concerted efforts need to stay focused on the revitalization of our existing congregations. Even as new ministries are being initiated, and many of our existing congregations are experiencing renewed vitality, we still have a long way to go. I continue to hear excuses for local congregations that are not contributing to our disciple-making mission. I continue to see congregations trapped in the rut of survival, rather than freed for mission to the world. I continue to learn of congregations with no discipling ministry for youth, no Sunday school or after-school ministry for children, no strategy to reach our 20-year-olds. I have no greater burden than my concern for our children and youth who do not know Christ.

We need to renew our efforts to assist every congregation to discover and embrace Jesus’ four-fold pattern of leading persons into a saving, healing and empowering relationship with the living God. We need to assist every congregation to intentionally address all four elements of the disciple-making process:

A. Radical hospitality,

B. Passionate worship,

C. Faith-forming relationships, experiences and education, and

D. Risk-taking service, mission and justice ministries.

“So, just what is a Christian disciple?”  “What does a disciple of Jesus Christ look like or act like?”  These are some of the questions I am most frequently asked.

There is no easy or simple answer. Each of us is a unique individual, created in God’s image. Our relationship with Jesus Christ is, therefore, unique. We have been given different gifts and graces, yet from the same Spirit. Our fruits are unique. Jesus, the gospel writers, and the authors of the epistles name many different characteristics, attributes and fruits of those who follow Jesus.

But, as I study the New Testament, I believe there are four essential elements of Christian discipleship. Peter, writing to the members of churches in Asia Minor, speaks of these four elements. I am reading from I Peter, chapter four, as paraphrased by Eugene Peterson in The Message.

“Stay wide-awake in prayer. Most of all, love each other as if your life depended on it. Love makes up for practically everything. Be quick to give a meal to the hungry, a bed to the homeless – cheerfully. Serve others with the gifts God gave you, passing them around so all get in on it:  if words, let it be God’s words; if help, let it be God’s hearty help. That way God may be glorified in all things through Jesus Christ. To God belongs the glory and power forever and ever.”  (I Peter 4:7b – 11)

Disciples of Jesus are persons of wide-awake prayer. They practice the presence of God. They practice a radical attentiveness to God. Their ears are inclined to God’s heart; they seek to have their very breath in rhythm with God’s heart – in rhythm with God’s desire for them. They abide in Christ, even as Christ abides in them.

Disciples of Jesus are persons of life-giving love. They love others as if their lives depended on it. They love others because they know other’s lives do depend on their love. They know that love is the greatest of all the gifts of the Spirit. They love God and neighbor. They know all of God’s children in every land and of every race are neighbors to be loved. They know that loving God brings them closer to God’s children. They know that loving their neighbors brings them face-to-face with God. They understand that love in not an emotion – it is the daily decision to seek dignity, peace and justice for all persons, even those who are difficult to love, or hate us, or who want to make them their enemies.

Disciples of Jesus are persons of gift-sharing service. They serve others with whatever gifts God has given them. They know they have been gifted by God beyond anything they could ever earn or deserve. They know that the gifts they have been given are intended for building up of the Body of Christ. They are generous. They practice radical hospitality. They carry around a basin and towel wherever they go. They embrace Jesus’ example of dying to self that others might have abundant life. They are blessed to be the last. Their blessing flows from being a blessing to others.

Disciples of Jesus are persons of Christ-bearing witness. They bear witness to God in all that they do and with all that they are. They do not call attention to themselves. They have surrendered their lives wholly to God. They live only for God. They order their lives in a way that respects the rhythms and sacredness of God’s creation. They have the mystic’s eyes to see God’s bright presence in everything and in everyone. Christ shines through them. They are bearers of Christ. They are pregnant with Christ. They carry Christ to a hurting world. They are evangels of Good News.

We are in the business of making disciples of Jesus. Disciples who bear fruit. Disciples who practice:

· wide-awake prayer;

· life-giving love;

· gift-sharing service; and

· Christ-bearing witness.
This is a life-long process of growing in faith, of sanctification, of being ever more shaped and formed in the image of Christ. It is not static. It is never done. As John Wesley said, it is a life-long journey of seeking to “have no end, no ultimate end, but God.”

CONCLUSION

Last year in my Episcopal Address, I invited you to explore the story of blind Bartimaeus to illustrate how Jesus went about making disciples. This morning, I close by inviting you to hear another story from Mark’s Gospel – the story of Jesus healing a paralytic.

When he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at home. So many gathered around that there was no longer room for them, not even in front of the door; and he was speaking the word to them. Then some people came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. And when they could not bring him to Jesus because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and after having dug through it, they let down the mat on which the paralytic lay. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”  Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, “Why does this fellow speak in this way?  It is blasphemy!  Who can forgive sins but God alone?”  At once Jesus perceived in his spirit that they were discussing these questions among themselves; and he said to them, “Why do you raise such questions in your hearts?  Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat and walk’?  But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” – he said to the paralytic—“I say to you, stand up, take your mat and go to your home.”  And he stood up, and immediately took the mat and went out before all of them; so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!”

Did you notice that the paralyzed man never personally expressed confidence or faith in Jesus?  The paralytic’s four friends resorted to drastic and dramatic means to get their friend to Jesus. The paralytic’s friends did the sweating and grunting and heavy lifting to get their friend in front of Jesus. They carried him with their good legs. They dug a hole in the roof of the house so they could lower him into Jesus’ presence. They demonstrated great imagination, great faith. It is this faith – the faith of the four men – that Jesus responded to. He saw their faith, their efforts, their imagination and said to the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven. Pick up your mat and walk.”  The paralytic’s friends were “faithing” on behalf of the paralyzed man. That’s right, “faith-ing” is a word. Let me spell it. The paralytic’s friends understood that faith is a verb, not a “thing” that you either have or don’t have.

We are called to this same kind of “faithing” behavior. We are called to lead our congregations to use their good legs – their faith in Jesus – to ensure that every woman, man, youth and child in West Ohio is carried to Jesus. We are called to have the kind of faith that digs holes in roofs.

I have been wondering if we shouldn’t change our Conference’s mission statement to read:  “We are the Conference with great legs.”  If we do so, we can all wear shorts to our next conference session. Or perhaps we should change our mission statement to read:  “We are the Conference that removes all obstacles so people can get close to Jesus.”  Or how about this one:  “We are the Conference that digs holes in roofs.”

What do you think?  Does our vision have good legs?  That is why we have gathered here at Lakeside. We have come to seek the legs upon which to carry people to Christ. We have come to build the legs upon which to carry people to Christ. May it be so!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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