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INTRODUCTION

The Lord be with you!  (And also with you.)

Grace and peace to you from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ, our hope and our salvation.

As I look out across this great auditorium and thank God for the diversity, creativity and faithfulness of the gathered leadership of the West Ohio Conference, I am reminded of Saint Augustine’s comments on the anniversary of his consecration as a bishop.

“For you, I am a bishop; but with you, I am a Christian. The first is an office accepted; the second a grace received. One a danger; the other a safety.

We are tossed, it is true, as though in a high sea by storms of our toil. But remembering whose blood redeemed us, we come, through the calm of that thought, safely into harbor. And as we labor at this task of ours, our response is in the benefit we all share.

If, then, I am gladder by far to be redeemed with you, than to be placed over you, I shall, as the Lord commanded, be more completely your servant for fear of being ungrateful for the price that was paid to save me that I might be yours.”

This week as we gather for our 34th annual session, we have an opportunity to take yet another step in our common journey to discern and live into God’s vision for the West Ohio Conference. A vision that continues to beckon us toward “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.”

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 – two and one half years into our efforts to live into God’s vision for us. At a recent Order of Deacons retreat, a quotation from Dr. Wendy Wright was shared. Dr. Wright is a Roman Catholic theologian, author, college professor and spiritual director. She wrote:  “Discernment is the turning of the sunflower toward the sun.”

The West Ohio Conference is like the sunflower, slowly but relentlessly turning toward the sun. We are, indeed, discerning our way toward God’s vision for us. The evidence of our turning is everywhere. Congregation after congregation is embracing the vision of becoming a center of radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming relationships and risk-taking mission, service and justice. Nine of our fourteen districts have had an increase in professions of faith since 2000. All fourteen of our districts have shown an increase in average worship attendance since 1998. Increasingly, congregations are developing new partnerships and shared ministries that more effectively focus their resources on missional needs. The Cincinnati and Wilmington Districts are cooperating on a new church start. Several congregations in Greene County – five in the Wilmington District and six in the Dayton South District – have come together in a shared staff model designed to enhance their disciple-making efforts.

We are starting dozens of new congregations, new worship services and new faith fellowships. A total of 37 new ministries were started in 2002, six of them new ethnic or multi-racial congregations.

We are aligning our resources to reflect and support our vision. Over 32% of our conference benevolence budget is now allocated to congregational vitality. Another 31% is committed to developing spiritual leadership for our congregations. 
Several new leadership development initiatives have been launched, including the Great Commission Leadership Academy, the Lay Ministry Academy, the Center for Urban Leadership Development and the Metropolitan Leadership Academy. In addition, we will soon be launching the Ministry Matrix, a comprehensive school for church growth and evangelism. (Hold up brochure)  Over time I hope to see 75% of our congregations enroll clergy and lay teams in the Ministry Matrix. Plan now to engage in this life-transforming and ministry transforming experience. 
We are attending to the spiritual life of our clergy. In February, over 250 pastors came together for a “Take A Breath” day apart. Regional days apart for clergy are scheduled for this fall. Nearly all the districts have recently held clergy and clergy spouse retreat days. These are sacred days of coming apart to remember whose we are, to see the face of God and to grow in community.

Although we have much room for stewardship growth, the sunflower is turning toward the sun in our giving to missions. In the fifteen months following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, West Ohio United Methodists contributed over $523,000 to the relief of that disaster. During this quadrennium, we have contributed over $399,000 to Hope for the Children of Africa. During 2002, West Ohio United Methodists, who participated in conference or district sponsored Volunteers in Mission (VIM) experiences, shared over $350,000 for travel, materials and offerings. The Council on Development received nearly $3.5 million dollars in 2002 – the largest year ever. Once again the West Ohio Conference led the North Central Jurisdiction in the largest amount given to the Advance for Christ. And, for the third year in a row, we paid 100% of our World Service apportionments. Indeed, the sunflower is turning toward the sun.

But turning toward the sun creates tension. Anxiety, tension and resistance are inherent in transformation. As we turn more fully into the Light of Christ, there is significant fear of change and increased conflict. I see it in your faces and in my mail. I hear it in my private conversations with pastors and lay leadership. I even hear it at the Cabinet table.

This anxiety and tension runs along a continuum with one pole being “we are moving too fast” and the other pole being “we are moving too slow.”  On the one hand I often get mail like a recent letter from one of our pastors who said, “Bishop, don’t slow down and don’t lose your focus. Keep moving us toward God’s vision. I am with you all the way.”  On the other hand, I often hear comments like the one from a member of one of our churches who told her pastor, “You are desecrating our church by talking about the future.”

On the one hand, we are a conference ready to go further. Like the flexible sunflower we want to turn even further toward the sun. On the other hand, we are a conference that does not want to go further. Like the mighty oak tree, our elaborate root systems keep us fixed in one place.

On the one hand, we feel like all the talk about clergy becoming transformation leaders has raised expectations too high, creating additional fear, anger or low morale. On the other hand, many rejoice that they are finally being released and encouraged to lead their congregations toward the future.

On the one hand, we are a conference that feels we have too much on our plate – too many new initiatives, too many new training opportunities, too many offerings, too many suggestions from the Bishop. On the other hand, we are a conference asking for more information, more direction, more training, more leadership from the Bishop. 
Last year in my Episcopal Address, I told you to expect these tensions. Were you not listening?  Transformation means change. Change creates tension. Tension, if not acknowledged and managed redemptively, can lead to conflict. My greatest anxiety these days is how to lead this great Conference in our journey of turning toward the sun so that we maintain, on the one hand, focus and velocity, and on the other hand unity and community.

We need to continue our intense and intentional discernment of God’s voice. We need to constantly filter out the competing voices calling for our attention and resources, lest we miss the way God is leading us. We need to clearly and unequivocally communicate that we are invited by God to change, not for the sake of change, but for the sake of Christ’s mission. It is our United Methodist heritage to focus on the mission and make all necessary changes – all necessary changes – to honor and advance the mission.

We must become, as Henri Nouwen wrote, “all ear for God.”  We must have discerning, prayerful hearts that are constantly turning toward the sun. We must strive to give expression to our vision. We must avoid domesticating the vision. We must cast the fear out of our system. We must step out in faith. We must surrender our resistances and die to our self-centeredness and self-interest that we might be resurrected in Christ. We must hold fast to God’s repeated command and promise – “Have no fear, for I am with you.”

I currently see three critical issues that need our attention if the West Ohio Conference is to continue to turn toward the sun and make the necessary changes to honor and advance Christ’s mission. Allow me to briefly comment on each of these issues. I have titled them:  

(1) What are United Methodist People For?,

(2) Begging for the Privilege of Sharing, and 

(3) Serve the People Or Preserve the Church.

WHAT ARE UNITED METHODIST PEOPLE FOR?

I recently had a conversation with a district superintendent who pointed out that all too often when we articulate our vision of each congregation becoming a center for making and equipping disciples for the purpose of transforming the world, we forget or diminish or lose the last phrase “for the purpose of transforming the world.”  I agree!  As more and more of our congregations improve their disciple-making systems, it is critical that we remember disciples are formed and equipped for a purpose. Christ’s disciples are saved, 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” – that is, 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. We are to risk our lives, our fortunes, in mission, service and justice.

On this 300th anniversary year of John Wesley’s birth, it is an appropriate time to pause and ask the fundamental question:  “What are United Methodist people for?”

There was a time when Methodists could be recognized very easily. From the beginning of our great movement, Methodists were never easy to hide. Like our father in the faith, Methodists were interested in such simple things as saving faith, the practical ways to keep faith alive, and a living out of that faith in every aspect of daily life, both private and public. Methodist life was marked by a deep and authentic personal piety that led to a broad and uncompromising social involvement. And, I emphasize for a broad, not narrow, single-issue involvement. Methodists were known for their prayers and their commitment to the poor and disenfranchised.

The conviction ran deep that, because of personal commitment and the power of God at work in a person’s life, Methodist Christians were to be different. Their goals and priorities were not determined by the culture, or even by the church, but by a daily companionship with Christ. The love of God and neighbor led them to stand against all that was destructive of humankind. The consistent stand against injustice and the untiring efforts to create laws and institutions that brought healing, help and hope to all people, set the Methodists apart.

The early Methodists were trained to see the needy and they were taught how to respond. It was the expected way of life for a Methodist. To become a part of this movement was to throw one’s life with almost reckless abandon into the battle for justice and equal opportunity for all of God’s children. Where and when did we lose our distinctive flavor?

John Wesley in writing on “The Character of a Methodist’ (Vol. 8, pp 341-46) responded to the question, “What then is the mark?  Who is a Methodist, according to your own account?”  (Remember Wesley wrote in a time that was not sensitive to inclusive language). Wesley wrote:  “I answer:  A Methodist is one who has ‘the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost given unto him; one who loves the Lord God with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his mind, and with all his strength. God is the joy of his heart; and the desire of his soul.’”

Wesley continues by writing, “And while a Methodist always exercises his love to God, by praying without ceasing, rejoicing evermore, and in everything giving thanks, this commandment is written in his heart, ‘That he who loveth God, love his neighbor also.’  And he accordingly loves his neighbor as himself; he loves every person as his own soul. His heart is full of love to all mankind, to every child.”

Wesley called these marks of the Methodist primitive Christianity. They were for Wesley the basics of the Christian experience and, therefore, the basics of the Methodist people. They are the basics of Jesus’ model of disciple-making:  

(1) extending the love of God through radical hospitality, 

(2) expressing your love of God through passionate worship,

(3) being formed into the image of Christ through faith-forming relationships and experiences, and 

(4) loving your neighbor and all of humankind through risk-taking mission, service and justice ministries.

The marks of sanctification are not drawing away from the world, becoming more and more inwardly directed and focused. The nature of becoming a disciple of Jesus is to be made “perfect” in love for God and others. This on-going conversion process is to continuously turn toward God and neighbor. Sanctification is marked by an unrestrained love for God and unrestrained caring for people. Sanctification is identified with the poor. Sanctification is living life in constant harmony, constant communion with God and in constant harmony with God’s purpose for all humankind.

The United Methodist Church and the society in which we minister is changing radically and rapidly. We see the signs of these changes all around us. People are less committed to denominations. Hierarchical structures of management and decision-making are melting away. Generational preferences in worship styles, giving patterns, and volunteerism are emerging with increasing distinctiveness. There is more interest in hands-on ministry and seeing exactly “where my money goes.”  The Church continues to lose influence in the world, especially with the leaders of business and government.

But for me, the most disturbing trend is the church turning inward. Increasingly, we are focusing on ourselves and not the aliens, widows, orphans and poor in our midst. The Church is retreating from the justice issues of our age. We are driving a wedge between love of God and love of neighbor. We are content to separate vital piety and social holiness. We are eager to practice radical hospitality as long as it doesn’t mean we must truly and fully open our hearts, our minds and our doors to all people. We are eager to be in mission and justice ministries as long as it does not involve any personal risk-taking.

What are United Methodist people for?  We are for spreading scriptural holiness across the lands. We are for seeing the face of Christ in every needy person in the world (read Matthew 25 again). We are for loving God with all our hearts, minds, souls and strength. We are for generating a consuming passion for the poor, the needy, the prisoner, the sick, the disenfranchised, the forgotten, the least, and the lost. We are for holding together – as a seamless garment – vital piety and social holiness. We are for proclaiming Christ as personal Lord and Savior. We are for declaring that Jesus is interested in more than our hearts – that starving babies, and forgotten prisoners, and neglected old people and wandering homeless are Jesus’ true bias. We are for the new heaven and the new earth. We are for wiping away every tear. We are for making all things new. We are intended for a moment such as this. We are for awakening the world from its blindness. We are for rousing the world from its slumber. We are for calling the world to faithfully follow Jesus Christ.

BEGGING FOR THE PRIVILEGE OF SHARING

“We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been granted to the churches of Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints.”

II Corinthians 8:1-4

I am praying for the Holy Spirit to move West Ohio United Methodists to respond in the same way the churches of Macedonia did in the 1st century. When presented with an opportunity for ministry, they “begged for the privilege of sharing.”

Can you imagine that – pleading for the privilege to share one’s resources?  Can you imagine the atmosphere of abundant joy such an attitude would create in the Church?  Can you imagine the spirit of generosity such an attitude would create in your congregation?  Do you recall the joy we experienced at last year’s annual conference session when we gave over $300,000 in one offering to the Hope for the Children of Africa?  Can you imagine the incredible joy we will experience again tomorrow when we gather in our miracle offering for Russia?  By the way, it is not too late to prepare for this offering. I asked each of you to bring $75 for Russia. I want to thank you in advance for being part of this miracle of hope for the fledgling United Methodist Church in Russia, this year celebrating the 10th anniversary of its rebirth. I know many of you have brought more than $75. I know some of you were not able to bring $75. But, I do know that we will experience another great outpouring of God’s grace. It is not too late to join the fun. All are invited to this offering – this table of abundant grace – with whatever amount you are able to give.

Can you imagine how many additional people could be touched by Christ’s love if, at every opportunity, West Ohio United Methodists were begging for the privilege of helping out in the relief of the poor, the hungry, the imprisoned, the sick?

Paul goes on to explain the generosity of the Macedonians. “This was totally spontaneous, entirely their own idea, and caught us completely off guard. What explains it was that they had first given themselves unreservedly to God and to us. The giving simply flowed out of the purposes of God working in their lives.”  (II Corinthians 8:4, The Message).

There you have it!  The Macedonian churches’ spontaneous generosity was because they had first given themselves unreservedly to God, and they by the power of God, to others. Their giving flowed out of their love for God. They gave themselves to God and from that point on, they couldn’t help but beg for the privilege of giving.

I have come to know and appreciate West Ohio United Methodists to be a generous people. You have demonstrated your generosity time and time again. But we have room for considerable growth when it comes to our stewardship. It does not appear to me that we have yet achieved the spirit or commitment of the Macedonians – we are not yet begging to pay our apportionments?

I have had a couple of startling revelations in the past few months as two different reports converged and captured my attention. The first was a report of our deteriorating annual apportionment giving. The second was the fund drive feasibility report from Panas, Linzy and Partners.

As you will hear tomorrow in the Treasurer’s Report, early this year our apportionment receipts were nearly 8% below our receipts in 2002. We are in our worse cash flow situation since 1996. Our cash reserves dipped to less than $50,000 in April. We are currently giving at a rate of less than 80% of the total amount apportioned. Last in our Jurisdiction and one of the lowest giving percentages in the denomination.

Several factors have contributed to this situation. Local churches have been hit by a falling economy, a hard winter and a significant rise in health insurance costs. Our cash flow was further impacted by our decision to use reserves the past three years to pay our World Service apportionments.

Then came the fund drive feasibility study report that said, among many other things, that “we like our bishop, we embrace the vision of disciple-making, but we don’t like the Conference and we can’t or won’t fund it anymore.”  Now let me hasten to say this is a minority voice. The vast number of our congregations pay 100% of their conference and district apportionments. Nonetheless, this un-Macedonian-like attitude is another factor that contributes to our declining apportionment giving.

The lights started to go on in my mind. My revelation:  I have failed to help you, as conference leaders, and many congregations in the West Ohio Conference understand that funding conference apportionments is funding our vision.

As I mentioned earlier we have realigned our conference benevolence budget so that 32% goes to leadership development and 31% to congregational development. Our many new leadership development initiatives are funded by this apportioned budget. Over 60 new congregations and redevelopment projects are being funded by apportionments. Our research and development work for the Great Commission and Loan Fund and the Fund Drive Feasibility Study were funded by apportionments. Much of our emphasis on strengthening the connection through feeding the poor, responding to disasters, advocating for justice, supporting missionaries is funded by apportionments. Even my salary is paid by your apportionments!

Stan Sutton reminds us in his Treasurer’s Report that “without a vision, the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18) and that “without funding, the vision will perish.”  Dear friends, we will not move forward to live into God’s vision for us if we fund our conference apportionments at 80%. I am not prepared to stop dead in our tracks or roll back our efforts to have every congregation become a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the purpose of transforming the world. I don’t believe you want to roll back our efforts either.

Begging for the privilege to share is a spiritual issue. As Paul clearly reminded us, the Macedonians had first given themselves unreservedly to God. We are called to offer our entire lives – our time, our energy, our talents, our financial resources for the sake of the Kingdom’s reign on earth as it is 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. This means giving ourselves unreservedly to God and to one another. The West Ohio Conference is a covenant community. Apportionments are an expression of covenantal love. I believe God is calling us to this radical dependence, this reckless abandonment, this joyous generosity, this audacious servanthood, this extravagant witness, this unconditional begging for the privilege of sharing.

SERVE THE PEOPLE OR PRESERVE THE CHURCH

In a few minutes, Mr. Jerold Panas, one of the principal partners of Panas, Linzy and Partners, will come to this podium and present his firm’s report on the feasibility of the West Ohio Conference conducting a major fund drive for the purpose of congregational development and leadership development. What you will hear, in part, is that there are, in fact, individuals and congregations begging for the privilege of giving.

The feasibility study indicates there is great support for a fund drive, particularly if significant funds are spent on the recruitment, training and retention of clergy and lay leadership. Leadership development is the theme of the feasibility study report!

In my Episcopal Address to the 2001 Annual Conference session, I made the audacious recommendation that we commit at least $100 million dollars over the next six to eight years toward funding our emerging vision. As you recall, most of the vision elements I identified are in the areas of developing spiritual leaders, starting new churches and ministries and revitalizing existing congregations.

I am delighted we appear ready as an Annual Conference to take this bold step of faith to fund what God is calling us to do. I commend the feasibility report and recommendations to you with my full support and my pledge that I will work tirelessly to help us achieve our goals. 
However, I will need your assistance. If you approve the proposal before you today, the first phase of the fund drive, which will begin immediately, is the identification and cultivation of individuals and families who can contribute significant gifts. I will be asking you to provide your local church membership lists to your district superintendent so we can begin the identification process. We will be utilizing the services of a firm that specializes in screening and qualifying major donors for colleges, universities, churches and other non-profit organizations. This is a highly confidential process. It is clear to me that we can achieve our goal of $100 million, but only if I can visit personally with major donors. This fund drive will rise or fall on this first and critical phase. I encourage – I beg your cooperation. Let us not stand in the way of anyone who may be begging for the privilege of sharing.

As we launch this fund drive, I offer only one caution. Let us not forget why we are going forth to raise $100 million dollars. Toward the conclusion of one of our Fund Drive Steering Committee meetings, a clergy member of the committee spoke up and said, “We are not here to preserve the church or the conference; we are here to serve the people of West Ohio. We are here to do the work of Christ.”

Dear friends, this proposed fund drive is not about preserving the Church, or saving the Conference, or propping up an institution. This fund drive is about preparing the congregations of the West Ohio Conference to more effectively spread scriptural holiness across the lands, to serve God’s people and to seek justice for all. This fund drive is about making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the purpose of transforming the world. This fund drive is about equipping United Methodist people to do what we have been called by God to do.

This fund drive will plant new churches – but, for the purpose of reaching and discipling the next generation. This fund drive will recruit, train and retool pastors and laity as transformational leaders – but, for the purpose of leading churches in the core process of disciple-making. This fund drive will enable existing churches to add family life centers, or staff for growth, or add a satellite congregation – but, for the purpose of expanding their witness and outreach.

Congregational development and leader development go hand in hand. This relationship was clearly articulated by one of the feasibility study interviewees who said, “Why start new churches unless we have leaders to send to them?”  You have heard me repeatedly say that the development of effective lay and clergy leaders will be the engine that drives our vision. It is impossible to achieve healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking congregations that implement Jesus’ disciple-making process and serve as redemptive centers of their respective communities unless we have transformational leaders to lead our churches.

Many of our congregations are facing four very critical issues. The first is knowing our mission. Our mission is making disciples of Jesus who are called and equipped to help transform the world. But, in too many places the mission has become maintaining buildings, supporting pastors and caring for the insiders. We need transformational leaders – clergy and lay – who are bold to lift up the mission of Jesus.

The second issue is clarity of vision. What is God’s preferred future for your church?  How is God calling you to live out Christ’s mission in your community context?  Every congregation in West Ohio was born of vision – a vision that compelled and propelled the congregation to fulfill its mission. But, in too many places the vision has faded or been replaced with traditionalism and a focus on the congregation’s preferences, rather than God’s purposes. We need transformational leaders – clergy and lay – who have the skills to help congregations re-vision God’s preferred future.

The third issue is a functioning discipleship system. The disciple-making process is by definition a transformational process. We grow in faith, obedience, stewardship and dependence on God. We grow in knowledge of Jesus’ ways. We grow in our ability and willingness to serve and sacrifice. This means change. This is sanctification. This is going on to perfection. But, in too many churches there is no discipling process in place. We have settled into hand-holding operations that reinforce the corporate and personal immaturity of the church. We need transformational leaders – clergy and lay – who have the skills to develop mature and maturing Christians.

The fourth issue is spiritual commitment. The spiritual journey is ultimately about praying for, seeking after and allowing the Spirit of God to form us or shape us into the image of Christ for the sake of the world. It is about surrender to Christ’s spirit. It is about offering one’s total being, gifts and resources to God. As John Wesley wrote, it is is about “setting your heart firmly on God, and on other things only as they are in and from God.”  We need transformational leaders – clergy and lay – who are spiritual leaders. Leaders who have no ultimate end but God. Leaders who model devotion to God and a role of life centered in Christ. Leaders who desire not to live but to praise God’s name. Leaders who can and will teach others to seek after Christ. Leaders who are discerning in prayer and action. Leaders who are relentlessly turning toward the sun.

This is what the proposed fund drive is about. It is to prepare us, position us, perfect us in being a Church that is in the business of serving God’s people, not preserving our institutional legacy.

CONCLUSION

Years ago, I directed a summer camp in North Dakota. It was not unusual to have birds fly through the front door of the large tabernacle at the camp and lodge themselves high in the chancel area by windows that could not be opened. The first time this happened I tried everything to chase the bird out of the sanctuary. Nothing worked. I resigned myself to the inevitable – waiting for the bird to become so weak it would fall to the ground. That night the caretaker at the camp came to me and said he had consulted the Audubon Society. It seems that birds are phototropic, that is, they always fly toward the light. The way to get them out of a building is to wait until shadows fall. Shine a bright light where you want them to be. Then, stir them up, and they will “go toward the light.”  I tried it and it worked. Birds are attracted to light. And so are most people. Where else are we to go?

Dear and beloved members of the West Ohio Conference, I conclude with this charge. Always go toward the Light. Always go to Jesus. He is the way, the truth and the life. Always go toward the Bread of Heaven. In every moment of discernment during this conference session, always turn toward the sun. In every decision-making opportunity during this conference session, always go toward the Light. In every public and private moment of your life, always go to Jesus. Are you ready to go toward the Light?  Are you ready to turn toward the sun?  May it be so!  Amen!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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