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INTRODUCTION

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

Grace to you and peace from God, our Creator, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who often said to those who followed him:  “Let anyone with ears hear and anyone with eyes see.”

It is a joy to look out across this auditorium and behold the gathered leadership of the West Ohio Annual Conference. I have been looking forward to this conference session for several months. 2004 marks the 35th session of the West Ohio Conference of The United Methodist Church. However, this is the 193rd conference session within the territory covered by this Conference and the 207th year of a Methodist presence within our boundaries. It is a personal privilege to address you as we continue this rich legacy of holy conferencing.
This conference session also marks the end of my first quadrennium as your bishop. It has been a privilege to be your servant leader and share with you in Christ’s ministry these past four years. Char joins me in thanking you for the hospitality, support and care you continue to extend to us. We look forward to another quadrennium in the great Ohio West Area so that we can continue the work God has called us to do together.

I begin with Paul’s salutation contained in his first letter to the Corinthian Church. I quote from Paul, but speak from my heart:

Every time I think of you – and I think of you often – I thank God for your lives of free and open access to God, given by Jesus. There is no end to what has happened to you – it’s beyond speech, beyond knowledge. The evidence of Christ has been clearly verified in your lives. (I Corinthians 1:4-6, The Message)

Indeed, the evidence of Christ has been clearly verified in each of your lives and in each of our congregations. Daily, I hear or witness how you are leading our congregations to become “healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking centers for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the purpose of transforming the world.”  We are becoming a Conference in which our vision is increasingly a team vision. A vision in which no single person is the only expert. A vision that is taking root in every size congregation and in every district.
Daily, my eyes are opened to congregations practicing radical hospitality to all of God’s beloved children. We are becoming a Conference in which we are increasingly reaching out beyond our intimate circle of friends and fellow congregants. We are developing open eyes for the stranger in our midst, the forgotten, the forsaken.

Daily, my ears are opened to stories of pastors and lay speakers leading God’s people in passionate worship. We are becoming a Conference in which our worship services are increasingly attracting more persons to encounter the Living God and the healing grace of Jesus.
Daily, I see growing evidence of God’s daughters and sons being shaped in the image of Christ through faith-forming relationships, study groups and retreat experiences. We are becoming a Conference in which persons want to increasingly walk with Jesus above all else. Where clergy and laity increasingly yearn for a wellspring of joy, meaning and ministry focus that dominates every day of the week and every minute of the day.
Daily, I learn of congregations entering risk-taking service, mission and justice ministries. We are becoming a Conference that is seeking out the poor and homeless, the disenfranchised and hopeless. A Conference extending our reach globally, speaking out for economic justice, witnessing for peace, re-discovering our neighbors, ministering to the children, starting new ministries and faith communities.
Yes, the evidence of Christ is being clearly verified in each of your lives. I thank God for your faithful and tireless leadership and testimony of Christ.

PRAYING WITH OUR EYES WIDE OPEN

Our theme for this session of holy conferencing is “Praying With Our Eyes Wide Open.”  Numerous individuals have asked me, “What does that mean?”  Or, “Where did that theme come from?”  One person even said, “Well, I always pray with my eyes wide open!”

As a rookie district superintendent in Iowa, I asked two questions in each of the charge conferences I conducted:

1) Who are your neighbors?

2) Where do you see God’s activity in your community?

The first question was designed to see if the congregations had eyes open wide enough to see who actually lived in their communities, who worked along side of them, who bussed their tables at the local restaurants, where the children of the community went to school or to play.
The second question was intended to see if the congregations had eyes wide open enough to see where and how God was at work – what God was doing – beyond their own personal experience, beyond their own congregation. I encouraged each church to pray for God to reveal to them opportunities for ministry and service beyond their boundaries, beyond who they currently ministered with, beyond where they normally   defined God’s activity. I encouraged them to begin praying with their eyes wide open.

It is only by God’s grace that we have eyes to see what God sees. It is only by God’s grace that we can see who are our neighbors. It is only by God’s grace that we can see beyond our own biases, self-interest and personal desires. It is only by God’s grace that new opportunities for ministry and the means to accomplish them are revealed to us. It is only by God’s grace that we can pray with eyes wide open. It is only by God’s grace that we can affirm, “Though I was blind, now I see.”  Christ Jesus is the only one who can restore our sight. Christ Jesus is the only one who can heal our blindness. Christ Jesus is the only one who can help us pray with our eyes wide open.

I am confident you recall the story in John’s Gospel of Jesus opening the eyes of a man born blind by putting mud in his eyes. Hear these selected verses from that story. I am reading from Eugene Peterson’s The Message.

Walking down the street, Jesus saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked, “Rabbi, who sinned:  this man or his parents, causing him to be born blind?”

Jesus said, “You’re asking the wrong question. You’re looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause-effect here. Look instead for what God can do. We need to be energetically at work for the One who sent me here, working while the sun shines. When night falls, the workday is over. For as long as I am in the world, there is plenty of light. I am the world’s Light.”

He said this and then spit in the dust, made a mud paste with the saliva, rubbed the paste on the blind man’s eyes, and said, “Go, wash at the Pool of Siloam.”  The man went and washed – and saw…

They marched the man to the Pharisees. This day when Jesus made the paste and healed his blindness was the Sabbath. The Pharisees grilled him again on how he had come to see. He said, “He put a mud paste on my eyes, and I washed, and now I see.”

Some of the Pharisees said, “Obviously, this man can’t be from God. He doesn’t keep the Sabbath.”  Others countered, “How can a bad man do miraculous, God-revealing things like this?”  There was a split in their ranks. They came back at the blind man, “You’re the expert. He opened your eyes. What do you say about him?”  He said, “He is a prophet….”

They called the man back a second time – the man who had been blind – and told him, “Give credit to God. We know this man is an imposter.”

He replied, “I know nothing about that one way or the other. But I know one thing for sure:  I was blind…I now see.”
 (John 9:1-25, The Message)

How many of you came to this annual conference session hoping to see a glimpse of the power and presence of God?  (It is all right – you can raise your hands or clap or stand up!)  How many of you came to this annual conference session to be touched and healed and renewed by Jesus?  How many of you came to this annual conference session hoping to have your eyes opened?  How many of you came to this annual conference session to see Jesus perform a miracle?  How many of you came to this annual conference session to pray for God to open your eyes to new opportunities for ministry and service beyond our boundaries for this week, beyond Hoover auditorium, beyond Lakeside, beyond your congregation?

I, for one, am praying for open eyes to see the miraculous ways Jesus uses this annual conference to offer healing and hope to those persons we will minister to this afternoon and tomorrow afternoon through our Habitat build and other mission opportunities. I, for one, am praying for open eyes to see the miraculous outpouring of God’s grace as we receive our Miracle Offering tomorrow for North Katanga and the Habitat project. Remember our goal is $250,000 – one hundred dollars for each lay and clergy member of this conference. There is still time to make your preparations to be a channel, a vessel for this miracle. Bishop Ntambo reminded us this morning that we in this country have been blessed so that we can be a blessing to others.

I, for one, am praying for open eyes to see the miraculous responses this annual conference will make to the invitation to take the next steps toward fulfilling our vision. I, for one, am praying for open eyes to see the miraculous presence of the Holy Spirit as hands are laid on those who have been set apart for ordained ministry.

We all hunger for the miraculous in our lives. We all hunger to experience the power and presence of God in our lives. We all hunger to be touched and healed by Jesus. We all hunger to see what God is doing beyond our personal experience. And yet, like the Pharisees in John’s gospel, we are often blind to God’s miraculous works when they do happen in our very presence.

I’m reminded of the story of the visitors who were touring a large steel manufacturing plant. They watched in awe as a huge machine took a giant sheet of steel and in one operation stamped, punched and shaped it into a finished product. Immediately, an argument broke out among the visitors. Half of them were claiming, very loudly, that what they had seen with their own eyes couldn’t be done.
In our gospel story, the Pharisees break into a similar argument about the man Jesus had just healed of his blindness. Some of the Pharisees said, “Obviously, this man can’t be from God. He doesn’t keep the Sabbath. He knows it is against the Sabbath laws to do any work. And yet, there he was down on the ground mixing together his spit and the dirt to make mud to put on the blind man’s eyes.”  But other Pharisees countered, “How can a bad man do miraculous, God-revealing things like this?  Surely, a sinner could not perform such a miracle.”

The Pharisees were threatened. They were scrambling to find a way to discredit the miracle they had seen with their own eyes. They tried everything. They interrogated the man twice. They threatened his parents and tried to get them to testify against their son. They claimed the man was born a sinner. They drove him out of the synagogue. Sounds a little like what can happen when someone suggests a new idea in some United Methodist congregations!

When Jesus hears that the Pharisees had driven the man out of the synagogue, he confronts the Pharisees, telling them that they are the blind ones; they are the ones with the blindness disorder; they are the ones who need their eyes opened. Jesus tells the Pharisees that sight and blindness are not defined by one’s physical sight, but by one’s openness to the revelation of God in Jesus. He tells them that sin is not defined by the presence of an illness; sin is not defined by the violation of the Sabbath law. Sin is resistance to Jesus. Sin is resistance to seeing the miraculous revelation of God’s works in Jesus. Sin is resistance to the movement of the Holy Spirit. Sin is saying “no” to Jesus, when Jesus is calling us to say, “Yes.”  Sin is closing our eyes to God’s activity, God’s movement, God’s revelations, God’s yearnings for us.

The Pharisees can’t believe what they are hearing and they mutter, “Surely we are not blind, are we?”  Surely, we are not blind, are we?  Is this not our question, as well?  As we gather at Lakeside to discern and align ourselves with God’s desire for United Methodism in West Ohio, are we not asking, “Surely, Lord, we are not blind, are we?”

Surely, we are not blind to seeing the miraculous way God worked through the 183-member Salem Cass congregation in the Findlay District to enable them to build a $500,000 Ministry Center and remodel their church to meet the needs of the people moving into their rural community. Surely, we are not blind to seeing how God is being revealed to the previously unchurched through the newly formed New Faith United Methodist Church in the Newark District or the Park Place UMC, a joint new church start of the Wilmington and Cincinnati Districts.

Surely, we are not blind to seeing the miraculous ways congregations are partnering to strengthen their respective ministries all across West Ohio. The six congregations of the newly formed Southwood Parish in the Findlay District. The eighteen congregations of the Common Cup Ministry in the Dayton South and Wilmington Districts that gathers over 300 adults and children every Wednesday evening for study and fellowship. The five congregations in the Grace Hills Parish in the Athens District that have baptized over 30 adults the past several years in a nearby lake. The three congregations in the western part of the Cincinnati District that merged to form the Miami Whitewater United Methodist Church. The Reynoldsburg and Summit Station congregations in the Columbus South District that have partnered to reach the rapidly growing population on the east side of Columbus.

Surely, we are not blind to seeing the miracle of the 70-member New Lexington Calvary United Methodist Church in the Athens District raising over $18,000 for the Home for Abandoned Children in the North Katanga Conference. Surely, we are not blind to seeing the miraculous outpouring of grace through Lima Shawnee UMC’s annual Harvest for the Hungry offering that last year raised enough money for the Northwest Ohio Food Bank to purchase over one million meals. These are only representative stories of the hundreds of congregations across West Ohio that have had the eyes to see what God is doing and have embraced God’s miraculous power and presence. Surely, we are not blind, are we?

There is a haunting photo by Alain Keler in the October 1993 issue of Life magazine. It is of a boy playing a flute. The boy, named Jensen, was only ten years old when the photo was taken. When you look at the photo, you are immediately drawn to Jensen’s eyes – or where his eyes should be beneath his long, dark bangs. You see only redness; empty, hollow sockets. Jensen lives in an institution for the blind in Bogota, Columbia. When Jensen was ten months old, his mother took him to a hospital with acute diarrhea. The next day when she returned, bandages covered Jensen’s eyes. Dried blood was spattered on his body. Horrified, she asked the doctor what happened. He answered harshly, “Can’t you see your child is dying?” and dismissed her. She rushed Jensen to another hospital in Bogota. After examining him, the doctor gave chilling news. “They have stolen his eyes.”  Jensen was the victim of organ thieves. They had cut out his eyes to sell them to those wealthy persons willing to pay for cornea transplants.

Such evil and tragedy exists in our world. But organ thieves in Bogota, Columbia are not the only ones stealing eyes. The seductive powers and principalities of our world also steal our ability to see. The Evil One also steals our ability to see. Lingering in mid-step in our efforts to follow Jesus also steals our ability to see. Traditions that give a vote to the dead steal our ability to see. Failure to maintain a posture of unceasing prayer, constantly listening for God’s desire for us, also steals our ability to see.
When we are too busy with the urgent to deal with the important, our eyes have been stolen. When we say we believe in God’s redemptive power and yet do not place our trust in God, our eyes have been stolen. When we say all we have is from God, but only trust God with a pittance of our time, our gifts, our money, our eyes have been stolen. When we say we believe in Jesus’ power to heal and to feed the hungry, yet do not pray for healing or feed the hungry, our eyes have been stolen.
When we say that God can perform miracles, yet do not make ourselves available to demonstrate Jesus’ love, our eyes have been stolen. When we say that Jesus is the Prince of Peace, yet do not advocate for peace with justice in our troubled world, our eyes have been stolen. When we say we believe Jesus can transform us, but continue to nurse our apathy, cynicism, anger or distrust, our eyes have been stolen. When we say that in Christ we have our unity, but refuse to reach out to those with whom we differ or work

in the shadows to undermine one another, our eyes have been stolen. When we say that, “Surely, we are not blind,” but are unable to celebrate the work of God among us, our eyes have been stolen, and we are blind to the Light of the World.

In order to be fully attentive to the Light of the World, we must first be healed of our blindness to the miraculous. We must be healed of our unbelief, our resistance, our institutional inertia, our habitually destructive behavior patterns, our fear of the future. We must get some mud in our eyes.
You will recall that Jesus wasted no time in healing the blind man. Jesus spat on the ground and made mud with his saliva and spread it on the man’s eyes. Now that may sound disgusting to you and me, but in those days saliva was believed to have healing properties, and the saliva of a holy man was thought to carry special powers. Jesus may have been the origin of the phrase, “Here’s mud in your eye.”

With a bit of spit and dirt, and a loving touch, Jesus heals the man – gives him wide open eyes. Eyes that can see what no one else can see – that Jesus is the Light of the World. The act of restoring sight to a blind man was more than a physical miracle. The entire man was made over – re-created, transformed, reborn in the process of opening his eyes. He was given the spiritual eyes to see Jesus for who he was – the Light of the World, God made manifest. That is a miracle. That is rebirth. That is transformation.

The question for this West Ohio Conference session is;  “What do we need packed in our eyes to really open them to God’s vision, God’s desire, God’s will for us?  What is the dirt and spit paste that Jesus will use to help us grow in faith and good works?”  You see, Christ is here today; ready to give us eyes wide open to see the miraculous. Are we willing to let Jesus put mud in our eyes?  Are we willing to be touched by Jesus?

Mud and miracles belong together. Jesus always puts something in our eyes to get our attention, to focus our faith, to restore our sight. Surprising, miraculous healing can happen when we listen for God’s word; when we get close enough to Jesus to get mud in our eyes. We can see and do things we never thought possible when we get close enough to let Jesus touch us. We can live fully into the audacious vision God has given us, if we pray and discern and work with eyes opened wide by Jesus’ muddy hands. “Surely, we are not blind, are we?”

HERE’S MUD IN YOUR EYE

I believe the West Ohio Conference is at an exciting juncture – a Kiaros moment – as we seek to fully embrace the vision God has revealed to us. God is opening our eyes to several wonderful opportunities for expanding our mission and focusing our action. God is calling us to embrace several important opportunities that will open our eyes and enhance our vision. Jesus is mixing up some mud to put in our eyes. Jesus is calling us to make that great affirmation of faith:  “I know one thing for sure, I was blind, but now I see.”

Surely, we are not blind to the growing Hispanic population in our midst and the varied ways God is using our congregations to extend hospitality and hope to our Hispanic and Latino sisters and brothers. With the able leadership of Rev. Lupina Stewart, our Hispanic Ministry missionary from the Oriental Conference of the Methodist Church in Mexico and a grant from the National Hispanic Plan, West Ohio has successfully initiated several Hispanic ministries and is laying the foundation for a comprehensive Hispanic congregational development plan. In September, the West Ohio Conference will host Bishop Rosas and a delegation from the Oriental Conference.

Surely, we are not blind to the struggle many congregations are having with embracing a vision of new life and vitality?  This is reflected in several of our vital statistics. At the end of 2003 only 42.1% of our congregations were experiencing growth in average worship attendance; 35.1% reported no baptisms in 2003 and 41.9% reported receiving no one on profession of faith. We also had a record net membership loss of 6,559 souls in 2003.

We should not be surprised that many congregations are still struggling to embrace a vision of new life, given the fact that visions are always apocalyptic. Tom Bandy writes that visions “are inevitably painful and utterly life-transforming. They forever alter the past, present and future. A church gripped by a vision will never be the same again. A vision may be a joyous experience, but it is never a pleasant experience. A vision never eases the stress of congregational life, and always multiplies the stress of congregational life” (from How to be Caught by a Biblical Vision by Thomas G. Bandy). This stress often frustrates and discourages faithful pastors and lay leadership. Many churches are simply responding with, “Why should we want a vision for renewed life and ministry when it is so disruptive to our traditions and ethos?”

I will continue to call lifeless congregations to place the whole heritage of their churches on the block. I will continue to urge district superintendents to focus their energies on inviting and, when necessary, confronting dying congregations to choose life, to choose resurrection, to choose becoming a part of the new creation. Nothing can be sacred. We must be willing to surrender heritage, ethos and institutional survival for the sake of those who hunger and thirst for new life in Christ. I will continue to encourage creativity and freedom in exploring new models and structures for ministry.

I encourage you, as an Annual Conference, to address, with fairness and frankness, the financial limitations our current health benefits program places on congregations, particularly small churches. Significant time will be given to this discussion on Tuesday and Wednesday mornings, we will then continue our holy conferencing on this issue at a special called session of the Annual Conference on October 1 of this year.

Surely, we are not blind to the first-class training, leadership development and spiritual growth events that have been created to prepare pastors and laity to become transformational leaders of our congregations. We are indebted to our Conference Connectional Staff, Conference Lay Leader, District Superintendents and several of our conference agencies for their commitment to designing leadership training programs in direct response to our conference vision and the expressed needs of clergy and lay leadership. Some of the outstanding training programs that have been launched in the last couple of years include Nehemiah, Ministry Matrix, the Great Commission Leadership Academy, the Congregational Health Adventure, the Metropolitan Training Academy, the Lay Ministry Academy and the Urban Ministry Training Institute, and numerous district training events. Hundreds and hundreds of individual leaders from over 200 different congregations have been involved in just the conference sponsored training programs during this past conference year.

I share with you a recent unsolicited testimonial from Rev. Gary Green, pastor of the Whitehouse Zion UMC in the Toledo District. “The three-year Congregational Health Adventure was the best training that this congregation has undergone. The CHA program was the strongest relationship-building, team-building experience in Zion Church’s corporate memory. As a congregation we experienced significant, measurable growth in each of the eight essential qualities identified in healthy congregations worldwide. If I were to choose only two courses to take on the journey to solid congregational health, I would choose the Nehemiah training and the conference’s Congregational Health Adventure training, hands down.”

Paul Borden, Executive Minister of the American Baptist’s Western Conference, recently shared with a group of West Ohio Conference leaders that the judicatory he oversees began to turn around when 50% of the congregations achieved growth in average worship attendance. I believe the scale will tip for us in West Ohio when we also reach this critical benchmark. You’ll recall I reported earlier we are currently at 42%.

The leader training we are offering in West Ohio is enabling more congregations each year to achieve the transformation that leads to growth and vitality of mission and witness. It is my goal to have at least 75% of our congregations participate in one or more of the excellent training opportunities provided by the West Ohio Conference.
Surely, we are not blind to the great opportunity that exists for West Ohio to proceed with our bold initiatives in new church development, congregational vitality and leadership development. Under the banner, “Strength for Today, Bright Hope for Tomorrow,” as you heard this morning, we will continue to live into the vision God has given us of every congregation in West Ohio becoming a vital center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus who can go forth to transform the world.

Let me remind you that this initiative is not about preserving the Church, or saving the Conference, or propping up an institution, or raising $100 million dollars. This initiative 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 initiative is about making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the purpose of transforming our neighborhoods, cities, nation and the world. This initiative is about equipping United Methodist people to do what we have been called by God to do. This initiative is about you and your congregation having the healing, renewing, sight-giving mud placed in your eyes. This initiative is about your congregation cultivating an attitude and posture of praying with your eyes wide open. This initiative is about your congregation becoming a light that rises in the darkness.

Surely, we are not blind to the need to bring our conference and district program and administrative structures into better alignment with God’s vision of every congregation becoming a vital center of making and equipping disciples of Jesus?  The conference Leadership Team and I are initiating a consultation on conference and district structure and staffing to determine what, if any, re-structuring needs to be undertaken in order for the conference and districts to offer better support and encourage congregations to become healthy, growing and vital. This study will be conducted over the next six to eight months and will include examining how many districts we need, what is the best staffing model and how do we foster new connectional partnerships.

Surely, we are not blind to the opportunity and responsibility we have as the West Ohio Conference to enter into a season of dialogue about what constitutes authentic unity within The United Methodist Church. The prospect of “amicable separation” was raised at our recently completed General Conference, sparking much debate on the future direction and unity of our beloved denomination. In spite of a Unity Resolution in which the General Conference affirmed the Church’s commitment to “remain in covenant with one another even in the midst of disagreement,” there remains a pervasive atmosphere of anxiety about our future.

The West Ohio Conference mirrors the theological diversity of The United Methodist Church and our society. This results in divisions over scripture and revelation, social issues and what constitutes Christian discipleship. This keeps us focused on what divides us rather than what unites us, and siphons off energy and resources essential to our mission of making and equipping disciples of Jesus.

I have begun very preliminary conversations with our Conference Commission on Christian Unity and Interreligious Concerns about how we can partner to lead West Ohio into a season of reflection   study, conversation and discernment designed to seek and nurture an authentic spirit of unity that reflects our diversity and our doctrine.

Surely, we are not blind to the value of our mission partnerships within the global Methodist movement?  We currently have partnerships with the North Katanga Conference in the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Russia United Methodist Church and the Oriental Conference of the Methodist Church of Mexico.

Our recent General Conference was a joyous reminder that United Methodism speaks many languages and reflects many cultures. In spite of significant membership losses in many U. S. annual conferences, our Church stands at a record 11.3 million members because of rapid growth in Africa, the Philippines and Russia.

Ever since General Conference, we have been blessed with the presence in West Ohio of a delegation from the North Katanga Conference led by Bishop Ntambo. These friends are teaching us much. They are reminding us that in Christ all things are possible. They are reminding us that partnerships are about relationships and hospitality, not money. They are reminding us that the key to vital congregations is for the church to claim its role as the center of the village – the center of the community. They are reminding us that United Methodism is alive and well in West Ohio. They are angels of encouragement to us.

Last November at the Council of Bishops meeting in Washington, D.C., I was privileged to be part of a delegation of bishops that met with President Kabela of the Democratic Republic of Congo. He was in Washington to meet with President Bush. President Kabela began his meeting with us by quoting a verse from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount:  “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God” (Matthew 5:10). He then went on and shared the great issues confronting his country:  1) securing the peace, 2) battling the HIV/AIDS pandemic, 3) feeding and educating the population. He concluded his remarks by commenting on The United Methodist Church. He told us that the Church is doing more to address these monumental issues than his own government can at this time, or more than any other nation is willing to do. He said the United Methodist Church is literally saving his country. Don’t you want to be a part of a Church that is in the business of literally saving the world?  I certainly do.

We continue to build these partnerships. This morning you approved a covenant partnership with the Volga District of the Russia United Methodist Church. A delegation from the Samara United Methodist Church in the Volga District will visit West Ohio in late July and early August. As I already mentioned, Bishop Rosas from the Oriental Conference will visit us in September. Tomorrow morning, when we receive our Miracle Offering, you will have an opportunity to assist in the completion of the Home for Abandoned Children and the building of a hospital in the North Katanga Conference. On July 20, Char and I and five others from West Ohio will travel to the Congo for a reciprocal visit to the North Katanga Annual Conference session.

CONCLUSION

Shortly after our conference theme, “Praying With Our Eyes Wide Open,” was announced, I received a letter from Rev. John Hickman, a distinguished retired clergy member of the West Ohio Conference. John shared with me a delightful story about his son Mark, now 45 years old and an engineer for NASA. John gave me permission to share this story with you.

When Mark was about four years old, John and June (Mark’s mother and John’s spouse) were trying to teach him to pray. Mark got into the habit of praying with his eyes open, instead of closed. One night when John and June were with Mark at his bedside, and he was praying out loud with his eyes open, he began to thank God for the things he was seeing. “Thank you, God, for the window. Thank you, God, for the trees. Thank you, God, for the doors. Thank you, God, for the doorknobs.”

John’s response was:  “How practical. I must admit that I never thought to thank God for doorknobs.”  The incident was an inspiration for a sermon John preached entitled (you guessed it), “Praying With Your Eyes Open.”  The scripture was Phillips’ translation of Romans 12:1:  “With eyes wide open to the mercies of God …”

I desire with all my heart to be like four-year-old Mark. I want to be thankful for doorknobs. I want to perceive God in everything I see, everyone I encounter, every situation life deals me. I want to have eyes that are hard wired to my heart, so that I can see God’s miraculous activity everywhere I look. I want to have eyes open wide enough to see what makes God rejoice and what makes God cry.

I want to be a disciple of Jesus who not only sees God being revealed in the world, but is part of God’s miraculous revelation to the world. I want to do more than believe in miracles. I want to do more than pray for miracles. I want to do more than see miracles. I want to do miracles. I am not talking about being God, although I am sure there are a few individuals in the auditorium this morning saying, “Right!”  I am speaking about making myself fully available to be used by God. I am speaking about surrendering myself completely to God’s desires for me. I am speaking about praying with my eyes wide open.

I invite you to sing verse number one of hymn #454, “Open My Eyes, That I May

See” as a closing prayer.

Open my eyes that I may see, glimpses of truth thou hast for me;

place in my hands the wonderful key that shall unclasp and set me free.

Silently now I wait for thee, ready my God, thy will to see.

Open my eyes, illumine me, Spirit divine!

Won’t you join me as we make the West Ohio Conference fully available to be used by God?  Won’t you join me as we surrender the West Ohio Conference completely to God’s desire for us?  Won’t you join me as we become a Conference that prays, from this day forward, with our eyes wide open?  May it be so!  Amen.

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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