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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 taught us that “unless a person is born from above, it is not possible to see God’s kingdom.”  (John 3:3)

It is a joy to look out across this auditorium and behold the gathered lay and clergy leadership of the West Ohio Conference. Once again it is a personal privilege to address you as we continue our rich legacy of holy conferencing. Since we last met, the North Central Jurisdictional Conference acted to return me to West Ohio as your Episcopal leader for another quadrennium. Although, that action was taken nearly a year ago, Char and I want to take a moment to tell you how delighted we are to continue to share with you in Christ’s ministry here, in West Ohio. We believe this is where God wants us to be!  Thank you for your constant hospitality, support and prayers. Paul’s greeting to the Thessalonians expresses our hearts:  “We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly remembering before God your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope – esperanza – in our Lord Jesus Christ.”  (I Thessalonians 1: 2-3)

“A CONVERSATION BEGAN LONG BEFORE”

I am also pleased the Jurisdictional Conference returned me to West Ohio because our work is not yet done. A sign on the Winchester Cathedral in England says as you enter the church, “You are entering a conversation that began long before you were born and will continue long after you are dead.”  The same is true as we enter Hoover Auditorium today for this 36th session of the West Ohio Annual Conference. We are entering a conversation that began long ago. And, yet, we sense that our conversation has reached a crescendo, a tipping point. As one pastor recently said to me, “The decisions we make at this session will be the most important since the formation of the West Ohio Conference.”

What is this ancient conversation we have once again entered?  It is the conversation God began with Abraham and Sarah when God said, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12: 1). It is a conversation that continued with Moses when God said to him, “Why do you cry out to me?  Tell the Israelites to go forward” (Exodus 14: 15). It is a conversation that continued when God said to Samuel, “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle” (I Samuel 3: 11). It is a conversation that continued when God told Ezekiel to prophesy to the dry bones and say, “O dry bones….I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live” (Ezekiel 37: 4-5).

The conversation continued when the angel Gabriel said to Mary, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God” (Luke 1: 30). The conversation continued when Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Put out into the deep water and put down your nets for a catch” (Luke 5: 4). The conversation continued when Jesus said to the twelve, “You did not choose me, but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last….” (John 15: 16). The conversation continued when Paul wrote to the Romans, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12: 2).

The conversation we have once again entered is none other than the conversation about salvation, about a new creation, a new birth, a new future, a new life, a new hope, some better way, transformation. For United Methodists in West Ohio, at this time and in this place, the conversation is very intense and very specific.

God is engaging us in the ancient conversation, and the questions God is asking are straightforward:  Will we focus on institutional survival, or will we release the resources of the institution to reach the least and lost?  Will we stand by while hundreds of our congregations hunker down and wait for the end, or will we insure that our witness is born again in every place?  Will we resign ourselves to being a church in decline, or will we seek the second birth that comes only from the Spirit?  Will we continue to minister primarily to church people, or will we cast our nets among the unchurched?  Will we stay in the land that we know, or will we go to where God is calling us?  Will we choose despair and death, or will we choose esperanza (hope) and life?  Will we be a resurrection people, or remain in the tomb?

This is the conversation we have entered, begun long before any of us were born, but now engaged around very specific proposals to re-structure our districts, re-align our finances, re-focus our efforts on making disciples of Jesus and re-position our churches for ministry in the 21st century.

In April, I received a letter from one of our pastors in which he shared a quote from the great theologian Soren Kierkegard. The pastor reflected that Kierkegard’s comment brought to his mind the circumstances of this West Ohio Conference session. Kierkegard wrote:  “The moment I take Christianity as a doctrine and so indulge my cleverness or profundity or eloquence or imaginative powers describing it, people are very pleased; I am looked upon as a serious Christian. The moment I begin to express existentially what I say, and consequently bring Christianity into reality, it is just as though I had exploded existence – the scandal is there at once.”

For the past four years, we have affirmed that God’s vision for West Ohio United Methodism is for each of our congregations to become a “healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.”  Many of our congregations have embraced the spirit and intent of this vision. Some have actually made the changes necessary to realize the vision. But, as the New English Version of the Bible translates God’s words to the prophet, Habakkuk, “The vision is among us, it is just not distributed evenly.”  (Habakkuk 2: 3)

Now, we are posed to enact major changes for the entire annual conference system – the entire connection. Changes that would have us reduce our fourteen districts to eight; re-define the role of the district superintendent; re-structure our conference staff; request that clergy organize into clusters for spiritual support and missional accountability; re-appropriate CPP as a local church expense, and re-double our efforts to support our connectional mission budget. These are the existential expressions of the vision we have so enthusiastically acclaimed. Now the rubber hits the road!  Our very existence is exploding!  The scandal is here!

I, for one, confess my fear. Will God be with us in the chaos of creating something new?  Are we absolutely sure we have chosen the right path?  What is the cost and have we counted the cost accurately?  And, have we accurately estimated the benefits?  But, my fear is always over-shadowed by my faith that God will never let us go. I remember that, as God’s people, we never know with absolute confidence if we have chosen the right path until we step out in faith. “My trust is in God, who raised Jesus from the dead; so that my faith and esperanza (hope) are set on God” (I Peter 2: 21). I affirm with Paul, “we look not at what can be seen, but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal” (II Corinthians 4: 18).

OUR GREATEST ASSET IS HOPE

It is no secret that our Conference has been enduring a severe cash flow crisis this past year. This crisis could drive us into maintenance thinking, into scarcity thinking. This crisis could shrink our creative thinking, shrink our risk-taking, shrink our vision, shrink our resolve to fulfill our mission, shrink our stewardship.

But, I believe this is the time to live as Easter people. There is no death, or maintenance, or scarcity, in Christ – in whose risen presence we live and work. This is the time to expand our vision, expand our risk-taking, expand creative thinking, expand our mission, expand our stewardship. We are the kingdom people. We are to represent to the world God’s kingdom on earth. By definition, we represent to the world a culture of abundance.

Easter people of West Ohio – we have great assets. Look around!  We have great pastors and lay leadership. We have a great conference staff. Look around!  We have vital churches – big and small – in every city, town and village in West Ohio. Look around!  We have strong institutions of higher education, health care, retirement living and social services. Look around!  We have a unique Wesleyan legacy of vital piety and social holiness. Look around; we have great assets.

Do you know what our greatest asset is?  Our greatest asset is Esperanza – Hope!  Hope is not the absence of hopelessness. Hope is the presence of the Living God. Hopelessness is a human feeling. Hope is grounded in the extravagant, infallible reliability of God’s grace. Our doctrine of hope begins with who God is, not with our human fallibility and fear.

There is a delightful story about a farmer whose farm had fallen into disrepair. He was struggling economically and simply didn’t have the resources to make ends meet. So, he decided he had no choice but to sell the farm. He contacted a realtor who came and surveyed the farm and did an appraisal. The realtor wrote a glowing report about the farm for the real estate listing. After reading the listing, the farmer said to the realtor, “I have decided not to sell; I have always wanted a farm like that.”

Dear friends, it is not time to sell the farm. It is time to invest. It is not time to give into a culture of scarcity. It is time to affirm we are the stewards of a culture of abundance. It is not time to be hopeless. It is a time for Esperanza!

Allow me to briefly rehearse for you a few of the signs of hope that abound in the West Ohio Conference. These are the foundation stones – the cornerstones – of our vision of “vital congregations making disciples for the transformation of the world.”  This is what we have been building the past four years.

· Leadership Excellence

We are investing in leadership excellence through an extensive training program, coaching ministry and a network of teaching congregations. Plans have been made for an internship program for college sophomores, a residency program for seminary graduates, a scholarship fund to make training opportunities more accessible to pastors and lay leadership, and technology that would make training and program resources available 24/7. Plans are in place, awaiting lead donors, to build a world-class Learning Center, in partnership with Ohio Health and the Methodist Theological School in Ohio. We have developed an Urban Ministry Institute in partnership with United Theological Seminary to train leadership for urban congregations.

· New Venues for Ministry
We are developing new churches, satellite congregations and new worship services in existing churches. Fifteen new churches, several satellite congregations and dozens of additional worship services have been started. Eight new ethnic or multi-cultural congregations have been developed or re-developed. Our Hispanic Ministry, under the able leadership of Rev. Lupina Stewart, has given rise to three Hispanic faith communities.

· Strengthening Existing Congregations

Our existing congregations are beginning to show signs of vitality and growth. Nearly half our congregations are now demonstrating some growth in average worship attendance. Twenty-five percent have strong, sustained growth trends. The number of congregations with average worship attendance over 400 has jumped from 30 to nearly 50 in the last four years. Churches are laying aside their self-interest and survival mentality to join their resources for the sake of more significant ministry.

More and more congregations are developing effective disciple-making systems that reflect Jesus’ model of radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming relationships and risk-taking mission, service and justice.

Increasingly, congregations are focusing on ministries

and partnerships that are transforming their communities

and the world.

· Mission Partnerships
The foundation of any strong Christian community is offering our lives, for Christ’s sake, so that others might have life. The primary ways we are doing this are through our mission partnerships with the Oriental Conference in Mexico, the North Katanga Conference in the Congo, and the Volga District in Russia, our volunteers in mission and the local missional outreach of our congregations. In 2004, the congregations of the West Ohio Conference gave more than $1,233,000 to missions through second mile giving alone. To date, you have responded with over $750,000 for Tsunami relief. One congregations, Ginghamsburg UMC, has given over $300,000 for ministry to the victims and refugees of the Darfur region of Sudan. We have trained and sent forth hundreds of volunteers in mission. Our three previous annual conference Miracle Offerings have raised more than $600,000 to house, clothe, feed and educate people in Russia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and our own West Ohio Conference. This morning we received a Miracle Offering for the expansion of our Hispanic Ministries in West Ohio and the Oriental Conference in Mexico. Our mission partners from around the globe are awaking within us a renewed spiritual vitality and energy.

· Financial Resource Development
We are developing additional financial resources to enable the fulfillment of our vision. The current Strength for Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow Initiative is designed to assist local congregations to generate capital for expansion, renovation, debt retirement and funding for leadership development and new church development. Our United Methodist Builders’ Club has generated over $80,000 in two calls for the New Vienna and Hyatts United Methodist Churches. I will be issuing a third call following this Conference session for the Peebles United Methodist Church in the Portsmouth District. The Great Commission Investment and Loan Fund is in place and will be activated when the Conference has adequate resources to capitalize

the fund. Our Conference Board of Church and Community Development administers nearly $800,000 in annual apportionment gifts to support a host of new church and revitalization projects spread across the entire Conference.

· Aligning our Resources
We have been working aggressively, particularly this past year, to align our human resources and structures to focus on local church transformation and reproduction. An alignment road-map is emerging that calls, as you well know, for a district structure that is more focused on local church transformation and reproduction, and a conference staffing model that focuses more on enlisting and training the pastoral and lay leadership local congregations need. Other essential features of the alignment proposal are to cluster pastors and churches for the purpose of ministry assessment and planning, mutual spiritual support and mission accountability, and to re-define the role of district superintendents to focus on supporting pastors and churches

that are engaging in transformation and transformational ministries.

Esperanza – hope – is alive and well in West Ohio. The signs are evident and abundant. It is a joy to lead a Conference that bases its actions on the hope that flows from the extravagant, infallible, undeniable reliability of God’s grace. It is a joy to share in ministry with pastors, lay leaders and congregations whose hope in Christ is the impulse to transform the world in light of God’s promises and the reality of Christ’s resurrection.

RE-POSITIONING THE CHURCH

Several months ago I attended a meeting in the conference room in the President’s Office at Otterbein College. On the wall hung a painting with the title, “A Wild Patience Has Taken Me Thus Far.”  I believe that inscription is an accurate metaphor for the West Ohio Conference. Over the past four years, we have patiently, but wildly, laid a strong foundation for achieving our vision. Yet, we have gone only “thus far.”  There is much yet to be done to re-position the United Methodist Church in West Ohio to once again be the vital evangelical, missional and prophetic force it was in past decades.

And, the need to re-position the church is urgent. It is urgent because the cultural context in which we minister has changed, but most of our churches have not made the necessary adjustments. It is urgent because we are not seeing the results we desire. It is urgent because our churches and our Conference are losing their prophetic voice in the public arena. It is urgent because the lack of connection-wide collaboration on the same goals is leading to intramural competition. It is urgent because the cost of doing nothing has become greater than the cost of change. It is urgent because if our systems and processes do not change we will keep getting the same results. It is urgent because our actions, or our inaction, have eternal consequences for individual souls and the soul of our nation. Will Rogers once quipped about President Calvin Coolidge:  “People wanted nothing done, and by God he did it!”  We have come to the moment when something must be done!

Allow me to share another metaphor for our situation that I shared with nearly 200 conference leaders this past February. I grew up in western North Dakota near the confluence of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers. Those of you who are history buffs may recall the significance of this confluence for Lewis and Clark as they explored the Louisiana Purchase seeking a water passage to the Pacific Ocean. I was in North Dakota to see my parents before preaching at the Dakotas Annual Conference last week. During my trip, I visited the newly constructed Lewis and Clark Expedition Interpretative Center at the confluence. At the confluence, Lewis and Clark made the decision to separate their expedition – half went up the Yellowstone, half went up the Missouri. Neither found the Pacific.

The Yellowstone River has its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains. The river runs cold and clear across central Montana until it reaches the confluence. The Missouri River has its headwaters on the plains of north central Montana. It runs warm and muddy, laden with the sediment of rain-fed gullies and streams. It runs until it reaches the confluence in western North Dakota.

As a child I often stood on the bluffs overlooking the confluence and watched the Yellowstone and Missouri flow together – one river clear and cold, one river warm and muddy. Even after the rivers joined and became one – now the Mighty Mo, the Mighty Missouri – they retained their unique characteristics. Half the river ran clear and cold, half warm and muddy until finally they could no longer resist each other’s unique properties.

As we come to this historic discussion on how the West Ohio Conference can best re-position itself to fulfill our vision of strengthening congregations to become transformational, we find ourselves at a great confluence of urgency. On the one hand is the urgency of our mission and vision, on the other is the urgency of our current financial situation. Both of these great streams of urgency are no longer distinctive. They are becoming one and both must inform our decision-making.

VISION FOR DISCIPLESHIP

I speak first about the urgency of honoring our mission of making disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world and fulfilling our vision of every congregation being a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for this missional enterprise.

The numbers tell the story. The numbers tell the story of how the culture in which we minister has and will continue to change. The numbers are compelling, begging, urging a response.

· The total population within the boundaries of West Ohio is 6, 388,000.

· By 2009, an additional 140,000 will live within our boundaries, most of them immigrants from other cultures.

· 42 of 58 counties within the boundaries of West Ohio are projected to experience population growth; projections for 18 of these counties range from 12% to 95% growth in the next 15 years.

· The millennial generation, those individuals between the ages of 11-17, will reach their peak in 2006. This generation is larger than the baby boomer generation.

· 50% of the persons in West Ohio are unchurched or have no faith experience.

· 48% of the population within our boundaries is 35 years of age or under; 28% of our population is under the age of 20. This also represents the largest demographic of those who do not attend church.

· It is estimated that by the time the generation represented by our preschoolers reach their peak, only 10% of them will be involved in a faith community.

· Over 70% of West Ohio’s population lives in our four urban or metropolitan areas.

These figures represent essentially two generations of people in West Ohio who have not been reached with the good news of Christ’s saving, healing, transforming power. Our opportunity to reach these persons has never been greater. It has also never been more urgent.

But, there is another side to these numbers – our congregations’ ability to reach persons for Christ.

· Total membership in West Ohio congregations is 237,307 in 1,188 congregations. In 1974, thirty years ago, our membership stood at over 400,000 in 1400 congregations.

· 25% of West Ohio congregations are demonstrating consistent growth in worship attendance. Another 25% are stable or demonstrating some modest growth in the past few years. But, 50% of our congregations are in decline.

· More alarming is the fact that 28 congregations (2.3%) represent nearly 20% of the total number of persons worshipping in our churches on a given Sunday.

· Over 40% of our congregations report no new professions of faith.

· Only 33% of our churches held confirmation classes in 2004.

· We see similar rates of decline in our church schools and youth ministries. In 2004, only 20% of our conference membership was involved in church school programs.

These statistics are more than numbers. They represent our flagging ability to transform lives and the loss of critical energy, human and financial resources to transform our neighborhoods, communities and the world. To those who desire to hang on to the way we have been doing business, I would ask, “what are we hanging on to?”

Please allow me to personalize this. I have shared this story in a variety of settings over the past several months. I beg the indulgence of those who have heard it.

Last November, our youngest son who is a third-year medical student at the University of Iowa called and asked if Char and I would like to come to Iowa City, Iowa for Thanksgiving. He wanted us to meet his girlfriend’s parents who were going to be in town for the holiday. Suddenly, we knew Matt and Jory’s relationship was moving to a new level. We went and had a wonderful visit.

At Christmas, Matt and Jory spent several days with Char and me in Columbus. The day before they were to return to Iowa, Matt took me aside and told me he was planning to refinance his car loan. The best part of the deal for him was he could borrow an additional $3,000 without raising his monthly payments. When I asked him why he needed an extra $3,000, he indicated he was thinking of buying an engagement ring!

In February, Matt called and told Char and me that he had the ring and that he could not wait any longer. He was planning to take Jory to dinner and propose marriage. Char and I were rejoicing. However, knowing our son as we do, we were concerned he might take Jory to a pizza shop to pop the question. So we called him back and offered to pick up the tab for Matt to take Jory to a fine restaurant in the area. Needless to say, Matt took us up on the offer. Today, Matt and Jory are engaged to be married in April 2006.

This is a bittersweet situation for Char and me. We celebrate that Matt and Jory have fallen in love. Jory is a wonderful woman who we enjoy very much. We rejoice in the life they will build together. However, there is a measure of disappointment and sadness, as well. You see, Jory is not a Christian. She grew up in a household in California that has no faith experience. None!  Jory is what the literature calls “pre-Christian.”  She has no knowledge or feeling about the Christian faith, either positive or negative. She is a blank tablet. The first time Jory went to church with Matt she turned to him and asked, “Who is Jesus?”

The world has changed. Our culture has changed. The world is full of Jorys. There are 6.4 million people who live within the bounds of the West Ohio Conference. Over three million have no faith experience or do not belong to a faith community. Of the three million, it is estimated that one million are pre-Christian.

The situation is urgent. The time is now. What impact will the United Methodist Church have on the great social issues facing this country and the world if we do not reach and disciple Jory?  Who will reach the Jorys of this world?  How will people like Jory reflect the imagination of God, if they have not even heard of or seen the vision of the new creation – the new heaven and new earth?  Does each of our 1,188 congregations have the desire and the resources and the leadership necessary to reach and disciple the one million Jorys in West Ohio?

This is my heart – that we not linger any longer in deciding to reach the Jorys of this world. Our vision is that every congregation will make a decision to do whatever is necessary to reach Jory. I invite you to join your hearts with my heart. I invite you to continue to embrace the Strength for Today….Bright Hope for Tomorrow Initiative. This initiative seeks to develop the resources that we need, beyond our apportionment dollars, to strengthen our congregations, to provide leadership excellence and to start new venues of ministry and mission. This Initiative is about more than raising funds. It is designed to encourage every congregation to become stronger and more vital for today’s ministry, and to prepare every congregation for a bright and fruitful ministry for tomorrow.

Strength for Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow is creating hope in our congregations. It will provide the financial foundation we need to ensure a bright hope for tomorrow’s ministry needs. Strength for Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow is built on prayer. And the prayer is:  “Lord, what do you want to do through our congregation – through me – to accomplish Your will?”  I earnestly believe if we pray that prayer and open ourselves to God’s leading that God will raise up a mighty movement among West Ohio United Methodists to reach the Jorys, to reach the lost, to reach the least, to reach the excluded and forgotten, to reach the children.

I also invite you to embrace the various alignment proposals that are emerging, specifically, the proposal to re-align our districts. This is the other critical initiative that comes before this conference session. It is also born of the urgency to be about our mission of making disciples for the transformation of the world. It is also born of the urgency to reach the Jorys in West Ohio. This proposal is not about tinkering with structure; it is about approaching how we work together in such a radically new way that we will be forced to develop new processes and new systems for doing our ministry.

This proposal gives us the opportunity to focus the district superintendents’ work away from middle management toward the transformation and reproduction of congregations. The proposal gives us the opportunity to create a horizontal connection where pastors and churches are focused on mutual ministry rather than a hierarchical connection focused on institutional issues. The proposal gives us an opportunity to vision, strategize and implement new ministries on a larger, regional basis that reflects where the people live and travel, rather than within boundaries created 35 years ago before we had interstates, internets and metroplexes. The proposal gives us an opportunity to lay aside “the way we have always done it” to allow new and fresh ideas to emerge. This proposal gives us the opportunity to focus even more resources on strengthening local congregations, rather than supporting a large bureaucratic infrastructure.

FINANCIAL CURRENT REALITY

The other stream that is flowing into the urgency created by Christ’s Great Commission and Great Command is the urgency of the Conference’s current financial situation.

For the past year, we have been in a severe cash flow crisis. We simply do not have enough cash in reserve to meet our current and projected expenses. We did not get into this position overnight and we will not get out of it without continuing to change the fundamental financial operations of the Conference. I commend Stan Sutton, CCFA, all our conference staff, DSs and agency chairpersons for their exceptional skill and willingness to find the way forward. Certainly, we can no longer consider realignment without one eye on how the proposals before us can help reverse our cash flow crisis and rebuild our reserves.

Allow me to briefly comment on the combination – or confluence – of factors that have contributed to our current financial reality.

· We spent down our reserves to pay 100% of our World Service apportionments for 2000, 2001 and 2002.

· There has been a decline in the percentage of apportionments paid by local churches, from a 15-year average of nearly 85% to an average, the last four years, of 80%. Each 1% decline in apportionment giving represents over $200,000. This means the conference has been receiving nearly $1,000,000 less each year for several years. That is on top of the $3,000,000 that does not come in when our apportionments are not paid at 100%.

· We had an increase in “hard” budget items in conference benevolences.

· Payment of expenses for various vision initiatives, most notably the Great Commission Investment and Loan Fund and Strength for Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow Funding Initiative.

· The recent changeover in the Conference’s health benefits program has also impacted our cash flow. Under the previous plan, during the first quarter of the year, the conference collected three months’ worth of premiums but paid almost no expenses. This “income bulge” served as a cash flow reserve for much of the year.

· We continue to spend more on clergy benefits each month than we receive in apportionments. For example, in 2005, 25% of our Conference budge ($4,221,468) is for retirees health insurance cost. However, over $1,000,000 of that will not come in from apportionments, yet the Conference must, and wants to pay the bill.

Aggressive steps have been taken to address this situation:

· Last year four conference staff positions were eliminated. Three additional positions have been cut in 2005.

· A cash flow management team was put in place to authorize all cash expenditures before they are incurred.

· The Council on Finance and Administration, Connectional Ministries Council and its agencies, the conference staff and cabinet collaborated to cut $1.5 million in spending from the 2005 budget.

· In order to accomplish this level of reduction in our 2005 expenditures, several adjustments have been made in senior staffing positions. As you know Rev. Stan Ling will be appointed to a congregation effective July 1st and the Director of Connectional Ministries position will not be filled until next year. Rev. Michael Johnson, our Director of Congregational Vitality will split his time between conference duties and the Interim Director of the Urban Ministry Institute at United Theological Seminary. Three superintendents, Rev. Sue Ellen Miller, Rev. Greg Stover and Rev. Rae Lynn Schlief will be moving into dual roles as superintendents and local church pastors. I am grateful to these faithful servant leaders who are willing to go the second mile to help us balance our conference budget.

· A proposal is being developed to direct bill the CPP to local congregations. This proposal is before us at this session. It is another significant step in re-structuring our conference finances.

· The Conference has arranged for a $1,000,000 line of credit. This line of credit allows us the “reserve” we need to even out our cash flow, since most congregations do not consistently remit 1/12 of their apportionments each month.

With very strict spending controls and some initial return on our investment in the Strength for Today….Bright Hope for Tomorrow Initiative, we should begin to reverse our negative cash flow by the end of 2005.

URGENCY AS A POSITIVE DYNAMIC

Dear friends, urgency is not negative. Urgency is what causes our biological and spiritual beings to spring into action. Urgency, in fact, often saves our lives because it causes us to respond, to get out of the way of impending disaster; to take positive action to correct, modify or change our posture; to seek ways to re-invent ourselves. We can no longer afford the posture of maintenance. We must assume the posture of transformation. Two great urgencies confront us. There is a confluence. We have the privileged opportunity to respond at this very moment; at this very conference session. Delay will only prolong our season of maintenance. God beckons us to a season of new life. Now!

Four years ago, at my first annual conference session with you in West Ohio, I invited you to begin our visioning process by joining me on your knees. We knelt before our chairs, making them temporary altars. How many of you were present and recall that experience?

I believe, with all my heart, that Christ is trying to do a new thing among and through The United Methodists of West Ohio. But, I also believe that Christ cannot accomplish Christ’s purposes among and through us unless we assume the posture of confession and prayer – unless we are completely vulnerable to the transforming presence and power of Christ.

And so, as we begin this new quadrennium together, I invite you again to kneel with me as we confess our sin and seek Christ’s mercy and forgiveness. If you are able, I invite you to kneel and use your chair as your prayer altar.


Holy and gracious God, we bow before you, mindful


of your sovereignty and seeking your mercy.

We confess that people go hungry and without shelter in


West Ohio – all of them within a few blocks or miles


of our churches. Lord, have mercy.

We confess that children, like Jory, are growing up

without the opportunity of hearing that Jesus loves them –

all within a few blocks or miles of our churches.

Lord, have mercy.


We confess that three million of your daughters and sons


in West Ohio do not belong to a faith community – all within a few


blocks or miles of our churches. Lord, have mercy.


We confess that you have given us abundant resources and


assets, but we have failed to keep them focused on reaching


the least and lost. Lord, have mercy.

We confess that we are evangelical in belief, but often

fail to be evangelical in practice and in fruit. Lord, have mercy.


We confess that we desire to have our congregations


experience new vitality, but fail to recognize that such new


life begins with our personal desire and willingness to be


born of the Spirit. Lord, have mercy.

We confess that we are prisoners of our own cleverness, methodologies and strategies rather than being prisioners of

your hope,  imagination and call. Lord, have mercy.


We confess that, in spite of your commandment and example


to love all, we continue to exclude those we deem


unacceptable. Lord, have mercy.


We confess that we desire to fulfill Christ’s vision to be one


in the Spirit, but fail to even listen and learn from one


another. Lord, have mercy.


Come, precious Holy Spirit and fill us with your presence


that we might live as your Kingdom People – forgiven,

and free; reconciled and ready to serve.


We pray in the name and Spirit of Jesus. Amen.

CONCLUSION

I serve on the General Board of Global Ministries this quadrennium. At the Board’s last meeting, I was introduced to a song from Venezuela titled, “Where There’s Faith, There is Hope (Esperanza)” I close with this verse from the song:

Where there’s faith, there is esperanza,

there’s a reason to be living.

Keep the faith, live with esperanza, my brother;

keep the faith, live with esperanza, my sister.

Where there’s faith, there is esperanza,
there’s a reason to be living.

When you think that there’s no reason

for believing,

and your strength to fight the fight

is almost gone,

just remember the faces of your people.

Only trust God, who will be

your strength and esperanza.

Dear friends, let us draw strength and courage and decisiveness by remembering the faces of our people – those in our churches and especially those outside our churches. Let us trust God and God alone, to determine our pathway and guide our steps this week. For it is God who will be our strength and esperanza. Where there is faith, there is hope. Esperanza!

May it be so!  Amen.

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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