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

May grace and peace be yours in abundance, in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. (II Peter 1:2)

It is a joy to survey 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 common journey toward becoming “a conference in which every congregation is a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.”  (2001 Episcopal Address)

We gather in the knowledge and hope that we are truly “In the Potter’s Hand.”  As we do so, we are keenly aware that the West Ohio Conference is being molded and stretched and positioned and configured in ways that seemed improbable, if not impossible, a few short months ago. In the same way that the potter works on his or her clay, God is “working” the people and congregations of the West Ohio Conference. For the next three days I invite you to imagine Hoover Auditorium as the Potter’s House. Imagine that we are in the Potter’s House. Let us look and listen for God’s Message for us. Let us allow God to work on us, as if we were clay in the master’s hands. Let us ask God to make us into a vessel for Christ’s mission “as seems good to God.”  May it be so!

OBEDIENCE TO THE HEAVENLY VISION

During this session, the West Ohio Conference will join with United Methodist annual conferences all across the world to celebrate the 50th anniversary of full clergy rights being extended to women in The Methodist Church. Although some predecessor denominations, most notably the Evangelical United Brethren Church, extended full rights to clergywomen earlier, it was the action of the 1956 General Conference of The Methodist Church that paved the way for more than 9,500 United Methodist clergywomen serving around the world today.

Of these 9,500 clergywomen, 350 are members of the West Ohio Conference. Some, like the Reverends Gail Rohrbacher Noel, Shirley Cadle, Joyce Fry, Cean Wilson, Peggy Garrison and Bishop Linda Lee, are among the pioneers in West Ohio. Fifteen (15) others will be ordained tomorrow evening and become full clergy members of the conference. All are deserving of our gratitude and support. I would like all the clergy women present this morning to, please, stand so that we can thank God for you and your faithful witness.

The woman who started it all was Reverend Grace Huck, one of my heroes in the faith. Grace was the first woman in the United States to be received into full membership as an elder in an annual conference in The Methodist Church. The historic event took place in May, 1956 at the North Dakota Annual Conference session in Grand Forks, North Dakota. When I was ordained a deacon and became a probationary member of the North Dakota Conference in 1975, Reverend Huck became one of my mentors and continues to be a source of inspiration.

Her ministry and life have been remarkable, bordering on miraculous. Grace was a pioneer for clergywomen when ordained an elder in 1949. She was a pioneer when received into full membership in the North Dakota Conference. She remains a pioneer in the faith to this day. But, cutting a pathway for all United Methodist clergywomen who followed was laborious and painful. It took great faith and determination to persevere. In her autobiography, God’s Amazing Grace, Reverend Huck writes of her own journey:  “I was continually aware of Paul’s words, ‘I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision,’ (Acts 26:19) as I was struggling to be faithful to my call to the ordained ministry in the church at a time when women were not yet permitted to be fully recognized ministers.”  (God’s Amazing Grace, p. x)

Indeed, Reverend Huck was “not disobedient to the heavenly vision.”  Throughout her ordeal she had a deep and unshakable faith. Throughout her struggle she gave herself completely to Christ and the Church. Throughout her ministry she loved all of God’s people and was in solidarity with the poor. Throughout her journey she remained both faithful and fruitful. Throughout her life she demonstrated that a passion for mission overcomes all difficulties. Indeed, she was not disobedient to the heavenly vision!

A TRANSFORMED WORLD

The heavenly vision that Paul speaks about in Acts 26 is the vision that Jesus gave him during his conversion on the road to Damascus. Right in the middle of the day, a blaze of light, light outshining the sun, poured out of the sky on Paul and his companions. Then Jesus spoke and gave Paul his heavenly vision. “But, now up on your feet,” Jesus said. “For I have appeared to you for this purpose…  I’m sending you off to open the eyes of the Gentiles so they can see the difference between dark and light, and choose light; see the difference between Satan and God, and choose God. I’m sending you off to present my offer of sins forgiven, and a place in the family, inviting the Gentiles into the company of those who begin real living by believing in me.”  (Acts 26:16-18, The Message)

Dear members of the West Ohio Conference, we, too, have been called to embrace this same heavenly vision. We, too, have been called to open the eyes of those who live in darkness, despair and doubt so they can see the difference between dark and light. So they can choose light. We, too, have been commissioned to “proclaim the mighty acts of Jesus who calls us out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  (I Peter 2:9)  We, too, have been charged, as Christ’s royal priesthood, to offer forgiveness and invite all into the family of believers. We, too, have been given the holy responsibility of raising persons from the death of sin and evil into new life in Christ.
There are very few people who wake up saying, “Oh, I want to join a United Methodist Church.”  But, there are millions who wake up each morning saying, “Isn’t there more to life?  Where do I find real joy, real peace, real forgiveness, real hope?  Isn’t there a way we can really live together as sisters and brothers in the world?  Isn’t there a way to make a real difference?”  Do you see it?  Can you imagine it?  Do you perceive it?  Can you vision a United Methodist movement in West Ohio that addresses the questions and struggles of the 3.5 million among us who have no faith community?  Can you imagine a United Methodist movement in West Ohio that has shaken loose from our love of the institution and has fallen back in love with the saving and sanctifying experience that gave birth to the institution?  Do you see it?  Can you imagine it?

The heavenly vision is the vision recorded in Luke 4 when Jesus announced his ministry. Jesus invited us to imagine the poor full of good news, the captives released, the blind seeing and the oppressed set free. Imagine that!  Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?  Can you imagine United Methodist congregations in West Ohio that move beyond ministering to their carpets to ministering to those who might soil the carpet?  Do you see it?  Can you perceive it?

The heavenly vision is the vision of the new reality Jesus shared in the Sermon on the Mount. A vision in which the poor and the mournful and the meek and the hungry and the merciful and the pure in heart and the peacemakers and even the persecuted are blessed. Rejoice and be glad!  Imagine that!  Turning the other cheek, going the extra mile, loving the enemy, forgiving one another, doing to others what they would have others do to them. Imagine that!  Do you see it?  Can you imagine a United Methodist movement in West Ohio taking the lead to eliminate extreme poverty and hunger, racism and intolerance, inequities in public education and health care?  Can you imagine a United Methodist movement in West Ohio willing to put its reputation and life on the line to seek, not it’s own good, but the common good for all of Ohio’s citizens?  Do you see it?  Can you perceive it?

The heavenly vision is the vision that Jesus articulated when he took a little child to his side and said, “Whoever welcomes this child in my name, welcomes me…”  (Luke 9:48)  Praise God!  Imagine that!  Do you see it?  Can you perceive it?  Can you imagine a United Methodist movement in West Ohio that places welcoming the children and reaching the next generations as its first priority?  The millennial generation, children between the ages of 12 – 17, peak this year, 2006, at 26 million. The baby boomers peaked at 25 million. We cannot afford to miss this generation. Can you imagine a West Ohio Conference in which every congregation is focusing their disciple-making efforts on the children and youth of their communities?  Imagine that!  Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?

The heavenly vision is Jeremiah’s vision of the potter at his wheel working and reworking the clay into a vessel “as seemed good to him.”  Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?  Whenever the vessel the potter was working on turned out badly, as sometimes happens when you are working with clay, the potter would simply start over and use the same clay to make another vessel. Jeremiah reminds us that the reason the potter started over is because the people were stubborn and determined to live and act just the way they had always lived and acted. The people say, “Why should we turn toward God?  What’s the point?  We will follow our own plans, and each of us will act according to the stubbornness of our evil will.”  (Jeremiah 18:12)  And, so the potter starts again and rewords the clay into another vessel as seemed good to him. Imagine that!  Can you imagine a United Methodist movement in West Ohio that is fully available to be shaped by God to accomplish God’s purposes?  Can you imagine a West Ohio Conference being shaped by God into a vessel, not for our preferences, but for God’s purposes?  Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?

IMPLEMENTING THE HEAVENLY VISION

Seeing and perceiving the heavenly vision is not enough. The potter makes the vessel for a purpose – a mission. Imagination without implementation is only daydreaming. The heavenly vision without implementation will not lead to transformation. Many churches in the West Ohio Conference have embraced the vision of becoming a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus Christ, but have failed to implement a holistic disciple forming system of radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming groups, risk-taking service and extravagant generosity. Seeing the vision is inspirational and motivational. Implementing the vision is incarnational and transformational!

God imagined a loving, life-giving relationship with people of every walk of life, and God implemented it in the hands and feet of Jesus, a babe born in Bethlehem. The incarnation was the implementation of the vision.

God led Noah to imagine not just an ark, but to imagine a saving station in the midst of the flood. Noah had the vision, but he also had a method.

Jesus imagined and prayed for the kingdom of God to come on earth as it is in heaven. And, Jesus implemented it by commissioning his followers to go and make disciples of all nations. The commissioning was the implementation.

Christ led Paul to see a heavenly vision of the Message of salvation being taken to the Gentiles. Paul’s subsequent missionary journeys, beginning in Damascus, were the implementation.

God imagined a spirit-filled, spirit-unified and spirit-led movement of God’s people to be Christ’s “witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.”  (Acts 1:8)  And, God implemented by pouring out God’s Spirit upon all flesh. Pentecost was the implementation.

God led John and Charles Wesley to imagine a renewal movement that would call people to a vital piety and social holiness. The Wesleys had the vision, but they also implemented a vision. “Methodism” was the implementation.

God led Grace Huck to imagine being an ordained clergywoman at a time when The Methodist Church still denied that God called women to be preachers. The granting of full-clergy rights to clergywomen in 1956 was the implementation.

In every generation and in every place, God has called God’s servant leaders to implement the heavenly vision. God has led the West Ohio Conference to imagine a time when each of our congregations is a “healthy, growing, spiritually-vital, risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.”

This vision is in our hands to implement; the hands of the lay and clergy leadership assembled in this place, at this time. Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?  We have embraced six pathways of implementation for our vision.

· Leadership Excellence
This past year a team of conference leaders has worked to develop the framework for a Center for Clergy Leadership. (The proposal for this is found on page 73 of your Book of Reports.)  The Center’s primary responsibility is to implement our priority of recruiting and preparing spiritual leaders to equip congregations for their disciple-making mission.

Imagine that!  This Center is particularly urgent because we are confronted with the current reality that only 4.4% (29) of our 659 elders in West Ohio are under 35 years in age.

· New Venues for Ministry

Through the coordinated efforts of our District Strategy Teams and the Conference Board of Church and Community Development we continue to implement our strategic plan for developing new churches, satellite congregations and re-starts. At this annual conference session we will celebrate the organization or restart of several new congregations. Imagine that!

· Strengthening Existing Congregations

We continue to implement an extensive strategy of training in congregational revitalization, coaching and teaching congregations. 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.

· Mission Partnerships

We are committed to being a conference in mission. Mission is the heartbeat of the church.

To be missional congregations and a conference in mission, we need to be:

· attentive to our neighbors,

· engaged with our local communities, and

· connected with the world.

A congregation in mission is a congregation that is thriving. A congregation that is not attentive to its neighbors, engaged in its community or connected to the world is in trouble.

The congregations of the West Ohio Conference made a remarkable and unprecedented response to those in need this past year. More than $1,580,000 and hundreds of tons of flood relief supplies were donated by West Ohio United Methodists to help rebuild the lives of those displaced by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. The Liepsic United Methodist Church contributed more than $500,000. Imagine that!

The United Methodist response to the starving refugees in the Darfur region of Sudan is being funded, almost entirely, by the Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church. To date, the people of that congregation have raised $1,250,000 and pledged another $2,000,000 to fund this initiative. Imagine that!

The total second mile giving by West Ohio United Methodists in 2005 was $5.1 million. Imagine that!  This response set a record for second-mile, designated giving in West Ohio and the North Central Jurisdiction. I congratulate you.

This morning we received a Miracle Offering to support our partnership with the Volga District in Russia and to help rebuild the Dillard University in New Orleans, damaged by Hurricane Katrina.

We continue to implement the heavenly vision through our partnerships with the Oriental Conference in Mexico, the North Katanga Conference in the Congo and the Volga District in Russia. At this conference session you will have the opportunity to implement a fourth missional partnership with the emerging United Methodist Church in Southeast Asia.

· Financial Resource Development
We continue to develop additional financial resources to enable the fulfillment of the heavenly vision. It is abundantly and painfully clear that we cannot be the missional conference we desire to be if we continue to receive only 80% of the conference apportionments. The Cabinet is implementing a strategy to assist all of our congregations that are currently experiencing difficulty or unwillingness to pay 100% of their conference apportionments. This plan will also provide stewardship training for all pastors and eventually all congregations.

I celebrate that 77 of our congregations have already paid 100% of their 2006 apportionments. And, I celebrate those hundreds of congregations who faithfully pay 100% of their conference apportionments year after year after year. Our apportionments are the life-blood of our connectional outreach. I am absolutely committed to strengthening our connectional stewardship in West Ohio.

We also continue to implement our Strength For Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow Initiative. As you know, this Initiative is designed to assist local congregations generate capital for ministry expansion, facility renovation and debt retirement, and to assist the Conference to generate funding for leadership development and new church development.

Strength For Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow is and must be a long-term development effort. Indeed, the ultimate, long-range goal of the Initiative is to strengthen, within West Ohio, a culture of development. A culture that invites and nurtures individual donors to invest in the sustained, long-term growth and vitality of our congregations and the Conference. A culture in which the Conference partners with congregations to assist them in developing the financial resources they need to strengthen and expand their internal discipling systems and external outreach.

Even as we build the platform upon which we can move forward with this long-term development effort, I am pleased to announce that the train has left the station and we can celebrate the first fruits of our Strength For Today…Bright Hope for Tomorrow Initiative. To date, individuals and local churches have committed nearly $20,500,000 to strengthen our congregations, increase our clergy leadership capacity and start new venues of ministry. Of this amount, over $16,500,000 will remain in local churches to enhance their outreach and facilities.

I specifically want to acknowledge the Alford family for their pacesetter gift. Ron and Tracey Alford, along with Barbara (Alford) and Michael Cantlin have committed $1,500,000 to create the Alford Family Residency Program Endowment Fund. This is a generous and strategic investment in the future clergy leadership of the West Ohio Conference. I am grateful to God for the Alford family’s faithful stewardship and legacy of preparing excellent clergy leadership for the church.

Strength For Today...Bright Hope for Tomorrow is creating hope in our congregations. Along with our apportionment giving, it is providing the financial foundation we need to ensure a bright hope for tomorrow’s ministry needs. This Initiative 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 continue to pray that prayer daily. I invite you to join me in making this prayer a part of your daily discipline.
· Aligning Our Resources

Great effort and creative energy has been expended this year in implementing the proposal to move from 14 to 8 districts. We were convened today as lay and clergy members from 14 districts. We will leave on Wednesday to carry on Christ’s mission, configured into eight districts. The task of guiding this transition fell to a Conference Transition Team and eight District Transition Teams. I want to take a moment to thank all who participated in these teams. (Please, stand and be recognized.)

There are three primary features of the redistricting plan:

· New district structures focused on local church transformation and reproduction.

· District superintendents focused on supporting pastors and churches that are engaged in transformation and transformational ministries.

· Clustering of pastors and churches focused on ministry assessment and planning, mutual spiritual support and leadership accountability.

We are in the process of implementing a plan for a Center for Congregational Vitality. (See the proposal on page 73 in the Book of Reports.)  The Center’s primary responsibility will be to provide our new eight districts with the support and resources needed for (1) new church starts and church reproduction, (2) strengthening local church discipleship systems, and (3) strengthening and ensuring mission, justice and connectional ministry.

Throughout this process of aligning our human resources and structures, I have consistently reminded folks that the mission of the West Ohio Conference and our nearly 1200 congregations is not restructuring. Our mission remains making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. Our goal is not efficiency or even saving money. Our goal is to strengthen our ability to support congregations in their disciple-making mission.

FRUIT OF THE KINGDOM

Seeing and perceiving the heavenly vision is not enough. It requires implementation. The potter makes the vessel for a purpose – a mission. But, the Master Potter also expects the mission to bear fruit. Just as imagination without implementation is daydreaming, implementation without fruit is busywork.

Jesus, as a part of his farewell discourse to his disciples, called himself the true vine and God, the Father, the vine grower. He went on to tell his disciples:  “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)  And, then Jesus makes the most profound, most astounding statement. “This is how God shows who God is – when you produce fruit, when you mature as my disciples.”  (John 15:8, The Message)

Seeing the heavenly vision is inspirational and motivational. Implementing the heavenly vision is incarnational and transformational. Bearing fruit, as mature disciples of Jesus, is how God shows the world who God is!  Imagine that!  Can you see it?  Do you perceive it?

Several years ago, I attended a conference on stewardship in Nashville, Tennessee. Pastors and laity had come from all over the country to spend three days thinking, talking and praying about money. We pondered questions such as, “What have been my experiences with money since childhood?  What does money mean to me?  What do I think and how do I feel about the way I use money?”  As the first evening came to an end, the conference leader gave us this assignment. “I’d like each of you to bring to the morning session a paper on which you have written the Bible verse you find most comforting and the verse you find most frightening.”

During the morning prayer time the next day, the conference leader used the verses that gave us comfort to create a simple litany. What a wonderful way to begin the day. Listen to some of the verses that were suggested:

· “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:20)

· “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”  (Matthew 11:28)

· “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God.”  (Romans 8:28)

· “I am convinced that neither death nor life…nor anything else in creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  (Romans 8:38-39)

· “Even though I walk through the deepest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff – they comfort me.”  (Psalm 23:4)

The variety and depth of verses chosen moved many members of the group to tears.

After a few songs, the leader began to talk about the verses that we found most frightening. To my surprise, only a few verses were mentioned, and over half the group had chosen the same two verses:

· “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?”  (Matthew 25:44)

· “Therefore, I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruit of the kingdom.”  (Matthew 21:43)

The conference participants felt uncomfortable with these hard, sharp, judgment messages of Jesus. We would rather have heard only of Jesus’ love, grace, peace and joy. But, the conference leader had made his point. For Jesus, faithfulness is about fruit. The discomforting verses from Matthew 25 and Matthew 21 have this point in common – those who do not bear fruit for God are in for a big surprise. God’s kingdom will be taken back from them and handed over to a people who live out a kingdom life – who bear kingdom fruit.

You and I have seen and experienced the brutal truth of Jesus’ teaching. As I  move across West Ohio, too frequently I encounter United Methodist congregations that are in decline or dying; isolated from their neighborhoods and communities; turned inward and no longer attentive to the needs of the sin-sick, the hungry, the homeless, the stranger; no longer bearing kingdom fruit. Then, I turn the corner or drive by the outskirts of town only to discover a new and flourishing non-denominational church or a church affiliated with another denomination. Do you know what I am talking about?  Have you observed this phenomenon?  I find myself confronted with Jesus’ teaching that those who do not bear fruit for God will be in for a big surprise. The kingdom work and kingdom fruit will be handed over to a people who live out a kingdom life.

We cannot escape the main thrust of Jesus’ teachings – accountability. It is not enough that we say we love God. It is not sufficient to count ourselves members of a faith community because our parents or grandparents were good Christians. It is not enough that we are obedient to the form of our religion – attending worship, teaching Sunday School, singing in the choir, serving on a church committee. Jesus calls us to more than just going through the motions of faithfulness. Jesus expects us to be fruitful, as well. This is the standard to which we are held accountable in the Kingdom.

And, then in my travels across our great conference I turn yet another corner, I drive down yet another lane, I visit yet another church. This time a United Methodist congregation that is missional, fueled by prayer and spirit-led, relevant to its constantly changing community, and overflowing with fruit.

Last Sunday, I drove into Ashville, Ohio where I was privileged and blessed to participate – on Pentecost Sunday – in the groundbreaking for the new Village Chapel United Methodist Church facility. Village Chapel was formed by the merger of the Ashville and Hedges Chapel congregations two years ago. Now over 400 in average worship attendance, Village Chapel is one of the top 50 congregations in the West Ohio Conference. This is a congregation that has become fully available and obedient to the “unlimited imagination of God.”  It is no longer about their preferences, but about God’s purposes. Their vision is to be a vehicle through which Christ can transform lives and transform the community. Wonderful, bountiful fruit is being brought forth.

In early May, I drove down the Appalachian Highway to Peebles United Methodist Church where I participated in the dedication of their new building – prominently located on the highest point in the village, right off the Appalachian Highway, and – you guessed it – on the edge of town. This is a facility many of you helped construct through your participation in the United Methodist Builders program. A few years ago, the Peebles United Methodist Church had 17 persons attending worship. Today, they average close to 200 and have a youth group of over 30. Again, this is a congregation that has surrendered to the unlimited imagination of God. I was particularly moved during the dedication service when the city manager stood and testified to how the Peebles United Methodist Church and its clergy and lay leadership were transforming the entire community. Wonderful, bountiful fruit is being brought forth.

I could go on all day with stories of the growing number of fruitful congregations in West Ohio. Everywhere I travel, in every county I visit, God is building a legacy of fruitful congregations. God is building a new creation. God is building a fruitful people.

ACTS 2 CONGREGATIONS

Eugene Peterson, in his contemporary rendering of the Bible called The Message, writes these thoughts in his introduction to the Book of Acts:

“The story of Jesus doesn’t end with Jesus. It continues in the lives of those who believe in him. The supernatural does not stop with Jesus. Luke makes it clear that these Christians he wrote about were no more spectators of Jesus than Jesus was a spectator of God – they are in on the action of God, God acting in them, living in them. Which also means, of course, in us.”

This past year, I have been restudying the Book of Acts to better understand the dynamics that contributed to the vitality, growth and missional passion of the early church. The apostles and earliest disciples of Jesus bore much kingdom fruit. They were able to do so because God, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, was in them, and they were responsive and obedient to the Spirit’s leading. The Book of Acts is a lively record of both the means (or methods) and the ends (or fruits) of God’s activity in and through God’s people.

The fruits are clearly identified in the second chapter of Acts, verses 41 – 47.

· Persons of all nations and races and tongues being added to and included in the faith community. (Acts 2:41)  Imagine that!  Can you see it?

· Persons receiving the Good News and being saved. (Acts 2:45b)  Imagine that!  Can you see it?

· Persons being cared for as they had need. (Acts 2:44-45)  Imagine that!  Can you see it?

· Persons demonstrating wonders and signs of God’s kingdom-reversing and kingdom-multiplying power. (Acts 2:43)  Imagine that!  Can you see it?  They were, after all, a Pentecost People.

But, the method, or discipline, or process that gives rise to fruitfulness is also identified in the second chapter of Acts. This should sound familiar to you. It is the same method or process that Jesus used to call persons into relationship with the living God. It is the same discipline or method that characterized the early “Methodist” movement in this country and continues to characterize the United Methodist movement today in places like Africa, Russia and Southeast Asia. Here we go – the method that gives rise to fruitfulness, the process that gives rise to Acts 2 Congregations.

· Radical hospitality that welcomes persons into the community. (Acts 2:41-47b)

· Passionate and glad worship that praises and magnifies God’s presence. (Acts 2:43; 46-47a)

· Faith-forming devotion to the apostles’ teachings, fellowship and prayer that grows disciples. (Acts 2:42)

· Risk-taking ministries of justice and mercy that serve the needs of the community. (Acts 2:43, 44-45)

Dear sisters and brothers in Christ, today – this very morning – I invite you to join me in becoming fully obedient to the heavenly vision and to lead our 1,200 churches to become Acts 2 congregations fully engaged in transforming lives, communities and the world. Are you ready to become Acts 2 congregations?

Acts 2 congregations are reaching and baptizing new believers, growing worship, forming disciples and engaging in vital mission in the community and the world. Acts 2 congregations are in the Potter’s hands, being shaped into vessels that are fulfilling God’s purposes. Acts 2 congregations are clear that Jesus has chosen them to go and bear much fruit. Acts 2 congregations do not act alone in achieving kingdom results. Acts 2 congregations are faithful to God’s call and fully available and responsive to the spirit’s leading. Are you ready to become Acts 2 congregations?

Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of new persons professing faith in Christ Jesus and being added to the church. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of increased diversity, attracting persons of different tongues, races, nationalities and life styles. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of growing worship. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of unity that comes from having ears to hear one another. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of a vital piety and devotion to the Word. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of their members engaged in ministry in and to the world. Acts 2 congregations demonstrate the fruit of extravagant stewardship and sharing their blessings with those in need. Are you ready to become Acts 2 congregations?

We are blessed in West Ohio with many Acts 2 congregations – congregations reaching and baptizing new believers, growing worship, forming disciples and engaging in vital mission. Our standard fruit assessing and fruit counting measures are often inadequate. But they do help us identify our trends. Furthermore, theological integrity need not be compromised by quantification of our ministry.

At the end of 2005, 351 or 30% of our congregations demonstrated growth in worship attendance. We have room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?  At the end of 2005, 640 or 54% of our congregations had at least one profession of faith. We have room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?  At the end of 2005, 762 or 65% of our congregations had at least one baptism. We have room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?  At the end of 2005, 711 or 60% of our congregations had at least one faith-forming small group. We have room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?  At the end of 2005, 754 or 64% of our congregations had contributed 100% of their apportionments to support the global mission of the church. We have much room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?  At the end of 2005, 335 or 28% of our congregations demonstrated growth in membership. We have lots of room to grow. Are you ready to create more Acts 2 congregations?

DO IT AGAIN, LORD

Last month I participated in a New Church Development Summit in Atlanta, called by the Council of Bishops. Church developers, general agency staff, pastors and lay leaders, and conference staff members from across the connection gathered to lay the foundation for a national strategy for new church development. George Howard from West Ohio was also a participant. One participant from the Southwest told a delightful story about the mulberry tree. He reminded us that mulberry trees are a beautiful shade tree and, thus, are very popular and prominent in the Southwest. But, they are also messy trees. They bear a great deal of fruit that readily falls from the trees when ripe, fouling sidewalks, streets and lawns. And, the seeds quickly germinate and start many new little trees.

However, there is now a solution to the messy mulberry trees. A hybrid tree has been developed that does not bear fruit. These trees still provide plenty of shade, but you don’t have to mess with the fruit or the little trees. The parable needed no interpretation!

Dear friends, the time has arrived for West Ohio United Methodism to rid ourselves of our hybrid genes and restore our original DNA. It is time to mess with the fruit and plant more little trees. It is time for our genetic markers of personal holiness and social holiness to shape our every witness and ministry.
What a marvelous message we United Methodists have. How deep the need is for millions – 3.5 million in West Ohio alone – whose lives have lost purpose and any experience of grace. How dare we settle for the shade, forsaking the fruit and failing God and humanity. It is time to become a fruitful church. It is time to get our grace theology message straight and spread the word. It is time to become Acts 2 congregations.

Reverend Bill Quick, a former, long-time senior pastor of Metropolitan United Methodist Church in Detroit, tells the story of a museum curator who noticed two cleaning women looking at the picture of John Wesley at Aldersgate. Apparently Methodists themselves, one of the women spontaneously prayed, “Do it again, Lord; do it again – soon.”  Yes, Lord. Do it again. Do it again soon in West Ohio. We are ready to be shaped into your vessel for your heavenly vision.

I invite you to pray with me. The prayer is on the screen.

Merciful Lord, apart from you we can do nothing, no matter how often we try to be our own vines, our own sources of life. Prune away our pride and illusions of self-sufficiency, so that, restored to life in you, we can be your fruit-bearing branches. We offer you our gifts and lives for the sake of your mission in the world. Grant us your heavenly vision and the strength to remain obedient to that vision. We pray this in the name of Jesus Christ, who chose us and put us in the world to bear fruit, fruit that will last. Amen.

Thank you for your attention. And, thank you for your faithfulness and your fruitfulness. May the peace of Christ be with you.

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
The United Methodist Church
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