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INTRODUCTION

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

Grace and peace to you from our Creator God who revealed God’s love for us in this way:  God sent God’s only son into the world so that we might live through him.  (I John 4:9)

It is a personal joy, once again, to address the lay and clergy leadership of the West Ohio Conference as we continue our shared journey toward God’s vision for us – “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 for the 39th session of the West Ohio Conference under the banner of Love First.  The Good News of Jesus Christ, including the commissioning of his disciples, is built on the Great Commandment – to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and your neighbor as yourself.  (Matthew 22:34-40, Mark 12:28-34 and Luke 10:25-28)  Mark’s Gospel refers to this as the First Commandment.  For Jesus, “love first” is the basis for all the law, the prophets and his own life, death and resurrection.

We gather under this Love First banner (thanks to Rev. Randy Stearns and the Ohio River Valley District for suggesting this theme) because the entire West Ohio Conference is seeking to be a Love First church.  Our mission to make and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world can only be fulfilled if we love first.  We are in the loving business – loving God and loving neighbor.

Throughout the four days of this conference session – and beyond – let us hold fast to the words of I John:  “Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another…; if we love one another, God lives in us, and God’s love is perfected in us.”  (I John 4:11-12)  I pray that God’s love will be perfected in us during these days.  May it be so!
LIVING IN TWO WORLDS

This is the eighth time I have had the sacred honor and awesome responsibility to prepare and deliver an Episcopal Address to the West Ohio Conference.  In a month, the North Central Jurisdictional Conference will determine if I will return to West Ohio Conference for another quadrennium or be assigned to another episcopal area.  Their decision has been the cause for much speculation in West Ohio Conference and beyond.  Char and I also have some passing interest in the decision!  We are ready for the matter to be settled.

Living in two worlds is a challenge.  The past few months have been a rich spiritual exercise as I have attempted to be fully open and available to our itinerant process (even for bishops) and also fully engaged and attentive to my ministry in West Ohio Conference.  On more than one occasion these past several months, I have told the Cabinet and the Area Episcopacy Committee I have every intention to run through the tape, whether the race ends in August or four years from now.  Living in two worlds is both difficult and a very rich opportunity for growth.  As a result, I have gained a number of valuable insights about living in two worlds.

I am more aware than ever before how many people are living in two worlds.  Our communities and churches are filled with individuals living in the seams between having a job and earning a living, between health and physical limitations, between faith and fear, between belief and doubt, between hope and despair, between love and a broken relationship, between isolation and being fully included, between “illegal” and being welcomed, between moving forward and looking back, between current reality and God’s preferred future, between life and death.
In one respect, if we are growing as human beings and as disciples of Christ, we will always be living in two worlds – where we are and where God is calling us.  We know this well in the West Ohio Conference.  We are still living in the seam between being a conference in decline and a conference that is seeking to be healthy, vital and growing in our witness to the world.  There are more and more signs of faithfulness and fruitfulness, even as we acknowledge God is not through with us yet.  We are living in two worlds.
The only way we can survive in two worlds is to place our trust in God.  Only God can calm our fears, sustain our energy, and keep us focused on God’s voice.  Left to our own human devices and frailties, we will lose focus and attempt to take control of the situation.  When that happens, we place our trust in ourselves, not God.  Am I alone here?  Do you know what I’m talking about?

Living in two worlds is possible only if we are committed to discerning and acting on God’s purposes and direction for our lives and ministry.  Without a strong desire and discipline to listen deeply and attentively to God, any attempt to live in two worlds will lead to inner turmoil, frustration and, perhaps, depression.  It is this risk that often causes us to seek the security of what is already familiar and predictable.  Only Christ’s presence can grant us peace and joy in the midst of uncertainty.

Finally, we cannot live in two worlds indefinitely.  Nor does God want us to do so.  You can walk two simultaneous paths only so long.  Eventually, they must part.  God does not leave us hanging, uncertain and unclear of God’s intentions and desires for us.  So I trust that where God is calling me, and where God is calling this great West Ohio Conference, will soon be made known.  I invite you to join with me in praying for all who are living in two worlds – those of us gathered here and those everywhere who are living in the seams.  Pray for hearts willing to yield to God’s design for our lives, as we pray together John Wesley’s Covenant Prayer.

I am no longer my own, but thine.

Put me to what thou wilt,

rank me with whom thou wilt.

Put me to doing, put me to suffering.

Let me be employed by thee 

or laid aside for thee,

exalted for thee or brought low by thee.

Let me be full, let me be empty.

Let me have all things, let me have nothing.

I freely and heartily yield all things

to thy pleasure and disposal.  Amen.

ONLY ONE THING

How many of you remember the 1991 movie City Slickers, starring Billy Crystal?  Billy plays a character named Mitch.  Mitch, who has just celebrated his thirty-ninth birthday, is experiencing a mid-life crisis.  He is worried and distracted by many things.  He is preoccupied with worries about his mortality.  He is dissatisfied and disinterested in his job.  He is distracted by the lack of romance in his marriage.  He is worried that his children don’t respect him.  He feels depressed much of the time.  In a word, Mitch is on the verge of becoming a basket case.  Does Mitch’s condition describe any of you here today?  How many of you have “been there?”

So Mitch and two of his buddies, who are also struggling with their own mid-life crises, decide to vacation at a working dude ranch in New Mexico.  They go to “find themselves.”  There they meet Curly, played by Jack Palance (?).  Curly is one of the last real cowboys.  Curly is old, rough, independent, intimidating, crude, and filled with great wisdom.  Curly takes this group of “city slickers” on a real cattle drive.  Along the way Mitch begins to question Curly about the meaning of life.  Let’s listen in on 30 seconds of that conversation.

Curly:
How old are you?  Thirty-eight?

Mitch:
Thirty-nine.

Curly:
You all come up here about the same age, the same problems.  You spend about fifty weeks a year getting knots in your rope and then – the you think two weeks up here will untie them for you.  None of you get it.  Do you know what the secret of life is?

Mitch:
No, what?

Curly:
This!

Mitch:
Your finger.

Curly:
One thing.  Just one thing.

So what is this “one thing” that is the secret of life?  What is the “one thing” that gives focus and direction, energy and meaning to life?  Is it our many possessions?  Is it our job, our vocation?  Is it another person – a spouse, our children?  What is the “one thing” that gives focus and direction, energy and meaning to ministry?  Is it the size of our church?  Is it pirating among the open pulpits?  Is it achieving the admiration and approval of other people?
Curly never really answers the question for Mitch.  He just tells Mitch it is up to him to figure out what the “one thing” is for his life.  There is great power, and great freedom, in being focused on only one thing.  Many organizations and movements have discovered the value of focusing on the “big idea” – the one thing that brings alignment to their mission, vision, values and strategic initiatives.  The greatest challenge most of us face in our lives is discovering what the one thing necessary is, and then keeping that one thing the main thing.  Curly is right.  The secret of life – the secret of our mission and vision – is one thing.  Only one thing!
HEAR, O ISRAEL
So, what is Jesus’ “one thing?”  What is Jesus’ big idea, around which all his praying, teaching, healing, miracle-working, dying, and rising is aligned?  What is the “one thing” Jesus wants his disciples to get, to comprehend, to live, to make known, “so that the world may believe that God sent him”?  (John 17:21b)  What is the one fruit – the fruit that will last – that Jesus wants his disciples to produce?

The answer is repeated throughout the gospels.  I turn to Mark’s Gospel for Jesus’ one thing.  One of the scribes is listening in on a debate Jesus is having with some Sadducees about resurrection.  Hearing the lively exchange of questions and answers and seeing how sharp Jesus is in his answers, he puts the question to Jesus:  “Which is the first of all the commandments?”

Listen again to Jesus’ response as paraphrased by Eugene Peterson in The Message:

Jesus said, “The first in importance is, 

‘Hear, O Israel:  The Lord your God is one;

so love the Lord with all your passion and prayer

and intelligence and energy.’

And here is the second:  ‘Love others

as well as you love yourself.’

There is no other commandment that ranks with these.”

The religious scholar said, “A wonderful answer, Teacher!

So lucid and accurate –

that God is one and there is no other.

And loving God with all passion and intelligence and energy,

and loving others as well as you love yourself.

Why, that’s better than all offerings and sacrifices put together.”

Mark 12:29-33

In response to the scribe’s question, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus recites the Shema.  The Shema is the most basic, essential profession of faith for practicing Jews.  It is recited twice a day, during morning and evening prayers.  The Shema is found in Deuteronomy 6:4-5.  Shema is the Hebrew word for “hear” – the first word of the profession.  
Hear, O People of God.  Hear, O People of God gathered in Hoover Auditorium.  You are about to hear the answer to Mitch’s question about the secret of life – the one thing; the Shema.  “Hear, O Israel; the Lord is our God and the Lord alone; you shall love the Lord with all your heart and all your soul and with all your might.” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5)
Hear, O People of God.  Love First begins and ends with God – God’s love made known to us in Christ Jesus.  “For God so loved the world that God gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish, but have eternal life.”  (John 3:16)  Hear, O People of God.  Love First is about remembering that God alone is God.  Hear, O People of God.  Love First is about staying in love with God.
But, Jesus quickly adds a second commandment to the first:  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  While the scribe asked for only the first commandment, Jesus refuses to separate what are truly inseparable.  He puts the two into one.  For Jesus, genuine fulfillment of the Shema will result in genuine love of neighbor.

For Jesus, love is a commandment, not just an emotion.  This does not mean love does not have an emotional component.  It certainly did for Jesus as he expressed the very real and raw emotions of grief and pity, compassion and empathy, loving patience and anger born of love.  However, loving God with our whole being is not dependent on whether we feel good about God, or feel God has done something good for us.  Loving our neighbor as ourselves is not dependent on an emotional attraction or emotional bonding with our neighbor.  If it were, our circle of “neighbors” would be very small and would exclude the vast majority of God’s children in our communities and around the world.  It has to do with understanding we love that which God has created.  God has created you and me.  And God has created our neighbors – black and white, straight and gay, Muslim and Christian, African and Asian, Black Swamp residents and Appalachian folks, immigrants and citizens, more conservative and more liberal, rich and poor.

M. Scott Peck in his book, The Road Less Traveled, defines love as “a willful and intentional action for someone else’s well-being.”  Hear, O People of God.  Love First, as Jesus commands, is a willful and intentional action.  Hear, O People of God.  Love First is a reflection of Christ’s sacrificial love, not just for you and me, but all humankind.  Hear, O People of God.  Love First is the first fruit.

I first learned of Brother Robert from Bishop Rueben Job (who is present and will soon join me on this stage.)  Some of you may have heard me tell of Brother Robert in other settings.  Brother Robert is a Trappist monk who lives in a little cabin on a mountain in Tennessee.  He is a hermit.  He has 180 square feet in his little house, a bunk, a little table, one chair, a few books, a portable gas stove, no electricity and no plumbing.  He gets up at 1:00 a.m. and begins to pray.  He prays until 5:00 a.m.  He stops and has a piece of toast for breakfast, and then he returns to prayer until 5:00 p.m. when he stops and fixes himself supper.  He is in bed by 7:00 p.m.  Once a week he makes his way down the mountain to the monastery to report to the Abbott and keep his communal obligations.  While there he picks up scraps of food left over from the community’s meals to take back to his cabin.  When Bishop Job visited with Brother Robert, he asked about his vocation and how he understood his ministry and what constituted success in his ministry, Brother Robert’s simple response was:  “I want to grow old loving God.”

Now, dear friends, we are not monks.  I doubt if anyone here this afternoon is feeling a call to become a hermit.  That’s not the point in sharing the story.  My point is that Brother Robert practices one thing.  He practices Love First.  Through his discipline of unceasing prayer,  Brother Robert has discovered and practices the essential truth of Jesus’ Love First commandment – to grow old loving God and all that God loves, namely our neighbors, our earth, ourselves.
I invite each of you, each of our nearly 1,150 congregations, each of our districts, and our entire Annual Conference connection to grow old loving God.  I don’t mean old in years.  I mean to grow up, to grow onward, to grow forward, loving God and loving our neighbors.  Let us make the first and essential commandment of Jesus the very core of our lives, and the very core of our congregations.  If we do, we will be transformed.  If we do, our congregations will be transformed.  If we do, all those we encounter will be transformed.  If we do, our communities will be transformed.  If we do, the world will be transformed.  If we do, we will become Love First congregations.  If we do, we will become a Love First conference.  If we do, we will become a Love First movement.
LOVE FIRST CHURCH

The West Ohio Conference has hundreds of churches that are, what I would call, Love First congregations.  They are focused on “one thing.”  They understand that the “big idea” is love – God’s love made manifest in Christ Jesus.  All they are and all they do is aligned around loving God and loving neighbor.  They are growing old, not in years, but in the maturity and depth of their love life.  These congregations display several common characteristics.  I share with you three most distinctive characteristics.  Love First congregations:
· Live Beyond the Imaginary Lid

· Generate First Love Fruit

· Live the United Methodist Way.

LIVE BEYOND THE IMAGINARY LID

Time and time again God’s angels and Jesus himself tell us, “Do not fear, only believe.”  Fear is the enemy of faith.  It is, also, the enemy of hope.  Fear is one of the chief obstacles we face as we seek to imagine and live into God’s preferred future.  Most of us gathered here today know the paralyzing effect of fear.  When we fear there will be limited financial resources, scarcity thinking paralyzes us.  When we fear change, we become paralyzed by the status quo.  When we fear the beliefs, values or theology of the other, we become paralyzed by our own fundamentalism.  When we fear the future, we become paralyzed by our traditions.  When we fear our own God-intended and God-given power, we are paralyzed by mediocrity.  If we, or our congregations, live in fear too long, our behaviors are set for the rest of our lives, or for the lifespan of our congregations.

I recently saw a brief Playstation 2 video clip that makes this point better than I can.  It is called The Flea Circus.  Please watch the screens.

Congregations that focus on the one thing – the one thing of loving God and loving neighbor – always live beyond the imaginary lid.  They have escaped the circus of fear, doubt, anxiety, scarcity, fundamentalism, traditionalism, and mediocrity because their focus is beyond themselves.  Their focus is on God and God’s purposes, not their own preferences.  Their focus is on loving and serving their neighbors.  Their focus is on a future with hope.
I was amazed to learn that it only takes three days of living within undisturbed boundaries for fleas to be conditioned to not escape.  More incredible, still, is that the flea’s off-spring automatically follow their example and live within the limits of the imaginary lid.

Only three days!  As followers of the Christ, we know something about three days, don’t we?  We know that Jesus, crucified and dead was placed in a tomb and three days later was raised up.  Jesus went into the tomb on Friday, but three days later it was Sunday!  We know three days in a tomb did not and cannot impede God’s victory over sin, or fear, or unbelief, or even death. 

Dear friends, we are not fleas jumping around unable to live beyond the limits of an imaginary lid.  We are Easter People, we are followers of a Risen Christ who escaped every limitation known to the human spirit.  We are not called to live in fear.  We are not called to follow the same death-inducing behaviors for the rest of our lives.  We are not called to let imaginary lids limit our ministry and witness.  We are not called to live in the tomb.  We have been set free by God’s love for us.  Christ is risen!  Christ is risen!  And, so should we!  And, so should we!  Friends, it is time to escape the circus – the circus of death and doubt and despair.

At his 1994 inauguration as President of South Africa, Nelson Mandela spoke of being liberated from our fear.

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.

Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.

It is our light, not our darkness that frightens us.

We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, 
talented and fabulous?

Actually, who are you not to be?  You are a child of God.

Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.

There is nothing enlightened about shrinking

so that people won’t feel insecure around you.



We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.

It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone.

And as we let our own light shine,

we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.

As we are liberated from our own fear,

our presence automatically liberates others.

Love First churches are liberated.  They are liberated from their fears.  They are free to love God with complete abandon and surrender.  And, they are free to love their neighbors.  They are free to live with hope.  They are free to let their light shine.  They are free to offer liberation to others.  They are free to live beyond the imaginary lid.

GENERATE LOVE FIRST FRUIT

I love being a grandparent because it calls forth a mature, generative love.  And, the grandchildren know this.  They yearn to come to grandma and grandpa’s house because it is a place where all the real and imaginary lids (restrictions) come off and they experience the liberating and nurturing environment of unconditional, extravagant love.  Such mature love is generative.  Mature love generates new life, new hope, new possibilities.  Mature love generates transformation.  Mature love enables us to live beyond the imaginary lids in our lives.

Mature love generates Love First fruit.  Jesus made this absolutely clear to his disciples when he connected his commandment to “love one another as I have loved you” with his appointment to “go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.”  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)

Love First churches generate love first fruit.  Love First churches know it is not enough to say they love God.  Love First churches know it is not sufficient to say that they love their neighbors.  Love First churches bear the fruit of the “one thing.”  They bear the fruit of loving God and loving neighbors.

You know this Love First fruit.  Most of the congregations in West Ohio have been generating this Love First fruit for generations.  It is the same fruit that the Holy Spirit enabled the earliest followers of the Risen Christ to generate in Acts 2.  It is the fruit that is generated when congregations engage in the core process of disciple making:

· Radical Hospitality

· Passionate Worship

· Faith-forming Relationships

· Risk-taking Mission, Service and Justice, and

· Extravagant Generosity

These are the same dynamic steps, or process, Jesus employed as he led persons into a saving, transforming relationship with the Living God.  They are the same means by which the early church extended the Pentecost experience into the world.  They are the same fruit-bearing practices I see in vibrant, growing congregations in West Ohio.  They are the same avenues the Church has always used, for 21 centuries now, to embody Jesus’ first commandment to love God and to love neighbor.

Sidney First UMC is generating Love First fruit.  In early May, the congregation began a Sunday night worship service in a local pub on the outskirts of Sidney, Ohio.  They call it the Country Rock Church.  In between sets of country music, Rev. Chris Heckaman, preaches the Gospel of Jesus’ transforming love to people who often have faith, but don’t attend church.  The Country Rock Church is now reaching over 100 persons each Sunday evening.  Holding church in a bar is not just a cheap ploy, it is radical hospitality.  Out of a genuine love for God and for their neighbors, Sidney First has taken the initiative to focus on those outside their congregation with as much energy as they invest in those who are already members of the church.  Like the early church described throughout the Book of Acts, their hospitality is radical precisely because it is extended to persons who often speak a different cultural language and occupy a different social status.  They are generating Love First fruit.

Reynoldsburg UMC is generating Love First fruit.  The congregation’s remarkable growth over the past decade is the result, in large part, of a decision to offer four very distinct, high quality worship experiences to the Reynoldsburg community.  These various worship settings styles include informal prayer and praise, traditional, contemporary, emergent, youth and children services.  The contemporary service now reaches nearly 1,000 people every Sunday morning.  The Reynoldsburg congregation provides passionate worship.  Out of a deep desire for people to be fed, healed and transformed they prepare worship that focuses on loving God, experiencing Christ’s life-changing presence and learning how to love their neighbors.  Like the early church described in Acts 2 their worship is passionate because it is filled with the awe, the wonder, the signs of God’s presence.  They are generating First Love fruit.

Asbury North UMC in Columbus is generating Love First fruit.  Nearly every member of this congregation participates in an intentional faith-forming relationship or small group.  Out of an abiding concern that people are formed into the image of Christ for the sake of the world, they insure that all followers of Jesus, from the great-grandmother or great-grandfather to the toddler, mature in faith and grow in their love of God and love of neighbor by learning together in discipleship groups.  Like the early church described throughout Acts, their faith formation is grounded in a hunger to learn how to love as God loves.
London First UMC is generating Love First fruit.  This congregation recently created a “Visions of Hope” outreach program that is offering much needed assistance to their neighbors within the London community.  They are ready to launch, “Lift Up on High,” a building the church remodeled into three apartments homeless, single mother families can live to up to 24 months.  London First is engaged in risk-taking mission, service and justice ministry.  Out of an unwavering commitment to make the Kingdom of God visible on earth as it is in heaven, they are challenging the unjust and inhumane systems that affect the poor.  Commenting on “Lift Up on High” for the local newspaper, The Madison Press, Rev. Steven Rodgers said, “Jesus didn’t stay in one place and say, ‘come to me.’  He went to the people where they were and loved them the way there were.”  Like the Acts 2  Church, their mission and service is risk-taking precisely because they are making incarnate Christ’s complete, life-giving, self-denying love.  London First is generating Love First fruit.

The Syracuse Charge, a three-point charge in the Foothills District, is generating Love First fruit.  These three small, rural congregations, that together make a part-time appointment for Rev. Bob Robinson, raised over $13,800 last fall to build a new church and parsonage and to purchase Bibles for the North Katanga Conference, one of our mission partners.  This spring they raised another $6,500 for the new facility at Jackson Area Ministries.  The Syracuse Charge practices extravagant generosity.  Out of profound gratitude for God’s gift of life and Christ’s sacrificial love, they have aligned their hearts and their resources with God’s purposes.  Oh, by the way, they also pay 100% of their apportionments!  Like the Acts 2 churches their generosity is extravagant precisely because it reflects the very nature of God’s extravagant love.  The Syracuse Charge is generating Love First fruit.

I have cited only a few examples of the hundreds of West Ohio congregations that are generative – that live beyond the imaginary lids to generate Love First fruit.  Our Ministry Fair on Tuesday evening will feature additional congregations that are generating Love First fruit.  I encourage you to visit the Ministry Fair and learn from their best practices.  As Will Rogers once said, “Why not go out on a limb?  That’s where the fruit is.”
These stories are reflected in the numbers.  In 2007, 546 of the congregations in West Ohio achieved four or more of the six areas of fruitfulness of an Acts 2 Congregation.  This is 48% of our congregations.  And 274 congregations or 24% generated five or more.  The six areas of Acts 2 fruitfulness are:

· Professions of Faith

· Baptisms

· Growth in Worship Attendance

· Growth in Membership

· Faith Forming Groups

· 100% Apportionments

We have seen improvement in several of these areas of fruitfulness.  In particular, I am pleased to report that at the end of 2007, 87% of the congregations in West Ohio had at least one faith-forming small group, up dramatically from 60% in 2005, when we established the baseline for Acts 2 Congregations.  Additionally, we have seen a 2% increase in the number of congregations reporting at least one baptism and a slight 1% increase in the number of congregations reporting at least one profession of faith.  Perhaps, most encouraging is that we had a 2% increase between 2005 and 2007 in the number of congregations that grew in membership.

It is always important to remind ourselves that these statistics are more than numbers.  They represent individual human beings.  They represent beloved children of God.  They represent lives blessed, souls saved, hope restored.  They represent our God of love and love of neighbor made incarnate.  They represent our Love First fruit.

LIVE THE UNITED METHODIST WAY

A year ago, I was privileged to participate in a Volunteer in Mission (VIM) team from West Ohio to Vietnam.  We spent a week teaching and interacting with 32 United Methodist local pastors.  We now have 63 United Methodist congregations in Vietnam.  All are house churches.  Three recently registered with the government; the others continue to function essentially as underground churches.

The last evening we were in Vietnam, our United Methodist missionaries, Ut and Karen Vo-To, arranged for us to meet with Mr. Pingh, Secretary of the Department of Religious Affairs for the Vietnamese government.  He is the official in Vietnam’s communist government responsible for registering religious organizations and denominations.  When we made inquiry about his family, he shared with us that two years ago his daughter was diagnosed with a rare, incurable blood disease.  Mr. Pingh, who was raised as a Buddhist, turned to his acquaintances and contacts in the Christian community in Vietnam for their prayers of healing.  And God, who is still in the miracle business, healed his daughter.

Our entire VIM group was on the edge of our chairs.  No one said a word, but we all knew we had just heard and witnessed something right out of the Book of Acts. Mr. Pingh broke the silence by telling us that when he completes his current term of government service, he wants to become a United Methodist pastor.  I asked him why United Methodist. I will never forget the sense of joy, hope, and pride I felt in hearing his response.  He reminded us that in his position he closely monitors and studies all the various religious groups in Vietnam.  He said he wants to become a United Methodist pastor because the United Methodist Church is committed to both the saving of souls and to social justice.  On the other side of the world, in an environment not unlike the first century church, a recent convert to the Christian faith is embracing the mission of The United Methodist Church – to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.

I then asked Mr. Pingh how long it takes for a religious group or denomination to be recognized by the Vietnamese government.  He said, “twenty years.”  He continued by telling me that he had been researching the matter and had determined that there was some early Methodist work in Vietnam 18 years ago.  He then winked at me and said, “We can get this done!”

Tomorrow morning we will receive our Love First miracle offering.  As you know our goal is to receive $210,000 -- $70,000 for Nothing But Nets and $140,000 for Southeast Asia.  It is my hope that we will receive at least $100,000 to be used to establish a United Methodist Church Center in Vietnam.  This center will serve as The United Methodist Church’s headquarters in Vietnam and as a training and resource center for the 63 United Methodist congregations in Vietnam.  This conference headquarters must be established as the next step in The United Methodist Church being recognized by the Vietnamese government.

God is using Mr. Pingh, a new disciple of Jesus Christ, to transform the very face of religious life and freedom in Vietnam.  What a joy to see our “Methodist” DNA blossoming in The United Methodist Church in Vietnam and in the life and soul of Mr. Pingh.  Mr. Pingh is an example of our “United Methodist Way” – our focus on the one thing, our focus on loving God, and loving neighbor, our focus on Love First.
Love First churches live beyond the imaginary lid and generate Love First fruit.  But, they do one other very important thing.  They also encourage and enable their members and constituents to live The United Methodist Way.  They actively assist individuals to live as a United Methodist Christian disciple.  Like Mr. Pingh, they intentionally encourage, invite, and train their members and constituents to embrace and live a life of personal holiness and social holiness – to embrace the piety of loving God and to engage in the Kingdom work of loving all of God’s People.  Love First churches encode this Wesleyan DNA in the souls of those they disciple.  Love First churches teach those they disciple to act and speak and model this Wesleyan DNA.  

John Wesley in writing on “The Character of a Methodist” (in Works, Vol. 8, pp 341-346) responded to the question, “What then is the mark?  Who is a Methodist, according to your own account?”  (Remember Wesley wrote in a time that was not sensitive to inclusive language).  Wesley wrote:  “I answer:  A Methodist is one who has ‘the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost given unto him; one who loves the Lord God with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his mind, and with all his strength.  God is the joy of his heart; and the desire of his soul.’”

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

Our Methodist ancestor, John Wesley, not only set the mark for a United Methodist disciple, he gave us a way or method to grow and mature and be made “perfect” in our love of God and others.  Wesley invited those who had encountered the love of God and desired to live a faithful life in response to Jesus’ First Commandment to live according to three general rules.  You know these rules, don’t you?  You are living these rules, right?  Those to be commissioned and ordained this week know these rules.

Bishop Rueben Job has described these general rules as three simple rules:

· Do No Harm
· Do Good

· Stay In Love With God

Love First churches are forming Christian disciples who know and practice this distinctive United Methodist Way of life and witness.

Think for a moment about a conflict in which you have found yourself recently.  Or imagine for a moment the conflict that exists within our United Methodist body, even here in West Ohio.  We fight fiercely over differences of theological perspective and over the social issues of the day.  We do harm to one another.  When we agree that we will not harm those with whom we disagree, conversation and discovery of new insight become possible.  When we do no harm, we no longer gossip.  We no longer speak disparagingly of one another.  We don’t manipulate the facts to our advantage.  We do not diminish those who disagree with our point of view.  Doing no harm means that all our actions and even our silence will not add injury to another of God’s creatures or to any part of God’s creation.  When we commit to doing no harm, we see each person as a creation of God, recipient of God’s extravagant and unconditional love, just like ourselves.

Wesley spoke of doing good of every possible sort, and, as far as possible, to all…  Doing good means putting the needs of others first, placing the common good above our own personal needs.  We have to be careful here.  Wesley was not suggesting we give up self-care.  Rather, he was inviting us to put our individual lives in a context of care that is larger than ourselves.  It is about focusing on relationships and willing the well being of those relationships.  It is about willing the well being of individuals in distress.  It is about willing the well being of the complacent and self-satisfied.  It is about willing the well being of social groups that are oppressed and those who are surrounded with material wealth.  It is about willing the well being of the other in the big affairs, the current political, economical and natural events of the day, and in our everyday relationships with family, friends and acquaintances. 

Wesley patterned his general rules on Jesus’ life.  Jesus was always cultivating his relationship with God.  He stayed in love with the Father.  He regularly went apart to pray.  He studied the Torah and psalms and prophets, the scriptures of his day.  He worshipped with his religious community.  He stayed in conversation with others about the life of faith.  He fasted.  He was always setting a table for and feasting with his followers, with the rich, and especially with those who lived in the margins of his society.  Practicing regularly these habits opened Jesus to receive God’s love.  It aligned Jesus’ heart with the heart of God so that when others encountered Jesus they exclaimed, “The Son of God!”  Today these same practices – prayer, reflection on scripture, Christian conversation, worship, fasting, Eucharist – open us to God’s love and align our hearts to God’s heart when we practice them regularly.  How can we over the long haul do no harm and do good unless we open ourselves in a regular and disciplined way to God’s grace through the practice of these means of grace?
These three simple rules – do no harm, do good, stay in love with God – are the hallmark of the Love First church.

Those of us gathered here this afternoon are the ones entrusted to lead The United Methodist Church in West Ohio Conference toward its mission and vision.  We are those entrusted to teach the United Methodist Way.  We are the ones, who by our own practice and teaching of these three simple rules, can demonstrate the dynamics of a Love First church.  The people called United Methodist will live the United Methodist Way only as we, the leaders, do so.
Thus, I invite you – even in this very moment – to renew your covenant to observe the General Rules of our Wesleyan movement.  As you entered the auditorium this afternoon, you were given a small card that has written on one side, “I promise to abide these three simple rules:  do no harm, do good, and love God.”  (If you did not receive a card, please raise your hand so that an usher can bring one to you.)  There is a place for your signature on the card.  I urge you to take a moment or two and prayerfully consider if God is calling you to reaffirm or affirm for the first time your covenant to live your life by these three simple rules.  If so, I invite you to sign and date (June 9, 2008) the card.  Keep the card at your desk, in a purse or wallet, or attach it to the mirror you look into each morning as a reminder that as United Methodist Christians we are called to love God and love our neighbor by doing no harm, doing good and staying in love with God.  This is how we live the United Methodist Way.
CONCLUSION

In a sermon on social justice at New York City’s Riverside Church, Rev. William Sloan Coffin quoted the familiar words of the prophet Amos, “But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.”  (Amos 5:24)  He then went on to quip, “It is one thing to have an ever flowing stream, but where is the irrigation system?”

This is a powerful metaphor for us.  We stand in the ever flowing stream of God’s love and grace.  God’s love cascades down upon us moment by moment.  A love made known to us in Christ’s life and teaching, death and resurrection.  And, now God has called us and blessed us with being the irrigation system for God’s love.  We are the channels through which God’s ever flowing love is delivered to our neighbors, to our communities, to the world.

I want every congregation in West Ohio to be part of this irrigation system.  Don’t you?  I desire to spread God’s love to every person in West Ohio Conference.  Don’t you?  I want every congregation to have channels of love that are unimpeded, unrestricted, unhindered. Don’t you?

In order for our irrigation systems to work effectively we need to become Love First congregations.  
· Congregations that live beyond the imaginary lid and obstacles to free-flowing love.

· Congregations that generate Love First fruit in ever flowing abundance.

· Congregations that live The United Methodist Way with straight flowing devotion.
The West Ohio Conference is going on to perfection in love.  This is a journey that lasts a lifetime.  This is a journey to become Love First congregations.  This is a journey toward the one thing.  This is a journey that aligns our mission, vision, values, strategies, program(s), and resources around Jesus’ First Commandment.  It is the Jesus Way.  It is The United Methodist Way.  It is the Christian Way.  It is the Way that brings us life.  It is the Way that feeds the physically, mentally and spiritually hungry the Bread of Life.  It is the Way that brings the Living Water to those who thirst for righteousness and wholeness.  It is God’s irrigation system.  It is the hope for the world.  
When our conflicted, divided, broken world looks at the people called United Methodist practicing the three simple rules, they will exclaim, “Look at how they, in all their diversity, love one another and love us!  They are a Love First church!  There is hope for the world!”  May it be so!  Amen!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
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