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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 and love of God and of Jesus our Lord.  (II Peter 1:2)

It is a personal privilege and 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 Christ for the transformation of the world.”  (2001 Episcopal Address)

Char and I were delighted that God and the 2008 North Central Jurisdictional Conference returned us to West Ohio for a rare third quadrennium of ministry with and among the wonderful, dedicated clergy and laity of this great conference.  In the weeks leading up to Jurisdictional Conference, and throughout the conference, my prayer was:  “Gracious God, prepare my heart and soul to receive and embrace your direction for my life and ministry and fill me with holy anticipation.”  God is good and answered my prayer.  
I went to Jurisdictional Conference fully prepared to accept a new assignment and fully prepared to return to West Ohio.  I believe with all my heart, mind and soul that God has called me back to West Ohio so that together we may continue to be perfected in God’s love.

Char and I request your prayers, even as we pledge to hold each congregation in our hearts and prayers.  We are filled with holy anticipation and gratitude for the months and years ahead of us as we continue the journey toward being a Love First Conference.  (Do Gratitude Dance)
OUR JOURNEY TOWARD LOVE IN ACTION
Last fall I visited each of our eight districts, accompanied by one or both of our Conference Co-Lay Leaders and the respective District Superintendent.  It was an opportunity to listen and dialogue about where God is calling the West Ohio Conference and, indeed, the entire United Methodist Church.  I began each gathering with a presentation on our journey over the last eight years.

I want to briefly rehearse this journey and the trajectory it has set for our future.  The journey is not chronological.  It is more circular.  It is not a journey marketed by a neat, clear sequence of segments, events or projects.  It is a journey marked by learnings, experimentation and what Bishop Schnase calls “failed successes.”  It is a journey that has not yet brought us to the Promised Land.  It is a journey that has created a platform upon which we can see the Promised Land.  Along the way, all of you and many of the congregations of the West Ohio Conference have been willing to engage, willing to face into an uncharted future, and willing to “rethink church.”
This review of our journey is participatory.  You are going to help me by filling in the blanks.  Please watch the screens.  Here we go.
Love First

At the absolute core of our life together and our witness as a People of God is Love First.  Jesus’ Great Commandment to love God and neighbor is the foundation and passion for our mission and vision.  Within our Wesleyan tradition, we practice this great commandment through the practical and formational disciplines of three simple rules – do no harm, do good, and stay in love with God.
Mission

Jesus gave us a very specific mission in the Great Commission.  This is the mission of every local congregation; every local congregation has the same mission; and it has been every congregation’s mission for 2000 years.  Within our United Methodist ethos we state this mission – to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.

Vision

Vision is our discerned picture of God’s preferred future for us as we fulfill the mission in our specific geographical, cultural and demographic context.  We currently understand God’s preferred future for the West Ohio Conference is for every congregation to be a healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking center for making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.
Fruitful Practices

Healthy, growing, spiritually vital, “love first” congregations have a set of core fruitful practices reflective of the practices of the early church recorded in Acts 2.  These fruitful practices help everyone within and outside the church understand the mission of the church and enable the church to align its values, ministry and money.  This core set of five fruitful practices are radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming relationships, risk-taking service and extravagant generosity.

Vision Pathways
A vision of nearly 1,200 healthy, growing, spiritually vital, risk-taking congregations that are fulfilling the mission of making disciples of Jesus and transforming their communities and the world is bold and audacious.  For the past eight years we have been working to increase the capacity of the conference, the districts and local churches to realize this preferred future.  West Ohio has been moving along six vision pathways designed to increase this capacity.  The six vision pathways are:

· Leadership Excellence

· New Venues for Ministry

· Strengthening Existing Churches

· Mission Partnerships

· Financial Resource Development

· Missional Alignment

Love in Action

“Faith by itself, it if has no works, is dead.”  (James 2:17)  Similarly, love without action is merely a sentiment.  “Let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.”  (I John 3:18)  As a Love First Conference we are seeking to put our love in action.  The Four Areas of Focus affirmed by the recent 2008 General Conference are ways we can faithfully and fruitfully put our love for God and love for neighbor into action within the 21st century context.  The four focus areas of Love in Action are:

· Developing principled Christian leaders for the church and the world

· Creating new places for new people and renewing existing congregations

· Engaging in ministry with the poor

· Stamping out the killer diseases of poverty by improving health globally
So, here is the whole picture of our Journey Toward Love in Action.

As you arrived this afternoon, you received a booklet outlining ways our World Service apportionments are being used to develop resources for these Four Areas of Focus.  I encourage you to read it and see how the entire church is beginning to align its work in these areas of Love in Action.

You were also given what is affectionately called the “1-2-3-4- table card.”  It captures in one convenient place our United Methodist mission, understanding of holiness, general rules, and areas of ministry focus.  It is a helpful reminder of our journey here in West Ohio and a useful teaching tool.  I encourage you to use it in your congregation when you return home next week.
Please join me in the 1-2-3-4 litany on the screens.

Bishop:
We are the people of The United Methodist Church.  Our one mission is:
People:
Making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.

Bishop:
We live by two kinds of holiness:

People:
Personal holiness and social holiness.

Bishop:
We follow three simple rules:
People:
Do no harm, do good, and stay in love with God.

Bishop:
We work in four areas of Love in Action:
People:
Developing leaders;



Creating places for new people;



Eliminating poverty; and

Improving health globally.

The themes for each of our annual conference sessions throughout this quadrennium will focus on one of the four areas of “love in action” ministry.  As you know, we begin with leadership development.  During this week, we will be celebrating and responding to God’s call through our theme, Love in Action:  Developing Leaders.

Is The United Methodist Church Like the Big Three?
The United Methodist Church does not practice leadership, or develop spiritual leaders, or call forth the next generation of lay and clergy leaders in a vacuum.  Leadership is always born and practiced in an historical and cultural context.  We cannot deal with the theme of Developing Leaders apart from our context.
Welcome to the New World
The world has changed since we last gathered for holy conferencing.  Our context for ministry has changed, and we quite frankly do not know if, or when, it will change back.  We are in the midst of a stubborn recession.  Our lives, the news, our governments, our congregations are consumed with economic urgency.  We are anxious, fearful and uncertain.  Scarcity thinking is taking hold in many quarters.

This economic urgency is not without foundation.  The global financial crisis is bringing hardship and suffering to people in every part of the world.  For those of us in wealthy nations, it causes anxiety and uncertainty about declining pension accounts and investments.  Others are devastated by unemployment and mortgage foreclosures.  And, for others who live in places with scarce resources or exist in conditions of extreme poverty, it means nothing to eat, no health care, and no prospects to even earn a day’s bread.

The crisis is generating increasing global unrest and violence, creating even more misery and an insecure world.  The International Labor Organization projects a loss of 50 million jobs globally by the end of 2009.  Here in Ohio, the unemployment rate is now over 10%.  In the four counties in the extreme northwest corner of the state, the unemployment rate is ranging up to 16%.  The World Bank warns that an additional 53 million people will fall into poverty (living on less than $2 per day) and that 200,000 to 400,000 more children will die by 2015 if the crisis persists.  Recently, the American Psychological Association released a survey of 7,000 American households showing that:  
· 80% of us are stressed about the economy and personal finances; 
· 50% are worried about their ability to provide for their family’s basic needs; 
· 56% are concerned about job stability; 
· 60% reported feeling angry and irritable; and 

· 52% reported laying awake at night worried about this.  
Who among us this afternoon is one of these statistics?
These statistics are translating into new financial realities for many of our West Ohio Conference congregations and for the Conference itself.  I have received numerous reports of congregations eliminating staff positions and re-directing resources to care for the needy in their communities.  During this past year, we have seen 20 of our congregations close their doors and another 30 that will be moving from full-time elder appointments to less-than-full-time, effective July 1.  It has been a most challenging year for making pastoral appointments!
Welcome to the “New World.”  This is the current context in which we are called by God to minister and to lead.  These are the new realities that are already defining and shaping or re-shaping our mission.  

I recently came across a blog entry written by Scott Parrish, Director of the Augusta State University Wesley Foundation.  It caught my attention because it was entitled, “Is The United Methodist Church Like the Big Three?”  The questions posed by Scott in his blog are some of the very questions we are asking, and the questions that are being asked of us by those we serve.  Here is a portion of what Scott wrote on his blog.

As we continue to watch the economic fallout and the necessary restructuring of our economy, it strikes me that many of the institutions of the last 50+ years MUST now figure out how to survive and thrive in this new world.  Some will retool while many will likely disappear in the next year or two.  What does this mean for retooling a religious denomination such as The United Methodist Church?  The inherent danger in all of this is that while some groups saw the warnings, and had discussions, they just didn’t move quickly enough.  Will the fate of some of the Big 3 be the fate of the similarly institutionally obese UMC?  By extension we could just as easily talk about a local congregation.  Are we GM or Toyota in our community?

Scott’s blog continues by asking these questions

· Can these institutions undo their growth, management style, and culture of the last decades quickly enough to gain their footing in these times?

· Will they move past talk to quick, strategic action?  Or do we wait a year, or worse yet, FOUR YEARS?

· Salaries and expectations of the institution by the administration and workers seem to be major issues with the Big 3.  This seems comparable to the UMC.  How can we “undo” this and refocus on the consumer or potential consumer?  Or will it be an impasse that causes our demise?

· Are there basic steps common in such institutional retooling – other than establishing more committees?

· Or is this merely a part of an institutional life cycle to be expected?  Perhaps the option is that we merely serve as the clergy officiating the last years of a dying institution and this is our role.  
· Change IS going to happen.  Will the UMC have the resolve to do what is necessary to retool?
· If a for-profit group can’t do this and is hampered by a self-inflicted hamstring injury, caused by obesity not activity, what are the odds a religious institution will survive?

Reign of God Urgency

Scott concludes his blog entry with one final question:  “What do you think?”  Here is what I think.  There has never been a better or more critical time to be the Church!
This is an urgent time.  The human needs are urgent.  The economic realities are urgent.  The institutional questions are urgent.  Let us not waste or squander this urgency.  But, let us not allow this to be an urgency that drives us inward.  Let us transform our economic urgency into a Reign of God urgency.  Let us seize this moment to embrace, with new urgency, Christ’s call to make and equip disciples for the transformation of the world.  Let us be the Church!
It is in times such as these, when it appears all is falling apart and our resources are evaporating, that we are to live counter-cultural lives.  The world may be overwhelmed by a spirit of fear and anxiety, but we are recipients and bearers of the Holy Spirit!  (Amen!)

It is in times such as these, that we are to remember our baptism and assume spiritual and moral leadership in the church and the world.  The world may be trapped in a web of insecurity and uncertainty, but we are in the world to give “an accounting of the hope that is in us.”  (I Peter 3:15)  (Amen!)

It is in times such as these, that we are to practice faith rather than fear.  The world may be consumed by a search for financial security, but we follow a Lord who gave all he had and all he was over to God’s disposal.  (Amen!)

It is in times such as these, that we are to maintain our focus and engage our mission.  The world may be retreating from addressing the well-being of God’s people and God’s creation, but we are called to live the United Methodist Way of “doing no harm, doing good, and staying in love with God.”  (Amen!)

Harbingers of Hope

The West Ohio Conference abounds with evidence that we are a people of hope.  The Conference abounds with evidence that we are harbingers of hope.  Everywhere I turn I see congregations offering hope to their communities and to the world.  Nearly every day I hear of individuals, churches, and district and conference ministry teams giving “an accounting of the hope that is in us.”  The fruit is ripe, abundant and tasty.
· The West Ohio Conference continues to lead the entire United Methodist Church in giving to the Advance.  A harbinger of hope!
· Last year, our Love First Miracle Offering ended up raising $516,633.

· $300,000 went to Vietnam. 
· $161,483 went to Nothing But Nets.

· The balance of $55,150 went to support leadership development initiatives in our four mission partnership conferences.

· As a result, the UMC was able to purchase a beautiful Conference and Training Center for the United Methodist Church in Vietnam, opening the way for the church to be recognized by the communist government.  We were also able to purchase over 16,000 treated bed nets to combat the spread of malaria in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  A harbinger of hope!
· In spite of the economic downturn, 63 congregations have already paid 100% of their 2009 apportionments.  I was particularly encouraged by a letter I received this spring from one of our small town and country congregations that wishes to remain anonymous.  “At the regular church council meeting…, there was a unanimous vote to reject the 1% reduction in apportionments from the conference and district.  Instead, the council passed a measure calling for the treasurer to pay 5% over our annual apportionments for the conference and district…, the church leadership believes that now is the time for our churches to step up our giving in light of the economic issues in our region.”  A harbinger of hope!
· Christ UMC in Kettering moved forward and launched a second campus, called Christ South.  Over 150 souls are now being fed and discipled through this new congregation.  A harbinger of hope!
· In the face of economic uncertainty, many of our congregations, such as Greenville Evangelical UMC and St. Marys Wayne Street UMC, are moving forward with major facility and ministry expansion projects.  A harbinger of hope!
· Partnerships between healthy, vital congregations and congregations in need of an infusion of vision, resources and missional DNA are producing “breakthrough” results all over the conference.  The partnership between Ginghamsburg UMC and the Fort McKinley congregation in Dayton has produced a revitalized ministry campus that has grown from 40 to nearly 400 in worship and is feeding hundreds of hungry people every week.  They entered into the partnership by asking the questions, “What would a great church look like in this neighborhood?”  A harbinger of hope!
· The Nation Chapel congregation is representative of many of our smaller, rural congregations.  (Does anyone even know where Nation Chapel UMC is?)  For the first time in their 120-year history, they have a full-time pastor.  Worship attendance is growing, baptisms are taking place, persons are giving their lives to Christ, and two men have responded to God’s call to enter pastoral ministry.  The congregation is seeking to purchase five acres of land adjacent to the current facility to build a Community Care Center for the expansion of their Joy of Sharing Pantry and to launch a Celebrate Recovery Ministry.  A harbinger of hope!
· In 2008, 97 of our churches were Acts 2 congregations.  These are congregations that demonstrated growth in all six of the following areas of fruitfulness:  worship attendance, membership, baptisms, confessions of faith, small groups and giving.  These 97 congregations represent 8.6% of all of our churches.  This is a significant increase of 2%, or 22 congregations, over 2007.  A harbinger of hope!
· Tomorrow morning, when we receive our Love First Miracle Offering, the Coburn UMC will bring 100 school kits – a joint project of their youth fellowship and their United Methodist Women groups.  (How many others out there are bringing kits or cash to offer to God tomorrow morning?)  A harbinger of hope!
We celebrate these signs of hope in the midst of our altered world and our changing ministry context.  We embrace Paul’s teaching.  “If one part hurts, every other part is involved in the hurt, and in the healing.  If one part flourishes, every other part enters into the exuberance.”  (I Corinthians 12:26)

We are the church of Jesus Christ, and we have a word of hope and a promise of victory that is ageless and true.  We carry in our very bodies and souls a treasure – the extraordinary, transforming, eternal power that belongs to God.  Let no one – no one – look at us and miss the Light which we carry to the world.

Join me in the litany on the screens as we affirm our hope.  

Bishop:
We may be surrounded and battered by troubles,
People
but we are not demoralized.

Bishop:
We may not be sure what to do,

People:
but we know that God knows what to do.

Bishop:
We may be spiritually terrorized,

People:
but God hasn’t left our side.

Bishop:
We may be thrown down,

People:
but we will not be broken.

(II Corinthians 4:8-9, The Message)

CELEBRATE WHAT’S RIGHT WITH THE WORLD
As the global economic recession was tightening its grip on our credit and consumer confidence, I was introduced to a wonderful resource entitled, “Celebrate What’s Right with the World.”  It features Dewitt Jones, a photographer for National Geographic.  As I watched the DVD, I suddenly realized this is a lesson in leadership.  Dewitt Jones was teaching me how to be a missional leader in a time such as this.  He was teaching me to not focus on the negatives.  He was calling me to see the possibilities.  He was reminding me to celebrate what is right with the world, rather than wallow in what is wrong.  He was reminding me that we – those of us in this very room – we are the very leaders we have been waiting for!
I want you to experience Dewitt’s powerful insights.  Sit back and enjoy the DVD.  Watch and listed for the leadership traits that are especially important in challenging times.  Listen and watch for the elements of “Love in Action” leadership.

(Show the DVD.) The video shown “Celebrate What’s Right with the World” with Dewitt Jones was shown by permission. To view the video and to learn more about its purchase, please click here.
So, what did you think?  Did you see and hear the traits essential for leading the church into mission in times like these?  Did you identify the elements of “Love in Action” leadership?  Don’t you want to be the kind of leader Dewitt Jones is describing in the DVD?  (Yes!)

Believe It and You’ll See It
Love in Action leaders see a world of possibilities, because they believe it.  Missional leaders see what God sees.  They find ways around the obstacles, commit to the results they are looking for, and have high expectations.  They believe with every fiber of their being that God is making all things new.  They see resurrection and new creation wherever they look.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Recognize Abundance

Love in Action leaders recognize abundance and see assets everywhere.  Missional leaders recognize the abundance of God’s economy.  They build a vision of abundance, not scarcity.  They broaden their definition of winning and look for ways to partner with others.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Look for Possibilities

Love in Action leaders look for possibilities to engage in Christ’s mission.  Missional leaders are visionary; they build a vision of opportunities, not problems.  They are always watching for and learning from what is working.  They keep looking for the next possible answer.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Unleash Your Energy to Fix What’s Wrong

Love in Action leaders unleash their energy to fix what’s wrong.  Missional leaders fall in love with and connect with God’s vision for creation.  They believe that solutions exist.  Like Michelangelo, they see the angel in the stone and carve to set it free.  They focus on what is right with the situation.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Ride the Changes

Love in Action leaders ride the changes; they even pray for change.  Missional leaders realize that change is possibility, and the times of most change always hold the most potential.  They learn to live with uncertainty, yet act with confidence.  They see change as an ally in the cause of Christ’s mission.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Take Yourself to the Edge

Love in Action leaders are willing to take themselves to the edge.  Missional leaders move from the comfort of being adequate or good to the challenge of being significant – making a difference.  They trust God’s promises and vision enough to step out beyond their own comfort zone.  They follow God’s vision wherever it leads.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
Be Your Best for the World

Love in Action leaders seek to be their best for the world.  Missional leaders maintain the balance between being the best in the world and being the best for the world.  They act with humility, grace and discipline.  They are servants and willing to sacrifice for others.  Don’t you want to be this kind of leader?  (Yes!)
WHY SHOULD WE SIT HERE UNTIL WE DIE?

In his Presidential Address to the Council of Bishops in early May, Bishop Gregory Palmer said, “We live in a Kairos moment, a hinge moment.  We and the world are in crisis.  Crisis moments are opportunities for radical action.  We can wring our hands, we can hide in a cave or start writing our institutional funeral, or we can take bold imaginative action.  It is time for disruptive innovations in the church systems.”

Bishop Palmer concluded his address by citing 2 Kings, chapters 6 and 7, which describes how the people of Samaria were dealing with a war and famine and sure death if they chose to do nothing.  Four lepers sitting just outside the city gate say to one another, “Why should we sit here until we die?”  (2 Kings 7:3)

I think the church should be stirred by the question:  “Why sit here until we die – or worse yet, until the world dies?”  This is the key leadership question for our time and circumstance.  Why sit here until we die?  Why sit here when possibilities for ministry are emerging all around us?  Why wait for death when God calls us to celebrate what’s right with the world?  God is not done with us yet.  A broken world still hungers for the transforming power of the Good News.  We are still called to be a Love First church – to love God and neighbor.  How we lead; how we move the church forward in mission is the question.

I, for one, want us here in the West Ohio Conference and throughout the connection to be a church that believes – really believes – the Reign of God is here – right here, right now!  If we really believe it, we will see it, we will seek it, we will live it, we will become it.  We will not sit here until we die!  We will “Rethink Church!”
I’d like to humbly and briefly suggest four ways – four disruptive actions – to transform our economic crisis and economic urgency into a renewed urgency for the missional possibilities that abound, for the eternal work to which we have been called.  
Address Institutional Obesity

First, this is the moment to embrace, without fear or blame, the following question:  Are we institutionally obese?  This is a question for all levels of the church from the general church, to the conference, to the local church.  What is essential to carry forward?  What is essential to the mission of making disciples for the transformation of the world and what is non-essential?  Now is the time to clean up our administrative, financial and organizational structures so that we do not drag our inefficiencies – our obesity – forward.

Reassess and Reorder the Church’s Connectional Life

Second, this is the moment to engage in an honest, turf-free, fresh assessment of the church’s connectional life.  We need to continue to discuss how we align or realign the resources – financial, human and missional – entrusted to us.  

Later this month, I will be asking the conference’s Leadership Team to begin a conversation about the reordering of our connectional life.  The United Methodist Church is going to be reordered.  The questions is whether it will be done thoughtfully and prayerfully, or whether it will be done in a careless, panicked, haphazard response to a new, emerging missional context.  As the Leadership Team gathers for this conversation, I will ask them to engage at least these three premises:

· The conference can no longer continue to do what districts and local churches do best.  And, conversely, the districts can no longer continue to do what the conference can do better.

· The conference can no longer continue to allow congregations to cut their mission involvement, including their apportionment contributions, for the sake of institutional survival and maintaining inefficient and misplaced ministry locations.

· Our overarching goal – the golden thread around which we must reorder and align – is to grow more bold and radical disciples of Jesus Christ who are willing to put it all on the line in service of the mission.

Come Home to the Core of our Wesleyan Faith
Third, this is the moment to come home – to come home to the core of our Wesleyan faith and heritage.  This is the time to be the movement – the movement of God’s transforming love and grace we, as Wesleyan Christians, were raised up to be.  This is the best of times to teach and proclaim and live our Love First foundation – the Wesleyan movement is built on Jesus’ Great Commandment to love God and to love neighbor.  This is the best of times to be a holiness people – a people who live lives of vital prayer and personal holiness and who live out lives of social holiness.  This is the best of times to teach and live our unique United Methodist Way – do no harm, do good and stay in love with God.  This is the best of times to teach and live as true Wesleyan stewards – stewards who earn all we can, save all we can and give all we can.  When several members of the cabinet and I visited South Korea in April, we witnessed and were profoundly inspired by Methodists deeply grounded in these core Wesleyan characteristics and practices – and the church was vital, exploding, transforming lives, with evangelism and mission fully integrated.
Engage the Mission

Fourth, this is the moment to forthwith and eagerly engage in the work of the four Love in Action areas.  I am confident – your entire Council of Bishops is confident – that these four focus areas are among the most important ways we can faithfully bear witness to the Gospel.  These four focus areas are the ways we faithfully put our love for God and love for neighbor into action.  They are the opportunity God is giving the church to engage people where they are hopeful and where they are hurting.
1. Developing Leaders
We urgently need principled and transformational Christian leaders for the church and the world.  I urge the West Ohio Conference to redouble our efforts to raise up the next generations of leaders.  A portion of our Love First Miracle Offering will be invested in our internship, residency and young pastors initiatives.
2. Creating New Places for New People

People searching for meaning and truth and hope are seeking new places of welcome and radical hospitality for worship, prayer and spiritual growth.  I urge the West Ohio Conference to redouble our efforts to start new congregations and new satellites, and to renew or restart existing congregations through life-giving, DNA-transferring partnerships.

3. Eliminating Poverty

It is abundantly evident that United Methodists must engage, as never before, in ministry with the poor through acts of mercy and compassion and acts of justice and advocacy.  I urge the West Ohio Conference to redouble our efforts to advocate for a strong and just public education system in Ohio, and to vote against the expansion of gambling in Ohio.  Friends, these are not partisan issues.  This is not about being Republican or Democrat.  This is about telling the truth and investing in our future.  The clearest path out of poverty is a quality education.  A strong and just public education system is the best tool available for fighting poverty and stimulating improved and sustainable economic growth for all of Ohio’s citizens.  And, gambling is a totally ineffective and unjust way to fund public education.  Justice means we will start paying for public education and stop preying on those least able to afford it.

4. Improving Health Globally

We are the first generation in the history of humankind with the knowledge and capacity to address and eliminate the killer diseases of poverty that rob millions of people across the globe of the fullness of live, health and wholeness.  I urge the West Ohio Conference to redouble our efforts to stamp out the killer diseases of poverty – malaria, HIV-AIDS and tuberculosis, and to fully participate in the United Methodist Church’s commitment to raise at least $75 million for the denomination’s Global Health Initiative by 2012.  God does not want this world to be weighed down with the killer diseases of poverty.

WE SEEMED LIKE GRASSHOPPERS
We are so familiar with the story of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness for 40 years that we often forget that God gave them an opportunity to enter the Promised Land very shortly after delivering them from slavery in Egypt.

God brought the Israelites to the southern border of the Promised Land and told Moses to send men to explore the land.  Moses selected one man from each of the twelve tribes.  The twelve spies explored the land of Canaan for forty days and returned to give their report.  They reported to Moses and the people that the land flowed with milk and honey.  “Yet,” they said, “the people who live in the land are strong, and the towns are fortified and very large; and besides we saw the descendents of Anak – giants – living there.”  (Numbers 13:28)

But Caleb, one of the twelve spies, spoke up and said, “Let us go at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.”  (Numbers 13:30)  But ten of the other spies spoke up and said, “We are not able to go up against this people, for they are stronger than we…  The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours its inhabitants; and all the people that we saw in it are of great size…to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.”  (Numbers 13:31-33)

Joshua and Caleb spoke up again and said, “Do not be afraid of the people of the land.  God is with us!  We can take the land.”  But the other spies and people wanted to stone Joshua and Caleb.  They even said, “Let’s choose new leaders and go back to Egypt.”  The people were so afraid they were ready to voluntarily return to slavery in Egypt.  Can you imagine that?
Because the people would not believe that God would deliver Canaan to them, the Israelites were barred from entering the Promised Land.  God swore that they and their children – two generations – would not set foot in the land.  So, for forty years, the Israelites wandered in the wilderness – all because of fear.

Joshua and Caleb saw the exact same things that the other ten spies had seen.  They knew the size of the Anakites.  Ten of the spies were terrified and spread fear among the people.  Two of the spies – Joshua and Caleb – overcame their fear and sought to lead the people forward.  The ten spies only saw the negatives; Caleb and Joshua saw the possibilities.  The ten spies were afraid to change; Caleb and Joshua were ready to ride the changes.  The ten spies focused on Israel’s scarcity; Caleb and Joshua recognized abundance.  The ten spies wanted to retreat; Caleb and Joshua wanted to take themselves and the people to the edge.  The ten spies saw only what was wrong with the world God had promised them; Caleb and Joshua were ready to celebrate what was right with the world God had promised.

What was the principle difference between these two spies and the others?  Joshua and Caleb focused on the size of their God rather than the size of the giants in the land!  They focused on the size of their God, rather than the size of their challenges!  They trusted God would somehow deliver them.  Trusting God is the first key to overcoming fear.  Trusting God is the first and foundational key to effective spiritual leadership.

CONCLUSION

Dear friends and colleagues in Christ’s ministry, we are living in a Kairos moment, a hinge moment, a crisis moment.  We have the choice to see the giants in our lives and live in fear, or to pretend the giants are not there and bury our heads in the sand.  Or we can say, “Lord, we trust you.  Bring something good from these difficult times.  Guide our steps and help us to walk with you.  Work through us to accomplish your purposes in the West Ohio Conference.  Help us live lives of gratitude and generosity.  Help us celebrate what is right with your incredible, beautiful, majestic world.”

Friends, what will it be:  Giants or Gratitude?  (Gratitude!)

Let’s dance!
May it be so!  Amen!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough

Ohio West Area
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