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INTRODUCTION

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

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  (Philemon vs. 3)

Each year, I look forward to this privileged opportunity to address the lay and clergy leadership of the West Ohio Conference as we continue our shared journey toward God’s vision for us as “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)

Over the past several weeks, in preparation for this conference session, I have been earnestly praying for each of you and for us as the Body of Christ.  I have been praying Paul’s prayer for the church at Ephesus:
“I pray that, according to the riches of God’s glory, God may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through God’s Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love.  I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
(Ephesians 3:16 – 19)

We have several significant challenges, tremendous mission opportunities, wonderful celebrations and powerful worship experiences ahead of us in these four days of holy conferencing.  
· My prayer is that in all our activities and interactions we will be rooted and grounded in Christ’s love.  
· My prayer is that in all our legislative debate and discernment we will have the Spirit-power to comprehend the breadth and length and height and depth and to know the love of Christ.  
· My prayer is that in all our learning and fellowship we will be flooded by the unlimited, extravagant love of Christ, so that we are filled to overflowing with all the fullness of God.  
· My prayer, simply put, is that we will be a Love First Church.  A church so in love with God and so in love with our neighbors that we can do nothing but give expression to the three simple rules of our great Methodist way of life – do no harm, do good and attend to the ordinances of God.


LOVE IN ACTION

Paul reminds us, again in Ephesians, that we have been saved through faith which is not our own doing.  Salvation is a gift of God – not the result of works.  But then, in the very next verse, Paul states that we are “created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”  (Ephesians 2:8-10)  And James reminds us that “faith by itself, if it 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)  The author of Hebrews states:  “And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.”  (Hebrews 10:24)

As a Love First Church, we are about provoking one another to put our love into action.  The Four Areas of Missional Focus affirmed by the 2008 General Conference are ways we can faithfully and fruitfully put our love for God and love for neighbor into action within our 21st century context.  I want to remind you of the four focus areas of Love in Action.  They 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; and
· Stamping out the killer diseases of poverty by improving health globally.

The themes of each of our annual conference sessions throughout this quadrennium will focus on one of these four areas of love in action.  You will recall last year, we focused on leadership development.  We had outstanding teaching on leader development from Revs. Mike Slaughter and Sue Nilson Kibbey from Ginghamsburg UMC.  We celebrated a wide range of successful leadership development efforts underway in our local churches and districts.  And we received a Love First Miracle Offering for leadership development in West Ohio and our partnership conferences totaling more than $384,000 in cash and school kits.  Over 10,600 school kits were offered to the glory of God and to the cause of educating the next generation of leaders for the church and the world. 

This week we will be celebrating and responding to God’s call through our theme, Love in Action: Building Bridges Out of Poverty.  Tomorrow will be dedicated to a variety of opportunities to learn more about how each of us and our congregations can be in ministry with the poor and how we can help those living in poverty build bridges out of poverty.  This week we are going to learn how to become builders – bridge builders.  Tomorrow morning and again on Wednesday afternoon, during our Celebration of Life and Ministry Worship Service, we will be receiving our Love First Miracle Offering.  Our goal is $350,000 and 10,000 pounds of potatoes.  The cash offering will be used to help rebuild Grace Children’s Hospital in Haiti and support the United Methodist Children’s Home in Worthington.  The potatoes will be distributed through the Society of St. Andrews to feed hungry people in West Ohio.

· Did you bring your potatoes?
· Did you bring your offering for the children at Grace Children’s Hospital and the United Methodist Children’s Home?
· Are you ready to learn about building bridges out of poverty?
· Can we build bridges out of poverty?  (Yes, we can!)

THE FINAL EXAM

Dear friends in Christ, I confess to you today that I am anxious about passing my final examination.  And, I am worried that many congregations in The United Methodist Church may not pass their final exam.  I have taken a lot of exams in my lifetime.  I have answered many exam questions.  But the question Jesus asks on the final exam – the question he taught would be put to us in the final judgment – is haunting:
“When was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not care for you?”  
(Matthew 25:44)

What do we see when we encounter people living in poverty?  Jesus’ judgment falls hard on me.  I have seen many hungry people, but felt no pain in my stomach.  I have seen the sick and homeless existing on the streets of Port-au-Prince, but I slept in a comfortable bed.  I have seen the children living on the city dump on Phnom Penh, Cambodia, where they gather scraps of plastic and glass for recycling, but I enjoyed a delicious dinner.  I have seen immigrants in downtown Columbus seeking freedom and safety, but I returned to the security of my neighborhood.  I am anxious about passing the final exam!

The poor had a central place in the teachings and actions of Jesus.  Jesus inherited from his Hebrew ancestors a strong sense of God’s solidarity with the poor and a strong commitment to both mercy and justice for those lacking in material goods and social position.  This theme is sounded by the prophets Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, among others, and echoed in the Psalms and other ancient Jewish literature.  Proverbs 31 offers a stirring summary:
“Speak out for those who cannot speak,
for the rights of all the destitute.
Speak out, judge righteously,
defend the rights of the poor and needy.”
(Proverbs 31:8-9)
One in every 16 verses in scripture refers to the poor.  And one in every ten in the gospels is about the poor and impoverished.

The Hebrew scriptures are clear, the prophets are clear, Jesus is clear – the distress of every single human being is a priority for the living God.  If we fail to comprehend this, we fail in all.  If we fail to respond, we fail in all.  If we fail to place the last, the least, the forgotten, the neglected, the hungry, the impoverished at the center of our attention, we fail in all.  We are only truly the church when we exist for others.  This is the final exam!

And who are these others – the people who are a priority for the living God?
· They are our neighbors nearby and far away.
· They may be the person you are seated next to or the person living just outside the Lakeside gates.
· They are the 30,000 children under the age of five who die each day as a result of poverty, far removed from the scrutiny and conscience of the world, invisible in death.
· They are the 72 million children of primary age who are not in school due to poverty, when the expenditure of less than one percent of what is spent annually on weapons of war would put all children worldwide in school.
· They are the 1.1 billion people who have no access to clean water and 2.6 billion people who lack basic sanitation.
· They are the 37 million United States citizens who live in poverty.
· They are the millions of U.S. citizens who are unemployed and under-employed, a number that exploded during the recent recession.  (Show “The Geography of a Recession”  unemployment map video)
· They are the one million children who go hungry in America each year.
· They are the 80% of humanity who live on less than $10 per day and the one billion who live on one dollar ($1.00) per day.
· They are the people we see every day here in Ohio who are hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, sick or imprisoned.
· They are our neighbors nearby and far away.

The world is the Lord’s and all that is in it!  Do you believe it?  If you do, say it with me:  The world is the Lord’s and all that is in it!  Again, like you mean it:  The world is the Lord’s and all that is in it!  We are all God’s children sharing this world with all its resources.  We are all loved by the same living God who revealed himself in this world through his son Jesus Christ.  Jesus didn’t own a house.  He was marginalized, suffered and died.  But through his extravagant, sacrificial love, he conquered all evil powers of this world, including the evil power of poverty.  Jesus built the first bridge out of poverty with only three nails and two pieces of wood shaped into an old rugged cross.

I am not worried about God doing God’s work.  Believing that God is doing God’s work in Christ is not the final exam.  The final exam is whether you and I will fully, sacrificially, extravagantly engage in Christ’s ministry to transform the world.  The final exam is our response to human need and suffering in our lifetime.  The final exam is not professed beliefs.  The final exam is our redemptive actions.

Jesus is brutally clear that in the end when the Son of Man comes in his glory and all the nations are gathered before him, the final exam question will not be about what we professed but what we did when we saw the least of these hungry, thirsty, naked, a stranger, sick, or in prison.  The ethic of love and mercy are the standards by which you and I will be judged.  God is doing God’s work in Christ.  I want to join in this work!  I don’t want to be left behind!

As United Methodists, we have a particular DNA that guides how we join in God’s work in Christ.  “We proclaim no personal gospel that fails to express itself in relevant social concerns.  We proclaim no social gospel that does not include the personal transformation of sinners.”  (2008 Book of Discipline)  This creative tension defines Methodism.  This is our DNA.  If it doesn’t, we are not United Methodists.

Further, John Wesley understood and taught that there is a difference between acts of mercy and acts of justice.  We should not only share gospel, food, water, health care, education and community with the poor; we are also called to address, advocate, even fight the demonic systems that create and sustain poverty.  We dare not offer the gospel in Christ’s name without offering bread in Christ’s name.  And we dare not offer bread in Christ’s name without addressing the very political and economic systems that brutalize human beings beyond our imagination.

In the final decade of John Wesley’s ministry, he warned against the increasing tendency of Methodists to retain wealth instead of sharing it with those in need, saying it correlated directly with a decline in their spiritual growth and the progress of the revival.  Wesley was clear that there is a correlation between engagement with the poor and spiritual growth.  That is why we engage in ministry with the poor and not in ministry to, or for, or over, or upon, or against the poor.  As Bishop Palmer stated in his Presidential Address at the recent Council of Bishops meeting in Columbus, hosted by the West Ohio Conference, “We are the ones who need to be evangelized by the poor.”

We are the ones who need to abandon our preoccupation with possessions, positions, entitlements and structures and become like the poor who are able to follow Jesus in a radical way because they have nothing to lose.  
· It is a scandal for us, as Methodists, to live out of a script of scarcity, rather than increase our capacity.
· It is a scandal, as Methodists, to live out of a script of indulgence, rather than take up Christ’s cross and deny ourselves.
· It is a scandal, as Methodists, to live out of a world view that holds God’s bountiful resources are in short supply, rather than tackle the real problem of distribution.
St. Augustine said it well:  “We are the bread on the table.”  The final exam is about becoming what we are – bread on the table.  We are called to live in such a way that the world, at a minimum, would have to take the gospel seriously.

The prophetic Wesleyan movement cannot be renewed by dusting off our doctrines and realigning our tactics.  As Colin Morris said in his book Include Me Out:  “If there is still time left for Methodism, it can only be stirred into action if the power is connected between the two poles:  Christ’s love (on the first pole) and human suffering (on the second pole), if we feel the full strength of the first and the monstrosity of the other.”  This is the bridge we are called to build as United Methodists.  We are called to build the bridge between Christ’s love for the world and the suffering of God’s people.  We are the only bridges God has to connect these two poles.  God doesn’t let innocent children suffer the burden of poverty and die.  God’s people do when we fail to be bridge builders.
· Are you ready to build some bridges?
· Are you ready to put Christ’s love into our action?
· Are you ready to connect the poles of Christ’s love and the suffering of God’s people?
· Are you ready to become bridge builders?

BRIDGES ARE BEING BUILT

One of the joys of serving as the episcopal leader of the West Ohio Conference is that an increasing number of our congregations already know the answer to the final exam.  They know that when they reach out to the least of these who are members of God’s family, they are ministering to Christ.  They know that the love of God outlasts everything and overcomes anything.  They know that their future is not found in preserving themselves behind locked doors.  They know that people and relationships are more important than counting nickels and noses.  They know that the continuous first step of evangelism is to practice the same radical hospitality Jesus demonstrated when leading persons into a relationship with the Living God.  They know that nothing is going to stop the movement of the Holy Spirit.  They know that the gospel is good news for the poor.  They know that God has called and equipped them to give themselves for God’s redemptive work in the world.  They know they are to build bridges out of poverty for those who are oppressed.

Vietnam

The West Ohio Conference is building bridges out of poverty in Vietnam.  In April, I was privileged to travel to Vietnam to dedicate the United Methodist Conference Center in Ho Chi Minh City.  This beautiful center was purchased with funds raised in our 2008 Love First Miracle Offering and by the Shawnee Valley District.  You may recall that the establishment of a physical headquarters for the United Methodist Church in Vietnam is a prerequisite to recognition of the UMC in Vietnam by the Communist government of Vietnam.  While in Vietnam I traveled with Ut Vo To and a delegation from West Ohio to Hanoi and met with the Deputy General of the Governmental Committee on Religious Affairs to request the official recognition of The United Methodist Church in Vietnam.  It was an excellent meeting, and we have been notified that the church will be recognized within a year.  A backdrop to these two incredible experiences was a motorbike trip conducted by Shawnee Valley District from Hue down the spine of Vietnam to Ho Chi Minh City.  Twenty-eight riders travelled nearly 1,000 miles spreading the gospel, baptizing in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and building relationships with Vietnamese pastors and laity.  Ten years ago there were a handful of United Methodists in Vietnam.  Today, there are nearly 12,000 members in 162 congregations served by 120 pastors.  Praise God!

Please welcome Ut and Karen Vo To, our missionaries in Vietnam, and Shawnee Valley District Superintendent Joseph Bishman.

Ut and Karen, the United Methodist Church in Vietnam is growing rapidly.  It started in South Vietnam among college students and among the poor in and around Saigon and the Mekong Delta area.  Not it is growing rapidly in Central Vietnam, especially among the poor in the highlands area.  What is unique about the Methodist way of life that is attracting so many persons to Christ?

Joseph, what makes the United Methodist Church in Vietnam such a vital, dynamic, growing movement?


Vinton County Network

Over the past couple of years, the West Ohio Conference Leadership Team has been encouraging the development of partnerships between congregations.  A partnership exists when two or more congregations formally or informally covenant to work together to fulfill God’s purposes.  As Paul reminds us in I Corinthians, “…the body does not consist of one member but of many…” and “…to each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”  (I Corinthians 12:7, 14)  You will hear more about this emphasis on partnerships during the Leadership Team’s Report on Thursday morning.  Many of these partnerships are building bridges out of poverty.  One such partnership is the Vinton County Network, a partnership of fifteen congregations in the Foothills District, who along with other churches in the area work with the Care Outreach Ministries.  I am pleased that Mr. David Graham, Executive Director of Care Outreach Ministries is with us today.

David, Vinton County is one of the poorest counties in all of Ohio.  How does the partnership help individual United Methodists and these congregations to be in ministry with the poor through Care Outreach Ministries?

Church For All People

The Church For All People and the related Community Development Corporation For All People have gained national prominence as a cutting edge model of ministry with the poor.  The Church For All People is in the bridge building business.  Please welcome Rev. John Edgar, lead pastor, and Donita Harris, lay pastor, at Church For All People.

Donita, please describe the range of ministries with the poor at Church For All People.

John, what is the most important thing you have learned about being in ministry with the poor that will help us be more effective in our ministry with the poor when we return to our churches and communities?

The Church For All People is seeking to teach congregations of all sizes and mission contexts to build bridges out of poverty.  How can folks here access your teaching?


Grace Children’s Hospital
and
United Methodist Children’s Home

I travelled to Haiti on behalf of the General Board of Global Ministries and The United Methodist Church during Holy Week to meet with the President of the Methodist Church in Haiti, to consult with our United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) staff and to see firsthand the devastation caused by the earthquake that struck Port-au-Prince and the surrounding area in early January.  It was a profound spiritual experience to witness firsthand the devastation, destruction, despair and death in Haiti during the very week that I was reflecting on the suffering and death of our Lord, Jesus.  Everywhere we toured, there was rubble in the streets.  Every bare piece of ground was covered with a makeshift tent, hopelessly waiting for the monsoon rains and hurricanes to wash them away.  UN troops guarded every grocery store to prevent food riots and looting.  The air was heavy with heat and humidity and the stench of resignation that is the hallmark of abject poverty the world over.

Yet, in the midst of all the suffering, there were signs of resurrection.  The Word was being preached, aid was beginning to flow, makeshift schools were springing up, and the street-market entrepreneurs – the mainstay of the Haitian economy – were back in business, often precariously perched on mounds of rubble.  And then, there were the smiles – the smiles of the little orphaned children being cared for in the open-air courtyard of Grace Children’s Hospital because their hospital ward was destroyed.  Their innocence and the security they felt from their caregivers allowed Christ’s light and hope to be reflected in their smiles.

The West Ohio Conference is building a bridge between Christ’s love and the human suffering in Haiti.  In the first few weeks following the January earthquake, the generous and industrious United Methodists of West Ohio assembled and shipped nearly 31,000 health kits to UMCOR to be used for immediate relief efforts.  The kits were valued at $372,000.  Your generosity grew to extravagant proportions when you contributed $1,149,000 to the Haiti Emergency Advance Special.  This brings our response to the Haiti earthquake disaster to over $1.5 million to date.

I am pleased to introduce to you Rachel Mills and her daughter Emma.  Rachel is the Communication/Education Coordinator for International Child Care, our partner who operates Grace Children’s Hospital in Port-au-Prince, Haiti.  Emma is Rachel’s Haitian-born daughter who recently joined their family.  Rachel adopted Emma, with the assistance of the United Methodist Children’s Home in Worthington.  Through the United Methodist Children’s Home we are reminded that adoption is clearly one of the most direct, hands-on and effective ways to build a bridge out of poverty.

Rachel, what motivated you to adopt Emma?

What role did the United Methodist Children’s Home play in the adoption?

How is Grace Children’s Hospital in ministry with the poor in Haiti?

As you know, a large portion of our Love First Miracle Offering will go to help rebuild a 60-bed patient ward at Grace Children’s Hospital and support the United Methodist Children’s Home.  What will this mean for the impoverished children of Haiti and the children served by UMCH?

You may want to take this opportunity to thank Rachel for the Bible School that International Child Care provides for our children during Annual Conference.

West Liberty UMC

I’d like you to meet one other person this afternoon.  Brandy Young is a member of the Shooting 4 Christ youth group at West Liberty UMC.  Rev. Tim Reeves is her pastor.  When the earthquake struck Port-au-Prince in January, the West Liberty congregation in the Capitol Area North District swung into action and raised $3,000 for Haiti relief.  A large portion of that amount ($1,000) was raised by the youth group through a Port-A-Potty project and a 30 hour Famine Weekend.  

Brandy, what exactly was the Port-A-Potty project?

What did you learn from the 30 hour fast during the Famine Weekend?

I am sure you would like to know that Brandy will be leaving this annual conference session and heading to Camp Otterbein to be a summer camp counselor.

GO MAKE AN IMPACT

I recently heard Bishop Peggy Johnson of the Philadelphia Area say, “Hell means realizing later we should have said ‘yes’ when God called us.”  Friends, God is calling us in West Ohio.  
· God is calling us to connect the poles of Christ’s love and human suffering.  
· God is calling us to build bridges out of poverty.  
· God is calling us to become missional churches.

Mark Powell in a video blog titled ‘Toward A Missional Church’ draws a contrast between the missional church and the institutional church.  He says a “missional church comes into being when a local discipleship community recognizes that it is God who is on mission in the world and that God has, in grace, chosen to outsource this mission primarily, but not exclusively, through his local congregations.”  (Mark Powell video blog, March 31, 2008)

Church is not the goal of mission.  Church is a witness to God’s mission.  Church is a witness to what God is doing.  Church is the hands and feet of Christ.  Church is here on behalf of those who are not here.  Jesus was sent to get back what belongs to God – all of God’s people.  He suffered and died on a cross and was raised from the dead to accomplish God’s mission.  This Jesus, the living Christ, and Jesus alone, is the calling of the church.  That is the reason we have been sent on mission.

Jesus was constantly encouraging the Pharisees and scribes to rethink “church,” often with intense bluntness.  Luke’s gospel records the following rebuke by Jesus:  “I’ve had it with you!  You’re hopeless, you Pharisees!  Frauds!  You keep meticulous account books, tithing on every nickel and dime you bet, but manage to find loopholes for getting around basic matters of justice and God’s love.”  (Luke 11:42, The Message)  Jesus is screaming, “Rethink Church.”  And with every parable, Jesus invited his own followers to hear and see a new way of being the “church.”  “But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.  And you will be blessed…”  (Luke 14:13-14a)  Jesus is articulating a new vision of righteousness.  Rethink Church!

Last September, during a North Central Jurisdiction College of Bishops meeting, I met a young woman from Kansas who was part of a VIM team working at the Tree of Life Mission on the Rosebud Indian Reservation in south central South Dakota.  She and her team members wore Rethink Church T-shirts.  Inscribed on the back was the following statement:

The Church Has Left The Building:  Gone Outreaching

The mission of every United Methodist Church in West Ohio is to make and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  There is no way to fulfill this mission without rethinking church on a regular basis.  The future of every congregation is dependent on the ability to maintain or recover its external and eternal focus.  Unless we are constantly in the process of leaving the building, the church will die.  It is time to hang up the “Gone Outreaching” sign.

During a 48-hour period the weekend of April 24 – 25, more than 100,000 people from over 1,000 United Methodist congregations worldwide united with a common purpose – to leave their buildings to change the world in a hands-on kind of way.  This Change the World event was created as part of the Rethink Church campaign by United Methodist Communications in partnership with the United Methodist Publishing House.  The concept for Change the World originated with our own Rev. Mike Slaughter, the author of Change the World:  Recovering the Message and Mission of Jesus.

This event was about “gone outreaching.”  It was about churches building relationships with their communities.  It was about building bridges between the poles of Christ’s love and human suffering.  It was about being in ministry with the poor.  Local congregations left their buildings and took to the streets to feed the hungry, aid the homeless, visit the lonely, provide clothes for the naked, welcome the stranger, care for the sick.  These local congregations took the final exam and passed.  They are a part of a movement to impact the world, to change the world, to transform the world.  Can we build bridges out of poverty?  (Yes, we can!)

I conclude with a video produced by United Methodist Communications following the Change the World event.  The message is simple.  The message is straightforward.  The message is compelling.  The message is urgent.

· Go build bridges!
· Go connect Christ’s love and human suffering!
· Go be a missional church!
· Go change the world!
· Go impact your community!
· Go pass the final exam!
· Your impact begins right now!

Bishop Bruce R. Ough
West Ohio Conference
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