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2005 Episcopal Address


Making Disciples of Jesus Christ for the Transformation of the World
Bishop Janice Riggle Huie
Acts 2.1-4, 14a, 17, 21

I didn’t anticipate what joy it would give me to experience the presence of all of you “together in one place.”  For the last nine months I’ve been visiting at “your house.”   Now we gather in one place with all of us praising God, enjoying the presence of the Christ, invoking the Holy Spirit, and remembering those who surround us as so great a cloud of witnesses.  Truly, the blessing of community is one the great gifts of Annual Conference.
Our gathering may seem just like one more Annual Conference to you.  To this bishop it seems like an occasion with the potential for Pentecost.  Would it be all right with you if something extraordinary happened here during these four days?  A fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon God’s United Methodist sons and daughters.  A fresh vision.  A renewed mission.  A new sense of urgency about making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  God is here.  I invite us to be open to the power of the Spirit.  

We are living in a threshold time—a time of unprecedented challenges and unprecedented opportunities.  New technologies alone mean that the world is changing at blinding speed.  The church has to be nimble in order to respond appropriately.  There also appears to be unparalleled hunger for God.  It is reflected in the spiritual quest of persons in every culture around the world.  It is also reflected in the people living in the 58 counties of the Texas Annual Conference.  I believe there is a new readiness to hear the essential truths of the Christian message.  If we United Methodists want to make a difference, we will have to change some of the ways in which we offer Christ’s message to the world.
This Annual Conference is particularly blessed with resources.  Exceptional congregations.  Superb clergy.  Visionary lay leaders.  Numerous strong institutions.  Now is a great time to be a United Methodist Christian in the Texas Annual Conference.

This Annual Conference is also blessed with great opportunities.  The combined population of our 58 counties is approximately 7.3 million people.  Over four and a half million people live in the Houston metroplex alone.  Our worship attendance is 109,000.  That means 69 out of 70 people you meet on the street were not in a United Methodist Church last Sunday.  More than half were not in any church.  Imagine our potential for making disciples of Jesus Christ.  Incredible.  It is greater than all but three or four Annual Conferences in the United States.
I believe it is time for The Texas Annual Conference to take a bold, new step into God’s future.  I am inviting you to join me in developing a bold, comprehensive, strategic, Holy Spirit-inspired approach to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  I am inviting you to lead the entire United Methodist Church in responding to the movement of the Holy Spirit in our world.  Now is the time to open ourselves to God’s Spirit saying to us, “Behold, I am doing a new thing in this place.”        
This Episcopal Address has three parts.  First, I want take a good look at our current reality.  I will share briefly some observations and discoveries from my visits and the strategy mapping sessions.  Second, I want to talk about Jesus’ model for disciple-making.  Finally, I want to offer a vision and the beginning of a plan.
Our Reality:  Observations and Discoveries in Visiting Congregations

As you know I visited all 573 charges in the Texas Annual Conference.  In six months, I traveled almost 12,000 miles and met personally with approximately 9,200 people in various gatherings.  In addition, I preached at 26 different churches.  Thank you for your hospitality.  You enriched my life, and, I believe, our time in ministry together.
I saw some incredibly strong congregations—vibrant, healthy, fruitful, making disciples of Jesus Christ, deeply involved in the task of building God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  One can sense the excitement and energy of God’s Spirit at work.  Worship services are alive with the presence of God.  Ministry to the neighborhood and the world reaches out to great varieties of people.  When I inquired of their strengths, laity talked excitedly about lives being changed by God.  They described the various opportunities to deepen their faith in study and small groups.  They wanted me to know about how they were reaching out to children.  They invited me to more hands-on mission experiences than I could do in three lifetimes.
I also saw some extremely fragile congregations—self-contained, barely getting by, worried about tomorrow.  I talked with saints who are weary.  When I asked one particular congregation what it was doing to make disciples of Jesus Christ, a lay member responded, “Bishop, we think we are just fine the way we are.”  I know I detected a note of sadness in his voice. 
The primary purpose of most of those churches is survival.  Oh, people used other language.  Someone would say, “I just hope our church is here five years from now.”  Another said, “Bishop, it is everything we can do to hold on today.  We don’t have the energy to think about next year.”   A middle-aged woman pleaded, “Just don’t close this church until after my mother dies.  It would break her heart not to have her funeral here.”   
These fragile churches are located all over the Annual Conference.  Some are predominately Anglo.  Others are predominately African American.  Some churches are rural, and the communities that once supported them no longer exist.  Many of these congregations are located in towns, cities and the metroplex.  They are frequently found in transitional neighborhoods.  In other words, saints who gather on Sunday morning don’t look like, act like or connect with the people who live in the area.
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The Texas Annual Conference is made up of a total of 729 congregations.   189 or 27% have fewer than 20 people in worship.  This group is the most rapidly declining segment of our denomination and our Annual Conference.  There are exceptions, of course.  In the last ten years, 29 of these congregations voted to close their doors.  That doesn’t even count those that merged with another congregation. 
I saw lots and lots of struggling congregations—faithful people with proud histories, but not very fruitful in making disciples today. Probably half of our congregations fall in this category.  Somehow ministry and mission have become defined primarily in terms of caring for their own membership.  Lots of energy is spent maintaining the organizational structure.  More energy is spent maintaining aging buildings where air conditioners, heating units and roofs need costly repairs.  The unspoken mission becomes paying the preacher, the bills and the apportionments.  The apportionments are viewed as another burden rather than giving for connectional ministry.  The pastor’s job becomes caring for the saints who are paying the bills rather than equipping the saints for making disciples.
The single most repeated challenge was the scarcity of young adults, people 18-35 years of age.  In some churches, I felt like I was visiting Abraham and Sarah.  “Look at us,” one gentleman said with a little furrow between his eyes.  “We have mostly gray hair or no hair at all.  We don’t have any children.  Our young people just aren’t interested.  Tell us what to do.”  

During my visits, I made two troubling discoveries.  I believe they are directly related to our struggle.  The first concerns worship.  When I visited dynamic, growing, fruitful congregations, people wanted to tell me about experiencing God in worship.  They talked about the Holy Spirit.  They talked about the preacher.  They talked about the choir.  They often invited me to church.  However, sometimes I traveled all day long into ten, twelve even fourteen churches without one person mentioning worship as a strength.  Not one person.  I tried asking my questions differently.  No change.  I asked the superintendents to listen for signals I might be overlooking.  Nothing.   Friends, it is time for a little soul-searching here.  I say that to pastors especially.  By the grace of God, we can do better than this.
The second discovery is related to the first.  Frequently, laity are not able to speak the language of faith.  What I mean is this.  In describing their strengths, people would often say, “We are warm, friendly and caring.”  That is good.  It also describes virtually every civic and service organization in town.  “What else?” I sometimes asked.  “What makes you different from the Rotary Club or the Chamber of Commerce?”  “We are United Methodists.  We are Christians.”  OK.  Dear friends, if I am a first time visitor and I ask you to share with me the good things I can expect to experience in your congregation, without hesitation we must be able to speak some words of faith:  God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, faith, hope, love, disciple-making, kingdom-building.  If not, why should I return? 
Texas Annual Conference “Big Picture”

I have been trying to give you some snapshots of large groupings of our individual congregations.  Now let’s look at the whole picture using statistical data.
Here is a graph of our membership for the last five years.  It looks good, doesn’t it?  Those numbers can be very seductive.  Membership is essentially in indicator of our past strength, our history.
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Now look at worship attendance.  Worship attendance is an indicator of our present.  It is current reality.  You can see worship attendance is  essentially flat—the same as five years ago.   Baptisms and professions of faith are indicators of our future.  If I were to show you baptisms, you would see decline.  Professions of faith?  Decline.  Sunday School attendance?  Decline.  Total number of congregations?  Decline.
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What is more important is our population growth.  As a 58 county whole, we are growing over a percent a year.  In the last five years, we’ve grown by nearly 370,000 people.  That’s roughly equivalent to adding people from three cities the size of Tyler.  
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Notice who lives here.  You can see that almost one person in four is Hispanic.  Just over 5% are Asian.   Just over 17% are African American.
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Now look at the Texas Annual Conference racial/ethnic make up.  Hispanic persons are just over 1% of our membership.  Asian persons are less than 1%.  Thanks primarily to two congregations, we’re closer on African Americans:  15%.  
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Friends, yes, the Texas Annual Conference is strong.  However, we are functioning at only a tiny fraction of our potential.  I believe that part of what is lacking is a clear compelling vision, mission, and a plan for the journey.  Remember when the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness between the Red Sea and the Promised Land.   Their vision wasn’t clear.  Their mission wasn’t certain.  There was no plan.  So they wandered round and round.  They argued with one another.  They fussed and complained about not having what they wanted.  Maybe you’ve noticed some of that behavior among United Methodists.
God sent a pillar of fire and a cloud to guide them.  God sent leaders to teach them and hold them accountable.  God made them leave lots of old baggage behind.  God gave them courage to take risks they didn’t want to take.  God told them to bring everyone along, strong and fragile, young and old.  It is true that some never left Egypt.  Other didn’t make it out of the wilderness.  Everyone was invited into a new future.  God’s vision for them was fruitful land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  I believe that vision of vibrant, healthy, congregations that are strong enough to reach out in love around the globe is what God desires for the Texas Annual Conference.  God wants faithful congregations to become fruitful.
Now is a threshold time.   It is time to leave the wilderness.  It is time for The Texas Annual Conference to take a bold, new step into God’s future.  Now is the time to develop a comprehensive, strategic, Holy Spirit-inspired approach to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  It is time to re-invest in local churches.
Jesus’ Model of Disciple Making*
Five key elements define the heart of transformational disciple-making. These elements grow out of Jesus’ own approach to making disciples.  You can read them in the gospels.  We learn from what Jesus says.  We act like Jesus acts.  We embody Christ in our very being.  I witnessed these elements in various congregations in the Conference.  All five are found in every healthy, vibrant, fruitful disciple-making congregation I know about.
At the heart of each of these elements is leadership.  Leadership.  Leadership.  Leadership.  Clergy and lay leaders who follow Jesus’ example.  These leaders are ready to live into the heart, the mind and the work of Christ.  They are ready to stand against the creeping cultural religion that’s sweeping across the U. S.  They are ready to lay down their livelihood and even lives to follow Jesus.   These clergy and lay leaders are ready to do whatever it takes, in John Wesley’s words “to reform the Continent and to spread scriptural holiness over these Lands.” 
1.  Radical Hospitality

Remember blind Bartimaeus crying out for mercy, annoying everyone.  Jesus said, “Call him here.” (Mark 10. 49)  Remember the Samaritan woman.  (John 4.1-15)   She asked Jesus directly, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?”  Jesus not only spoke with her, he also gave her the water of eternal life. The disciples wanted to push the children away.  (Matthew 19.13-14)   Not important enough.  Jesus welcomed them.  “Let them come to me,” he said, “Do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.” Remember the parable of the wedding banquet.  (Matthew 22.2-10)  Jesus said, “Go into the streets and invite everyone you find.”  I could go on and on.  
The first movement of disciple-making is radical hospitality.  A hospitality that reaches across economic, racial, age and gender lines.  A hospitality that focuses on the stranger and those outside the community of faith.  A hospitality that reaches out to people who don’t look like or act like us.  A hospitality that ministers to children not its own.  

A congregation making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world is a congregation actively engaged in radical hospitality.

2.  Passionate Worship

Jesus speaks God’s word and transforms lives.  His first public act is to preach a sermon in the synagogue. (Luke 4.16-20)  He preaches in the countryside of Galilee. (Mark 1.39)  People experience God’s spirit, and lives are changed.  He heals Bartimaeus.  (Mark 10. 52)  He restores a man’s withered hand. (Mark 3.1-5)  He cleanses a leper.  (Mark 1. 46-48)   He forgives the sins of a paralyzed man and heals him. (Mark 2.5,11)  I could go on and on.  
The ordinary place where people hear God’s word preached, experience Christ’s presence and are changed by the power of Holy Spirit is congregational worship.  Passionate, powerful, dynamic worship.  Something extraordinary happens in worship.  God is praised.  God’s Word is proclaimed.  People are challenged.  They pray.  Jesus is present and Jesus acts.  The Holy Spirit has a little maneuvering room.  People are forgiven.  They are healed.  They become disciples.  Over time, they are transformed in love of God and neighbor.  Awesome.  Wow!  

A congregation making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world is a congregation actively engaged in passionate worship.

3.  Faith-forming relationships and experiences
Jesus made disciples by living with, working with, and being present with his followers.  (Mark 1.16-20)   He literally spent three years with the twelve, teaching them, (Matthew 4.23-25) asking them questions, (Matthew 16.13-16), and  preparing them for what would come ((Matthew 16. 21-23).  He sent them out to practice what they learned.  (Matthew 10.5-14)  He challenged them hard. (Matthew 16. 24-26)  He didn’t mince words about their failures. (Mark 14.32-44)   He washes their dirty feet.  (John 13.1-11) He loves them to the end. (John 19.26)  Imagine the depth of their relationships with Jesus and one another.  Even so, all of them deserted him.  One of them betrayed him.  
We are not different than the first disciples.  Sacrifice is hard.  Taking up our cross is hard.  There are no short-cuts.  We need people who will push us to deepen our faith and to ask hard questions.  We need people to hold us accountable.   We need people to support and encourage us.  This means small groups:  Disciple Bible study, Christian Believer, prayer groups, Covenant Discipleship groups and more.  Small groups were the genius of John Wesley.  
A congregation making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world expects its members to be engaged in relationships which mature their faith, deepen their discipleship and challenge them to grow in love of God and neighbor. 

4.  Risk-taking Ministry and Service

Jesus is quite clear about what his disciples are to do.  He told them to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, provide water for the thirsty, welcome the stranger, visit those in prison and care for the least of these.  (Matthew 25. 31-46)   He asked them to love their enemies, (Matthew 5.43-44) and to be doers of the Word and not hearers only. (Matthew 7.24-27)  He commanded them to love their neighbors as themselves.  (Mark 12.31)  He invited them to be good Samaritans. (Luke 10.25-37)   He called them to deny themselves, take up their cross and follow Jesus. (Luke 9. 23-24)  In a word, disciples pray for and then build God’s kingdom.”  (Luke 11.1-4)  
There is a purpose behind making disciples of Jesus Christ.  It’s God’s purpose.  We are called to build God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  We stand in opposition to evil, injustice and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves.  We care for children.  We care for the poor.  We care for God’s good earth.  We work for peace, for economic empowerment and for justice for all God’s people.  In other words, we make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.
John Wesley reminds us that our own salvation is inextricably bound up with care for the poor.  Thank God for Partners in Mission, UM Army, UMCOR and the many other opportunities available for both hands-on ministry and financial support.  Thank God for the creativity I saw in many congregations engaging local, national and global mission.  May their tribe increase.
A congregation making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world is actively involved in risk-taking mission and service.

5.  Extravagant Generosity

Finally, Jesus’ taught his disciples to be extravagant in their generosity.  He himself gave away everything, including his own life.  He teaches people, “If someone wants to take your coat, give your cloak as well.”  (Matthew 5.38-39)  Jesus assures his followers, “Don’t worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will wear.  Look at the birds.  Like at the flowers. Imagine how much more God will take care of you.”  (Matthew 6. 19-21)  He points out the widow who gave put her two copper coins in the offering plate, giving everything she had.  (Luke 21. 1-4)  

Jesus inspires generosity in others.  Remember Zacchaeus, the rich tax collector.  Zacchaeus gives away half of his possessions and repays those he has robbed four times over.  Remember the woman who anoints Jesus.  (Mark 14. 3-9)  She pours out expensive oil from an alabaster jar to prepare for his burial.
In the ultimate act of generosity, Jesus gives his own life that we might live.  That same spirit of giving is embodied in the Apostle Paul, nearly all the early believers, and millions of Christians since then including John Wesley.  Today generosity runs hard against the current of a consumer culture.  Yet, it is fundamental to our identity as Christians.  
A congregation making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world is extravagantly generous.

Over and over again in my visits, people asked me, “Bishop, what should we do?”  I am not offering some quick institutional fix.  I am describing the most fundamental pattern of Christian discipleship based on Jesus’ own words and deeds.  I am asking clergy and laity to lead boldly in the following areas:

Radical hospitality


Passionate worship


Faith-forming relationships


Risk-taking mission and service


Extravagant generosity

If your congregation is not intentionally addressing all five of these elements of the disciple-making process, it is most likely not fulfilling its mission.  

The Church’s witness today is too crucial for us to continue to ignore or make excuses for pastors and congregations that are not contributing to our disciple-making mission.  It is time for accountability and corrective action.  
It is no longer acceptable that only a third of our congregations conducted a confirmation class.  It is no longer acceptable for more than a third of our congregations to reach no one by confession of faith.  It is no longer acceptable for worship attendance to be flat when the population is growing.  It is no longer acceptable that the Texas Annual Conference is more than 80% Anglo when almost half of our population is from a different racial/ethnic group.  
These behaviors are out of step with the direction of the Texas Annual Conference.  They are out of step with the direction of The United Methodist Church.  If you, clergy or laity, want to lead in these areas, this Bishop will stand ready to help you.  This Conference will stand ready to help you.  However, f you can’t or don’t want to provide leadership, then I’d ask you kindly to step aside for others that do. 
The church’s mission is not to be a series of fortresses, holding on and hunkered down.  It is time for our congregations to be launching pads for making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. 

Vision, Mission and Proposal for a Plan

Our Discipline is clear on the mission of the United Methodist Church.  Our mission is to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  These disciples build God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  In other words, the mission of the United Methodist Church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.
The local church provides the most significant arena, though not the only arena, through which disciple-making occurs.  Therefore, it is essential that congregations of disciples be strengthened, supported, and multiplied across this great Conference.  

I believe our vision is emerging.  This vision is a conference in which every congregation is strong, vibrant, healthy, growing, reproducing risk-taking center for making and equipping disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.  In other words, these congregations are both faithful and fruitful.  
To move toward this vision, we must be willing to act boldly.  We will have to open ourselves to the possibility of leaving our institutionalized, mechanized and bureaucratic baggage behind.  We have to be willing to risk new, more simple, more dynamic, more responsive, and more flexible ways of organizing our ministries.  We will have to increase both expectations and accountability.   Friends, this means change.  It’s not change for change’s sake.  It is change for the sake of Christ’s mission of making disciples for the transformation of the world.

I want to share four essential areas for your consideration.

1. New church starts

In its early years Methodism spread like wildfire across this continent because those pioneer circuit riders were committed to going where people lived and worked.  Simply put, we need to start new faith communities where people live and work today.  This means birthing faith communities and ministries in our urban centers, rural communities and among populations we have neglected—Hispanic persons in particular, other immigrants, blue collar workers, the poor, apartment-dwellers, residents of mobile home parks, incarcerated persons, etc.  Many of these people don’t have a lot of money.  We need to birth churches with them with the same intentionality and energy that we generate in our suburban areas.  

Many of you know the work of Dr. Lyle Schaller.  Some years ago, Dr. Schaller demonstrated that any judicatory will grow when it starting at least 2% of its existing congregations each year.  That translates into 14 new church starts per year for the Texas Annual Conference.   Our current rate is 15 in the last ten years.
I believe we need to set our goal at 10 new congregations per year over the next decade.   That’s 100 new congregations by 2016.   We will have to think differently and use a variety of models.  It is an achievable goal.  Not every new church will be a mega-church. Some of them should be.  I would ask that those of you in strong, vibrant, healthy, congregations begin to pray about whether God is calling your congregation to be a birth mother to a new church.

Birthing new churches is expensive.  However, our biggest challenge will not be money.  It will be pastoral leadership.  Pastoral leadership is the single most important factor in whether a congregation is born and grows up or whether it dies in infancy.  Therefore, this conference must also devise a plan to recruit, select, train and coach pastors for the specific ministry of birthing congregations.
I would ask that some of you pastors begin to pray about whether God is calling you to the unique ministry of starting new congregations.  
2. Revitalizing existing congregations

We have hundreds of congregations that want to participate in God’s mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  They want to be faithful and fruitful.  There are leaders who will lead.  They are willing to change.  The Conference’s job is to identify those churches, particularly those located in strategic population areas, and equip them for mission.  That will mean training, training and more training for clergy and laity alike.  It may mean financial resources in special situations.

Re-vitalization might include starting a new worship service.  It might mean re-location.  It might mean uniting with another congregation.  It might mean linking by satellite with a church with exceptional preaching and Bible study.  It might mean one or two elders supervising a team of lay ministers serving a group of congregations.  It might mean a team of pastors and members learning Spanish and walking the streets.  It might mean hiring a youth director if though you don’t have any youth.  It will almost certain mean a renewed focus on radical hospitality and passionate worship.

3. Focus on youth and young adults

It is hard to believe, but the next youth boom will fully impact this country next year.  2006 is the year that the so-called millennial generation will come of age.  Next year these young people will be 12-17 years old.  That is prime youth ministry age.  The baby boomers peaked at 25 million.  The millennial generation will peak at 26 million.
This is a generation that wants to be engaged.  They want to make a difference in the world.  They are willing to make sacrifices.  They are already volunteering in record numbers for everything from the Peace Corps to Habitat for Humanity.  Far more than our generations, they know every challenge is a global as well as local.

Our congregations have an incredible opportunity to offer Christ to a generation already pre-disposed to the Christian message.  We must reach out through hands-on mission, youth groups, effective campus ministries, worship services, camps and conferences, every means possible.  We cannot afford to miss this generation.
4. Recruitment, training and retention of spiritual leaders
All the studies I have read, everything I have observed, and every leader with whom I have talked consistently identify the single most important factor in congregational vitality as effective, spirit-led, servant-oriented, bold, visionary clergy.  

Effectiveness in pastoral ministry is grounded in call and covenant.  Our call gives us passion for ministry.  Our covenant with God and accountability one another guides and focuses our passion for ministry.  That is why, for me, leadership development will always be, first and foremost, an issue of being formed in the image of Christ for the sake of the world.  The church has a right to expect its clergy leadership to be deeply grounded in a faith relationship with God.  It has a right to expect clergy to be accountable to the Orders or Fellowship, the Conference, and the Bishop for deepening that relationship.
The church also has a right to expect its clergy to be leaders.  Whether we graduated from seminary three decades ago or last year, very few of us pastors have had training in basic leadership skills.  Which one of us would want to go to a surgeon who had decided not to bother with these new-fangled laser techniques?  Who would go to a financial planner who hadn’t had time to learn this year’s changes in the tax law?  Change is occurring in every field.  Even the most effective leader can slip and become ineffective when the culture changes and we stay in the past.  With practices of faith, learning, and accountability, every one of us can be a better leader.
Finally, it is essential that the recruitment, training and retention of gifted, young pastors who are passionate about making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world becomes a priority.  I am talking about women and men and all racial/ethnic groups.  The average age of United Methodist pastors in the U. S. is 57.  I’m told it is only slightly younger here in this conference.  Starting a hundred new congregations in the next ten years will require at least a hundred new pastors.   

Resourcing the Vision
I hope you can appreciate the magnitude of the opportunity and challenge that lies before us.  Much of what I have outlined in this presentation will not happen without the re-alignment of existing funds and probably the development of new funds which will focus on the mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  

Such goals are achievable
…if we are open to God’s leading;

…if we move beyond turf protection to alignment around a shared vision of a vibrant, healthy, fruitful church;

…if we live out of a theology of abundance rather than an attitude of scarcity;

…if we understand that we cannot do this on our own, but only through faith in God who created us, redeemed us and sustains us.

These various vision elements are not intended to be complete.  They are offered as a starting place for our ongoing discernment as we chart the course to which God is calling the Texas Annual Conference. 

What would it be like for Pentecost to happen in the Texas Annual Conference over the next few days?  Can’t you hear the tongues wagging?

Some will say, “Look at those Methodists—they are on fire to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  They’re serious about building God’s kingdom.”  Others will question, “Is it the wine or is it the Spirit?”

Some will say, “Look at those Methodists.  They are starting new faith communities all over Houston and East Texas—with African Americans, Asians, Hispanic, blue collar workers, the poor.”  Others will doubt, “No way, it must be the wine….but it might be the Spirit.”

Some will say, “Look at those Methodists.  They’ve become downright evangelistic—sharing their faith with their neighbors and working all over the world.”   Others will wonder, “Must be the wine... what if it really is the Spirit?”

Some will say, “Look at those Methodists—feeding the hungry, training people for jobs, building homes for the homeless, helping kids get an education, ministering to people in prison , running for public office.  They are writing checks and getting their hands dirty.”  Others will call out, “Now I know it is the wine…what do you say?”

Come, Holy Spirit, come.  Amen.

*The first four of these “marks of the church” were developed by the General Board of Discipleship during the early 1990s as a local church’s “core processes.”  GBOD used different language.  In 2001 Bishop Bruce Ough developed the language used here.  In 2005 Bishop Robert Schnase added the fifth element.
