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2006 Episcopal Address

Making Disciples of Jesus Christ for the Transformation of the World

Ezekiel 37: 1-10
Good afternoon, dear friends.  It brings me such joy to stand here as your bishop and experience the people of God called United Methodists.  It is a wondrous gift to gather together in one place to breathe in God’s own breath and to listen again for the wind-sounds of the Spirit.  When we remember those who have gone before us, how can we not sense the presence of so great a cloud of witnesses encouraging us, offering us examples of Christ-like lives, and inspiring us with hope?  Thanks be to God for the people called United Methodist in the Texas Annual Conference.

At our last regular Annual Conference session, we prayed for a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  We prayed for the winds of the Spirit to blow through our conference as they did at Pentecost.  Since then, we’ve experienced two hurricanes and a special session.  My grandmother would have said, “Best be careful what you pray for.  You might get it.”  
Those hurricanes, of course, became the occasion to practice radical hospitality and extravagant generosity in extraordinary ways.  We made new friends of Jesus from both inside and outside the boundaries of the conference.  We also discovered the powerful difference our 715 congregations can make in the lives of individuals and communities who both serve and suffer.   
The Special Session in November laid the groundwork for a more comprehensive approach in making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  Together, therefore, we will re-invest in congregations for the sake of  God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  We will create vibrant, growing congregations changing lives and re-shaping futures for Jesus Christ.  Like that great company in Ezekiel’s vision, we will get to our feet and move forward.
Together we affirmed radical hospitality, passionate worship, faith-forming relationships, risk-taking mission and service, extravagant generosity, connectional ministry and fervent prayer and study of Scripture as core beliefs.  We declared Congregational Excellence and Clergy Excellence as key priorities.  We agreed, by God’s grace, we would strive to become Spirit-led, excellent, fruitful and accountable in who we are and what we do. Those objectives meant we needed to re-frame our structure and re-align our budget. The wind of the Spirit was bringing us to our feet and ready to move.
Once again we gather on the cusp of Pentecost.  Once again God’s Spirit is blowing.  I like the way Eugene Peterson phrases it in his translation of Ezekiel, “God grabbed me.”  Has God ever grabbed you?  Have you ever experienced that reality personally?  Dear friends, God has grabbed the Texas Annual Conference.  We have been set down in communities, towns, cities, a state, a nation, and a world full of dry bones.  Some of us have dry bones in our own congregations.   Fear.  Anxiety.  Greed.  Hate.  Division.  They appear in a thousand disguises.   
Like Ezekiel, we listen for the voice of God.  God speaks.  We respond faithfully.  God breathes God’s spirit.   We receive that Spirit.  We respond faithfully.  Slowly, surely, like tree branches swelling with the buds of spring, we see fresh possibilities and glimpse signs of new life.  Hope quickens within us.  We continue to listen.  We continue to respond faithfully.  Then in an outpouring of grace that always surprises, God transforms the world with God’s kingdom here on earth as it is in heaven.  Ezekiel pictures it this way: the people of God stand up alive ready to move forward.
This Episcopal Address has three parts.  First, I want to overview what has happened during this last year.  Second, I want to talk about fruitfulness and why the expectation of fruitfulness is so important in the Christian life.  Finally, I want to point to next steps.
Our Reality:  Overview of 2005
Let’s begin with the reality experienced in 2005.  I told you last year I would always be truthful with you.  Confession is being honest with God, with ourselves, and with our neighbors.  It is the beginning point for repentance.  Repentance is turning around—turning from the old and turning toward a new and better life.  It’s never easy—personally or in the community.  Let me start with confession, move to repentance, and turn toward signs of new life.
2005 was a tough year for The Texas Annual Conference.  In part, the difficulty was related to the hurricanes.  In part, it was related to a statistical correction.  However, the bottom line is that we simply haven’t implemented enough significant change to interrupt the trend lines I showed you last year.  We haven’t gotten to our feet and moved forward.   As you see these charts, remember:  membership points to past; worship attendance reflects present; and professions of faith anticipate future.
Evidence of Fruitfulness in Passionate Worship
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You can see that the Texas Annual Conference dropped almost a thousand people in worship attendance in 2005.  That drop is only half of 2004’s decline, but it is still a big loss.  In human terms, it is the equivalent of losing a whole church such as First UMC, Conroe, or St. Peter’s in Katy in one year at a time when the population is growing.  Friends, we need to stand up, repent—turn around—and move forward.
Evidence of Fruitfulness in Membership
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Our membership data reflects a correction.  Over the last few years, our membership was increasing while our worship attendance was decreasing.  Clearly, those two numbers didn’t match.  Audits of three large congregations revealed a loss of 7,000 members.  An annual conference membership of 284,000 should be more accurate.  Again, it is time to turn from this past and move forward.
Evidence of Fruitfulness in Faith-forming Relationships
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Here is the most disturbing chart.  During 2005 45% of our congregations did not have a single profession of faith.  Not one.   The national average for United Methodist congregations in the U. S. without a profession of faith is 42%.   This area is the only one I know where our discipleship indicators are below the national average.
When one of our pastors saw these figures, he suggested that we have a Service of Confession and Repentance here at Annual Conference.  I agreed with him except that these wonderful worship services were already planned.  As your bishop, I believe we need to repent of what can only be understood as a dismal failure of Christian discipleship.  I invite us now to take a moment of silence for personal confession and then join together in the historic words of repentance, “Lord, have mercy.  Christ, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy.”  Let us be in prayerful silence.
I am expecting major improvement in this area for 2006.
Evidence of Fruitfulness in Extravagant Generosity

[image: image4.wmf]TEXAS ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

EVIDENCE OF FRUITFULNESS

 COMPARATIVE GIVING



$22,804,639

$17,449,516

$18,582,866

$18,840,179

$-

$5,000,000

$10,000,000

$15,000,000

$20,000,000

$25,000,000

2004

2005

91.2%

91.5%

There is good news in these statistics.  United Methodists in the Texas Annual Conference made 2005 our best year in history in terms of our financial giving.   Not only did we increase slightly in our overall apportionment pay out, you were truly extravagant in Second Mile giving.  Most of those contributions were in response to the devastation of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  On behalf of all those families who received funds, I am deeply grateful for your extraordinary generosity.  Praise God that we stood up in generosity last year and are moving forward.
Formation of the next Generation of Pastoral Leaders
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These charts weren’t available last year.  I want you to see them now because they confirm statistically a key concern laity expressed in my visits last year.  Over the previous 20 years here in the U. S., the percentage of United Methodist elders under the age of 35 year has declined from 15% to less than 5%.   Although we are just above the national average, The Texas Annual Conference mirrors that same trend.  
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In 1985 when congregations asked the Bishop and Cabinet to “send us a younger pastor,” one of seven pastors was under the age of 35.  Today when you make that request, only one pastor in 20 is under the age of 35.  This shift has obvious implications for health insurance, pensions and the cost of seminary.  It has equally far-reaching, but less obvious implications for our congregations’ ability to speak to the young in their own voice, to innovate, to take risks, and to provide pastoral excellence for future generations.
Signs of vitality and hope
If I show you any more charts like these, you will start to believe that the Texas Annual Conference is no more than bleached bones scattered out in the wilderness in every way except finances.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  There are signs of vitality and renewal all around us.  However, renewal takes time.  It takes patience.  It takes hard work.  It takes a willingness to try and fail and learn from one’s mistakes and try again.  Even for Ezekiel those bones didn’t stand up and shout on the first attempt.  Strong, faithful clergy and lay leaders are working hard to respond to the cultural changes around us.  Numerous vibrant, growing congregations are changing lives and re-shaping futures for Jesus Christ.  
I asked the superintendents for pictures and stories of transformation.  They made a few phone calls, and suddenly, wonderfully, I had more stories and pictures than I could possibly share.  I have chosen five representative congregations to offer snapshots of transformation of existing congregations and birthing new faith communities in our midst.

First, a smaller, rural congregation.

Carroll Springs UMC was founded in 1883 as a country church.  It is located on a caliche county road in Henderson County surrounded by a cemetery and a field.  In June 2004 it had an average worship attendance of 58, a membership of 60 and four children in Sunday School.  That year Bishop Norris appointed Gary White to serve as a student pastor while in seminary at Perkins School of Theology.  Everyone expected just another student appointment—except maybe Pastor Gary.

When Pastor Gary asked where the children were, most folks just didn’t know that many kids.  However, together with their pastor, they decided to sponsor a major children’s event.  Then Pastor Gary got in his pickup and started driving down dirt roads and knocking on doors.  Last summer Carroll Springs held their first children’s day and hosted 67 children and their parents.  Their ministry to children and families has grown from there.  Their attendance for the past year is 72.  17 persons have accepted Jesus Christ through profession of faith.  They now have 96 members.  The average age in the congregation has dropped from 58 to 42.  By practicing radical hospitality and re-connecting with the community, Carroll Springs UMC feels like “the breath has come in to them.”  They are standing on their feet and moving.
Second, a county seat town congregation.  
For over a century Tapp Memorial United Methodist Church in Bowie County served the community from its downtown location in New Boston.  Their historic building required increasing repairs.  They were out of space.  There was no room to grow.  Slowly, painfully, Pastor Jeff Hastings and the congregation made the decision to re-locate to a much more spacious site and build a modern facility.  They moved in February, 2005.

Unfortunately, most of the new residents in Bowie County will not be visiting Tapp’s beautiful new sanctuary on Sunday mornings.  They live in the Telford Unit of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, a maximum security facility housing more than 2800 residents and employing about 1500 people.  Tapp UMC extends radical hospitality to these residents, their families and corrections officers through its restorative justice work.   
In cooperation with area churches, they helped build a Visitation Center for family members waiting to see a loved one.  There they offer one-on-one counseling, provide play activities for the children along with snacks and drinks, and share stories of Jesus. Members of Tapp help conduct Residents Encounter Christ retreats for inmates three or four times a year, and they often witness residents giving their lives to Jesus Christ.    

A quick story to warm your heart:  Last Christmas, the mom and four children decided to forgo all Christmas gifts in order to afford the long trip to the Telford Unit to visit her husband and the children’s dad.  The children hadn’t seen their dad since he went to prison—2 1/2 years earlier.  They arrived at the Visitation Center on Christmas Day.  Members of Tapp UMC were present to host this family and other families.  They had arranged for each child to receive a game, a toy, and new shoes.  These four kids were so proud they insisted on wearing their new shoes to visit Dad.  Afterwards, the Mom shared with Visitor Center volunteers that the youngest child, a three-year old girl, had said to her Dad, “Look at my new shoes, Daddy.  Santa Claus didn’t give them to me.  Jesus did.”   
By the way, the congregation is thriving.  Worship attendance has increased.  Professions of faith are up.  People are joining.  Most importantly, lives are being changed and futures reshaped in the Telford Unit, in the congregation, in the community, and in the State of Texas.  This congregation is standing up and moving on.
Third, an older congregation in a transition neighborhood.  

Epworth Parker UMC is located East Houston, an area transitioning from Anglo to Hispanic.  In less than a decade, worship attendance drifted downward from just over 100 to less than 50.   About four years ago God’s Spirit led the Epworth Parker congregation to a new vision:  a “Light to Our Community.”  Reverend Paul Whitlatch is their pastor.  Here is a quick overview of their new ministries intended to reach their new neighbors:

· English as a Second Language classes four nights a week.  

· Karate two nights a week.

· A Boy Scout Troop and Youth Sunday School.   

· Shalom Mobile Health providing clinic four times a month. 

· Spanish-language UMW Circle.   

· One worship service in two languages with simultaneous translation from Spanish to English and English to Spanish and a cross-cultural blend of music and prayer.  

No one should underestimate the enormous effort these changes have required.  Some new ministries didn’t succeed, but the congregation learned from its failures.  This year, by God’s grace, visitors are coming weekly.  Worship attendance is up.  Late last year Epworth Parker received a person by profession of faith in Jesus Christ for the first time in memory.  They paid their apportionments in full last year for the first time in five years.  More importantly, the breath has come into them again.  These folks are on their feet and moving forward. 
Let’s turn now to a couple of new church starts.
Living Water UMC in Lake Savannah

One of Pearland’s newest planned communities is Lake Savannah.  New residents in that area are expected to be approximately 1/3 African American, 1/3 Hispanic and 1/3 Anglo.  We have a tremendous need to start new congregations that connect strongly with such a multi-racial community. In June, 2005 the Cabinet and I appointed Pastor Ed Jones to the Lake Savannah area.  Property was provided by the Houston Board of Missions.   Living Water UMC began public worship in December, 2005.  This Easter they celebrated two worship services:  A Sunrise Service on their property and a 10am service at the Don Jeter Elementary School.  Worshippers include both African Americans and Anglos.  Their mission is to “serve living water to a thirsty world.”  They have been handing out bottled water all over the neighborhood.  Numerous small groups have been formed.  They are looking forward to an official launch in September.  They are on their feet and ready to go.
Living Way UMC in Conroe
The vast majority of Americans are working class people.  They were the primary group of people to whom John Wesley preached the gospel.  Unfortunately, today they are one of the constituencies that United Methodists are least likely to reach out to with new congregations.   Last year FUMC, Conroe, led by Reverend Bill Taylor, saw the need to reach thousands of people in Montgomery County who weren’t coming to FUMC.  They decided God was calling them to parent a new congregation.   In cooperation with the Bishop and Cabinet, one of their associate pastors, Reverend Bill Posey, was appointed into that mission field.  First UMC also sent members and money.   Land was provided by the Houston Board of Missions.  
Living Way United Methodist Church began worshipping as a faith community in August.  They wanted everybody to know that a new United Methodist Church was being born on their property.   In November they constructed a 12 foot high turkey and had a huge bonfire, hayride and weenie roast.  In April they moved into their distinctive first building—which they mostly built themselves.  About 140 people are now gathering for worship, Sunday School, mission and fellowship.  They already have a literacy and tutoring program as well as ministries in drug and alcohol abuse recovery.  This new congregation is on its feet and sprinting down the road. 

I hope you can hear that both transforming existing congregations and building new churches are long term processes.  Both call for God’s grace and enormous human effort.  The first requirement is prayer, prayer and more prayer.   It is essential to begin, continue and end in Jesus.  The second requirement is connecting with the mission field—the people who live around them.  From turkeys to knocking on doors to jail cells, these congregations practice radical hospitality over and over and over again.  God’s word is powerfully proclaimed in worship where persons experience the presence of Christ and are transformed by the Spirit.  They are formed in faith in small groups.  They engage in mission.  They practice generosity.  By the grace of God, the congregation bears fruit.
Evidence of Fruitfulness

When these congregations and many, many more live in Christ and for Christ and through Christ, something else happens:  fruitfulness.  Fruitfulness.  The expectation of fruitfulness begins in the first chapter of Genesis when God says to the human beings whom God has created, “Be fruitful and multiply.”  Human fruitfulness is our response to God’s own fruitfulness in making the heavens and earth and everything within it.  (Genesis 1.28)  That expectation of fruitfulness runs throughout the Scriptures concluding with last chapter of Revelation in which the new creation is envisioned with a river of life flowing through the holy city.  On each side of the river is the tree of life with twelve kinds of fruit, producing fruit each month, and its leaves are for the healing of the nations.  (Revelation 22.1-2)  

Jesus spoke about fruitfulness many times.  There are stories and sayings about fruitfulness in all four gospels.  Four gospels.  It was that important.  In Matthew, Jesus describes a disciple’s life in terms of fruitfulness.  He says, “Every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  Thus you will know them by their fruits.”  (Matthew 7.17-20)   

Mark tells the story of Jesus being hungry and seeing a fig tree in full leaf.  He comes up to it expecting to find something for breakfast.  Instead, there is nothing but leaves.  He says to the tree, “No one is going to eat fruit from you again—ever.”  (Mark 11.12-14, Peterson)  That’s pretty high price to pay for a lack of fruitfulness.   
Luke tells us the parable of the farmer who went out to plant some seed.  Some seed fell on rock. They dried out.  Some fell among the thorns.  They were choked out.  However, some fell on good soil.  When they grew, they produced an abundant harvest.  Jesus said, “Let those who have ears to hear listen.”  (Luke 8.4-8)

In John’s gospel, Jesus describes the relationship between life in God and fruitfulness.  He puts it this way, “I am the vine; you are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.”  (John 15.4-5)
The apostles and earliest disciples of Jesus bore much kingdom fruit.  They were able to do so because God, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, was in them, and they were responsive and obedient to the Spirit’s leading.  Life in Christ and fruitfulness are inextricably bound together.
The Book of Acts offers powerful testimony to how the practices of faith and the fruits of faith are connected.  We hear the witness of these Christians practicing their faith. Then we hear about the fruits that are produced.  The last four verses of the second chapter of Acts are essentially the strategic plan for the emerging church.  Listen for the relationship between practices and fruit.
Notice what happens as the apostles practice radical hospitality.  (I’m reading Peterson’s paraphrase.)  Acts 2:41:  “That day about three thousand persons took Peter at his word, were baptized and signed up.”  How do we know 3000 people were baptized?  Somebody counted, and the church thought the number was important enough to record and keep for 2000 years.  By the way, they wouldn’t have counted women and children, so many more people were actually baptized.
Notice what happens as the apostles practice passionate worship.  Acts 2:46-47a:  “They followed a daily discipline of worship in the Temple followed by meals at home.  Every meal was a celebration, exuberant and joyful, as they praised God.   People in general liked what they saw.  Every day their number grew as God added to those who were being saved.”  More evidence of fruitfulness.
Notice what happens as the people of God practice faith-forming relationships.  Acts 2:42:  “People committed themselves to the teaching of the apostles, the life together, the common meal and the prayers.”
Notice what happens as people participate in risk-taking service and mission and extravagant generosity.  Acts 2:44: “Everyone around was in awe—all those wonders and signs done through the apostles!  And all the believers lived in wonderful harmony, holding everything in common.  They sold whatever they owned and pooled their resources so that each person’s need was met.” 

Can you hear it?  More professions of faith, more people in worship, more members actively involved in mission, and greater generosity is evidence that Christ, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, is in us, and that we are responsive and obedient to the Spirit’s leading.  Fruitfulness is evidence that the branches are connected to the vine.  Fruitfulness is evidence that a congregation is achieving its mission.  If your congregation is not demonstrating increasing levels of fruitfulness, it may well be lacking some of the practices of faith that Jesus taught us.
At our Special Session in November, I asked you to make a commitment of fruitfulness in your congregation for the 2006 calendar year. You stood up to give your assent.  There were three major areas.  The areas were professions of faith, worship attendance, and participation in hands-on mission.  
Today I am only going to ask for a show of hands.  How many of you belong to a congregation that has already received at least one person by profession of faith this year?  How many of you belong to a congregation where worship attendance is increasing?  How many of you belong to a congregation that has at least one hands-on mission opportunity in process this year?  If you don’t know the answer to those questions, ask your pastor.  Time for holy conversation and action.  
Friends, we’ve got seven months left in 2006.  God is faithful.  The question is whether we are practicing the kind of holy living to which Jesus called his disciples.  I am asking you to pray about what God is asking you and your church to do, and then be obedient to what you hear.
Bound for Greater Things
Dear friends, the Texas Annual Conference is on a journey.  We are bound for greater things.   Our journey won’t be quick.  It won’t be easy.   We will make some wrong turns along the way.  However, continuing to be shaped and formed in the life of Christ will help us know when we get lost.  Listening to God’s people in this conference and to our neighbors around the world will help us see dead ends.  When we get side-tracked, we will make course corrections.  I ask for your prayers, your feedback and your patience.  As John Wesley put it, “The best of all is that God is with us.”
Let’s talk now about next steps.  Tomorrow you will be considering the “Bound for Greater Things” report.  On Wednesday you will consider the proposed budget.  Formal presentations will be made then, so I’m not going to review either report now.

I am eager to discuss a few of the strategies we are considering.  Quite frankly, I feel like a child standing on tiptoe waiting to see the parade—stretching as far out as I can without stepping across the yellow line.  I’m ready to get to work on implementation, but I also honor your authority as an Annual Conference to make decisions that only you make.  The decisions you make this week are key decisions.  

I’m going to take some risks here.  I want to paint some pictures in three key areas.  Please understand that once the Centers and teams are in place, we might decide a different pathway is preferable.   However, I want you to be able to catch a glimpse of some of pathways we are considering.
First, the Center for Congregational Excellence which will be led by Dr. Karen Dorris.
Last year I talked to you about starting 10 new churches a year.  We are not even close to being ramped up, and, by the Cabinet’s count, we can point to eight new faith communities since last Annual Conference.  

· Living Water.

· Living Way.

· Daybreak—located in northeast Houston in a predominately African American area.  It is led by Pastor Lee Elder.
· A vital, growing Hispanic congregation named Reynacer is now worshipping at Tennison UMC in Mt. Pleasant.  The children of both congregations go to Sunday School together.   

· A new Hispanic mission has just been started out of FUMC Pasadena with about 100 participants.  
· Literal “field preaching” is taking place among Hispanic persons in the New Summerfield area and Henderson with excellent response. 
· Douglas Chapel, a rural church in the Lufkin District that has been closed for 10-15 years, has been re-opened with 120 people in the first service.
· Genesis Mission, a Hispanic mission, in north Houston.  

In addition,

· St. Luke UMC in College Station chartered on Easter Sunday with 156 adult members.  A&M UMC is helping mother them.

· First Korean UMC was charted in December in Beaumont.
· El Mesias UMC and Rose Garden UMC merged and became part of the Rio Grande Annual Conference in March.  
Several more faith communities are on the drawing board for this year. 
· A dozen pastors are currently enrolled in the Jurisdictional New Church Start School. We need many, many more.  If you think you might feel called to this kind of ministry, please talk to your superintendent.  

· Reverend Don Smith, member of the North Texas Annual Conference, consultant with Griffith Coaching and successful new church start pastor himself will help us begin new faith communities in the Texas Annual Conference this next year.  He is attending our conference this week. 
I know some of you are saying, “What about us?”  “What about the congregations that already exist?”  Here is a glimpse of what we are planning.  
· Each superintendent was asked to identify one congregation in his/her new district that is willing to be a pilot church for extensive revitalization.  That’s been done.  They are varying sizes and locations.  All of them had to demonstrate a willingness to make major changes.  Just to give you one example, St. John’s UMC and Park Avenue UMC in Orange have both been declining for 15 years.  Both have agreed to sell their property, merge to form Faith UMC and re-locate to a neighborhood in Orange where there is not a United Methodist presence.  The conference will provide coaching, training and hands-on support for one year to assist these congregations in taking a major step forward.
· We will be working through the summer to get an assessment tool in place that can be used by every local church starting no later than Charge Conference Season.  It will be something simple, basic and accessible to every congregation.
· Congregational Excellence will be offering a major stewardship development seminar for clergy and laity in October featuring Dr. Clif Christopher.  One will be held in Houston; the second in Tyler.  
· To find out more detail about plans in congregational excellence, go to Dr. Dorris’ workshop.
The Center for Clergy Excellence will be led by Reverend B. T. Williamson
· Thanks to a grant from the Moody Permanent Endowment Fund, Reverend Carol Bruse will be joining Reverend B. T. Williamson in June in order to step up our timeline in the identification, nurture, training and support of gifted, young, diverse pastors.  There are a whole host of initiatives underway in this field in various denominations across the country.  Reverend Bruse is going to help us design a vocations ministry that begins with high school youth and continues through the transition into Elder’s Orders.  
· We have already begun providing more support to pastors in the area of marriage enrichment and physical wellness.  We are planning other areas of support as well.  This conference began work in clergy effectiveness two years ago, and we will continue to develop that process.  One of the additions this year is for new church pastors and for pastors making a major transition in church size.  Reverend Williamson has already begun interviewing coaching firms which offer specialized assistance and support for pastors in transition.  We expect to have a basic plan in place by September 15.
· There’s lots more happening in this area.  If you are interested, attend Reverend Williamson’s workshop.

Finally, let me talk about the Cabinet.
I want to begin by thanking all the superintendents and the extended cabinet members.  It would be fair to say, “They’ve never experienced a year like this one.”  They have transitioned the conference from twelve districts to nine districts in six months.  They are interpreting the proposed changes in the conference structure.  They are developing new job descriptions.  One-third of them are moving.  They have made 158 appointments this year.  Oh yes, they have to deal with a Bishop that is always asking for more and then handing them another book to read.  Remember: this is the crowd that requested no salary increase for 2006 to keep your apportionment low. These folks have done a great job. Let’s give them a round of applause.  
The superintendents and I know we need to supervise differently and prioritize more carefully.  The superintendents will get immediate help from the re-structure where they are no longer required to be present at every board and agency meeting.  At the same time, they will have larger districts.  We are going to learn our way through this change.  This summer we will work two paths simultaneously.  
First, we will clarify our role as superintendents.  How can we be more effective in coaching and supervising both our pastors and our congregations?  What else can we reduce to focus more energy in these areas?  To that end, we’ve engaged Dr. Gil Rendle, a senior consultant with the Alban Institute to work directly with us over the next few months.
Second, we want to learn from other annual conferences.  To that end, our cabinet and the Cabinets of the West Ohio Annual Conference and the Florida Annual Conference will meet together here in Houston for three days in August.   We are three of the largest conferences in the denomination.  We are from three different jurisdictions.   All three of us significantly reduced the number of districts this year.  We have adopted essentially the same mission and vision.  We are each working plans aimed at transforming existing congregations and starting new ones.  The three bishops will lead the gathering.  Our goal is to learn from one another how to better equip congregations make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world to the glory of God.
Dear friends, can you see the bones starting to come together? 

Vision.  Mission.  Core beliefs.  Key drivers.  Priorities.  
Can you see the sinews connecting?   

Congregational Excellence.  Clergy Excellence.  Missional Excellence.  Connectional Resources.  
Can you see the muscles beginning to bulk up?  
Laity and clergy working together.  Intensifying prayer.  Studying Scripture.  Practicing hospitality.  Worshipping passionately.   Deepening faith relationships.  Engaging in risk-taking mission and service.  Giving extravagantly.  Connecting ministries.
Can you see the skin forming, growing, stretching?  

Transforming existing congregations.  Birthing new faith communities.
Dear friends, can you feel God’s Spirit is blowing here, today, now.  How is God grabbing you?  Grabbing your church?  Who will say ‘yes’ to this movement of God’s Spirit?   Who will say ‘yes’ to God’s energy pulsing through you, through our churches, through our conference?  Who will say ‘yes’ to fruitfulness and obedience?  If you will say ‘yes,’ come down here to the altar.  Kneel in place.  Stand up.  Get moving.  Do something to respond to God’s invitation.  God’s winds are blowing through this place.  God’s people are rising to life!  They are standing on their feet….moving.  Who will say yes?
Prayer

Holy God, we feel the pulse of your spirit.  We feel the wind of your breath.  We want to be obedient.  We want to respond.  Get us on our feet, living, breathing, moving, acting to be your faithful people again in your world.  In name of our crucified and risen Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen.
