Clergy Day With the Bishop

March 27, 2007 – Cokesbury United Methodist Church, Knoxville, Tenn.

April 17, 2007 – State Street United Methodist Church, Bristol, Va.

“Why Are We Here?” 

Bishop James Swanson

Transcript: 

“… When we understand ourselves as being interconnected and interrelated, we cannot afford to let anything divide us. Even though it may be very difficult for you -- because of your own nature or because of the person you are to trust those who are around you -- somehow you must strive to do that, and so we want to begin a process of building trust and a sense of teamwork. Thirdly, you are here to help us to explore new ways to equip our churches to fulfill God’s mission of making disciples to transform this world. There are those of you who are doing excellent jobs out there, who have learned things that the rest of us need to be beneficiaries of. But because there are times we are so isolated and because the trust level is not there, rather than call upon those who are doing well, we look at them with suspicious eyes. We ought to understand that because we’re in this together, if God has blessed somebody with some knowledge, wisdom, or understanding about how to get the job done, somehow we’ve got to overcome some of our hesitancies and learn to listen to what they have to say, that we all might be faithful to what God is calling us to do. So we want to hear from you today as well. But we’re also here that you may discover, and that we may all discover, some new resources that may be available to us, that have probably been around for some time, but because we have not been we have not been in conversations the way we ought to, we may not be aware of them. 

“In order to do this we will bring before you some resource persons who will share with you some information that can be used to equip your people for ministry, and more than anything else, equip you for ministry. I’m one of those persons who believes that the church grows as the pastor grows. As the pastor takes on new knowledge and new meaning and new understanding, I believe congregations reflect that new understanding as that pastor implements that into his or her life. 

“I realize that in talking to my superintendents, there is some anxiety out there about this meeting. And I kept saying to them, “Why? Why would folks have any anxiety about coming to see the Bishop, especially since we’re in this thing together? In fact, one thing you need to learn about me, there’s a little bit of impishness in me. I love, Amen, to be impish. And so the more they told me ‘the anxiety level is up,’ the more I smiled, Amen. I was having a little fun about it. When my mother called me home, when I was kid, it depended upon the tone of her voice whether or not I needed to be filled with anxiety. If the tone of her voice was also followed by the fragrance of the food that I liked, I didn’t worry about it, Amen. But I want you to know the tone of my voice was not a tone to call you here and spank you, or to hound you, or to dog you. Because I’ve been a pastor, and I know how difficult that ministry and that job is. But I also know that I could not have been as effective if not for sister and brothers who came along beside me to help me understand how to best serve God and serve God’s people. 

“So you’ve not been brought here to be spanked. Some of you resist spanking, anyhow, Amen. It wouldn’t do me any good or you any good. You’ve been brought here to share information, and I trust that you will receive it in that spirit.” 

“How Did We Get Where We Are?

Rev. Grady C. Winegar

Conference Secretary

Handouts

* Holston Conference Membership Statistics 1956- 2006 (MS Word doc)

* Single Figure Fair Share Apportionment Figure: Holston Conference 1968- 2006 
   (MS word doc)
Report:

I am not going to choose a text, but if I were choosing a text, I would read II Thessalonians 5:9-11. This is good news. What Paul wrote to Thessalonica is good news all up and down the hills and valleys of Holston. From the earliest days of the frontier circuit riders, we have had to defend our doctrine of salvation by grace through faith against the Calvinist idea of double predestination. Paul’s word is: “For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we might live with him. Therefore encourage one another and build up each other…”

That is why we are here today at the call of our Bishop. We are here to celebrate the glorious destiny of salvation we have in Christ. We are here to encourage one another and build up each other.

The 1967 “Journal” records the first year of my ministry after Seminary. I was the Associate Pastor at Red Bank in the Chattanooga District. As we worked with the Finance Committee on our Conference Askings, Senior Minister, Elton Jones, and I, like all pastors then, had to monitor our gifts to nine separate funds:

1. World Service and Conference Benevolences

2. General Church Administration

3. Holston Home for Children

4. Minimum Salary Fund

5. Conference Colleges Operating Fund

6. Ministerial Support

7. SEJ Ministerial Education Fund

8. Building With Christ Fund

9. Morristown College

These nine funds were determined by six different agencies.

The next year, at the 1968 Holston Annual Conference, as we celebrated the creation of The United Methodist Church, James Franks, a layman from Newport, Chairman of the Committee on Financial Structure, presented a report calling for a Single Figure Fair Share Apportionment for each church. The apportionment would be calculated by giving a 25% value to membership and a 75% value to what was spent (less building improvements, debt retirement, advance specials, and any amount paid in excess of the Fair Share). The report urged all churches to “accept their Fair Share of the Conference budget in full and to pay in full.” District Superintendents carried the message to each Charge Conference, where they were required to vote on the acceptance of their Fair Share. Pastors were expected to help create a culture of 100% payment. We began at 92% for the first year and fell to 88% for the second and third years. Ralph Mohney, President, and Richard Timberlake, Secretary of the Commission on World Service and Finance, gave tremendous leadership to the Conference in those transitional times. There was an expectation of 100% payment. Most pastors shared that expectation with their congregations as part of their covenant with the Methodist connection. Although the Conference has never reported 100% payment of the Fair Share in 38 years, some Districts have paid 100% several times.

As you can see on the handout, the golden age of the Fair Share was 1973-1979, with 1976 the highest at 93.98%. By a very small amount, 2006 was our record-low percentage paid at 88.04%. Across the years there have been five other years in the 88 percent range.

It is very interesting to study the impact of inflation on the Conference Budget, growing from $2.6 million in 1968 to $15.3 million in 2006. The inflation rate from January 1968 to December 2006 is 491.79%. If we apply that inflation rate to the 1968 Budget, we get a 2006 Conference Budget of $13,032,887. In other words, it would require $13 million to purchase what $2.6 million bought in 1968! Our actual 2006 Budget was $15,310,588, or $2.2 million above the inflation rate. The primary reason that the increase in the Conference Budget is more than the rate of inflation concerns the cost of our pension and health care insurance.

Just for comparison purposes, it is interesting to compare what has happened to pastor’s salaries during the same period. In 1968, the minimum salary for a Full Member Elder or Probationer with an M.Div. was $6,000. In 2006, the minimum was $33,822. The inflation rate alone would have made the minimum $29,507 in 2006. In other words minimum salary was paid in 2006 in an amount $4315 above the rate of inflation from 1968.

Why was 2006 our record low year in Fair Share payment at 88.04%? How did we get where we are? There are many excuses and rationalizations, but when we get to the bottom line or get down to brass tacks, I find four compelling reasons. 

1. Many clergy and laity have not taught or practiced the best in Christian stewardship education and cultivation.

2. We have misplaced some of our culture of expectation of 100% payment, forsaking our covenant together.

3. We have not done enough to tell the story of where the money goes in Christian ministry supported by Fair Share.

4. Several of our churches have built bigger barns to store new riches of people and ministries, but have helped to pay for them with the Fair Share.

5. We have blamed “them” (the Conference) for demanding too much of “us.”

But we are “them.” They are “us.” The Fair Share money does not go into some big black hole; nearly 50% of it comes right back in benefits to the pastor and much more to the church. As a matter of fact, 40.3% of the Fair Share goes to two things: Pastor’s pension and pastor’s health care (25% of the premium). When we add in the Ministerial Education Fund for seminary or the Course of Study, Continuing Education, Board of Ordained Ministry expenses for candidacy, the Pastoral Counseling office, and Equitable Compensation, which supports salary levels in special places of need, the Fair Share directly benefiting pastors gets to 50% of the total Fair Share. No pastor should be embarrassed that one half of the Fair Share directly benefits him or her. It is part of the cost of doing business in The United Methodist Church.

On the flip side, in terms of membership, “How did we get where we are?” Since 1956, we have lost 22,596 members in Holston. Since 1963, our high membership mark, we have lost over 32,910. During this time frame nationally, we have lost over 3,000,000 members. This has happened during population growth across most areas of the conference. The issues are complex and the reasons vary from church to church. Some our churches are poorly located; some are poorly operated; some of our churches resist change; others lack the facilities to attract newcomers. Some churches lack hospitality skills, some lack leadership; some lack evangelistic passion to win souls for Christ.

On top of this, the secular world is not knocking down the doors of even our growing churches; therefore we would do well to focus upon the essential things we can all do as clergy.

1. We can recapture our mission “to make disciples of Jesus Christ.” That’s a grand mission statement, but we need to define it specifically. The Discipline does that for us in Par. 122. That is a critical paragraph: “The Process for Carrying Out Our Mission.” “We make disciples as we: – Proclaim the gospel, seek, welcome and gather persons into the body of Christ; – Lead persons to commit their lives to God through baptism and profession of faith; – Nurture persons in Christian living through worship, the sacraments, spiritual disciplines, and other means of grace…; – Send persons into the world to live lovingly and justly as servants of Christ by healing, feeding, caring, freeing…”

2. As clergy, we need to take an honest look at our ministry. We are busy, but busy with what? We are sometimes exhausted, but from what? Our agenda is loaded, but who sets our agenda? One of the greatest temptations or seductions, which comes to a pastor is to scratch where everybody is itching, to try to meet all needs of the members; to allow our daily agenda to be set by whatever is happening. This is a reactive leadership style, which says, “Call me if you need me.” It also says, “I need for you to need me.” We need to be proactive leaders, setting our agenda around the church’s mission. Our temptation, in an oft-repeated phrase, is to be keepers of the aquarium rather than fishers of women and men. Our temptation is to be chaplains rather than missionaries or evangelists. Of course the aquarium has needs. Of course, we have to “pay our dues” in tending to the flock under our care. The problem is when we stop there, weary and distracted, behind our four cozy walls. Those members who ask for our attention or complain are our squeaky wheels and the squeaking wheel usually gets the grease! Tuned to them, we do not hear the cries of the lost. And before we know it, we are also lost in a declining church.

That’s how we got where we are. But we were not destined for this! Therefore, let us encourage one another. Let us focus on the essential things. Let us be proactive in making something happen in our ministry to the glory of God! Amen.

Conference Finance and Clergy Benefits

John Tate, Conference Treasurer

Sandra Davis, Council on Finance and Administration President

Charlie Harr, Board of Pensions Chair

* PowerPoint Presentation/Charts and Graphs
John Tate transcript:

“What I’d like to do is start out with two definitions for apportionment. The first one comes from Wikipedia, which means “distributions and allotments in equal shares.” The second definition of apportionment, or some of the things I’ve heard in the past three months on the job. This is a United Methodist definition: The first is,  ‘It’s a tax.’ I know quite a lot about taxes. Having spent the last 11 years in the municipal government, I understand how people feel about taxes. The second thing, ‘The first thing that’s cut from the local budget.’ When money’s tight, that’s the first thing that’s cut out. I’ve been the finance chairman at Fairview UMC in the past, and I understand exactly what happens in finance committee meetings. I understand where you are in that realm. The third thing is, ‘Money that’s withheld to show your displeasure with the Bishop, the district superintendent, or any other entity within the annual conference.’ That’s supposed to be in jest, but I think there’s some truth in each of those. 

“Basically apportionments are the only way that the Annual Conference has to fund health insurance and pensions. Basically, if apportionments don’t happen, pensions don’t happen, health insurance doesn’t happen, and the ministries that the Annual Conference is trying to provide don’t happen as well. 

“I’ve become educated on the process of Fair Share, exactly what the inputs are. The Council on Finance and Administration actually adopted a proposed budget two Saturdays ago. So what I’ve done is calculate the 2008 apportionments. I won’t give those in detail, yet, but I have some of the statistics from that. Let’s just talk about some of the inputs that are involved as part of your Fair Share calculations. Obviously, one thing is the Holston Annual Conference budget. The second thing has several different fields, and these are the reports you are sending into the district superintendents office, which includes district funds, some of your compensation, housing allowance and expense, and your church programming expense. I believe a couple of years back, they actually took attendance or membership out of the formula, and now it’s based entirely on those inputs with some of the expenditures that are happening at the local church. Another part I would like to point out: There’s actually a 10 percent cap on any increase or any decrease in our annual apportionment. Those are basically the inputs that are part of your apportionment.

“Now I would like to talk about the raw numbers. These numbers are preliminary. The proposed conference budget for 2008 is $15.7 million. The total church spending is $70.6 million. The unadjusted decimal: Basically what that is, is taking the conference budget and dividing that by the total church spending and coming up with an unadjusted decimal. Then, basically because there is a 10 percent cap on any increase or decrease, that will actually roll back in and change the decimal percentage. So, on the next slide I have your formula for you. The adjusted decimal is roughly 24.5 percent, and you can take your 2006 Table 2 and plug that number in if you’re really dying to know what your 2008 apportionments are.

“The next slide talks about your formula. You’re welcome to use any of these PowerPoint slides for your church budget presentations. But basically, A divided by B equals C. C adjusted for the cap, up or down, equals D. And then D times E, which is your local church spending, equals what your apportionment is. So, it’s a fairly simplistic calculation, once you know a few key inputs: the Annual Conference budget, the total church spending, and the adjusted decimal. 

“I guess what I would like for you to hear out of my presentation today is this: There are really three ways to reduce your local church apportionment. The first thing you can do is control your Annual Conference budget. The second way is that you hope other local churches will drive up total spending so that yours comes down. The third way is to reduce your local church spending as well. Those may not be easy or good ways, but those are three ways to change what your local church pays. 

“Just some statistics here on 2008: Local church spending increased at a rate of 4.5 percent in 2006. So if your church’s rate of spending increased at a rate of less than 4.5 percent in 2006, you should expect to see decrease in your apportionments. Other initial estimates – and these are preliminary – there are 584 churches that will receive reductions in their 2008 apportionments, and there will be 317 that will see an increase. That is some information for you as you look toward your 2008 budget planning.” 

Sandra Davis transcript:

“Good morning. I’m a lay member of the conference, a member of Faith United Methodist Church in Knoxville, and I’m pleased to be here. I’ve been a member of the Council on Finance and Administration. We are a group of committed volunteers who are United Methodist, who love the church and love the conference and love Jesus Christ. Sometimes our job is easy because we’ve got good staff people who help us along the way, and sometimes it’s difficult as we work toward the budget and make tough decisions and preserve programming. We are concerned about what we’re doing within our conference.

“Today we have some positive information to share with you; we’ve got some success stories. But we also want to share some information with you that concerns as the Council on Finance and Administration. 

“If you look at your packet, you will see all the districts and the percentages we’ve been receiving in Holston Conference. If you wonder what my credentials are as a volunteer, I work for the United Way of Blount County. I’ve been raising funds and allocating money to programs in our community for about 23 years. I was thinking, ‘What kind of experience do I bring to the Holston Conference?’ And quite frankly, the United Way operates a little bit like the conference in that we get apportionments, we allocate those funds back out for services and for quality of life and for humanity and good causes. So I know what it’s like to raise money and distribute those funds. I also know what it’s like to think about collections. I think about uncollectables, dealing with uncollected apportionments. I can relate to that in the church. I, too, have served as chair of our administration church council. I’ve been a lay leader, a Sunday school teacher, all of that. I grew up in the United Methodist Church, and I can remember coming to the Holston Annual Conference for the first time and being amazed at the programs we had. I had a good friend who was a Baptist, and they were always talking about their missionaries. I thought, ‘Wow, how come we don’t missionaries?’ But I soon realized when I went to Annual Conference how we were all connected, and yes, we fund missionaries and all of these programs worldwide as well as locally.

“As we look at this slide, I have to be a cheerleader, because we do that, we celebrate our successes. I tempted to say, ‘All of you from the Maryville District stand up and let us recognize you.’ But just look at who is the leader of the leader of the pack in this list of districts. It’s the Maryville District, and we salute you guys. They actually paid out in 2006, 97.28 percent, and that’s astounding. We thank you for that. You can see the total for the conference – you saw that in The Call – we actually collected 88.3 percent. You’ve heard that today, and why we are concerned. If you look at the chart and see how the changes have taken place, and you can see your respective district. You can also see the five-year average. In the Council on Finance and Administration, when we ask, ‘Why is this particular district doing better than others?’ you can say, ‘They’ve had great superintendents who have really put this out in the forefront.’ Or, ‘you’ve had good pastors who have shared this with their churches.’ Or maybe you’ve got laity like me who say to their church treasurers, ‘Don’t forget to send in that apportionment. We want to be 100 percent.’ As we look at all of it, I would dare say it’s all three. It’s really team effort with all of us, that means laity and clergy, all of us together who are trying to do God’s work. I think that’s what we really want to stress today – is how we are really working as a team to make this happen.

“Let’s turn to the next slide. You’ll see a chart or graph. We wanted to show you from a different way how the conference apportionments have paid out. The 2006 results was 88.3 percent – lowest collection rate. We actually collected $35,000 more in 2006 vs. 2005. We had 691 churches that paid 100 percent. Wow, that’s great! That is great, because you are helping promote the ministries of our conference you’re helping you’re helping your fellow man. But the sad thing about is that we had 27 churches that paid 0. And when you heard a few minutes ago that 50 percent of this comes back to your own church – hey guys, you are hurting here. We need your help. We had a $1.8 million shortfall, and when we have a shortfall, what does that do? It affects the pensions funding, the health insurance funding, higher education that’s sacred to us and that we’re proud of, and also, our ministries. It pains us, in the Council on Finance and Administration, when we do not have the funds coming in to pay the ministries that we talked about at Annual Conference, that we have been so proud of. It’s like your own home budget; if you don’t have that money coming in, how on earth can you pay it out? That’s what we’re face with. It’s sad, because when you look at it, where did you cut? Many times it’s the good programming, and that’s sad, and we don’t want that happening ever again.

“Where does your offering go? – let’s look at this. Please feel free to take this and share it with your church. Take it to your church council and all the groups, because they can see exactly where their offerings go. It’s a nice graphic but you can also see exactly how much comes back to your local church. You might actually be surprised. You may be thinking more may be going to the general church or to the Annual Conference for administration than actually is. So please review this. Over 50 percent of the cost for apportionments are returned to the local church in support of the local pastor in the form of pensions, health insurance, pastoral counseling, Board of Ordained Ministry, church extension grants. You know important those are to each individual church. So again, if you’re not paying yours, what does that mean? Someone is having to help you, help carry your church along.

“Let’s look at the Holston Conference budget. A couple of weeks ago, the Council on Finance and Administration gave up a Saturday to prepare a budget to present to the Annual Conference. A lot of discussion on this. If you’ll look at that top figure, it’s $15,736, 366. The graph will show you how it’s broken down. Pensions and health insurance are two of the largest pieces of it. Next slide: The budget for 2008, we’re expecting 100 percent of collections. You may think, ‘Wow, that’s pie in the sky,’ but let me tell you why we are doing that. We have struggled in prior years in thinking that, ‘OK, what if you’ve got a history of 90 percent of collections that are coming in, how are you going to continue your ministries?’ How are you going to tell a Discipleship Team, ‘Look, go ahead and plan what you hope to do this next year, but we’re not sure the money is coming in.’ When I came on the Council on Finance and Administration, I was appalled to think, ‘How on earth can they do their work like that? How can they plan and do God’s work in our conference if they don’t know how much money they can spend?’ It’s very difficult. It’s like tying their hands. So we did something bold a couple of weeks ago in the CFA. We have been budgeting in the budget a shortfall, so that we wouldn’t have to go back, if the money didn’t come in, and cut them so extremely. I’m talking about the ministries and any of the pieces of the budget that we could cut. So what we did – we eliminated the shortfall. If collections continue to be at 90 percent like they have been, the ministries will suffer. We’ve reduced apportioned amounts by $100,000 over 2007. We’ve eliminated that shortfall of $400,000 in the budget for 2007. We have a 0 percent health insurance premium increase. 

“The next slide: These are highlights for the 2008 budget. The personnel costs: There were no new positions. There is a $60,000 increase in personnel costs. Operating costs: There is a $140,000 increase in programs over 2007. So the bottom line on the total spending: There is a 1.96 percent increase overall in the spending of $302,193. The significant increase is in the support of the local church and ministries: This is critical. So you can see that we have been bold. We’ve struggled before with trying to keep a 3 percent increase in the Annual Conference budget. So to come and say, ‘It’s a 1.96 percent, and this is what we’re going to do,’ and you can see how we’ve done that by eliminating the shortfall is going to be critical. That means if we, as a conference, do not pay this 100 percent, then we are going to suffer. 

“I don’t know if you have heard about this book, ‘The Secret,’ being promoted on the ‘Oprah Winfrey Show.’ You know what that book deals with? It’s expectations. If you’re going to expect to do business the same old way, that’s exactly what you’re going to get. If we expect that we’re going to continue to get 88 percent or 90 percent – trust me, that’s what we’re going to get. We’re going to expect in Holston Conference a 100 percent of apportionments paid to do the work for Jesus Christ.

“If you’ll look at the next slide, the notable increases again for 2008: personnel costs -- $58,179; pensions – $130,800; equitable compensation – $10,300; general church apportionments – 158,568; insurance, property, and liability – $22,500; which is a total of $380,347. There were some line items that went down, some had the increases. But basically, that’s what we came up with a couple of weeks ago at CFA. We are going forth with great expectations for this coming year.” 

Charlie Harr transcript: 

“I am a volunteer from Middlebrook Pike UMC. I want to quickly point out that after Grady talked about pension and health care being the main villain here, going all the way back to the 1970s, I have only had this position since Annual Conference of last year. I didn’t create the problem. There’s a lot they don’t tell you before you accept these jobs.

“I’m just going to start off with a bold statement and say we’re broken in our health care. Our program is not attractive to somebody that is healthy with a healthy family. But also think about this: You have car insurance, and you hope you never have to use it. But you still pay it. You have to have health insurance and you hope you never have to use it. But $15,000 is a pretty good tab for something you never use. We need to bring that down or at least maintain without going up. Eighty percent of our pastors participate in our program. That needs to go up, too. We have to do something about the way our health care is going. It’s a quicksand not only for us but it’s a quicksand for the rest of the country. So it’s a problem. We have to act. We have to throw some ropes and it’s going to take more than one rope to get us out. 

“So how do we reduce the costs to the pastors? First, Sandra has already said that we are assuming we’ll have 100 percent of apportionments this year. In the past when we have done our projections on what your premiums need to be, we have had to do exactly what Sandra said, we had to guess at what was not going to come in out of apportionments. We’ve also completed a study on our re-insurance program, and we’ll save some money on that. Those two acts that we’ve already done have allowed us to – in 2008, for the first time in, I think, forever – go to a zero increase in your premiums for 2008, which we’ll present at Annual Conference this summer. I think that is a major step.

“We’re also in the process of changing the retiree health coverage. I’ll cover that in a minute in more detail. As I said, we need to increase the participation of pastors. We have a reserve fund of a little over $9 million. It sounds like a lot of money. But if you look at that actuarially over future liabilities, that is not a lot of money. We are also looking at using the earnings possibly from that to leverage our health care costs.

“Now let’s go to the graph. This is a comparison of us with the Southeast region of the country. As you can see, we’re a little more expensive. Back to the last reporting time, which I believe is 2005 on this slide – we’re about $2,000 a year more expensive than the average. Once the numbers come in for 2006 and 2007, I think that bottom line will continue to go up on a slope, just like our line goes up. Significantly, if you look at the right side of that – the second row is what we’re throwing out -- the third row is that 0 increase for 2008, projected. That’s a major step forward. If we level off that bottom line, the way the country is going, we’ll in fact come up to where we are. So this is a step forward for us in the conference.

“As a finance chair, a church leadership council chair, and now the Board of Pensions chair, I have learned that there is a word that is treated as one of the worst profanities that can be uttered in a Methodist church. Grady already dared to say it once. I’m going to just go and blurt it out. It’s ‘change.’ We don’t like change. But we’re going to have to change, and we’re going to have to change on the retiree side, and we’re going to have to change on the active side. Let me address the retiree health insurance. We have to look at that, again, from an actuarial standpoint of where we’re going. Do you know that your average age is 51.2 years? Our pastors’ average age across the conference is 51.2 years. If you run that actuarially out, we have a train wreck coming down the road if we don’t do something about retiree health care. So we’re doing something. 

“Let me talk about the program and where we’re going with that. We’re going from self insurance to BlueCross BlueShield, a Medicare supplement. We’re going to Medicare D. Coverage will be individuals’ responsibility. We have no changes in the dental care. Now, this is going to save most of our retirees’ money. This is also going to save the health care fund money. So it’s a win-win situation. There are a few retirees on some chemo drugs and things like that – it’s going to cost them more. We have put some money aside to make sure they’re taken care of.

“There are obstacles to this plan. The main one is the C word. It is a change. Change is bad, and there is no accepting that change is not bad, until you get into the details. And we have to get into the details to the retirees. We have meetings set up in Wytheville, Tri-Cities, Knoxville, and Chattanooga, where we’ll have a speaker from the Board of Pensions who will go through the details on this with the retirees. We also have a pharmacist there and a representative from BlueCross BlueShield to talk about how to implement this.

“This is just the first of many efforts to fix the problem. We’re going to look at, on the active side, future cost savings. We will do an actuarial study in 2008 of the entire active and retired sides. We have to look at pension funding with it. If you begin with the average age 51.2, it can be a serious shortfall. We could raise out-of-pocket maximums. I want to emphasize, right now, that these are options that we are looking at. Please don’t leave here and say that Charlie Harr says all this is going to happen. These are options we are looking at. We are looking at redistributing the cost sharing. We are also looking at – and some conferences have this, and are very happy with it – a mandatory 100 percent health care program.  That would be, we fix the problem of our 80 percent participation. And we’re also looking at direct billing. I didn’t hear any moans.

“Let me just give you a reminder that we’re almost to the end of March. You’ve got from John Hancock a piece about long-term care. If you are an active pastor then you are eligible to sign up for this John Hancock plan, before the end of April, with no underwriting. That means if you have a health condition that would prevent you from getting long-term care in the future, you need to look seriously at this. There will be open underwriting after that, and we’ve also endorsed Genworth for open underwriting, too.”


Christian Stewardship and the Role of the Pastor

Rev. Bill Kilday

Director of Stewardship

Handouts

* Model of an Annual Year of Stewardship  (MS Word doc)    

* Making Disciples Through the Ministry of Church Finance  (MS Word doc)
Report:

We are here as ministers of the United Methodist Church, and as such, we are called to fulfill the mission of the United Methodist Church. Our mission is to make Disciples of Jesus Christ as well as to follow the teachings of the Parable of the Kingdom. That is, to feed the hungry, heal the sick, and clothe the naked

It is important that we embrace this mission and these ministries, and not fall short.  Everything we do as ministers, laypersons and churches ought to be clearly and passionately identified with this mission and these ministries. If something we are doing does not lend itself to this these, we ought to stop doing it. Every church needs to examine all its activities, programs, budgets and conflicts and make sure the end purpose of all these are to make Disciples of Jesus Christ and to serve God’s children.

As pastors, we are sent to the churches we serve to oversee the total ministry of the local church. We are sent to guide, train and equip lay leaders for the ministries to which they are sent as servants under the Lordship of Christ.

We are sent to administer the temporal affairs of the congregation. We are sent to be the Administrative Officer of the local church. We are called to give diligent pastoral leadership in ordering the life of the congregation for discipleship in the world.

We are sent to do a lot of other things, as well.  (If you aren’t familiar with paragraph 340 of the Discipline, I suggest you go home and read it today.  You might want to show it to your lay leadership, as well.)  It is a big job.  To sum it all up in one word, it means we are expected to be the leader of the local church.

In my brief part of this day, I am going to focus on one part of leadership, and that is in the area of stewardship and financial leadership.

At a recent seminar I was privileged to attend, one speaker made the statement that the vast majority of pastors have little to do with financial stewardship in their churches, and that churches often even discourage pastors from this involvement.  Then he said, “This amounts to clergy malpractice.”

The reason he is right is, that money is a spiritual issue. Jesus said far more about money than about prayer, or faith, or any other subject. We as pastors cannot go to our churches and say, “I’m not interested in the money matters.  I’m going to leave that to you.” That is a dereliction of duty.

Remember, we serve the church to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  Discipleship implies that nothing comes between us and God. For many people in today’s culture, money often comes between them and God.  When that happens, there is danger of being lost for eternity.  Jesus saw Zacchaeus, and said he must go to his house, recognizing that money had come between Zacchaeus and God. Zacchaeus repented, and gave away half his possessions and promised to repay four times the amount he had gained by unfairness. Now, that’s a conversion experience.

Jesus encountered the rich young man who came to him and asked, “What must I do to be saved?” and saw that money had become more important to him than God. He said, “Sell all you have and give to the poor.” The young man couldn’t do it because he had let money come between him and God.

Jesus told about Lazarus, who, after he died, was rocked in the arms of Abraham, while the rich man at whose gates Lazarus had begged, suffered across the chasm, and begged for just a drop of water. Jesus was pointing out the apathy of the rich man toward the poor, and his failure to share his wealth with those in need.

Jesus told about the man whose crops had far exceeded his expectations.  Instead of sharing his good fortune, he built bigger barns and rejoiced at having it made.  But, remember that Jesus said that man’s soul would be required of him, because he made no effort to be generous.

Jesus said it would be harder for a rich man to get into heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of the needle. Jesus knew the hazards of affluence; that for too many of us, money often gets between us and God.

John Wesley said, “Few increase in goods, without decreasing in grace.” 

Dr. Harold Bales served for several years in Holston Conference before receiving an appointment in the Western North Carolina Conference. While he was serving a large, downtown church, he started a day shelter to minister to the homeless. It became common for several of these “street people” to be seen around the corridors of the church. This upset some of the church people.

One night, on his way to a meeting, Harold was accosted by a woman, dressed up in her finery. She was a charter member of the church. She told Harold that she and others were concerned about these derelicts and street people being in the church.

Harold said to her, “I’m just trying to keep people from going to Hell.” She responded, “Oh, I don’t want them to go to Hell!”

Harold said, “I’m not talking about them.  I’m talking about you.” (Harold reported that he did not know if this woman would go to Hell, but he knew she and her husband were attending another church.)

Our calling as pastors is to take leadership in matters pertaining to money, because our failure to do so will leave people in the possible path to eternal destruction. Instead, we want to lead them to be Disciples of Jesus Christ.

But there is an even better reason for us to teach and preach about giving. Myra Angelou is one of the great voices of contemporary black literature. She is an author, poet, professional stage and screen producer, performer and director, singer, and civil rights leader. This is what she says; “I have found that among its other benefits, giving liberates the soul of the giver.”

We teach and preach giving so we can help liberate the souls of our fellow disciples in the church. We have to be the leaders. We begin to lead in the stewardship and financial life of our churches by making sure our own financial life is in order. On some pastoral salaries and with some pastoral debt, this is not easy.  If your financial life is in a mess, I would encourage you to get it straightened out. Go take a course in Financial Peace, or Good Sense ministry out of the Willow Creek Church, or go to the Crown Ministry web site. Call me.

Or, take advantage of what our United Methodist Board of Pensions has offered through Ernst & Young. For the fee of $149, you will be eligible for three hours of personal counseling with a professional financial planner during the rest of the year. You can get advice and assistance with credit card debt, student loan debt or any other kind of financial issue you may be dealing with. There are other ways to get help. The point is, get help if you need help.

As leaders in the local church, we must remember that money is a spiritual issue, and that it is through money that we are able to carry out the many programs and ministries of the Kingdom, so we can make disciples of Jesus Christ and feed the hungry and heal the sick.  Money is not evil. It is the love of money that is the root of all evil. Jesus never condemned prosperity. But he consistently condemned selfishness, stinginess and hoarding.

We lead by our own giving. The Biblical standard for giving is the tithe. We must lead by bringing our full tithe into God’s house. A surprising number of pastors don’t tithe.

Some believe they can’t afford it. Some ignore the Biblical principle. Some simply don’t see it as a priority.

You may not believe this, but according to The Global Rich List calculations, based on figures from the World Bank Development Research Group, every person in this room is in the top 5% of the most wealthy people in the world. (Some are in the top 3%.  Some are in the top 1%.) Yet, the typical family in the United States, including us, would classify itself as  “poor, struggling, eking out a living.” We make this alibi so we won’t be expected to be generous.

In II Corinthians Paul makes an eloquent statement. I love the Peterson version in “The Message.” He says, “Remember: a stingy planter gets a stingy crop; a lavish planter gets a lavish crop.  I want each of you to take plenty of time to think it over, and make up your own mind what you will give. That will protect you against sob stories and arm twisting.  God loves it when the giver delights in the giving.” Then he says this, “This most generous God who gives seed to the farmer that becomes bread for your meals is more than extravagant with you. He gives you something you can then give away, which grows into full-formed lives, robust in God, wealthy in every way, so that you can be generous in every way, producing with great praise to God.”

You see, we can’t afford not to be tithers, for the beginning of giving in the Bible is the tithe. When we tithe, we can lead boldly and passionately and joyfully in the financial life of the church, and encourage others to be tithers.

As it is United Methodists average giving 1.7% of their income to the church. Out of a survey of 63 protestant denominations, United Methodists are 46th   in giving. No more than 15% of United Methodists practice tithing. We have failed to teach and preach about giving and tithing for so long, we have allowed this “underperformance” to become a standard.

We need to teach our people and preach that tithing is not a dirty word. We need to teach the concept that we give so we can Make Disciples. We give so we can transform lives, (and it is often the giver’s life that is transformed.) We need to teach that giving is a spiritual discipline which truly blesses the giver.

But we can much more effectively preach and teach about tithing when we are practicing tithing. The book of the prophet Malachi The Lord says, “Bring the full tithe into the storehouse. Test me and see if I don’t open up Heaven itself to you and pour out blessings beyond your wildest dreams.”

Is there anyone here or in any of the churches you serve who wouldn’t agree with the affirmation, “Jesus Christ is Lord?” We all believe that, don’t we?

What does it mean for Jesus Christ to be Lord? Does it mean, as Jesus was tempted in the wilderness, that Jesus should be emperor, or political leader? Jesus becomes Caesar? No ... we don’t believe that.

Does it mean that Jesus should become the perfect CEO, be the Lord of organizational structures and leader of industry and business? No … we don’t believe that.

Does it mean that Jesus is lord over our lives? That we live boldly, passionately and joyfully as his disciples, dedicated to making disciples of Jesus? Yes … that’s what we mean. Then … does that mean Jesus is LORD of our money as well? Is Jesus LORD of the way we allocate our financial resources? Is Jesus LORD of our lifestyle? If not, what in the world DOES lordship mean to us?

You see, we cannot escape this aspect of our teaching, our preaching and our leadership in the local church. 

I want to say a word about the practical aspects of leading in money matters in the local church. According to a survey conducted a few months back, the majority of churches in our Annual Conference do not carry out any kind of stewardship commitment program.  We don’t ask people to consider prayerfully what God expects them to give. Most churches just take up the collection and carry out ministry on whatever is put in the plate.

Some startling facts have been published by Herb Miller, publisher of “Net Works” newsletter. He says that when a church simply passes the plate, never challenging people to plan their giving, that the average household gift is 1.5% of the household income. (That’s pretty close to the United Methodist average.)

 When churches ask people to use a pledge card and to indicate their intention to give toward reaching a ministry budget, the average household giving goes up to 2.9% of income, which is almost double. But, when congregations are challenged to prayerfully consider what percentage of their household income God is calling them to give, then calculate that into dollars, and then commit that on a commitment card, the average household percentage goes up to 4.9%. (Still not a tithe, but a lot closer.) Research indicates that 82% of church members will increase their giving … if effectively asked.  A good annual campaign is an effective way to ask.

I know that some people in local churches resist the use of commitment cards. I know that many members of the more recent generational groups resist giving to budgets and utilities and programs. But we shouldn’t allow the fact that some don’t want to make commitments to keep us from allowing those who do want to do it, the possibility of doing so.

At least we can preach and teach about God’s call for us to prayerfully consider what percentage of our income God is calling us to give -- not to a budget, not to administrative overhead, (though those things are realities and necessary.) But we give to the mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ and transforming lives. And, we must teach growth in giving, as it represents growth in discipleship and growth in Spiritual Discipline.

We have to tell the stories. My admonition to all of you is to stop just passing the plate on Sunday mornings, and start telling the stories of lives that are transformed through our gifts. Take one minute every Sunday, before the offering, and tell the stories of how our giving transforms lives, how disciples are being made. Sure, it takes a bit more work to find the stories. But people will give to that which produces results.

One last word. Over the next fifteen to twenty years, something over $15 trillion will pass out of the hands of one of the wealthiest generations in the history of mankind. Some of these people are in your churches. We need to be teaching about estate planning and what we know as “Planned Giving.” We can sit idly by and watch these resources go to Colleges, Universities, Opera and Symphony societies, Hospitals and other non-profit organizations. You better believe these organizations are out rounding up the givers. Or, we can teach the concept of living endowments for the church, so we can go on making Disciples of Jesus Christ.

If we don’t ask, we won’t receive. Our Holston Conference Foundation is uniquely equipped to help people see the vision of how to leave an enduring legacy to help make Disciples. Call us for assistance. We’ll be glad to help.

One simple way you can lead, is to have a will, and in your will, designate at least a tithe of whatever your estate might be to go to a permanent or semi-permanent endowment, or to simple go to a particular church or church mission. Then, after you have done this, you can witness to others and teach them to do this. The big non-profits are doing it. We are remiss if we don’t ask people to include the church in their estate planning.

Our biblical and Wesleyan understanding is that giving is a spiritual discipline. For Wesley, giving was a means of Grace. Generosity is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit.  And, giving liberates the soul of the giver! Our reluctance and our failure to preach it and teach it and demonstrate it is a failure to preach and teach and demonstrate the fullness of the Biblical message and the Christian faith.

Besides, as important as all this, giving is a joyous experience.  I hope you have experienced this. If you haven’t, I hope you will. And when you do, you can’t stand not to teach it and preach it.

You’ve heard a lot today already about numbers and facts and realities of our financial life together. That is all very important for our understanding. But I am here to tell you that if we give and teach giving as a joyous spiritual experience and practice, all those other numbers will take care of themselves.

Ernst & Young Counseling

Ernst & Young LLP is a global financial services firm that provides financial planning resources and consultations.

The Ernst & Young Financial Planning Center Web site is free to all General Board plan participants. It includes articles on various financial topics and easy-to-use calculators on a wide array of personal finance topics. You can access this free Web site at http://gbophb.eyfinancialplanner.com; you may contact Ernst & Young (1-800-360-2539) or the General Board Call Center (1-800-851-2201) to obtain login information.

In addition, General Board participants may get objective financial planning advice from Ernst & Young's professional financial consultants. This service is available for an annual fee of $149. If you sign up during the annual enrollment period, from January 1 through March 31, the fee is only $99.

The fee covers three hours of personal financial services, which you can use anytime during the calendar year purchased. Of course, additional time may be purchased as needed.

To enroll, complete the online enrollment form on the General Board's Online Account Services Information System (OASIS), located at https://apps.gbophb.org/oasis/. For your convenience, the General Board will accept payment online through a secure connection on our OASIS Web site.

Once you've enrolled and paid the fee, Ernst & Young financial consultants are available (via telephone only) at 1-800-360-2539 between the hours of 9:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m., Eastern time, Monday through Friday, (excluding holidays).

Christian Witness

Anne Travis

Director of Connectional Minsitries

Report:

Let me begin this morning by saying that I believe witnessing and discipleship are all about church health. Are our Holston Conference congregations healthy? I believe that many are. But I also believe I am healthy – at least right now. Yet, having acknowledged that, I will confess to you that I could be much healthier than I am right now. I could exercise more faithfully; I could eat better; I could afford to lose 5 pounds – all this to say that I could be healthier than I am now. And I believe our churches could be healthier than they are now.

So how do our churches become healthier? How do we reflect our health through our witnessing and discipleship?

Let me begin with our Conference Vision process and Vision statement. You may remember from Annual Conference 2005 that persons were asked to respond to these two questions:

· In light of the Great Commandment and the Great Commission, from God’s vantage point what would our church look like if we fully embraced these texts? What would we look like as local congregations and as a Conference if we fully embraced loving God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and our neighbors as ourselves? What would we look like as local congregations and as a Conference if we truly went into all the world to make disciples of Jesus Christ? 

· Again reflecting on the Great Commandment and the Great Commission, the second question asked in what areas is God crying out for us to respond with urgency, risk-taking faith, and long-term obedience?

From the responses to these two questions, we gathered a 78-page bullet list of answers received from persons attending annual conference that year. After studying these responses in great detail, the Vision Writing Team developed a list that we referred to as our Spiritual Longings for More. Let me share with you today those spiritual longings because I believe they are directly related to our discussion here:

· We long to be more evangelical, reaching out to the un-churched and those who have left the church.

· We long to be more inclusive and diverse, to move out of our comfort zones and reach out to those who are different, and to be truly inclusive of all regardless of ethnicity, race, gender, socio-economic status, age. 

· We long to be more active and effective in outreach and in mission to those in our neighborhoods and those in the world.

· We long for growth in terms of deepened spirituality and commitment and in terms of having people join the church.

· We long for more action, less talk, and more going out and doing.

· We long to move from institutional maintenance to mission. We long for less politics and business and more living out of the Great Commandment and the Great Commission. 

· We long for more lay and clergy teamwork.

· We long to be more prophetic and less complacent to what goes on around us, to not be afraid to speak out boldly against those things that are contrary to the Kingdom of God – poverty, war, oppression, injustice, addiction. 

Friends, these spiritual longings came directly from the people of Holston Conference, including you! Yet, they clearly address what we are about today. The people of Holston Conference are yearning for evangelism, for witnessing, for discipleship, for reaching out to those beyond our church walls!

I want to mention the form provided each year in your Charge Conference packets for Churches of Excellence in Evangelism. That form in itself provides excellent guidance for churches – an outline if you will – of means to be better witnesses for Christ. Achieving the goals on the application for Churches of Excellence in Evangelism will ensure that your congregation is healthy and growing – that is, that your church is reaching new persons and making disciples of Jesus Christ. At the same time, let me mention the Annual Denman Evangelism Awards. Talk to the persons who receive these awards each year; ask them what they are doing and how they are doing it. Let’s take advantage of the opportunity to learn from each other!

In preparation for today, I looked carefully at churches in our Conference that are receiving new members each year on profession of faith. I wrote to several churches in each of our 12 districts and asked what they are doing to continue to receive new members on profession of faith. What are some “best practices” (to use our current lingo) being used in Holston churches to respond to the Great Commission?

Their answers had some very definite common themes. Every one of the pastors who responded to my request mentioned one or more of the following seven (a good Biblical number) means by which their congregations are reaching out to those around them.

1. Vital and energizing worship of varying styles and at varying times. The importance of worship cannot be overemphasized and was mentioned in every single response I received. Along with the emphasis on the importance of worship was an emphasis on varying styles of worship, too. One pastor wrote of his passion to remove the clock from worship. His services frequently last two hours or more, yet his attendance is growing! Several mentioned offering weekly opportunities for communion at times other than the regularly scheduled worship service.

2. Working very hard at being a welcoming congregation – intentionally reaching out to visitors (1) by greeting persons in worship, (2) by following up quickly with visitors, including some who deliver a loaf of bread or a coffee mug filled with information to visitors within 3 hours of their first visit to the church or a church that hosts a quarterly dinner for all persons who have visited the church within the past three months, (3) by intentionally inviting visitors to participate in a Sunday School class. I will tell you that I frequently visit in churches all around Holston and generally I feel warmly welcomed, yet rarely am I invited to Sunday School with anyone!

3. Intentionally encouraging members to invite persons to church. Now doesn’t that seem simple? Invite your family members who do not regularly attend. Invite your neighbors, your co-workers, your school classmates! Intentionally invite persons to worship with you! Then, following up on the second point, welcome those persons when they arrive! One pastor wrote of “intentionally creating a culture of invitation and hospitality in the congregation.” 

4. Many who responded mentioned very intentional ministries to reach out to younger families with children and youth – child care or day care or Parents’ Day Out opportunities which bring persons to the church, for example, confirmation classes for youth, and special services held periodically during the year to invite families in the surrounding communities. For example, one church mentioned a Freedom Celebration complete with worship, music, games, and food that is held annually on the Sunday before Independence Day. The pastor described the day as a great “Come” event!

5. Another common theme mentioned by the churches is the offering of their buildings to persons in the community for very little or no charge. For example, two pastors specifically mentioned homeowners associations and one said, “We invite all the home owners’ associations nearby to use our building for their meetings. We are present to welcome them to the building and then to open their meeting with a prayer. It is a very effective and easy evangelism tool!” Another pastor said, “This brings the not-yet Christians into the building, thus quieting the fear of that first step through the door of the church.”

6. Almost every pastor who responded mentioned providing many mission opportunities for members. Our members are longing to reach out to our neighbors and to the world. Along those same lines, many mentioned being in ministry in the immediate neighborhood surrounding their buildings. Who are our neighbors? What are we doing to reach them with the Gospel of Jesus Christ? Are we intentionally inviting them into our churches even if they look or sound or smell or speak differently from us? What are we doing to be in ministry in a one-mile radius around our buildings?

7. Almost every pastor who responded mentioned encouraging intentional faith sharing by their members – either in worship or in other regular settings. One pastor said, “We view every worship service as an opportunity for evangelism.” 

I want to close by noting two points from this list of best practices from our healthy and growing congregations:

Did you notice how many times I used the word “intentional”? That one word appeared in every single response I received! We must be intentional. Leading persons to Jesus Christ takes intentional effort, intentional invitation. Very, very few persons will find their way to Christ on their own. We must be intentional. We must work hard!

Second, not one pastor who responded used the word “I” in his or her response! Not one! No pastor of a growing church is doing it – is bringing about the growth – on his or her own! All used the word “We” repeatedly. Pastors, speaking to you today as a lay person, I want to say to you that “We” are in this together! We must work together – clergy and laity – to reach persons for Jesus Christ. We must help persons become comfortable in sharing their faith with those around them. We must work together to reach persons for Jesus Christ.

After I gave this presentation for the first Day Apart with the Bishop, a well-respected retired clergy member of our Conference sent me a quote that he thought would be helpful to me. The quote is from a great Christian thinker, George Tyrell: “At the end of the day, God will not ask you what kind of church you belonged to but what kind of church you longed for.” What kind of church are we longing for? How will we achieve that church?

Let me please close with this story. Three weeks ago I and 14 others from Holston returned from a trip to Sudan. While working with some of the Lost Boys here in Holston before going to Sudan and again while in Sudan, I was continually amazed at the Sudanese peoples’ ability to share their faith openly and without apology. On our second full day in Yei, I drove with a group to the Customs’ office to search for our still-missing truckload of supplies. Others went into the Customs’ office, but I remained in the car with the UMCOR staff member who was driving us around. His name was Elias, and he was a remarkable young man whom I came to cherish during our time in Sudan. As soon as everyone exited the car, Elias turned from the front seat and started a conversation with me. He said, “How long have you been a Christian?” I replied, “All my life.” He said to me, “That is not the case for me. I became a Christian just a few years ago. Yet how my life has changed.” For the next 10 minutes, while everyone else was inside, Elias in his kind and gentle manner, shared with me his faith journey, his love of Christ. It was the most natural, comfortable conversation I have held with a total stranger in many, many years. I pray to God that we in Holston can learn to share our faith in such a simple, profound manner. When we do, we in Holston – like the church in Africa – will see growth in leading persons to Christ in the most amazing ways.

I hope and pray that all of us will intentionally work for that to happen. And when we do, then we will truly be living out our Conference Vision statement:

God envisions bold, passionate, and joyful communities of faith where the spiritual hunger to worship God and to serve Christ sets disciples on fire with Spirit-filled, risk-taking love for all God’s children.

Covenant Service

“How Does Covenant Feel?”

Bishop James Swanson

Sermon:

Then Jesus said, “When I sent you out and told you to travel light, to take only the bare necessities, did you get along all right?” “Certainly,” they said, “we got along just fine.” He said “This is different. Get ready for trouble. Look to what you’ll need; there are difficult times ahead. Pawn your coat and get a sword. What was written in Scripture, ‘He was lumped in with the criminals,’ gets its final meaning in me. Everything written about me is now coming to a conclusion.” They said, “Look, Master, two swords!” But he said, “Enough of that; no more sword talk!”  Leaving there, he went, as he so often did, to Mount Olives. The disciples followed him. When they arrived at the place, he said, “Pray that you don’t give in to temptation.” He pulled away from them about a stone’s throw, knelt down, and prayed, “Father, remove this cup from me. But please, not what I want. What do you want?” At once an angel from heaven was at his side, strengthening him. He prayed on all the harder. Sweat, wrung from him like drop of blood, poured off his face. He got up from prayer, went back to the disciples and found them asleep, drugged by grief. He said, “What business do you have sleeping? Get up. Pray so you won’t give in to temptation.” The Message: Luke 22:35-45

It is obvious to me in reading this text that Jesus was able to foresee a clash between his teachings and the political powers of his day. The events of the previous days were now beginning to weigh upon his shoulders. The consequences of his decision to do the will of His father were becoming clear to him. He had shared with them a meal that he announced would be his last with them. There was strife and discord among his followers as they also maybe sensing that something was about to happen to Jesus they began to jockey for favorite disciple status. He was appreciative that the twelve was still with him even in this impending moment of trial. And yet he was aware that the one he was counting on to lead them after his departure would be unwilling to identify with him. It was all coming home and the weight of this awareness was almost more than he could bear. It was there on Mount Olives that the magnitude, the awesome weight of fulfilling his calling began to press him down. It was in what the other gospel writers referred to as the Garden Gethsemane that the reality of the decision made in the wilderness began to come home. It was here that he saw all the opportunities that had slipped through his hands because he was willing to offer himself to be used by the Almighty. And the weight of those decisions almost began to crush him.

I can imagine the conversation with himself did not just begin on Mount Olives. It was a long running conversation that began with his question to his mother, “Don’t you know that I must be about my Father’s business?’ There had been times when the conversation was somewhat muted and had at times almost disappeared from off the radar screen of his life. The argument was silenced for a while when he fed the 5,000. It was quiet for a little while after he raised Lazarus from the dead. And no matter how hard he tried to get away from this awesome responsibility, it was back and it was back this time with a sound that could not and would not be silenced. He did not end the conversation in the wilderness with his words, “You shall not tempt the Lord your God.” Luke in gospel writing makes that plain to us when he says “And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time.” Jesus began to realize on Mount Olives that the battle was not over and in fact it was now reaching a crescendo. 

What was the weight that pressed down so hard that our Lord cried out for relief? What was it that made him sweat as if he was bleeding? Some would say it was the shadow of the cross that caused him such great pain. I believe it was his recognition of the awesomeness of his responsibility. It was here that Jesus began to fully comprehend that standing up and be supportive of those who can not speak for themselves, for those with little or no power; standing up for some who were not willing to stand with him was harder than he had ever realized. Jesus began to even more fully comprehend the tonnage that comes with the mantle of leadership. It was here in Gethsemane that Mary’s child began to comprehend that if you have principles the world will test you and sometimes people will kill you and utterly reject you. It was here that Jesus discovered that no matter how many people he fed; no matter how many he healed; no matter how many he redeemed from the hands of angry crowds; no matter how many he raised from the dead and no matter how many he sought to help that human beings sometimes are the cruelest to those who love them the most. And the pain of an ungrateful people weighed him down.

You’ve been there. Haven’t you? The ones that you give the most attention to are the ones that convince the others that you need to leave; and leaving hurts even when you sometimes want to go. The horrible sting of rejection sometime is more than we can bear. Oh some of you cover it up with words like “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.” But, if we were to be honest with ourselves we would admit at least in the closet of our hearts that church people have hurt us and hurt us badly. District Superintendents and bishops have dashed our dreams, misunderstood us, mistreated us and injured us badly and the weight, oh the horrible weight makes us pray, “Father remove this cup.” It is the pain that gives us rational reasons not to always give our best. It is this pain that causes us to shrink from our responsibility and to feel justified in doing so. But, does Jesus’ experience on Mount Olives speak to us today? I believe it speaks to me. 

I. Your Pain is Real
Jesus teaches us that God desires that we verbalize our pain and in so doing cautions us to not deny our pain. So often it so hard for those in leadership to admit their pain, their vulnerability, and the mere admission that I can be hurt is too much for some of us to bear. But, Jesus cries out, “Father, remove this cup from me.”  It is as if he says it is more than I can bear. I have been there. Have you? This is too much. I didn’t expect it to be this way. Oh, I remember somewhere in the distant past someone telling me that this is a suffering way but I had no idea it would be this way. I had no idea that people I would love would hurt me this badly. I had no idea that these many responsibilities would be upon my shoulders. Father, remove this cup from me. I didn’t take of this mantle expecting to have to motivate people to do what they committed themselves to do. I didn’t expect my family to have to go without while church members lived well and demanded so much. I didn’t expect to be so under appreciated and even attacked. Father, remove this cup from me.

I am in pain and I can’t carry this weight. I had no clue that the church was in as bi a trouble as it is. I had no understanding that I would be asked to get people to give money when I am broke myself. I had no understanding of how difficult it is to make disciples. I had no clue that sermon preparation would not be appreciated or that sometimes I would have to struggle to come up with a sermon. Oh! Father, remove this cup from me. I did not fully comprehend that you my God would allow me to have to endure such pain. Admit that your pain is real.

II. Help is on the Way

It is the admission of the reality of the pain that releases God to act on your behalf. God will not violate your free will. It is only when you ask for help that help will be forthcoming. Luke who does everything he can to remove Mark’s use of the words straightway and immediately deviates from that pattern here and says, “At once an angel from heaven was at his side, strengthening him.” It was if God was waiting on tip toes for Jesus to ask. Of course, this is in keeping with the scripture that tells us, “God knows what you have need of before you even ask.” But, God still wants you to ask. The angel comes but does not remove the cup. The angel strengthens him but does not take the pain away. So the question is, “So, why did the angel show up if the pain is still the same and the cup remains?”

Well, sometimes we are stronger when we know that we are not alone. The old Negro spiritual tells of time when someone was by themselves, “I couldn’t hear nobody pray. I couldn’t hear nobody pray. Way down yonder by myself and I couldn’t hear nobody pray.” The person was in a place unfamiliar to them. They were in a place where even the comforting words of prayer could not be heard. But, there are times when we must pray for ourselves because nobody knows all the trouble you’ve seen. But, be assured that even when you can’t hear anyone praying God hears you when you pray. Jesus needed a helpful visitor and we need helpful visitors. The one that comes to strengthen you may not be angelic being it may be a fellow preacher. It may be even to your surprise a District Superintendent. It may be a member of the dreaded staff of the conference and could even be a child that heard your cry. But, regardless of whom it is God hears your cry and will respond. It is interesting to note that Jesus prayed even harder after the angel arrived. The help needed was not for a cup to be removed but strength to push aside what Jesus wanted and to embrace what God wanted.

III. Jesus After Praying in Solitude Returns to Serve in Community
It is in community that we are called to serve. The prayer was not a selfish prayer. The whole world needed Jesus to press his way to the point of surrender. The disciples though asleep had no clue at that time that all was weighing in the balance. We are called to serve humanity and not ourselves and it is hard to think of others when you are hurting but this is our calling. The disciples’ inability to remain awake and pray with him and for themselves did not deter Jesus from his mission, his assignment, or his responsibility. He returned to them ready to be offered up. You see the covenant Jesus made was to do the will of the Father and the will of God is to love people. This is what makes ministry so hard. It is what Lucy in the comic strip Peanuts meant when she said, “God loving you is not so hard it’s just these people.” Our assignment if we choose to accept it is to remove ourselves from the equation and to put God’s will first.

