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Even though I am free of the demands and expectations of everyone, I have voluntarily become a servant to any and all in order to reach a wide range of people: religious, nonreligious, meticulous moralists, loose-living immoralists, the defeated, the demoralized—whoever. I didn't take on their way of life. I kept my bearings in Christ—but I entered their world and tried to experience things from their point of view. I've become just about every sort of servant there is in my attempts to lead those I meet into a God-saved life. I did all this because of the Message. I didn't just want to talk about it; I wanted to be in on it! 
1 Corinthians’ 9.19-23 (Message)

Break down of Religions Organizations.

In the past decade church visionaries, theologicians, pastors and lay members have deeply reflected on the dramatic changes in American culture and society. The churches of the 1950s and 1960s were suited to the ethos of that era. Yet for more than 30 years, we have known that the dramatic changes in cultural, society, families, lifestyle and more left churches, especially mainline denominations, on the sidelines.  

In recent years, the speed of the breakdown of “religious organizations” has increased. Religious commentators would attribute the failure of mainline churches to their “liberal” stances as they suffered the blunt of the decline. Today, there is realization that all churches – conservative and liberal - are experiencing the effects of the breakdown of all religious structures. 

Just as the captain knows about the wide-ranging weather conditions and the forecasts for times and distances ahead, lay and pastoral leaders need to discern and learn about the larger cultural and social dynamics that are reshaping our churches.  As Paul writes, “ . . .  I entered their world and tried to experience things from their point of view.”
The Penn West Conference has sought to live in this new social and cultural context. 

The Transformation and Renewal Team has developed a series of retreats and resources to call churches to transform to a “missional” church. The movement to a “missional church” from an “institutional/ membership” church is not unlike a rebirth.  Even as “members” are still essential; yet, how members experience and live their faith in God and serve Jesus is very different. One major difference is that missional churches ask different questions: what is God’s vision for this community? How are we to carry out this vision in practical day-to-day ministries? How are we forming faith and spirit in individuals, in our church and in our neighborhood? What are the life-changing missions to which we are called? How is our fellowship deepening? Are we faithful stewards of God’s gifts, both as individuals and as a church?  

New Association and Conference Covenant
In the Association and the Conference there were “hints” that the ways that the Associations and the Conference were supporting, encouraging and extending churches in their ministry were not working well. A common understanding developed that modest adaptions at the margins were not sufficient for ministries in today’s environment. The Conference Governance Team and Association Presidents and their Boards envisioned a new Covenant and partnership between and among the churches, Associations and Conference ministries. We looked deeply into the meaning of “covenant” and at various organization patterns. The result is the establishment of a new “Board for Ministries and Missions” [working name] by the Conference Board of Directors. The new BOMM brings together the leaders of the Ministry Teams and Association leaders to work with and to support pastors and lay leaders as they move to a missional-based ministry.  The new Board will experiment with new partnerships and connections among churches, linking congregations with similar visions and ministries, supporting churches in developing their vision, and finding resources to extend and enlarge ministries and missions. New ways of partnership can feel like “chaos” and yet let us work to discern the new ways we are Christ’s Church in congregations, Association and the Conference. 

Board of Directors and Ministry Teams. In the Annual Meeting report book, you can review the ministry reports of the Ministry Team and Board of Directors. Each Ministry Team and the Board has been engaged in seeking ministries to call and support our churches in shaping creative ministries. We gratefully  acknowledge the insights and participation of the team members. Our Teams are not only “firehouses” of ministries and missions: that is, responding to crisis and emergencies; the Ministry Teams can be active partners in the life of congregations. 

Stewardship.
The visions of churches empowered in faithful and effective ministries and missions are not real until ministries and missions are realized in specific places with people. We need to bring the resources of people, time and finances to empower the vision for God’s Missions live in and through local churches, Conference and wider missions. Visions without resources are hallucinations; resources without a vision are pointless.   

As reported in the Stewardship Associates and Budget and Finance Committee reports, Our Church’s Wider Mission has decreased over the past several years. All are well aware of the economic struggles in our communities. There is no “blame” nor an appeal to “just give” more. We do have an urgent appeal to ask pastors and lay members to engage in  faithful and sustained conversations about individual and church stewardship. Many feel that we do not have a financial problem as much as we have a faith problem. Where is our trust in God who gives life and all that is needed in abundance when we behave as we do? 

Next.
The decision to retire was not as easy as I thought a few years ago. There are significant and essential ministries ahead: I am hopeful and challenged about what is before us. Nevertheless, the time is right to see what God has ahead for the Penn West Conference and for me.  Our Moderator, Barry and assistant Moderator, Earl, have been in conversation with the national staff person for Conference Relations. Plans are developing about the next steps for the interim time. Just as in churches, this interim season is a time to open mind, heart and will to God’s hovering Spirit. This is not a farewell; not yet. We have a few more months and the call of God press all of us forward.

As always, many blessings this day and every day.

Alan McLarty

Conference Minister
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