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As many of you know, the past several weeks my family and I have been dealing with the illness and eventual death of Sally’s father.  In fact, his funeral was just on Monday of this week.
To be honest, it has been more than just a few weeks.  Sally’s father has been dealing with a progressing case of dementia for a couple of years now.  Dr. Forbes was an absolutely brilliant person.  He possessed a raw base of intelligence that was enviable.  He was a master of his craft and even in his later years committed himself to knowing the latest dental techniques and procedures.  He was in control, fully alive, and completely aware of his surroundings.

But something happened.  Before anyone in our family knew what was happening, he began to slip.  And, in recent weeks, that mental slippage turned into a physical deterioration.  Dr. Forbes was always able to rely upon his knowledge and intelligence.  It failed him.  He was a skier and a golfer.  He was always able to use his body.  It failed him.  When the family turned to doctors, nurses, and hospitals to sustain his life, they did all in their power to help, calling upon their training and expertise to sustain and heal this aging body.  Ultimately, they failed.  And he died.

If that were the end to the story, what a miserable story it would be.  But on Monday, we gathered in New Martinsville United Methodist Church and, in a funeral service, told the story of God’s great love.  In that service we rehearsed our faith once again and reminded one another that as servants of Christ we believe that there is more than just a human journey.  We believe in something more, a new birth, a resurrection into new life.  
As Romans 8:11 says so well, “And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies because of his Spirit who lives in you.”  It is that foundational premise of the Christian faith that gives us hope, opens to us a vision of possibility, and makes life, the good/bad/ugly of life, worth living. It’s like Tony Campolo once said, “It’s Friday, but Thank Goodness Sunday is a Comin!”
What a miserable life it would be without a God-size dream of resurrection.
In fact, the entire story of God’s people as recorded in the Holy Scriptures is a story of God-sized dreams.  When the Israelites are tempted to go back to Egypt and eat out of the fleshpots of slavery, it is a God-sized dream that leads them through the parted sea.  When they wander in the wilderness for forty years, it is a God-sized dream that opens to them the promised land.  When David’s stature could not compare with Goliath’s, when Moses’ stutter seemed an insurmountable obstacle, and when Saul’s propensity to persecute seemed to thwart the plan to spread the gospel across the world, it was a visionary, persistent and blinding God-sized dream that created a possibility that no human eye could see or human mind comprehend.

In the 18th century the Anglican Church was found to be stiff, lax, and complacent.  It found itself too closely aligned with the government and its leaders were lifted up more for their political viewpoints rather than their spiritual passion.  

Into that church entered the duo of John & Charles Wesley.  On May 24, 1738, the Anglican Church began to be confronted by the Wesleyan movement.  
John Wesley wrote, “In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”  It was his spiritual conversion and the beginnings of the fulfillment of a God-sized dream.
Just a year later, Wesley found himself in Bristol, confronted by the poor, the slave trade, and the establishment.  Through the influence of his friend, George Whitefield, Wesley found himself confronted with the reality that he would have to get out of his own human preoccupations and meet people where they were.  Field preaching to the coal miners, and the development of the New Room for mission & ministry caused Joesph Butler, the Anglican Bishop of Bristol to question why Wesley had “self-appointed” himself to this community.  
Wesley looked at Butler and said,  “I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far I mean, that, in whatever part of it I am, I judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty to declare unto all that are willing to hear, the glad tidings of salvation. This is the work which I know God has called me to; and sure I am that His blessing attends it.  Great encouragement have I, therefore, to be faithful in fulfilling the work He hath given me to do. His servant I am, and, as such, am employed according to the plain direction of His Word, ‘As I have opportunity, doing good unto all men’; and His providence clearly concurs with his Word; which has disengaged me from all things else, that I might singly attend on this very thing, ‘and go about doing good.’” 

It was the beginning of a God-sized dream.  It was a movement of the spirit that did nothing less than preach a message of grace, hope, and love to all corners of the world.  The architect of it all was not John Wesley, but God at work through this committed servant.  
Wesley said, “Give me one hundred preachers who fear nothing but sin, and desire nothing but God, and I care not a straw whether they be clergymen or laymen; such alone will shake the gates of hell and set up the kingdom of heaven on Earth.”

“I continue to dream and pray about a revival of holiness in our day that moves forth in mission and creates authentic community in which each person can be unleashed through the empowerment of the Spirit to fulfill God's creational intentions.”

That mission movement led to Methodism being introduced and cultivated right here in the United States.  Young, committed preachers boarded boats in England, did not look back, and set forth to do as their leader instructed.  
At a Methodist Conference in the 1740’s the question was asked, “What may we reasonably believe to be God’s design in raising up the Preachers called Methodist,” the answer was, “To reform the nation, particularly the church, and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”
This is a place called Pill.  It is a small community outside of Bristol.  It is a sleepy little community with an inlet that leads to the big ocean.  It was a perfect place for Methodist preachers to set sail for the new land given the violent reaction that many in Bristol had to the Methodist stance on slavery.  From this port, Methodism found its way to America. It was the fulfillment of a God-sized dream. 

Each year I have the awesome privilege of taking our Elder Ordinands to this very spot.  It is here that we talk about their commitment to Christ, their willingness to put aside former pursuits, and their faith to anticipate a call to go to places that they never could have dreamed about on their own.  It is one of the most inspiring stops on our journey.

Due to the schedule we keep, we have always journeyed to Pill early in the morning on our way to Bristol.  This is what we always see.  We have found out that this port has one of the three most dramatic tidal shifts in the world.  The water is literally sucked out of this port, so much so that during certain seasons of the year people ride the waves as the current flows out and later back in.  

All we have been able to see are boats stuck in the mud.  

There wouldn’t have been many Methodist preachers who found their way to America had there not been a collaboration between a human desire and a God-given tide.  

It seems to me that this image is pretty representative of some of our churches.  There is a vision of something more but somewhere along the way, they have gotten stuck in the mud.  You see, God has provided the way for us to go but it requires a keen awareness of when the tide is coming and going.  You can want to get where God wants you to go but you’ll never get there under your own time frame or with you own idea of how to do it.  It takes a God-sized dream.

Let’s take the recent General Conference as an example.  For about a year, there was an amazing build-up for this international policy setting conference of United Methodists across the world.  The pre-conference hype centered around new plans for structure and new visions for how we approach our work.  Meeting after meeting was held and anticipation was high for these anticipated changes in our church.  It almost made you feel like we were being asked to believe that these changes would transform our church.

Truth be told, very little was accomplished at this agenda-driven, human attended conference.  Proposal after proposal was turned down, frustrations rode high, and people left disappointed.  
For years now, frustrations have mounted and fingers have been pointed at one group after another in an attempt to attach blame for the failure of the church to make disciples and give witness to a renewed life and vitality.  Clergy have pointed to a lack of commitment in laity.  Laity have pointed to a lack of effectiveness in clergy.  Local churches have pointed the finger at the general church for not making a connection and the general church has placed the lion’s share of responsibility on the local church.  District Superintendents and bishop’s have been identified and have been told that they are to blame. Our salvation as a denomination has been equated with structural changes, metrical benchmarks, and slashes in the budget.  

It sounds hauntingly like Israelites heading back to Egypt, Paul persecuting the Christians, and Anglicans that have grown stale.  Seems to me that it’s time for a God-sized dream.

Earlier this year I wrote a reflection paper in which I said, “Until we motivate our people to find passion once more for ‘making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world’ on all levels of the church’s life and work, no structural change, vitality assessment, revitalization plan or metric reporting system will achieve our desired outcome.”  Midway through this year of conferencing, I hold to that same conviction.
Several folks have inquired, “What are we to do now since General Conference didn’t achieve very much?”  My answer is simple, “Our marching orders are the same – find a way to joyfully proclaim Jesus and find compelling ways to make disciples so that the world is a different place.”

 In fact, I don’t sense these days that they are marching orders as much as they are a compelling thought and a joyful opportunity.  You see, while I always have to battle naïve optimism, I sense a different spirit here in Western Pennsylvania.  As I have traveled across this Annual Conference during the last year, I have sensed a different spirit.  There are some really good conversations taking place about how to be church.  There are creative conversations being held about new worship opportunities, increased mission involvement, and what exactly the future holds.  I hear of small groups being formed, and prayer groups meeting with regularity.  I’ve sensed a little more joy and little more determination and a little more hope than I have in previous years.  We are in a good place, with a good mindset.  It might just be time for a God-sized dream.
We are in a good place, not a perfect one.  I sit in cabinet meetings and literally hurt inside over some of the things that are reported.  I long for a day when I will not see the pain on a District Superintendent’s face in having to report that a church will not receive a pastor due to their race or gender.  This remains one of the most significant disappointments and concerns I raise.  If you are representing a local church in this room today, please hear me – we live in a racist world but we cannot tolerate a racist church.  We live in a world where there are denominations who do not accept women in roles of leadership – we are not one of those denominations.  I have a God-sized dream that we, with resolve and determination, will look like the face of Jesus in our churches rather than the face of the world.   

I have a God-sized dream that we will one day hear that our churches have opened their doors freely to the people of the community, seek out those who need the care & fellowship the church offers, and truly becomes a place where all of God’s children are invited into the heart of God.  My concept of the church has always been a very simple one:  The church is a place where people love, not hurt others.  From a conversion standpoint, I have found that more people come to Christ out of a sense of love than they do out of coercion.  From a relational standpoint, I have found that people are drawn to places that love them rather than chastise them.  From a human standpoint, I have found that people live longer, healthier, more sustained lives when they are cared for rather than critisized.  The church has a way of causing a lot of hurt (race, gender, human sexuality, politics, young & old) and I believe there is a need for genuine and sustained repentance and reconciliation.
And yet, as I shared with you a few minutes ago, I have a sense of hopefulness and optimism.  In gatherings I have attended across this Annual Conference in the last year I have seen people who have a resolve to see their church thrive again.  I have visited mission projects that are determined to reach out to the poor.  I have heard reports of sacrificial giving that is continuing to make a difference in our fight against malaria and our willingness to partner with Zimbabwe.  And I have witnessed and heard reports of local congregations that are dealing with the realities facing them with a determination to find their way and struggle to become the face of Christ once again for the loners, losers, and lost ones of the world.

My definition of a God-sized dream is simple:  it is a vision of something that you and I cannot accomplish on our own.  It is bold, challenging, and just far enough out there that you can’t get there without the spirit’s help.  A God-sized dream also has this necessary component – on the way to fulfilling it you have to be willing to accept that it may end up different than you have first envisioned.  Why?  Because it is God’s dream, not your own.  

If there is a category of people that you really have a hard time understanding and loving, your God-sized dream might be a picture of yourself loving those people.  If you have a temper that flares inappropriately and causes hurt to others, your God-sized dream might be a vision of a kinder, gentler version of yourself.  This isn’t some New Year’s resolution – it’s a God-sized dream.

If your church is struggling to make ends meet, your God-sized dream might involve a year-long emphasis on stewardship education and create a vision of a new generation of tithers that will give not because the church needs it but because God requires it.  If you are in a congregation that has dwindling numbers, your God-sized dream might be one where your church reports that we have done a baptism every month and have received more new members than we have ever imagined. 
(Bring up Pat, Greg, Jessica, Dawn, Jim, Bob)  They will help you.  Use them. 
At the Bishop’s Night on the District this year I presented everyone with a “set up” question.  The question was this:  “What is the Disciple-making plan for your church?”  It was a set up question because, in reality, most churches don’t have a plan for making disciples.  But even in churches where such a plan exists, it runs the risk of being a human sized plan rather than a God-sized vision.  A God-sized dream involves a critical analysis of the bible record of how God works combined with a firm conviction that God still works that way today.  Added to that, a God-sized dream involves something that isn’t so normal in the scheme of human life today – surrender.  On bended knee we must once again give ourselves and our church away and realize that it will not look the same ever again.  To turn it over to God means that we must reframe our understanding of accomplishment and success.  Even the strongest of congregations can do many things, but those things may not be a God-sized dream.  To turn it over means that we say, “Together we can, but with God we will.”
Are you willing to do that?  I sense that across the Western Pennsylvania there are congregations that are nearing the place that they are willing to say, “YES.” Are you one of those congregations?

·  Does your church have an endowment of some kind?  Are you willing to give it away for the sake of a G0d-sized dream of ministry?  I have never experienced such angry, possessive, controlling attitudes as I have around money in the church.  

· Are you open to your church starting another worship or small group experience in some other place than your existing building in the next year?  Many of us still have the limited vision of seeing people come to one service in one setting.  I preached at a church this winter that had over 200 people at the contemporary 8:30 service and only 9 at the 11:00 service.  After the 11:00 service one gentleman approached me and said, “We have a unity problem in this church.”  When I inquired what his vision of unity looked like, he replied, “That’s easy, cancelling the 8:30 service and having everyone come to this one.”

· Where is the closest prison to your church?  Are you willing to, on a regular basis, visit that prison and initiate conversations about how you can, in the name of Christ, provide a regular presence of outreach to those convicts?  

· Or how about a college campus?  Where is the closest college campus to your church?  What would it look like if you pooled some resources together with the other United Methodist churches in your area and provided a place for regular conversation, fellowship, and support for young people who are going through the most vulnerable, yet transformative period of their lives?

· Does your community have: an immigrant family, a bi-racial couple, two people living together, a divorcee, a person struggling with being cared for because of their orientation, a homeless person, someone recently unemployed, a recent war veteran, or a person who questions their faith? Your God-sized dream might involve something as simple as the courage to be a friend, to make an invitation, or to create a safe place where you might show them the face of Jesus and, as a result, have your own world and perspective changed.

I know as well as I’m standing here that something I said has caused an uncomfortable emotion within you.  If that is true, you now stand in the company of Moses, David, Jeremiah, Job, Peter, Thomas, Paul, Martin Luther, John Wesley, Dietrich Boenhoffer, Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King, and a host of others unmentioned.  They were all caught off guard and caught up in a God-sized dream.  May we be as well.

I would like for you to do two things this year.  First I would like for you to go home and make sure that you have significant conversations with your church leadership around the questions I posed at the District Nights this year:

· Why Jesus?

· What is God calling me/us to do differently in the next 3-5 years?

· What is our disciple-making plan?  If you don’t have one, begin that work.

Secondly, I want to ask you to go home and create at least one God-sized dream for your church/charge.  One vision, at least, of something you should be pursuing in your life/ministry that you realize will take more than just your abilities and resources to accomplish.  What is something that needs to be changed or created that will require the guidance and direction of the Holy Spirit if it is going to be pursued?

Let’s do a simple little test to see if you are.  Some of these questions may raise your anxiety or stir an emotion within you.  If they do, it may be just the signal you need to understand how challenging it might be to search for and embrace a God-sized dream.


I would like for us to get into that spirit right now.  To embrace God-sized dreams we have to be in the right frame to receive them.  I want you right now to identify a partner.  It may be someone you know or someone new to you.  I would like for you to do three things in the next several minutes:

· Share with your partner one thing that you need to repent of today.

· Share a thought about a God-sized dream you are being called to explore.

· If you are able, get on your knees, and pray for one another.

“Holy and loving God, you have called us to be your representatives in this world until Jesus returns in final victory.  We confess to you that since Jesus left there has been a lot of times when the church has done more harm to your cause than good.  We confess that there have been times in our own lives when we have not been helpful either.  Forgive us and help us to actively seek the forgiveness of others so that we might be reconciled and unified as your people.  God, stretch our minds today to think of the possibilities of our churches passionately pursuing your holiness and with great determination and conviction, spreading a 21st century scriptural holiness across the land.  Your dreams and visions are right – help us to make them our dreams as well.  In Christ’s name.  Amen.”
On September 18, 2007, computer science professor Randy Pausch stepped in front of an audience of 400 people at Carnegie Mellon University to deliver his last lecture.  It was called “Really Achieving Your Childhood Dreams.” With slides of his CT scans beaming out to the audience, Randy told his audience about the cancer that was devouring his pancreas and that would claim his life in a matter of months.  Randy Pausch died in July of 2008.
In that last lecture, Randy Pausch described in detail several “life lessons” that got him through.  One of them was taught to him by his youth league football coach.  It was the “head fake.”

Randy Paush said this:  “When we send our kids to play organized sports, for most of us, it’s not because we’re desperate for them to learn the intricacies of the sport.  What we really want them to learn is far more important:  teamwork, perseverance, sportsmanship, the value of hard work, an ability to deal with adversity.  This kind of indirect learning is what some us like to call a “head fake.”  
There are two kinds of head fakes.  The first is literal.  On a football field, a player will move his head one way so you’ll think he’s going in that direction.  Then he goes the opposite way.  It’s like a magician using misdirection.  My coach used to tell us to watch a player’s waist.  “Where his belly button goes, his body goes,” he’d say.

The second kind of head fake is the REALLY important one—the one that teaches people things they don’t realized they’re learning until well into the process.  

I have another confession to make.  This State of the Church has been a “head fake.”  Friends, this theme for Annual Conference and this State of the Church address is not about how to achieve God-sized dreams.  It is about how to lead your life.  If you lead your life the right way, the ministry you do will take care of itself.  You don’t have to figure out God-sized dreams if you surrender your life, make confession, and work really hard to put aside your pre-occupations and personal agendas.    
If you lead your life in the right way, the God-sized dreams will come to you.
What I’m trying to say to you is that I believe the State of the Church in Western Pennsylvania is at a place where we just might be ready for God-sized dreams to come to us.  And for me, that’s a very good place for us to be.

During Randy Pausch’s last lecture, he reached the end of his speech and needed to say one more thing to this audience before he quit.  He knew that the last part would be potentially filled with emotion so he decided that just in case he couldn’t get through it he would simply put up a slide that said, “Thank you for coming today.”

I must admit to you that I am in a somewhat awkward place at this Annual Conference Session.  Most of you are aware that I am completing 8 years with you.  A bishop can only serve in one area a maximum of 12 years but the norm has been 8.  On July 20th the Jurisdictional Committee on Episcopacy made up of one clergy person & one lay person from each Annual Conference will meet to determine the assignments for bishops.  I very much would like to return for a third quadrennium.  I know that the Annual Conference committee has asked for us to return.  But, I am, like many of you in this room, an itinerant pastor.  I knew what I was signing up for when I agreed to do this.  And because of that, I am fully aware that this may be my last Annual Conference with you.  I may be right back here in this same spot next year or there may be someone else assuming this position.

The question I have struggled with for months is: How do you say goodbye if you don’t need to say goodbye.  Maybe it’s best summed up in the slide, “Thank you for coming today.”  If this is my last Annual Conference, I could not let it pass without saying “Thank you.”  I am fully aware that my life/work is far more tied up in you than your life/work is tied up in me.  You see, you are my job.  I am not, nor should I ever be, your job. My calling is to help you be the best United Methodists you can be in this region.  Your calling is to spread scriptural holiness across the land and make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.  I wanted to thank you for being such a wonderful witness to me about what the church can/should be.  I want to thank you for doing your jobs well and thank you for making it very easy to brag about you when I talk about the place where I am privileged to serve.  I want to thank you for loving us and taking such wonderful care of Sally and our family. 
I want to say to the 189 persons that I have ordained, “Wow, what a rush!”  And to the people who have served on my cabinet, “Wow, what a privilege,” and to the churches where I have preached, “Wow, what an honor to share God’s word from your pulpits.” 
I am an itinerant pastor.  It is the United Methodist way.  It is a way that will not change any time soon.  Some of you like it.  Some of you don’t.  But what itineracy provides for us is a very clear reminder that I would share with you.  Please don’t make your ministry about a bishop – bishops come and they go.  Please don’t limit your ministry because of a District Superintendent or staff member – superintendents and staff members come and go.  Please don’t make your ministry about a pastor – for in itineracy pastors come and go.  The focus of our ministry must always be about Jesus and we should always give thanks for the ones who help us see Jesus better without worshipping them rather than the God they were called to serve.

You will always be my first Annual Conference as a bishop.  For that, there will always be a special place reserved in my heart.  If I see you here next year, please know that these words will apply just as much then as they do now.  If this is our last year among you, please hear these words with a genuine and sincere heart:  I love you and I thank you for all that you are and all that you have done to make me a better person and leader.

God bless you.


Thank you.
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