HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

   By Dr. Riley B. Case

    ON A WHOLISTIC CHURCH
    In coming months United Methodists will be hearing a lot about reform, renewal, change, a new day, and what is in the future.  This talk about renewal is not only coming from the evangelical renewal groups (who have been calling for this for years) but from leaders of the denomination.   More specifically, the call is coming from the Council of Bishops and the Connectional Table.  Plans have been set in motion to (in the words of Mary Brooke Casad, executive secretary for the Connectional Table), to “draft blueprints for the new architecture of the United Methodist Church.”
    Is this good news or what?  A number of different groups will be providing input into restructuring and redesigning the church.  We at the Confessing Movement are hoping that we can be among those offering ideas and we solicit the help of our constituents as to what those ideas might be.   The next several Happenings articles will contain comment, analysis, and suggestions as to what we believe would be a helpful direction for church reform.  This will be in addition to what we at the Confessing Movement feel is the real problem that underlies everything else: namely, the casting loose of a large part of our denomination from Biblical authority and our denomination’s doctrinal heritage.

    But even if we were to assume a new commitment to doctrinal and Biblical integrity, we believe our present structure and our corporate culture have in many instances hindered rather than enhanced our ministry.   So, the need for re-thinking and re-vision and re-structuring the way we do things. 
    We will also be referring to other voices concerned about what faces the United Methodist Church.  For the rest of this article we will refer to Donald Haynes, columnist for the United Methodist Reporter.   Writing in the January 22 issue of the Reporter Haynes says a number of good things about the denomination, but then speaks of the need for a “reality check.”   We must recognize, Haynes says, that our denominational finances have taken a terrible hit, partly because of the economy but perhaps also for other reasons.  Membership continues to decline.  Our average member is 19 years older than the average age in the general population.  Many churches are supported primarily by retired persons.  Retired clergy are being told that current levels of pension income might not be sustainable.
    Haynes then points out many positive things taking place in the denomination: thriving churches in the cities, suburbs, and rural areas; many effective clergy laboring faithfully.   The denomination’s image as the church “of the middle way” is a positive.

    But…and Haynes then adds these comments:
    1) “We can no longer copy the corporate culture of the 20th century;  connectionalism can no longer mean an obsolete hieracrchical organizational flow chart.”    He comments further: “The church’s general agency and conference staffs came with the 20th century; they must go with the 21st.”  The local church is no longer looking to the denominational headquarters for answers.  Overhead must be cut at all levels of the church.  This in spite of the fact that many fine persons have served the church well in their appointed positions with boards and agencies.

    2)  We must set free the institutions we have brought to birth: colleges, homes for the aging, children’s homes, camps, assemblies and office buildings.  We need to sell some of our real estate.  Many of the institutions are already quasi-independent of the church.  They are mature; it is time to cut the apron strings. 
     3) Local churches have contributed more than 16 percent of the pastor’s salary into the pension fund.  Add the cost of medical insurance and the increasing cost of parish-related travel, and the result is that many of our smaller churches are in trouble.  We clergy, and especially the retired clergy, will need to participate in the sacrifice to help our church through its financial troubles.  Corporations have cut their pension programs and retirement packages.  If we in the church cannot sustain ours we must also bite the bullet with grace.
    Donald Haynes has shared his heart, not without pain.  If we truly want a revitalized church it will come with a cost.  

   Let the discussions continue.

