HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

   By Dr. Riley B. Case

          PROBLEMS WITH NEW CHURCH STARTS 
     The official church press is not generally prone to investigative reporting, especially if it might negatively affect the denomination’s image.   The United Methodist Reporter, however, with a bit more freedom, has been willing to examine seriously a story that has implications for whether the United Methodist Church can sustain its strategy for reversing its membership decline through bold church starts.

      On March 1, pastor Bryson Butts, along with the staff and almost the entire congregation, left GracePoint United Methodist Church in Wichita, Kansas, to form a nondemoninational church (see the Reporter, May 1 and 8).

        GracePoint was one of the success stories of the United Methodist effort to revitalize the denomination by new church starts.  Started five years ago by the Kansas West Conference, the church had grown to a congregation of 700.  The church was recognized by the conference for its evangelism success, which involved edgy billboard advertising and secular music in its worship services.  Its goal was to reach the kind of hurting people other churches were not reaching.

    But the church ran into problems, not so much from the bishop and cabinet as from other UM pastors and churches, who questioned whether the church’s advertising and actions affected negatively the image of United Methodism.   More seriously, the church was creating ministries that seemed to overlap the ministries of other churches, and establishing satellite worship centers in an East Wichita area that already had 13 UM churches.   Criticism, charges and counter-charges, and misunderstandings led to the frustration that triggered the exit.  The United Methodist Reporter then asks the question: “does the United Methodist Church hinder or help entrepreneurial pastors fulfill their vision?”

       Unfortunately, GracePoint is not an isolated incidence.  Some years ago Mt. Auburn UM Church in Indianapolis had grown to a congregation of 1,800 and wanted to expand.  When it met resistence, not only from other churches but from the superintendent and the district building committee, the pastor, Joel Hunter, left the denomination and started a Northland Church in Longwood, Florida, now a congregation of 12,000 members.   Other situations are not as dramatic as those of Joel Hunter or Bryson Butts, but unfortunate similar stories (almost none of which are reported) are too numerous to ignore.

    United Methodism wants very much to reverse its 40-year membership decline, and a number in the denomination have realized one key in the reversal is entrepreneurial leadership and new church starts.   But can this kind of leadership work be effective given the present state of United Methodist institutionalism?  
    Let us hope for informed discussion around these matters.  For the moment the following observations are in order.

    1.  The GracePoint story must not be allowed to dampen the church’s commitment to entrepreneurial leadership in the establishing of new churches.  The natural tendency following a GracePoint event is for bishops, cabinets, and conference leadership to instigate tighter controls on new church starts, to send out messages about denominational loyalty, and to denounce “Lone Rangers.”   Very infrequently in these situations do we get soul-searching about how our own institutionalism might add to the problems.   Boards of Ordained Ministry are already notorious for their discouraging of maverick but gifted candidates in favor of lackluster candidates who fit the institutional mold.  United Methodism may be known for liberal social stances, but institutionally, it is a very conservative denomination not known for the encouragement of risk-taking.   This is not the time for retreat into an institutional shell.   
     2.   We do not grow churches by stifling competition and by drawing walls of protection about what is called “parish boundaries.”   Some of us have tried for years (unsuccessfully) to change para. 341.1-4 of the Discipline (Unauthorized Conduct), which says, among other things, that pastors shall not hold religious services within the bounds of another pastoral change without permission.   The origins of this section date back to more than 100 years ago when the church sought to control, if not purge, holiness evangelists and holiness teachings from its midst (which it did rather successfully and thus we lost the poor who were much more susceptible to Holiness teaching).  We forgot that John Wesley himself uttered “The world is my parish” in response to charges he was preaching where he was not supposed to preach.   In this day of regional churches, ethnic churches and special niche churches, the concept of “pastoral charge boundaries” makes no sense.  
    There are signs this might be changing.  In Roanoke, Indiana, with two United Methodist Churches in a town of 1,500, a neighboring church has started (with cabinet blessing) a satellite worship center.   In Dunkirk, Indiana, in a town of 2,600, with three United Methodist Churches, a neighboring church is wanting to start a satellite center.  How can this be justified?    It is justified if existing churches receive no professions of faith for years in a row, and appear to have no interest in reaching the lost in their midst.    
      3.   Church growth when (or if) it comes will be messy.   A commitment to growth will involve the kind of radical change that many congregations are not willing to make, or tolerate.  That is one reason why it is easier to grow a new church than to revitalize an existing church.  But church growth also might mean radical change for conferences and for our corporate culture.  Persons newly converted, or persons with other-denomination background (the kind of people that often make up megachurches or new-church starts), are not always going to understand United Methodism’s way of speaking and doing.   Yet these are the very people, if they are encouraged and not criticized, that can bring revitalization to the denomination. 
    From a denominational point of view, GracePoint is a tragic story.  But perhaps it can be an opportunity for further discussion about how to make United Methodism a vital force in American life once again.  

    Core beliefs are important

