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It was a cold, wintry night, and I was assigned to walk
the perimeter of our compound on the northern rim of
South Korea.  That night it rained, sleeted, and snowed
within a two-hour period of time.  Loneliness engulfed my
very being.  Thousands of miles from home, no way to
communicate with my loved ones but by mail, having not
seen them for over a year, I remember tears coming to my
eyes.  Then—suddenly—I could clearly see their faces, and
my heart was filled with warmth and love.  For they had
never left me; their spirits filled my being as if they were
standing next to me.

One of the most powerful moments for me during the
worship service is when the acolytes bring the light into the
sanctuary and, as we leave the sanctuary, take the light into
the world.  When we merged our great churches, we placed
the flame and the cross on our denominational signature.
In churches that I have served, we have often kept an eter-
nal flame—a light in the sanctuary signifying the eternal
presence of the Holy Spirit; a sign that the love of God
through the Holy Spirit is always present, calling, guiding,
comforting, caring, loving, never, never leaving us alone.

When I arrived in the North Alabama Conference,
flooded with all the questions that face a new episcopal
leader, I realized that most of the questions, concerns, and
opportunities facing the church are spiritual matters.  We
are called as a denomination and as followers of Christ to
once again embrace the Spirit of God and respond with
clarity, authority, and enthusiasm.  The Spirit is the one
who comforts us, stands beside us, and directs us.  It is in
reality a continuation of the physical presence of Christ.

One cannot question for a moment that we live in a
rapidly changing world.  Some refer to it as the “post-mod-
ern” world.  Others even go so far as to say the “post-
Christian” world.  Yet, at the same time, we are told that
we have in recent times the most spiritual generation of
seekers ever encountered in history.  How does one merge
these two realities?  Could it be that we, the church, have
not “seized the moment,” as our founder John Wesley
would say?  Have we failed to see the needs of the world in
which we live?  There is sweeping across this great world a
cry for and a renewal of spirituality.  For us who are part of
the great Wesleyan movement, we are being called back to
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our origin.  As Lyle Dabney writes, “The turn to the Spirit
in recent theology represents for those of us in the
Wesleyan tradition a return to our theological language of
origin; as such, it holds great promise for us.”  John and
Charles Wesley turned to the Spirit in their day and trans-
formed the world in which they lived.

The Spirit I am speaking of is not some abstract being
but is the continued revelation of Jesus Christ.  As we live
our faith in the context of spirituality, we are reflecting the
presence, mission, and ministry of Christ.  We the people
called United Methodist and we the people called Christian
must recapture in our words, actions, programs, worship,
and vision a spirituality that speaks to today’s world.

The world will have difficulty recognizing the spirit of
which we speak as scripture reminds us.  Maybe we have
boxed ourselves into a corner with our scientific evaluation
of even our faith.  Dr. Stephen Gunter reminds us, “For
most of history, the Christian church has lived and worked
out its theology with a frame of reference summed up in “I
believe in order that I might understand.”  However, “dur-
ing at least the last two generations of believers, a decided-
ly different set of conclusions has held sway.  At the risk of
oversimplification we express our assumption this way:
Our intellectual, rational, empirical (scientific) ways of
knowing provide us with true knowledge.”  I believe that
as new generations of seekers for truth, we must once again
merge mind and heart so as to speak with authority about
the story of Jesus and his love.

I am sure that many of you remember several years
ago when the church decided to take the theme of “Catch
the Spirit” to promote our church and its life.  You will
recall that the world liked the idea and immediately car
dealerships, retail stores, even local governments started
advertising “Catch the Spirit.”  And they even capitalized
“Spirit.”  They assumed we were talking about a feeling
only.  In reality we were saying “capture the Spirit of God
through the life of his son, Jesus Christ.”  Ours had sub-
stance that carried a message that answered the questions
of life and spoke of life in an eternal nature.

We will never transform the world with war or eco-
nomics; we will only change our thinking and relationships
with one another as we are changed in the Spirit of God.  I
remember standing in the middle of a village in Kenya,
when I was introduced to a woman that had been suffering
from leprosy.  She was considered to be the saint of the vil-
lage.  She ran toward me and said, “Welcome to our village
in the name of Jesus Christ.”  I remember being in the
country of Angola during the time of their civil war.  The
children especially had experienced great pain and suffer-
ing there. I remember the choir in Central Church in
Luanda singing with great enthusiasm, “His eye is on the
sparrow, and I know he watches me.” 

I remember a friend of mine in Florida saying that
he wished he had never met Christ, for when he did, he had
to change and become a man.  All of us can tell great sto-

ries of change.  On a recent trip to Cuba 200 persons were
baptized in one service.  The world is craving to hear the
good news, and we need to find the spirit and the enthusi-
asm to say, “He lives!  He lives!  He lives in The United
Methodist Church!  We cannot let the past be the bench-
mark for the future.  It can and should be the foundation on
which we build, but God’s vision for this day is the beacon,
that which pierces the darkness and calls us to new ways
and new days.

The world has enough “maybes” or “it might have
happeneds.”  It is craving to hear the message in ways it
can understand.  Now if you think I am advocating a going
back to the old ways, then I am not reaching you.  I am
talking about the fact that we need to be so empowered
with the Spirit so that we can change to the point of pro-
claiming the word in a different new world with the same
old needs.  We often analyze everything to the point that
we paralyze our actions.

I was at an airport recently speaking to a clerk at the
car-rental counter.  She noticed I was with the church.  She
mentioned that she had gone to a United Methodist church
recently with her new daughter-in-law and that it was the
deadliest thing she had ever attended.  When she described
the service, it sounded like the kind of traditional service
that I enjoy, but I had to face the fact that I was a little
older (misuse of the word “little”).  She said, “I wanted to
jump up in the middle of the service and shout, ‘Don’t you
love God and enjoy your relationship with Jesus?’ I
thanked her for her analysis and suggested that she try
another United Methodist church.  As all the studies indi-
cate, when she visits that other United Methodist church, if
the Spirit is not there, regardless of the style, she will not
join the community.  

McGriff, in talking about a passionate church in
today’s world, says, “In the Gospel of John we read that
Jesus, after describing the commandments of God, said, ‘I
told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your
joy may be complete.’ Given the privation and suffering in
the world, that’s a powerful promise.  Our churches are to
be custodians of that message—and of that joy.  Suffering
and joy.  Those are the components of the life Christ lived
and to which he called us.  A church that embodies those
elements becomes a passionate church.”

Hear the words of John Wesley again, “Give me 100
preachers who fear nothing but sin and desire nothing but
God, and I care not a straw whether they be clergy or lay;
such alone will shake the gates of Hell and set up the
Kingdom of God upon earth.”  We are called to be the peo-
ple of God in the context in which we find ourselves.  I am
often amused when we start a new church that we often try
to disguise it by changing the names.  Now, I am not say-
ing that we ought to continue naming our churches First,
Second, or Third United Methodist.  However, to name it
the Orange Blossom, or Apple Seed Community of Faith
isn’t going to help you either.  
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Everyone I talk to and the studies that I read indi-
cate that people are not looking for a name.  They are look-
ing for a relationship with others and with God.  You can
preach behind the pulpit or stand in the aisle.  You can have
a big screen or a small screen or no screen, but if you are
on fire in the spirit of Christ with the word of God and the
service of God in your life, they will come.  As Douglas
Meeks said recently, “Things are changing in the Methodist
household; it is a resurrection household that God is strug-
gling to build, a household in which we shall be able to
dance, without inhibitions in our stiff joints.”

We must not be a church that is built around individu-
als or the “way it has always been.”  I recently visited a
church to talk about a change of pastoral leadership.  The
church was growing; new life was being experienced, the
building of facilities, and a growing presence of service in
the community.  I knew that a move was going to be a
shock to that community.  However, I also knew the greater
church needed that leadership to teach others how to reveal
the message to others.  I asked the pastor, “Do you think it
will hurt this church if I move you?”  His answer was pro-
found, “If my leaving this church causes them to stop
growing, all we have here is fool’s gold.”  The world is
calling for us to speak the good news in their language,
unique for each community.

I am convinced that the world will only experience the

Spirit when we who are called by God reveal that Spirit in
our lives of discipleship.  As the scripture speaks of the
Spirit, “This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot
receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him.  You
know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in
you.”

Some of the saddest moments in my life have been
when colleagues in ministry have approached me and in
their own worlds have expressed a dryness in their faith.  It
is especially painful when they declare that because of
doubt they can no longer break open the word of God with
conviction.  Certainly, everyone goes through times of
thought and question, but when the well of the Spirit runs
dry, it is truly a painful moment, however, a reality.  

A number of years ago, while serving a local
church, I was contacted by the Lilly Foundation to partici-
pate in a study of basically why and how people are called
into the ordained ministry and why they accept that call.  In
preparation for that event, I interviewed men and women
who had just entered the ministry.  To the person, they said,
“I realized that I could be myself and, at the same time,
reflect in word and action the word of God and the pres-
ence of Christ.  If for some personal or theological reason
anyone cannot proclaim the message of salvation, they
need to intentionally seek to find that fire once again.  For
if the seekers of this day have told us anything, they have
indicated that the one claiming the faith must posses the
faith.

My good and faithful friend Bishop Rueben P. Job
shared concerning Christian leadership: “The primary ele-
ment in spiritual leadership is the centrality of Christ.  And
the primary goal is not to lead; the primary goal is to be
faithful to the master of the universe.”  He goes on to say
with this relationship comes certain responsibilities: “a con-
cern for justice, a concern for servanthood or service, and a
concern for selflessness rather than self-aggrandizement.”

Some of you may know that in my “other life” I sold
computers.  These were the days when we had to build spe-
cial rooms, with tons of air-conditioning and cables.  The
power had to be brought directly from the transformer into
the mainframe because any fluxion in the atmosphere or
power source could cause error.  You just about have as
much capacity in your laptop as we had in those days.
Even though I continue to be fascinated by the new genera-
tion of computers and amazed at the never-ending world of
scientific discovery, I still know that the most important
thing in my life is when I am able to experience the receiv-
ing and sharing of love.  The world of science—for which I
am extremely grateful for it allows us to live longer, more
productive lives—will never provide the gift of a Spirit-
filled life.  For it only communicates what we have experi-
enced.  There was a phrase we used in those early days:
“garbage in, garbage out.”

How do we capture and nurture that Spirit-filled life in
this narcissistic, commercialized world?  First of all, by
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being ourselves.  I had a layman say to me recently that he
was teaching his pastor whom he greatly admired and
loved how to perform certain acts of ministry.  He said, “Of
course, I can never let him know that I am teaching him,
for he already knows it all.”  I think we begin a relation-
ship with the Spirit by surrendering “our stuff,” by realiz-
ing that each one of us needs the guidance and strength of
the Spirit in our lives.  

That is why I have always respected the church’s
stand on the issues that we face daily.  Not in some naïve
manner but in the understanding that the body of Christ,
the church open to the Spirit, has a greater relationship than
just one person’s experience or relationship.  You will
never hear me speak against the church; of course, I will
continue to espouse my feelings, ideas, and visions.
However, when the church speaks, I will in a civil manner
continue the discussion but will always join my heart and
hand with theirs as I respect the authority and spirit of the
body of Christ here on earth versus my own opinions.  

You may remember the story of the two little girls
that were in United Methodist Sunday school every
Sunday.  Easter morning the Sunday school teacher noticed
for the first time they were absent.  Immediately she went
to visit them thinking they might be sick.  Knocking on the
door their mother answered with a cheerful “Good after-
noon.”  The teacher replied, “The girls were not in Sunday
school this morning.  I was worried.  Are they sick?”  The
mother replied, “Oh, no.  Since this was Easter, I went out
yesterday and bought them new outfits, and when we got
up this morning, I fixed their hair and they put on their new
dresses and they looked so good I took them to the
Presbyterian church.”  We must always remain faithful
until God calls us to a new direction.

We all remember with great thanksgiving that
Aldersgate Street experience of John Wesley when he said
those familiar words, “My heart was strangely warmed.”
Kenneth Collins writes of that event when Luther’s preface
was being read.  “In that setting, the Holy Spirit took the
very words of the reader that evening and burned them into
Wesley’s heart.”  A similar experience of change, transfor-
mation, and commitment must be ours.  

In my experience, I feel far too often we fail to
present the changing power of a life in Jesus Christ before
we ask persons to be involved in our understanding of what
it means to be in Christ, and, therefore, they soon drift
away due to their lack of a personal experience of salva-
tion.  We must offer hope and direction to the individual
seeker.  George Gallup Jr. says, “We’ve always been indi-
vidualist.  We’ve long been seeking transformation.  At the
same time, we’ve always had desire for the new and the
different.”

We live in a hands-on world.  We know that the
ministries that are popular today are those that allow us to
see something appear from our own efforts.  This is not
new; John Wesley had to deal with the same struggle.

There is, of course, a danger that we must see something
before it becomes a reality.  That we must put our hand in
His side and touch the nail prints before we believe.  In
Wesley’s words, “And by this token may you surely know
either you seek it by faith or by works,  If by works, you
want something to be done first, before you are sanctified.
You think, ‘I must first be or do this or that.’ Then you are
seeking it by works unto this day.  If you seek it by faith,
you may expect it as you are: and if as you are, then expect
it now.” 

This post-modern or post-Christian era offers us
the almost-unlimited potential for evangelical work, for the
harvest is plentiful.  There are massive parts of our world
that have no faith.  In these United States, there are areas
where less than 20 percent of the population is connected
to a faith community of any kind.  Add to this generational
narcissism that seems to surround us, and we are being
called as never before to offer Christ so that the searching
might find love and life.  

Tom Bandy reminded me recently in a conversa-
tion that his work with churches and religious communities
had revealed one fact: “that the spiritually hungry, institu-
tionally alienated persons need bedrock beliefs.”  There is a
call for us as the great Philippian hymn has eternally pro-
claimed and challenged us to follow the example of Christ
and empty ourselves so that his name can be heard in every
hamlet of the world, so that every knee in heaven, and on
earth, and underneath the earth will bend and confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord.  But I caution all of us.  If we do not
believe, then it is better not to proclaim, for the one looking
for life will not long tolerate a testimony of word or action
that is not Spirit-filled.

It saddens me greatly that we have relinquished
our responsibility and authority to proclaim the word to the
movie industry and the world—to see people who cannot
wait to get out of church sit motionless for an extended
period of time in the dark theater following a Hollywood
revelation of the Passion.  We ought to experience that in
our worship celebrations: the awesomeness of God’s pres-
ence in the community of faith.  Now everything from the
theater is not bad.  

I apologize to the North Alabama delegation for
once again referring to my career in the theater.  In my
hometown movies as a teenager, I moved from selling pop-
corn, to ticket sales, to being the projectionist.  Every
Saturday we would show the same movie.  It would be a
Western; the horses would change, and the actors and
actresses, but the plot would always be the same: cattlemen
dealing with sheepherders or the lawmen chasing the out-
laws.  There was one person that I greatly admired and
often said, “When I grow up, I want to be that person.”
That was the man who got off of his horse in the middle of
the desert, put his hand on the ground, and said, “Two men
on horseback, one horse lame, heading toward mountains.”
The tracker.  I can tell you that if we love the church, we
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have all become trackers.  But we must call upon the Spirit
of God, listening to God’s call in this world and finding the
direction we need to move as his body—making disciples
to continue the work.

The fruits of the Spirit, if to be effective, must be
revealed in our unity and oneness of spirit and witness:
“For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body . .
. and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1
Corinthians 12:13, NRSV).

The church as it stands on this great threshold of
opportunity during what some call the “hinge time,” others
the “crack in history” or “new day” must focus on the cen-
tral historical event of the life and teachings of Jesus the
Christ.  We have become so prolific in our resources that
we have missed the primary presence of Christ in our
thinking about the direction of our personal lives and the
life of the church.  The Wesleyan/Methodist movement
comes forth out of a deep commitment to having a relation-
ship with a spirituality that grew out of Wesley’s time in
history and one that met the needs of that time.  

While studying at Oxford University, I had the
privilege of having conversation with Dr. John Walsh of
Jesus College, Oxford, and in sharing some of the under-
standing of spirituality of John Wesley, he said, “He
believed in spiritual immediacy and in the intuitive appre-
hension of grace.  As much as anyone, Wesley helped
restore the language of feeling to the spirituality of his
age.”  In no way did Wesley imply that spiritual life is a
life of just feelings.  He also repeatedly implied that a
Spirit-filled life would be a changed life.  The words of that
great Charles Wesley hymn remind us that the mind and the
heart are insolubly connected: “United the two so long dis-
joined, knowledge and vital piety: Learning and holiness
combined . . . .”  That never-ending dual approach to life.

One might ask in this world of choices, “Have we
lost our focus or confused our priorities?”  Someone said
the other day that there were thousands of ways to serve
coffee.  I have a brother-in-law that loves hamburger.  I
noticed that my sister once had a cookbook on her shelf
entitled 1,300 Ways to Prepare Hamburger.  My son often
says, “Dad, we have 99 channels on TV,” and goes to bed
saying, “There was nothing on TV tonight.”  

The Percepts organization tells us that there are
numerous life groups that we as the church must learn to
reach.  Yet at the same time, I am convinced that we all
have the same basic needs.  There must be in our lives
something beyond ourselves both in terms of our spiritual
existence and our interaction with the rest of creation.  In
the midst of the vast variety, we as Christians are call to
live in this multifaceted world with clarity of focus and
clarity of conviction.  

I recently spoke at my home church in
Brooksville, Fla., for their 125-year celebration.  As I
walked into the sanctuary, which is new but on the site of
the old building, my mind was flooded with memories and

feelings.  One of the most powerful ones was a memory of
meeting Sunday after Sunday evening in a little side room
for Methodist Youth Fellowship.  We had a leader that
would always give us a chance to pick and sing our
favorite hymns.  I would most often shout “hymn number
186!” in the old Cokesbury hymnal, “Are Ye Able.”  “Are
ye able,” said the Master, “to be crucified with me?”  In my
travels I have not found anyone in this world who does not
want peace, direction, hope, and love in their lives, and yet
we often do not give them the very thing which trans-
formed us.

The primary task of the church in our own words
is to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  The direction of the
church, according to the great mandate found in the closing
words of the Gospel of Matthew, is “go therefore and make
disciples of all nations, . . .”  Eugene Peterson says it very
well when he writes, “The Christian Community is interest-
ed in spirituality because it is interested in living.  We give
careful attention to spirituality because we know from long
experience how easy it is to get interested in ideas about
God and projects for God and gradually lose interest in
God alive, while we deaden our lives with the ideas and
projects.  Our oneness comes in our commitment to the
message we proclaim.”

One of the great gifts of The United Methodist
Church is the gift of variety and diversity.  Since I have
been a bishop, I have had the great privilege of being in a
variety of worship services.  I have experienced services
that begin and end with the great chants of the faith and go
to another service the same day where the harmonica is the
main musical instrument.  We have been told that one of
the most controversial issues facing the church today is the
introduction of alternative or praise worship services.  The
primary complaint of our members has gone from “It’s too
hot” or “It’s too cold” in the sanctuary to “It’s too loud” or
“The young people don’t go to church anymore; they go to
that ‘thing’ in the fellowship hall.”  

The scripture says we are one body, and that
which holds us together is the saving message of the scrip-
tures.  The fear we all have is that our traditional approach
to worship may become deadening and our new alternative
approach to worship may become just entertainment.  The
truth of it is: the sinews that hold all of that together is the
message of Golgotha.  I often tell the story of how, after
finishing serving Holy Communion in the Garden Tomb
area in Jerusalem, I walked to the back of that garden to
observe the place where many say Jesus was crucified—
that craggy, skull-like rock behind the garden so sacred to
believers.  I looked at that most-sacred spot, and suddenly
my thoughts were disrupted by the swirl of diesel fuel and
the diesel engines.  Right below the place of crucifixion
was the city bus station.  I said to myself, “Why would
they put the bus station in this spot?”  Then it suddenly
occurred to me: that is exactly where the cross needs to
be—in the midst of where the people are experiencing their
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daily life.  
The same call comes to the church today.  We

must once again be enthusiastic about our faith so as to
speak to the needs of the rapidly changing geographic and
demographic communities in which we live.  As we read in
Lovett Weems’ book on Leadership in the Wesleyan Spirit,
“The need for a renewed spirit of inclusion of people is
crucial today.  Joel Kotkin and Yorko Kishimoto describe
the United States of the future as a ‘post-European
America.’ The country will indeed be  a ‘world nation’
with ties to virtually every race and region on the planet.
In the midst of that kind of ebb and flow, the center post of
our faith must remain stable and steadfast, or we shall
become just a fragmented witness.”

Leonard Sweet reminds us of the cartoon that
appeared in the New Yorker magazine.  The following
scene: “This morning opportunity knocked on my door!
But by the time I pushed back the bolt, turned the two
locks, unlatched the chain, and shut off the alarm system, it
was gone.”   Timing is everything.  We must know who
were are, what we believe, and act convincingly in the
moment.  

In one of his sermons, John Wesley spoke of that
timing in our personal lives, “The moment the spirit of the
Almighty strikes the heart of him that was till then without
God in the world, it breaks the hardness of his heart, and
creates all things new.”

I am convinced that this is truly one of the great

times in the life of the church for us to come forth with
authority and be the people claimed and empowered by the
Spirit, to use our spiritual senses to cause this great Wesley
movement to once again capture the fire that has served us
so well in the past and is so needed in this time.

I attended the 80th-birthday celebration for Bishop
William Cannon, who represented us so well in the ecu-
menical community and in the pursuit of academic endeav-
ors all of his life.  He was my seminary dean as he was for
many of you.  We heard a number of wonderful testimonies
and funny stories surrounding Bishop Cannon’s life.
Finally he was allowed to speak.  I remember as he con-
cluded his remarks, he stood tall and opened his arms wide
and said of the church, “The unlimited future is ours if we
only embrace it.”  

I have never been more excited about the potential
for the church, but I truly believe that if we are to be the
people called of God and the people called United
Methodist, effective in ministry in this wonderful world of
opportunity, we must be filled with the Spirit of God as
revealed in Jesus Christ.  We must once again become
kingdom people speaking kingdom language—based in
scripture, centered in Christ, filled with the Spirit.  It’s a
spiritual matter.  In the name of Jesus Christ.
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