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Wetre connected
Whether you and I know each other or not, we

have a connection that lets me know you care about
the church. Because of this connection I will write
you several times during the next few months about
some of my concerns for the church. I'm writing at
my own expense and speaking only for myself.

Our connection is prob-
ably membership in the
United Methodist Church. If
not, we may have been to-
gether somewhere in a class
or group, or maybe I've read
and liked something that
you've written, making me

think we're on the same wavelength. Even if you're
in a different denomination from mine, or a differ-
ent part of the U.S., I expect that a lot of what I'll
be saying will apply where you are.

Whether or not you agree with what I say, I
hope you'll stay with me at least for a few months.
If you know other people who would find my let-
ters interesting, please feel free to make copies for
them.

Let's get acquainted
In case we don't know each other, please let me

introduce myself. I'm a lay volunteer in the United
Methodist Church. I'm on some Annual Conference
boards and committees and I've been a General
Conference delegate, but my main church involve-
ment has been in my 2100-member local church.
I'm also active in non-church-related organizations.

For 33 years I've lived in Temple, a central Tex-
as town of 45,000. I grew up in Houston in a lov-
ing, conservative, church-going Methodist family. I
went to college in Dallas and then worked in Hous-
ton for a few years as a mathematician. When I
married I moved to Temple and became a full-time
homemaker and volunteer. I thousht that was what

Life or death for the church
I'm concerned about the church. I think it's time

to take a fresh, hard look at what God really wants
us to be doing. Our church's life may be at stake.

As a lay person I especially see a need for laity
to promote changes that God is calling the church to
make. After all,laity arethe church.

Could God mean us?

If God is trying to get the church to change, it
isn't unusual. Often in the Bible and Christian histo-
ry wo find God urgently trying to get God's follow-
ers to make needed changes before it is too late.

Still, it's hard to imagine that God might actually
want us to change. When we're active in the church
we tend to assume that we're doing God's will. But
surprisingly, throughout history the people who have
most adamantly refused to make the changes God
wanted have been the most religious people.
They've been people like us.

Ignoring God's messages

In the days of the Old Tostament prophets, the
priests and worshippers at the temple and its local
shrines refused to heed God's messages. Through
prophets God kept saying that acts of love and jus-
tice like caring for the poor were what Qod wanted,
instead of merely foliowing traditional religious ritu-
als and rules. But even though God begged people
to change, most of them refused.

The New Testament portrays the Pharisees as the
culprits. Their status and comfort depended on their
seeing themselves as righteous. Instead of listening
to what God was currently saying to them through
Jesus, they kept following instructions that God had
given other people many centuries earlier. They also
distorted those instructions and added a lot of rules
of their own.

I'm afiaid we're doing something similar.

(continued on page 2)
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(Let's get acquainted, continuedfrom page I)

all women were supposed to do. Besides, Temple
was too small to need mathematicians.

My husband heads a family feed-manufacturing
company and is active in many church, civic, and

business-related organizations. We have a grown
daughter who lives in Houston.

Beginning to wonder

Only after about 45 years as an unquestioning
churchgoer did I begin to wonder what the real pur-
pose of the church was. I felt that it must be more
than what I had seen. I became determined to find
out what it really was, and since I'm a bookaholic I
started my investigation by reading.

I soon realized that something odd
was happening. I was devouring one

book after another, often on topics that I
had hardly been aware of before, and
whenever I began to tire of one topic I
quickly found myself urgently interested
in a surprising new one. It was like be-
ing led through a custom-designed
course of studv.

After reading and thinking by myself for a
while, I felt starved for contact with other people

who might have similar thoughts and questions

about the church. Eventually I felt starved enough
to get out and look for them.

To my surprise I found them at a United Meth-
odist seminary, and even though it was a2|/r-how
drive from my home and I had never done anything
so daring, I enrolled in a course there. By the time
the first class session ended I knew that being there
was worth the driving and the baffled looks and

comments from friends and relatives. I commuted
for the 3 years it took to get a degree.

Finally I realized that God was behind all this.

By leading (sometimes dragging!) me to consider
new ideas, acquire new information, and enter new

experiences God was nudging me to change and

was preparing me for something new. As a result,

I've now undertaken new projects that I could have

never previously imagined myself doing. It has

been exciting evon though it has also been scary.

What about you? Could God be nudging you to
revise any of your long-held beliefs or to help make
needed changes in the church? It's possible, even if
the changes seem unthinkable to you at first!

Safety, comfort, and power
With so many disturbing changes confronting us

constantly in out'daily lives, we tend to want the
church to be our refuge from change. We want it to
be a safe, comfortable place where we can rela"t and

know what to expect, where no big demands are

made on us, and where we can be with people like
ourselves who will reassure us that we're right.

If our salary comes from the church and we've
worked our way up the ladder to a good appoint-
ment, we also want protection from the loss of in-
come, power, and status that a change in the church
might cause. Even if we're lay volunteers with
prominent positions in the church or the secular
community, we don't want to risk losing the power

we have in the church's present structure.

Whether it's because we want to relax and feel
sure we're right, or to preserve our power, the mere

thought of change in the chirch usually makes us

very uncomfortable.

Outdated churches

As a result, we're still using the language of 300
yoars ago in our songs, prayers, and rituals. To
communicate with our mernbers and to spread the

Gospel we're still relying mainly on the commu-
nication methods of the 1940's. We're still letting
clergy do most of the church's thinking and

decision-making even though they no longer have
the monopoly on being well-educated that clergy
had in earlier centuries.

In many ways United Methodist churches are

still organized for the 18th century. We still use the

system of itinerancy that was designed for unmar-
ried male pastors when most people lived in widely
scattered rural locations and going on horseback
was the only way to reach them.



Missing the point
Preserving the past isn't the church's purpose.

Neither is keeping us comfortable. The church isn't
meant to be a museum or a luxury hotel. It is meant
to be a world-changing fellowship.

To accomplish this, the church must be lively,
interesting, and realistic. We must demonsffate
love, forgiveness, healing, and justice. Then by us-
ing today's language and methods we must let the
worldknow what we are doing and why we are do-
ing it. We must include all the kinds of people that
the world includes, and address their real needs.

This means finding out what those needs are and
how to meet them effectively.

It also means staying on the lookout for new
insights about the Bible, about God, about our-
selves, and about what God is currently calling us to
do. It means continually updating our churches'
organizations, progrirnos, and methods, even those
that have been indispensable to our own faith in
their present form.
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New bishops, new opportunity
Because new United Methodist bishops took

office recently, next time I write I'll discuss how I
see their role in helping the church (especially its
laity) carry out God's will for today's world.

Bishops have freedom that other church offi-
cials don't have. I'd like to see them use it to say no
to some old ways of doing their jobs and to start
some new ones, like giving higher priority to effec-
tive two-way cofilmunication with clergy and laity.

Subjects of later letters will include these:

. God calls every Christian to a ministry and gives
him or her the necessary abilities for it.

. When we fail to respond to God's call or to use
our gifts fully, what God wants done goes undone.

. God calls us to minister to the world, not just to
church members.

' We often give top priority to issues that have very
low priority in the Bible, and vice versa.

. The church suffers when we keep outsiders out.

. Although laity are the chwch, ffiffiy of its activi-
ties seem to be designed mainly for clergy.

. God calls both women and men to be leaders.

' The local church is where the church's mission
either gets done or fails to get done.

'The church's language often turns outsiders off
and contradicts what we claim to believe.

' Our traditions can be valuable, but they also can
keep us from doing what God is calling us to do.

Time to stand and speak
During the night an angel of God opened

the prison doors, brought fthe apostles] out,
and said, "Go, stand in the temple and tell ths
people the whole message about this life."

-- Acts 5219-20

This scripture has kept coming to my attention
for several years. Maybe there's a reason.

Change is scary
Change is nearly always scary, even when it's

also exciting and when it's a change for the better.

I'm excited about writing these let-
ters, but I'm scared too, because I'm not
sure how you will feel about what I
write. I'm reminded of a quote from
one of my favorite books, Why Am I
Afraid To Tell You Who I Am?,by a

Catholic priest named John Powell. "I
am afraid to tell you who I am," Powell

says, "because you may not like who I am, and it's
all that I have."

I'm also scared because I'm not sure how my let-
ters will affect the church or my role in it. I'm not
anxious to lose any oomfort or power! But some-
where underneath the scariness I'm reasonably sure
that this is the next step in the strange new journey
on which I've found God leading me during the past

few years, so I'm risking it.
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Maybe it's time for us to emerge from our pris-
ons, to take a new look at what the message really
is, and then to stand in today's temple, the institu-
tional church, and tell the message as we see it.

With God's help I'm trying to do that. I hope
you'll join me.

Thanks for reading!
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What's your opinion?
I'm anxious to know how you feel

about my letters and the subjects I'm
writing about, so please let me hear
from you. In later letters I'll include
some of the comments that have come
from readers.
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