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I bring you greetings from the General Board of Discipleship, its President, Bishop Charlene Kammerer, its board of directors and its staff. The mission of GBOD is to provide essential resources and services to equip leaders for their task of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. Through its divisions, GBOD primarily serves the leaders (clergy and laity) of the United Methodist Church. I will address observations about GBOD’s service to UMC leaders first. Later in my presentation, I will describe observations about the worldwide nature of the church.  

Primarily, GBOD serves clergy and laity leaders of United Methodist local churches and annual conferences. Its work ranges across the field of ministries found in most local churches. We provide resources and services in these ministry fields: 

· evangelism, 

· Christian education, 

· worship, 

· stewardship, 

· age level ministries (children, youth, young adults, middle adults, and older adults), 

· family ministries and 

· spiritual formation ministries. 

In addition, we support efforts in 

· accountable discipleship, 

· lay ministries, including certified lay ministries and lay speaking ministries. 

We focus on leaders who start new local churches and faith communities and who seek to transform existing local churches. Over 90% of all GBOD work is focused on providing resources, training, and support for local church pastors and laity leaders. Any work that we do with leaders in annual conferences (i.e., bishops, district superintendents, connectional ministries staff, etc.) is focused on their efforts to assist these leaders in local churches – new or existing. 

Much of GBOD’s work focuses on leaders in existing local churches. We are clear that every local church can be effective and fruitful if its leaders choose to engage in the practices that move local churches toward vitality. We believe that there are marks of vital churches that can be replicated. Through research and onsite discovery, we name these marks of effectiveness, and GBOD’s work with local church clergy and laity leaders builds on these identified marks of vital churches: 

· mission and vision clarity, 

· practice of spiritual disciplines, 

· accountability systems focused on discipleship growth, 

· cultivation of intentional and mutual relationships with the most vulnerable (children, poor, imprisoned, and powerless), 

· consistent invitation for professions of faith and engagement in Christian initiation and formation, 

· outward mission focus, and 

· shared leadership of clergy and laity. 

During this quadrennium, GBOD has moved (with the Council of Bishops and other key partners) to build efforts to launch new local churches and faith communities within the United States. In negotiation with GBGM, we determined that the US church needed specific interventions in new church development. Frankly, it is much easier to start a new faith community and new church than to turn around an existing church. Working with multiple partners, the Path 1 effort in the USA engages in these strategies: 

· building a pool of church planters, 

· assisting annual conferences with learning about best practices related to starting new churches (partner churches, multi-site expansions, shared facilities, closed/reopened facilities, parachute drops, local church mergers, house churches, Elijah/Elisha legacy/launch of new faith communities, etc.), 

· creating needed new church start resources, 

· conducting research on best practices associated with new church starts, and

· engaging the Council of Bishops and key leaders in annual conferences to develop specific new church start strategies

GBOD’s efforts in new church starts, working with the Path 1 Team, focuses on finding potential new church start planters, equipping these clergy and laity leaders, multiplying these efforts in order for these leaders to plant effective and vital new churches and faith communities.  

Undergirding these efforts with leaders in existing and new churches is the work of spiritual formation through Upper Room Ministries and through an intentional focus on ministries with young people. GBOD’s effort in spiritual formation continues its 74 year work of distributing the Upper Room Devotional Guide. That small devotional guide is distributed through 76 editions in 40 languages in more than 100 countries around the world. Three million people read or hear the same devotion in their native languages each day. 

GBOD’s young people’s ministries expands the voice of young people as they seek to engage the church and the world in vital discipleship in order to reach new generations of young people who have yet to engage the Christian gospel and make a commitment to follow Jesus. This ministry with young people engages advocacy and resourcing to strengthen and/or begin new ministries with and for youth and young adults.  

Briefly, the information above describes the mission and work of GBOD. I move now to issues that confront us as we engage clergy and laity leaders. Let me describe the issues that I see from the perspective of the office of general secretary. The remainder of my presentation does not focus on GBOD’s work, our mission, or our service. Rather, I want to speak frankly about observations that I have about the larger UMC system of the worldwide church.  

Much of what is offered to the Central Conferences from the general agencies, annual conferences, and local churches is US-centric and is often parochial. At times, the offerings of the US-based church are paternalistic. While the vision of offering Christ to the world is laudable and well-intentioned, these efforts have engaged leaders in other parts of the world from the assumptions and positions of privilege that occur when partners in ministry do not meet on equal footing. The financial resources of the UMC within the USA unbalance the equation when ministry efforts are engaged in many of the Central Conferences. This lack of balance shifts USA partners into positions of power and control and engage others from positions of victim or subservience. While well intentioned, Central Conference leaders (often bishops) are moved into positions of fund raisers as they approach leaders within the USA. Those who are excellent fund developers raise significant amounts of monies that are applied to specific projects. Because of the episodic nature of this fund development effort, there is often little attention given to development of needed infrastructures within the Central Conferences.

As GBOD staff travel, particularly in Africa and the Philippines, discoveries are made which give examples for this observation. Churches are started, and leaders are put into positions of clergy and/or laity roles. Many times, these leaders do not have basic resources from which to lead their local churches – pastoral salaries and pensions, basic materials for local church life – Bibles, hymnals, baptismal certificates, Sunday school materials, confirmation materials, etc. While such materials may be available for purchase, many of these leaders do not have the financial resources to make those purchases. For example, GBOD and GBGM have engaged for years in providing for writers’ workshops and have helped leaders develop indigenous Sunday school materials. When those materials are made available, the local people do not have the monies needed to purchase and/or print those materials. Neither does GBGM or GBOD. Thus, worthy materials developed languish for lack of leaders being able to print and distribute them. In most instances, if print materials are available, shipping them and paying entrance fees into countries make the distribution of the materials too costly. Because of this (and for many other reasons), GBOD has planted an office in Johannesburg, South Africa to assist in the development and distribution of many needed materials across the African countries. Launched first to assist the development and distribution of Upper Room Ministries materials, this office--Africa Upper Room Ministries--is expanding to support the development and distribution of key materials needed across the ministry areas of local church life (basic leader development materials, small group study materials, Bibles, worship materials, etc.) 

GBOD has discovered that transporting training enterprises into the Central Conferences is most often a costly and often unproductive effort. For example, if GBOD hosts one local ministries leaders’ training enterprise for local church leaders in Malawi, the expense for travel, onsite meals and housing for the Malawian people to attend will exceed $40,000-60,000. In addition, we must add to this expense the travel for US-based staff to arrive at the location in Malawi for the training effort. Such an outlay of funds is both impractical and unsustainable. In order to address this reality, GBOD has moved to locate GBOD staff in the Central Conferences. We are experimenting with hiring local people to provide needed training and support, including the provision of resources. Living and working locally, these staff people are locating regional people who can provide on site training systems and can develop and provide necessary printed materials. The effect is dramatic. There is local investment in development of materials and training systems, and these systems are affordable and sustainable. 

GBOD recognizes that “one-size does not fit all” when it comes to providing for the resourcing needs of leaders within the Central Conferences. This quadrennium, GBOD has launched a specific project to negotiate with active bishops in Africa and in the Philippines a long and short range plan for the development of needed materials. In each case, the local bishop and other leaders and GBOD staff reach agreement on what resources are most needed and are signing agreements that promise delivery of local and denominational effort to provide Bibles, basic UMC curriculum, training systems, etc. While this project is time intensive, we believe that these negotiated agreements will over the years provide the most needed materials and training systems. This effort will provide a United Methodist portal (online content from Upper Room and Discipleship Resources materials), resources generated from publishing partnerships negotiated with Central Conference bishops and other regional leaders, and development and distribution of materials developed by Central Conference authors (i.e., theological faculty from Africa University, etc.). 

GBOD believes that there is wisdom in identifying local and regional needs and linking responses from the general church to the specificity of those realities. What is needed is a “both/and” approach. The regions of the world (Central Conferences and specific annual conferences and Episcopal areas) have specific issues that must be addressed, and the General Church has much to offer. At GBOD, we believe that the formation of specific partnerships offers real movement toward sustainable delivery of needed training and resources. This effort must be focused, and the solutions must be continuously adapted. Thus, I would say to you as the Committee for the Worldwide Nature of the Church, “We need strong and robust regional efforts to address real need to build sustainable local ministry efforts. And, we need strong and robust general church systems that walk alongside local partners to bring the leverage and strength of denominational efforts to address the short and long term infrastructure responses that will insure long-term sustainability of ministry across the church.”

Finally, I would say this – “there are regional differences, and the regions of the UMC need to gather to address the regional issues.” That should not and does not diminish the reality of the UMC as a denomination. Such regional conversations can draw on the rich knowledge and abilities of other regions. To place the conversation about the need for denominational conversation and decision against the needs for regional conversation and decision into an “either/or” framework diminishes us as a church. I hope that this committee will bring forward vital suggestions for ways that regional expressions of the church can meet and work together and for ways that the entire UMC can do the same. 

Let us not believe that all of us have to be in the same room together to find the unity of the church. Rather, let us come together as a whole church to connect and strengthen our conversations about matters related to church’s theology, ecclesiology, and polity. Let us trust the leaders in the regions of the world to make decisions about the local expressions of mission and ministry. And, let us strengthen partnerships across regional lines and with denominational systems so that we can respond quickly to emerging and long-term issues. In all things, let us not forget the mission of the church – to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. Let us be led profoundly by the Spirit of the Living God who leads us forward as a worldwide church in ministry on behalf of all of God’s people and larger creation.  

