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Sabbatical issue ...

In the present moment ...
Disciples today  nd themselves 

in the middle of one of the greatest 
shifts in American values towards 
religious participation. Study after 
study indicates that something 
very real is happening in the land-
scape of spiritual practices among 
Americans. I am energized by the 
ministry opportunities that are be-
fore us, if we can retool ourselves as 
leaders moving from maintaining 
congregations, towards becoming 
missional congregations that make 
a di  erence.

In the past 20 years, the U.S. 
population has grown by 51 million 
new people. Yet when we add up all 
of the “preacher counts” of worship 
participation in their congregations 
today, there has been no appreciable 
gain in worship a  endance. In fact, 
with U.S. congregations today, only 
about 20 percent are growing, mean-
ing that 80 percent are in decline. 
The fastest growing group in the 
U.S. today are those not a   liated 
with any faith community.

Surprisingly, Disciples have 
slightly bucked that trend due to 

a robust development of new con-
gregations. Yet even with this active 
movement, 63 percent of all Dis-
ciples congregations are declining. 
Nearly a  fth of these congregations 
are declining at a rate of more than 
10 percent each year!

Today, 47 percent of all Disciples 
congregations average less than 60 
in worship. While some of these 
congregations have vital ministries 
and missions, they would all admit 
that they struggle to keep a full-time 
pastor, keep their building up, and 
support the mission of the church.

Another third of Disciples con-
gregations average between 61 and 
120 in worship. Depending on where 
they are located and their cost of 
living index, these congregations 
would admit that they are in stress 
when it comes to providing valuable 
ministry services.

When you compare this data 
over a 20-year period, you can see 
that Disciples congregations are 
ge  ing smaller. 

Today, there is a growing num-
ber of clergy retiring. Just as Richard 

Hamm, former Disciples 
general minister and 
president, predicted in 
his book, 2020 Vision, 
we are now watching 
as Boomers retire from 
years of service.  Lilly 
research indicates that 
there are not enough 

people entering into seminary to 
serve all the congregations that need 
pastors. In fact, only 50 percent of 
seminary graduates enter parish 
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Congregations ...

Coming home to Oklahoma!

This Christmas marked three 
years at First Christian Church, 
Duncan, Oklahoma, since my return 
to pastoral ministry. It’s proving 
one of the happiest times of my 
life, and proving me correct about 
some unscienti  c hunches I’ve had 
about ministry and churches. I like 
being correct.

The congregation is 106 years 
old in a county seat that’s su  ered 
its share of economic retraction. 
Still, we’ve welcomed over 130 new 
members into our church family, 
and celebrated the return of a lot of 
folk who had been inactive for a long 
time. The prospects of continuing 
both conditions in this New Year 
look good. There are some common 
sense reasons for this.

One reason is this congregation 
hasn’t had more than its share of 
pastors. Ministers tend to come and 
enjoy long service and so the church 
has chances to grow and avoid undo 
periods between ministers. For 
another, when the situation arises 
they seek services of the regional 
minister and are pre  y good about 
taking his advice. Such practices 
help over time.

It helps that lay leaders can lead, 
and do. Various groups know their 
work, do it, and stay within budget. 
If asked, I help, but more often I stay 
out of the way. This works because 
the church has usually chosen lead-
ers without a lot of other agendas. 
Everything in the world doesn’t 
have to be a cause for a church 

 ght. People don’t long remain, or 
certainly join, churches involved in 
a pitched ba  le.

The elders meet every month 
and focus a  ention on the com-
munity’s spiritual life. We pray for 
people and call on them. Of course, 
this means members might see 
someone I’d miss or another gets the 
chance to be more helpful than I. I 
don’t think of them as my assistants; 
rather, I am one of them. I promise 
that’s an important distinction for 
Disciples.

We have Sunday school and 
work hard to make it viable during 

The Rev. Arnold C. Nelson, Jr. conducts a baby dedication. Photo courtesy of First 
Christian Church, Duncan, Okla.
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Equipping Disciples for Christ

Each summer our camp pro-
gram is blessed by the presence 
of a Disciples Peace Fellowship 
Intern.  Our August camp dates 
mean that by the time we get our 
“Peace Guy” or “Peace Lady” as we 
call them, they have already been 
to AT LEAST  ve camps.  They are 
seasoned, they are tired and they 
are wonderful!  They bring us news 
from other regions youth.  They 
o  er us thoughtful and profound 
ways to see the world.  They treat 
us to games and songs we get to 
learn.  Most of all, they distribute 
hope, all summer, from place to 
place--a hope that peace is being 
planted in the hearts of young 
and old and in between.  This is 
making peace at the deepest of 
the grassroots. We are grateful 
for decades of this program in the 
Oregon Region!!
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Considering Peace

The Peace Intern at the White Branch 
Camp, in Oregon, 2009 was Sara Li  le 
(on the right). Li  le graduated from 
Eureka College and is reported to be 
in law school. Photographed by Carol 
Cure, a White Branch Camp director.

The Peace issue ...

The Rev. Cathy Myers Wirt is co-
regional minister for the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) in 
Oregon. The regional o   ce is in 
Portland, Ore.

Outside of the historic “peace 
churches,” no American religious 
tradition has a richer peace heritage 
than the Disciples of Christ.  

Our earliest leaders, Alexander 
Campbell and Barton W. Stone, 
were paci  sts.  Campbell held that 
the use of deadly force is contrary 
to the peaceable ways of Jesus.  He 
wrote, “To conquer an enemy is to 
convert him into a friend.  This is 
the…heaven-conceived enterprise 
of God’s only bego  en Son.  To do 
this, all arms and modes of warfare 
are impotent, save the arms and 
munitions of everlasting love…”  

Barton Stone was no less an-
tagonistic toward war.  Speaking 
on Ma  hew 5:9, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers,” Stone declared: 
“The very ministry of Jesus Christ 
was that of reconciliation – to make 
peace.”  Christians are “to make 
peace among all, as far as their 
in  uence extends, and labor to put 
down wrath, strife and division in 
the world.”  Stone maintained that 
war is “contrary to the kingdom of 
peace” and those who choose to go 
to war obey humans over God.  

Other early Disciples leaders 
echoed this plea for peace.  During 
the Mexican-American War, Benja-
min Franklin lifted his pen in opposi-
tion to this con  ict.  Later, as the Civil 
War loomed, Franklin discouraged 

Christians from entering the fray.  
As editor of the American Christian 
Review, he declared that he would 
“not take up arms...  Property may 
be destroyed…or life lost, but we are 
under Christ, and we will not kill...”

75th Anniversary of the Disciples Peace Fellowship
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Haiti: the power of the unseen
I have been traveling to Haiti 

since 1992. I have taken groups of 
Disciples with me since 1996. This 
year’s Regional Mission Trip was a 
li  le more exciting than usual. Ten 
people, from Memphis, Nashville, 
and Rockwood, Tenn., accompanied 
me to Haiti this past January. We 
went to learn about the Disciples 
ministry in Haiti, spend time with 
our Global Ministry’s missionaries 
Dr. Kim and Patrick Bentro  , and 
do a variety of things that leaders of 
our ministry partner, National Spiri-
tual Council of Haitian Churches 
(CONASPEH), encouraged us to 
experience.

The week progressed as most 
do—participants were over-
whelmed with some things they 
saw and heard. A person can be put 
o   by the poverty of Haiti and those 
strangled by the poor conditions. 

On Tuesday, January 11, 2010, 
at about 4:50 p.m., an earthquake 
struck that has a  ected millions of 
lives, including ours, forever. We 
had just been in the One Stop Mar-
ket, a grocery that I have shopped 
at over the years. We had just pur-
chased some gifts, vanilla, almond 
extract, co  ee, sugar, and a couple 
other small items when I began to 
hurry our group out of the store and 
into the van because we were late 
for dinner at our guesthouse. (Glen 
Stewart is rarely late for dinner in 
Haiti or anywhere else.) 

Outside the One Stop Market in Port-
au-Prince, Haiti, just after the primary 
tremor. Photo by Jeremiah Weeden-Wright

Continued on page 4. See Haiti

All 11 of us jumped into the van, 
but before I could close the door 
the rumbling and rocking started. 
I had no idea what was happening 
at  rst, I was thrown back with my 
feet outside the van and in the air. 
Someone in the van warned it was 
an earthquake and that we should 
get out of the van, which was parked 
right in front of the market. I hustled 
us out of the van to the middle of 
the grocery’s parking lot. I turned 
around to count my 10 group mem-
bers when I saw the three-story, One 
Stop Market building collapse into a 
pile of rubble. A great cement dust 
cloud enveloped us. Cement dust 
got into my eyes, nose, throat and 
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Glen Stewart’s report from the epicenter
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Transforming into a 
21st century congregation

What is God calling your con-
gregation to do and be in the 21st 
century? For 8 years, this has been 
the key question that I have asked 
congregations as I traveled this 
country across the life of our church. 
Presently, the Denomination’s 2020 
Vision has four goals of which one 
is to have 1,000 congregations in 
transformation by the year 2020. 
Since the launching of the 2020 Vi-
sion in January 2006, we have made 
signi  cant progress toward our goal. 
Yet, we have a very long journey 
ahead to reach our goal. There are 
three fundamental questions that 
congregations must answer in order 
to comprehend the scope of becom-

ing a healthy and vital church in the 
21st Century. 

Where are you now? A congre-
gation must recognize and come to 
terms with where they are before 
making a decision as to the direction 
that God is calling them to go. Unfor-
tunately, the answer for too many of 
our Disciples congregations is that 
they are stuck somewhere in the 20th 
century. Living in the mid to late 20th 
Century would not be unhealthy if 
it were not for the fact that we are 
11 years into the 21st Century living 
in a very di  erent world. Too many 
of our congregations are classic 20th 
century congregations using 20th 
century tools and approaches to be 

“church” in the 21st century. If this 
is the case for your local congrega-
tion, you will more than likely be 
forced to make the decision to close 
your doors by the year 2020. Before 
you can decide where God is calling 
you to go, you must  rst come to the 
reality of where you are.

Where is God calling us to be and 
go? To answer this question, may 
I suggest that your congregation 
critically think about this statement: 
by the year 2020, our congregation 
will be and look like ________. 

Leading Change
General Assembly Learning Track
2:30 p.m. until 5:00 p.m. July 11 and 13, 
Sheraton Ballroom 1-2, Nashville, Tenn.

Leadership today isn’t about acquiring the 
right set of skills or techniques, says David 
Emery, senior pastor of Middletown Chris-
tian Church, Louisville, Ky. It’s not about 
 nding the “experts” or creating a program. 

Leadership in an era of great change requires 
relationships — with people who are already engaged in ministries of 
transformation, and those who are just beginning. And it requires a deep-
ening relationship with Christ.

Clergy and lay leaders alike will bene  t from participating in this 
learning track, says Linda Gardner, who is facilitating the planning team.

“This is going to be high energy. It will be innovative and participa-
tive, with lots of dialogue, lots of telling, Continued on page 5. See Change.
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Yellow ribbon ceremony
at Wilshire Christian Church
Bill Backstrom reporting from Los 
Angeles — Wilshire is the “mother” 
church of the Paci  c Southwest 
Region. Chapman University had 
its beginning at Wilshire. Thus it is 
a land mark not only in beauty, but 
in service.

As with many churches across 
the country, the Wilshire building 
expenses were beyond the ability of 
the English-speaking congregation. 
Presently there is an English-speak-
ing congregation — whose members 
are within walking distance of the 
church building, as well as commut-
ers — a Korean congregation and a 
preschool “Buddy and Me.”

Funds had been set aside for the 
maintenance of the building, but 
were spent for other things. When 
I  rst arrived as interim minister, I 
thought we might be able meet the 
needs of the building. However, it 
became apparent the building costs 
were beyond the congregation’s 
ability.

Thus the decision was made to 
sell the building. We had known 
this for a time, but the impact did 
not occur until the large “for sale” 
signs were put up.

 The Yellow Ribbon ceremony 
was somewhat spontaneous. I and 
some others did not feel we could 
ignore or discount the ministry of 
Wilshire Christian Church both past, 
present and future. Thus, we de-
cided at the end of the  rst worship 
service after the “for sale” signs went 
up that we would decorate them 
and the shrubbery and outside of 
the building with “yellow ribbons” 
as a statement of vision and hope!

A man placed his membership 
during the Yellow Ribbon ceremony. 
We sang “Amazing Grace” welcom-
ing him into our fellowship.

While the sale of the building is 
depressing, we were not going to 
let that be the  nal emotion. There 
is a great deal of thanksgiving for 
the ministry of Wilshire and that 
ministry will continue!!

The future is yet to be deter-
mined. The feeling now is that it will 
take some time to sell the building. 
It is large, located, as many of our 
congregations are, on a downtown 
corner with no parking. On Sunday 

Rev. Backstrom talks with church 
member while others a  ach their yellow 
ribbons to the ‘for sale‘ sign at Wilshire.
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