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State of the Church  
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Jesus Calls the First Disciples ---Luke 5: 1-11 

5 Once while Jesus[a] was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowd was pressing 

in on him to hear the word of God, 2 he saw two boats there at the shore of the lake; the 

fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. 3 He got into one of the boats, the 

one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little way from the shore. Then he sat down 

and taught the crowds from the boat. 4 When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put 

out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.” 5 Simon answered, “Master, we 

have worked all night long but have caught nothing. Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.” 

6 When they had done this, they caught so many fish that their nets were beginning to break. 

7 So they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and 

filled both boats, so that they began to sink. 8 But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at 

Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” 9 For he and all who 

were with him were amazed at the catch of fish that they had taken; 10 and so also were James 

and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not 

be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” 11 When they had brought their boats to 

shore, they left everything and followed him.  

 

 Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people. 

 Western Pennsylvania Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church are you ready 

to go fishing? Before you answer I need to be clear that I am not talking about recreational 

fishing.  I am talking about going fishing as your vocationem.  Vocationem is Latin for calling.  It 

is the word from which we get the English word vocation.   

 So are you ready to take up anew your vocationem to go fishing for men and women? 

Laity don’t get quiet on me.  This is your vacationem too.  When you confessed with your mouth 

that Jesus is Lord you were answering the call to discipleship.  And discipleship demands that 

you go fishing.  Are you ready to go fishing? 
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 In case you are not convinced that fishing season is open in western Pennsylvania, let 

me share with you something about the state of western Pennsylvania.  While the 

unemployment rate in Western Pennsylvania is less than 4%, some say that figure is an 

underestimation of unemployment because many have just stopped looking for work and there 

are no longer counted as unemployed.  It is true that some who are employed are not able to 

earn a living wage and so demands for food banks and soup kitchens has increased.  Economic 

frustration has lead, in part, to some turning to addictive behaviors.  Drug overdoses continue to 

increase.  In 2017, 44 people out of every 100,000 people in Western Pennsylvania died of a 

drug overdose. Members of our community are dying from their addictions, addictions that are 

fueled by emotional and spiritual voids.  Members of our community need a relationship with 

Jesus so that they might be healed. Are you ready to go fishing? 

 It seems like everyday someone in the Pittsburgh area dies by gun violence.  Many of 

these deaths are related to the drug trade, but some are related to domestic violence. People 

who are choosing to use guns to kill others are in need of a relationship with Jesus so that they 

might be healed also. Are you ready to go fishing? 

 According to Mission Insight data, only about 30% of the people who live in Western 

Pennsylvania are involved in a religious community.  That means about 70% of the people who 

live in the communities around our church buildings are not involved in a church, synagogue, or 

mosque - 70%.  Most people in our region will tell you that they do not have a personal 

relationship with God.  Most people have never had an encounter with Jesus the Christ.  Are 

you ready to go fishing? 

 I went deep sea fishing once.  I caught a lot of fish.  At first it was really fun reeling in the 

fish.  But after being out on the water for a while and reeling in a few dozen fish, my arms got 

tired.  But I kept reeling them in.  The next day I could barely raise my arms up to here.  Fishing 

can be hard work.  It can require great patience and a little bit of skill to reel in the fish that 

nibbles of the bait. 

 This world and our region in particular needs churches filled with disciples who are 

willing to do the back breaking, risk taking, unrewarding, unceasing, self-sacrificing work of 

catching people for Jesus Christ.  Are you ready to go fishing? 

 Some of us have been fishing for a long time.  While we aren’t catching as much as we 

once caught, we are still catching people for Jesus. Our conference membership is about 

155,000.  On any given week almost 46,000 persons gather for worship in a United Methodist 

Church in Western Pennsylvania.  Last year 576 persons who were already Christians joined a 
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United Methodist Church in Western Pennsylvania.  704 persons professed their faith in Jesus 

Christ for the very first time.  And 1207 persons were baptized. 

 Wen need to thank God for what God has done through this annual conference. [Sing 

hymn “Now Thank We All Our God].   

 We have been fishing.  But I know our nets have not been coming back as full as they 

once did.  So we are going to have to be more intentional about spending time on the shore 

listening to Jesus, and then we are going to have to put out into the deep water and cast out our 

nets again.  Are you ready to go fishing? 

 We had been developing principled Christian leaders, but this year we began putting out 

into the deep.  We worked with one of our training partners, Pittsburgh Theological Seminary 

and asked them to move the Albright Lecture series beyond the Pittsburgh area.  So this year a 

workshop was held in Franklin at Christ Church. 

 I have been in conversation with our conference lay leader and soon to be elected co-lay 

leader about ways to enhance training for our laity so that they feel more equip to do the jobs to 

which they have been elected.   

 This year we really went deep with some of our laity in key leadership positions and 

clergy.  Brothers and sisters in Christ, what you post on Facebook matters. How you behave in 

church meetings matters.  We have gone deep by empowering our laity, pastors, and District 

Superintendents to confront racist and bullying behavior in the church.  They ways in which our 

lay leadership and pastors interact in the community and in the church impact our ability to 

catch men and women for Christ.  If our bait is rancid the fish will swim the other way.  

 This year we also went deep into the Book of Discipline and found that there were some 

“shalls”, that we were not doing as an annual conference.  Therefore, we established a Healing 

Response Team, reinitiated our Commission on Religion and Race and their mandated work 

with the Board of Ordained Ministry and cabinet.  We developed a sexual ethics policy and 

provided training. We established the Joint Committee on Clergy Medical Leave, to name a few.  

We will continue to work on our compliance as we are made aware of any systemic issues of 

noncompliance.  We are putting out into the deep in order to develop principled Christian 

leaders. Are you ready to go fishing?  

 This year we started to go deep in creating new spaces for new people.  The cabinet 

took field trips to Erie, Pittsburgh, and Sharon in order to exegete several communities. That is 

we went to those communities in order to study their geography, demography, customs, culture, 

and religious practicing.  We went to those communities to pray, listen, and look for what God is 
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already doing in those communities and to discern how God would have us cooperate with 

God’s ongoing work there.  We are putting out into the deep. 

 Our districts are experimenting with new ways of revitalizing local church ministries.  The 

Indiana District is looking to train a team of people who can then be deployed in the local church 

to help the local church develop plans for more vital ministry.  The Connellsville District is 

experimenting with creative configurations of cooperative and teaching ministries.   

 As a result of the prayerful work that cabinet has been doing over this past year, I am 

excited to announce that in keeping with our commitment to the Call to Action legislation passed 

at the 2016 Jurisdictional Conference, we have engaged in a revitalization plan for Warren 

United Methodist Church.  Historically Warren has played a significant role in the life of black 

methodists in our denomination.  It nurtured Bishop Leontine Kelly and Bishop Warner Brown.  I 

would be here all day if I were to name all those persons who have served in leadership in this 

annual conference who were nurtured at Warren.  But beyond, its history, or perhaps because 

of its history, it is clear that Warren is being called to put out into the deep.  The community 

needs an active vital presence of Christ. I urge you, the next time you are in Pittsburgh to take 

the time to ride past Warren and exegete the community.  Ask God to show you what God is 

already doing in that community and how God wants the UMC to join God.  Pray for the people 

and pastor of Warren that they will have the strength to put out into the deep and haul in all that 

God has in store for them.  Ask God what it is God might want you to do, specifically and 

tangibly, to help one of our historically black churches go. fishing. 

 On Saturday we are going to memorialize and vote on the closure of several churches.  

As a cabinet we believe that those churches who chose to close made the right decision for 

their ministry.  Nevertheless, it is a tragedy when any church closes when there are people who 

live in the surrounding community who do not yet have a personal relationship with Jesus 

Christ.  So while the churches we will vote to close have made the right decision for this time, 

the fact that they had to vote to close reflects our collective failure to go fishing. We will have to 

do a better job of putting out into the deep. 

 My African colleagues in the Council of Bishops have shared that one of the reasons the 

United Methodist Church is so successful in Africa is because the UMC is the church that is 

known for meeting physical needs.  In Africa the UMC digs wells, build clinic, educates children, 

and supports entrepreneurship - particularly with women.  They are successful fisher men and 

women because through our connectional system they are able to feed the hungry, give water 

to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, and visit the sick. 
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 In WPA we have also been going fishing by meeting the physical needs of our 

neighbors.   Last year local churches in our annual conference collected $5,036,567.00 for 

benevolent giving.  In addition we sent 250 Volunteer in Mission Teams throughout the country 

and world and over 20,000 persons in this annual conference were engaged in mission.  But 

over this last year we have put out into the deep.  We are working on concretizing all of our 

missional partnerships by revising or developing covenants with our missional partners. 

 We are putting out into the deep by enhancing our ministry with the poor in our own 

nation.  This past summer a group of 40 people from Western Pennsylvania and the East Ohio 

Annual Conference went on a joint mission trip to Puerto Rico where we rebuild homes, 

waterproofed roofs and cleared away debris.  Also our camps are continuing to find ways to 

bring the camp to the economically disadvantaged communities in our annual conference. 

[Sing “If I Can Help Somebody”] 

 We are putting out into the deep to address abundant health.  I am excited about our 

upcoming drug summit in which we will seek to provide tools for local churches to find ways to 

address drug addiction. Our conference center staff participated in the UPMC weight race. 

 We are putting out into the deep in order to address issues of safety for some of our 

single female clergy who may not feel safe in their parsonages or working in their church offices 

in the evening.  We want you to know that we hear your concerns and are supporting your 

district superintendents in finding ways to enhance your safety. 

 We are also going to be going deep into the condition of some of our parsonages.  Too 

many clergy families have had to address issues of mold and parsonages that do not meet the 

standards that we have set as an annual conference.  Clergy, we are also going to focus on 

supporting local church boards of trustees in the parsonage inspections they must do so that 

damages that have occurred at the hands of clergy families can be addressed early.   

 Those of you who live in the Pittsburgh area have to be alarmed by the recent escalation 

in gun violence.  The Pittsburgh District is working on forging new relationships with our Pan 

Methodist brothers and sisters.  They have planned a prayer walk on September 7th called 

March to Unite to raise consciousness to issues of drug addiction, economics, racism, and 

poverty.  Are you ready to go fishing? 

 I frequently remind you that one of the things you asked me to help you do is to become 

more diverse.   My goal continues to be that whenever the doors of a United Methodist Church 

in Western Pennsylvania are open for worship, the people in the pews reflect the racial 

demographics of the people in our communities.  And before you dismiss that goal by saying 

there are no people of color in your community, please contact Amy Wagner and ask her to 
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show you how to use Mission Insight to see who lives in your community.  Today the Western 

Pennsylvania Annual Conference is 98% white.  If we are going to change that we will need to 

put out in the deep. 

 Our staff, including our district administrators have had micro aggression training.  Each 

District Superintendent has agreed to have some kind of white privilege or anti-racism training 

event at least three times a year.  The cabinet has become more intentional about working with 

Dianne Glave to develop and follow protocols for cross-racial appointments.  We are continuing 

to recruit racial minority clergy.  Are you ready to go fishing? 

 Now there has been a bit of turmoil in our denomination over the past couple of years.  

That turmoil has increased significantly since the Special Called Session of General 

Conference. Some are advocating for United Methodists to put a pause on their ministries, 

including paying their apportionments, until General Conference 2020.   I am gratified that 

many of those who attended the debriefings we held after General Conference identified ways 

in which they would begin or continue to make disciples for Jesus Christ for the transformation 

of the world even in the midst of the turmoil.  In essence they said that they would continue to 

fish.  Many of you identified ways in which you would put out into the deep water by trying new 

things or recommitting yourselves to the ministries of the church.  That is the WPA way - to pull 

ourselves up by our bootstraps and keep working. And I believe what God through Jesus Christ 

has called us to do.  To cease to do ministry and take a wait and see attitude, I do not believe is 

of God.  Because while we wait and see people are dying of addictions and gun violence.  While 

we wait and see young people and elders of the village are slipping into despair.  Are ready to 

go fishing? 

 Are you willing to leave everything - to surrender it all in order to follow Jesus. [Sing “I 

Surrender All”] 

  


