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Welcome Church!  Look at you.  You have travelled from SO FAR to be here.  Who’s 
here from Gillette, Wyoming?  Is anyone here from Springfield, Colorado?  How about 
Burlington, Colorado?  Well, you haven’t all travelled so far.  Who is here from Estes Park?  
Lyons?     

Why have you come?  Why do we come together as people of God?  Because when we 
gather, God is present.  And we want God to be present in our lives.   
 

Genesis 2: 8-9  8 And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; 

and there he put the man whom he had formed. 9 Out of the ground the Lord God 

made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of 

life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

 
We gather again this year under the Tree of Life, our theme for these four years.  Do you 

know why we picked this image?  Because too many people think of the church as judgmental, 
narrow-minded, self-absorbed, shallow.  We know it’s not true.  And we wanted to restore our 
identity in God’s life-giving power.   

We want our lives to be rooted in God, where roots soak up the rich nutrients and 
moisture from the ground, and leaves collect the energy of the sun to where birds and animals 
and insects live and move and have their being; where children climb, and old people sit in the 
shade; where fruit can be harvested; and wood is grown; where roots soak up the rich nutrients 
and moisture from the ground.  We know our lives come from somewhere beyond anything we 
can control or even understand.  And we want our lives to keep touch with that mysterious 
source, that powerful source; that hopeful source.  We want to make choices and live our lives in 
a way that is worthy of the amazing, mysterious, powerful, hopeful God who breathed the very 
life into our lungs.  That’s why I come.  You help me remember that I am here by grace.  And 
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that if I choose to, I am here for grace.  You help me live a life that has importance beyond itself.  
Together we glimpse and affirm, and orient our lives toward God’s purposes in the world.  In a 
season when we have seen so many unarmed African Americans gunned down, or wrestled to 
their deaths, and we have to be reminded that Black Lives Matter; in a season when beheadings 
and mass executions are used for public relations terror.  In a season when a sniper shoots at 
people taking a walk along a County road.  In a season when the earth is warming in ways that 
seem related to weather catastrophes that threaten lives around the world and close at home --In 
the presence of God, together, we are partners in creating and cultivating a world that will sustain 
life.  We make a difference – for better or worse, by the choices we make, the words we speak, 
and the care we take.   

Under the Tree of Life – in the presence of God, our lives can be full and joyful, and we 
can help other people live full and joyful lives, and we can be part of honoring the beauty of the 
earth.      

Thank you for your faithfulness in a variety of places strewn across this vast land, where 
you turn to God each week in prayer and song, in service and witness.  Thank you.  Thank you 
for looking beyond your local church, your local community, and joining here with sisters and 
brothers of faith, to stretch yourself, to learn new things, to meet new people, to grow in your 
own faith, so you can grow in your service to God.   
 

There will be four parts to my comments today.   
1. This moment in the life the UMC as we prepare for General Conference 2016 
2. The Future of the Rocky Mountain and Yellowstone Annual Conferences 
3. And our theme, Renewal of Creation as part 3 of the mini-series, “Cultivating the Tree of 

Life” that began in 2013.  Let’s remember where we have journeyed with the Tree of 
Life.  
 

1. This moment in the life of the United Methodist Church.   
While we are together these few days, we will elect delegates to the General Conference 

of our Church.  Nearly 700 delegates will gather in Portland Oregon next May, to shape our 
church.  They will come from all across the US, and from Europe and Russia, from sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Philippines.  They will be clergy and lay.  They will be young and old.  Men and 
women.  Some will come for the first time.  Some for their 5th or 6th or 7th time.   

Everything speech made, every sermon preached, every prayer prayed over 10 days will 
be simultaneously translated into 7 languages and broadcast so delegates can hear the translation 
through headphone.  And every morning, a verbatim record of what was said the day before will 
be printed and distributed to delegates.  These people will shape the future of our church.  They 
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will decide the requirements and standards for ordination of our ministers.  They will determine 
how much of your offering you are expected to send to support the work of the church beyond 
the Rocky Mountain Conference:  communications, global ministries, education and training, 
seminaries, bishops, pensions, national and international staff.  They will decide whether there 
should be more regional autonomy among United Methodists.  And, yes, they will decide 
whether our church will continue to declare that homosexuality is incompatible with Christian 
teaching, and whether our clergy can perform weddings for two people of the same gender.  The 
Rocky Mountain Conference will participate in several ways.   

a. We will elect 6 delegates, out of the 600 plus total – 3 clergy and 3 lay.  They will 
spend much of the year ahead preparing to lead our church.  They will read literally 
thousands of pages of reports and petitions, and they will live in Portland for most of 
2 weeks, while they deliberate, discern, debate, and decide the future of our church.  
They will also worship and pray, and sing, and maybe even dance a little, around the 
edges. 

b. You can volunteer to go to Portland for all or part of the Conference to help in a 
variety of ways you will hear about.  The West is not the stronghold of United 
Methodism in America.  So the whole Western Jurisdiction, including the Rocky 
Mountain Conference will need to work together to host the world as it comes to 
Portland. 

c. You can sponsor a petition to change the Book of Discipline, or a resolution on a 
social issue.   

d. You can join a caucus group to lobby and try to influence the General Conference.  
e. You can study the issues and share them with your congregation. 
f. You can pray for the General Conference, for the Rocky Mountain delegates that we 

will elect while we are here, and ask God’s guidance and blessing so that our church 
reflects the light of God’s wisdom and grace.  
 

2. The Future of United Methodism in the Mountain Sky Area.   
We will hear the report of the Shared Futures Committee, of leaders of both the 

Yellowstone and Rocky Mountain Annual Conferences that has been meeting to respond to a 
proposal from Yellowstone Conference for merging into one Conference.  This is a very serious 
proposal.  Both Conferences have been experiencing steady decline in vitality for several 
decades.  Rural Communities in both conferences are declining, and many churches are fast 
approaching the point where they will no longer be able to afford a part time pastor and upkeep 
of their aging buildings.  But this is not just a problem in rural areas, many urban churches are 
struggling, too.   
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Pew Research, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” reports changes from 2007 to 
2014. 

• The percentage of the US population claiming no religious affiliation increased 
7% in 7 years.  

• The percentage of US population who claim to be mainline Christians declined 
3% in 7 years, though the percentage of African Americans who report being mainline Christians 
has remained stable.   

• In fact, the portion of mainline Christians who are non-white increased 7%.   
• 42% of adult Americans have a different religious affiliation today than they did 

growing up 
• Inter-religious marriages in the US have increased by 40% since 2010. 
• Fastest growing religious affiliation in US is “NONES” in every region and 

among whites, Hispanics and blacks 
o In Montana 30% of people claim NO religious affiliation.   
o In Wyoming and Colorado it’s 26% 
o And in UTAH, my friends, 22% of people claim no religious affiliation 
 
This not only means the church is in decline, it means that people are living without an 

identifiable, stable community that nurtures their SPIRITS.  Where do they go to develop habits 
and practices of paying attention to their hearts, to relationships, of learning that their lives have 
a purpose greater than their professions, their earning power, the number of goals they can check 
off their bucket lists.  Who reminds them that they are beloved of God, that they have precious 
and unique gifts to offer the world.  That no matter how far they fall, and how dark the night, an 
unfailing, generous God never leaves them alone?  Who says to them when they are lost or 
struggling:   

• It gets better. 
• God has a good purpose for your life. 
• Redemption from death and despair is at the very core of God’s gracious 

Creation. 
And they are not finding this in the Church.  More and more people are not finding 

meaning in more and more of our churches.  And the fact that WE find meaning in our churches 
doesn’t help.  Because, if we find meaning in our churches, they must be OK.  Right?  There 
must be something wrong with the THEY out there that aren’t coming to our churches.  They 
aren’t looking hard enough.  They don’t have the sense of duty we have.  THEY should become 
like US.  THEY can taste that attitude a mile away, and THEY are choosing not to join us. 
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The harvest is plentiful, but we don’t have the first idea how to respond to these trends.  
Only a few of our very strongest churches – some large, some not –  are able to thrive during this 
time of religious apathy and confusion. 

Our job, in this situation is not to hunker down, give more, try harder, and “keep the 
doors of the church open” as long as we can.  Our job is to quit what we know how to do that 
isn’t working any more and to listen to God anew.  To watch for where God is at work in the 
world around us, to notice the new ways God is blessing the world, and to become part of that.  

  Yellowstone is a smaller Conference than Rocky Mountain, with fewer large cities and 
large churches.  The urgency is greater in Yellowstone than in Rocky Mountain, but the 
challenges are similar.  I hear some of you say, “It’s inevitable.  We’ve known for years this 
would happen eventually.  Let’s get on with it.”  Others of you say, “What’s in it for Rocky 
Mountain?”  Or, “I didn’t sign on to serve in Montana.”  Really, you know, all I can say is, 
“Wow, is that your best self talking?”  Or is that the voice of fear, of short-sighted self-interest 
that is willing to let the church continue in decline, and people to hunger and thirst for 
righteousness go away hungry and thirsty, as long as “I got mine.”   

How about asking, what’s in it for God’s mission to this region?  Is there hope of 
strengthening ministry by shedding some of the sorry, boring, lazy, burdensome, habits of both 
conferences, and trying to imagine and design a new, better way to engage people with the life-
giving promises of God?  Merger just might be a shift big enough to shake us free from some of 
the “sin that clings so close” and prevents us from making changes we need to make to adapt to 
changing conditions and engage new generations.  Merger just might be our only hope, because 
we don’t have a vision right now that is big enough to buck the trends.  I hope we will all bring 
our best selves to this conversation.  We have a moment of opportunity right now that we have 
never had before and we may never have again, to consider new ways of cultivating a Wesleyan 
expression of the Christian faith in our region.  Choose life, my friends.  Choose life!  

 
3. Cultivating the Tree of Life:  Renewal of Creation.   

Let’s remember how we got here.  After the last General Conference I suggested that we 
have a 4-year over-arching theme with special foci each of the four years.      

 
2013 Global Health.  We joined the United Methodist commitment to raise $75 million 

to save lives from Malaria.  You may recall RMC set a goal of $1.2 million, or 120,000 lives 
saved.  

i. $ 126,000 in gifts for Nothing But Nets 
ii. $ 651,000 paid 

iii. Outstanding $ ½ million pledge 
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iv. $175,000 outstanding church pledges 
v. TOTAL  $1,451,393.  That’s $1/4 million more than the goal, when it all 

comes in.   
 
2014 Healing Relationships.  Rocky Mountain Conference put an emphasis on learning 

the history of the Sand Creek Massacre, and building relationships with Cheyenne and Arapaho 
descendants of survivors.       

Last year 700 or so of us travelled to the sight of the Sand Creek Massacre, accompanied 
by descendants of the Massacre.  Do you remember?  

Alden Mann, a Cheyenne guest last year, looked at the tree of life image we had hanging 
at the front table, and asked me about it. I said, “That’s the Tree of Life.  It’s at the very 
beginning of the bible, and at the very end of the bible.  And it’s an image that is used by many 
faith traditions around the world.”  He asked, “Did you know that the Sundance is the annual 
renewal of the Tree of Life?”  I said, “No, but some people say that the cross of Jesus is the Tree 
of Life.”  The Sun Dance, hated by white culture, forbidden for so many years, misunderstood as 
a blood sacrifice, signifies something very similar to the cross of Jesus.   

In November, many of us participated in the annual Spiritual Healing Run and the 150th 
anniversary commemoration of the Massacre.  We handed out water bottles, and we served 
dinner at the Limon United Methodist Church.  We helped many Indian people travel from 
Oklahoma, Wyoming and Montana to attend.  The friends who were with us at Conference a 
year ago were all there.   

On the last day the Healing Run winds through the streets of downtown Denver, ending 
at the Colorado State Capitol.  For the first time a governor of the State of Colorado addressed 
the crowd at the capitol, and apologized on behalf of the State of Colorado for the Massacre.   

These relationships are deepening.  Since November my office has received several calls 
from tribal friends, who know someone who needs help.  Someone in Denver, with a family 
member in the hospital.  They have two nights in a hotel, but they need a third.   Or, someone is 
stuck in Casper, without gas money to get back to Wind River.  Or, a young dad, whose family’s 
home burned to the ground in the middle of winter, works in the coal fields, but his Carhart work 
clothes burned in the fire.  At first, I thought, oh, great, we’re just the deep pockets to tap 
whenever there’s a need.  We aren’t really set up for this.  But then, the Holy Spirit gave me a 
good talking to, and reminded me that we only get these calls because we have entered into a 
relationship with people we know and trust, who have almost no resources to draw upon in a 
crisis.  That’s when Nancy started calling local churches, and asking them if they can respond to 
the calls.  So far each church asked has responded.  And there has not developed a gush of 
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requests.  So, we will live into this particular part of a relationship between a community with 
tremendous resources, and communities with equally tremendous need.   

I am assigned by the Council of Bishops of our church to co-chair, with Otto Braided 
Hair a United Methodist research project on the Sand Creek Massacre that was authorized by the 
2012 General Conference.  Next Monday, descendants and church leaders will meet at the 
Conference office to make final preparation to present a report to General Conference next May.  
And by “report,” I mean a 300 page book.  It will tell, as best it can be learned from the historic 
record, the attitudes in the church toward Indian people during the westward expansion of 
colonizing settlers across America, and the specific involvement of Methodist leaders in the 
atrocity at Sand Creek.  And when it comes out, we’ll read it, and learn it, and respond to it 
together.  

 
2015 our focus is on Renewal of Creation 
43 years ago, John Cobb, process theologian from Claremont School of Theology – we’re 

going to commission a Claremont graduate this week – wrote a little book, title Is it Too Late?  A 
Theology of Ecology.  (As an aside, our speaker, Rebecca Parker and I took a course during the 
winter of 1973, I think called “Alternatives to Catastrophe,” in which we read this little book. ) 
Cobb starts the book with this quote from Richard Nixon’s 1970 State of the Union Message:  
“The great question of the seventies is:  shall we …begin to make reparations for the damage we 
have done to our air, to our land and to our water?” 

In fact, we have done a great deal since 1970 to protect the natural environment of the 
earth.  But is it enough?  Together this week we will hear many voices – amazing people, really, 
talk to us about energy policy, and food justice, about water, and mining practices, and personal 
spirituality of earth stewardship.  The speakers are not here to tell us how to save the earth, or 
whales, or sage grouse.  They are here to help us ask the question: 

What would Jesus do in our place today as the world is undeniably warming due to 
human activity?  What would Jesus Do in the face of Climate Change?  What does Christian 
discipleship require of us?  And where is God at work?  How can we join God in the ongoing 
work of creation? 

We came here, to YMCA of the Rockies to have this conversation.  Why?  Because 
YMCA of the Rockies is dedicated to Healthy Living and Social Responsibility.  Consistent with 
those goals, they built this building.  It is a LEED certified building.  LEED stands for 
“Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design.”  It is a rating system, developed by the U.S. 
Green Building Council that ensures that this and all LEED certified buildings were “designed 
and built for energy savings, water efficiency, CO2 emissions reduction, improved indoor 
environmental quality and stewardship of resources.”   
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We’re here because it is a beautiful place with great hospitality, spending our United 
Methodist Conference dollars supporting the YMCA, which is trying to help kids and families 
thrive, while caring for the earth. We won’t always be able to do it – but for this year, we can and 
we are here.   We’re here because we believe that where we go, and how we spend our money, 
and who we are in partnership with matter.  Thanks for coming.  Soak up the care of this place – 
for people, for animals, for trees, for the beauty of the earth. 

 
2016 Ministry on the Margins 

Get ready for next year, when we will focus on the people in our communities that Jesus 
would have noticed and touched with his healing presence.  Our special focus will be on 
Hispanic Ministry and ministries with immigrants.  But we will also learn about ministries with 
people who are incarcerated, with youth in crisis and at risk of suicide over gender identity.   
We’ll hear about the Black Lives Matter movement. We’ll hear from an advanced team going to 
a conference in October on Soul Repair work with War Veterans.  And during the year we will 
take next steps with tribal communities, beginning 

The Methodist Church has a strong tradition of holiness.  We’ve talked about it before.  
It’s the idea that people can grow in their relationship with Jesus so that their lives are 
transformed and shaped by faith.  It is the conviction that if we live in harmony with God’s will 
for our lives, it will make a difference in the lives of other people, and it will help establish 
God’s Kingdom/kin-dom on earth.  Whether it’s how we relate to strong but impoverished 
Indian Tribes, or how we welcome immigrants, or what we eat, and how we become careful 
stewards of the earth’s energy, water and atmospheric resources.  It’s about holiness.  Living in 
harmony with God and God’s creation, in a way that cultivates fullness of life and health within 
the natural order. 

 
 

Revelation 22 Then the angel[a] showed me the river of the water of life, bright as 

crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb 2 through the middle of 

the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve 

kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the 

healing of the nations. 3 Nothing accursed will be found there any more.    
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