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Good morning, American Baptists from all over the country!
In the twenty-first century, our world is connected in amazing ways. We can reach
out to each other no matter where we are, through our smart phones and via the
Internet. We can travel around the globe in just a day or so. Best of all, we can do all
of our shopping without even leaving home!
Humanity is technologically more inter-connected than ever before, but at the same
time, we remain captive to persistent loneliness, alienation, violence, hatred,
cultural and religious misunderstanding, racial prejudice, pervasive poverty, and
environmental transformations. All around us, neighbors are struggling with
existential questions and spiritual confusion.
How do we connect God’s good news to the struggles of a world in search of
meaning, joy and peace?
On my first Sunday as General
Secretary, I attended NextGen Church
in West Windsor, New Jersey – an
exciting young multi-cultural church
sponsored by ABCNJ. I was
pleasantly surprised when the
Korean senior pastor, with her
Nigerian and African-American
associates, presented me with a glass
globe to affirm my pastoral call to
encourage American Baptists to fulfill the Great Commission. It now resides on my
desk at the Mission Center, reminding me each day that God wants to connect us to
the world in love, friendship and mission.
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God’s love for the vast universe,
and our home planet in
particular, is affirmed from the
creation stories of Genesis
through the promise of a future
new heaven and new earth in
Revelation.
Most of us memorized John
3:16 as children, “For God so
loved the world...” How could he
not? He called it all, “Good,” while the Psalmist sang, “The heavens declare the glory
of God!” But God was not content to passively admire creation’s beauty, as we might
stare at an impressive art work in a museum.
God’s love for nature impelled God to experience it from the “inside” as it were – to
be present in it, and so to connect with it in a sublime and intimate way.
God is not nature, for the latter is
created, but God’s divine presence is
evident throughout creation. John’s
Gospel says, Through {Jesus} all things
were made; without him nothing was
made that has been made” (John 1: 3).
Paul adds that in Jesus, “all things hold
together” (Colossians 1: 17) – we are
connected!
The creative artistry of God gives birth
to the multi-faceted panoply of life. To be alive means to be connected to our Creator.
And since no living thing can survive on its own, we must live in such a way as to
affirm our connectedness to one another.
Since human beings are connected to creation and can alter it by our choices and
actions, we are all called to creation care, preserving life and enhancing the
environment that makes all of life possible.
Having affirmed both God’s and
humanity’s connection to the
physical world, the Biblical
witness goes one step further by
prophetically declaring that
God’s love opens up an exciting
opportunity for humanity.
The life we possess does not
have to conclude with physical
death. God’s love can overcome
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the fleeting nature of our time on this earth. Death may appear to sever the
connections that bind us to others, but through Jesus, eternal life is an exciting
promise that we can look forward to experiencing.
Having been made “in God’s image” – a symbol of our spiritual connectedness – and
having had that image restored through the death and resurrection of Christ, the
good news of the Gospel is that our connection to God may endure forever. Paul
proclaims that “nothing...will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in
Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8: 39).
The power of Jesus’ Messianic journey, which climaxed in his death and resurrection,
has “bridge-building” potential:
•

By paving a road that passes
beyond death, we journey into an
eternity in which we may “have
peace – an enduring connection
- with God through our Lord
Jesus Christ” (Romans 5: 1)

•

By overcoming humanity’s
common spiritual need, Jesus
creates a bridge - the church that can connect people of every
race, culture and language. Jesus said, “My command is this: Love each other
as I have loved you” (John 15: 12)

•

By demonstrating God’s love through sacrificial action, Jesus leads God’s
people to reach out to the world through generous service. “Greater love has
no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends (John 15:13).

Through the three-fold ministry of love, friendship and sacrificial mission that Jesus
demonstrates on the Cross, it is clear that God’s intention was to connect to, and
not reject, humanity. Jesus wishes to save people, not condemn them.
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As Christ followers, we are also called to this “ministry
of reconciliation,” bridge-building and connectionmaking (2 Corinthians 5:19), and...
“...to those who believed in his name, he gave the right
to become children of God” (John 1: 12 - 13).
From the very beginning of our movement, Baptists
have been known for our conviction that the transformational love of God can bring
spiritual renewal to our souls. Our personal connection to God through the Spirit
changes our lives, and we thus become a living testimony of God’s love and grace.
We are connected because we are now a part of the body of Christ, God’s family.
This is why our testimony must
always be Christ-centered.
The Gospel of John focuses on
Jesus’ desire to connect to
human beings in an incarnational
way: “The Word became flesh
and made his dwelling among us.
We have seen his glory, the glory
of the One and Only, who came
from the Father, full of grace and
truth” (John 1: 14).
Jesus is the vine from which our spiritual power originates, and we are branches
that bear witness to God’s life giving covenant (John 15:1-9). If Jesus truly dwells
within our souls as Lord, when others look at us, they should see evidence of the
love of God which connects us to God’s presence, glory, and grace.
So, if Jesus desires to dwell within human history, why do we see so much pain and
suffering?
Over and against the eternal Kingdom of God and its virtues as enunciated in the
Sermon of the Mount, humanity continues its obsession with power and privilege as
first seen in the Tower
of Babel saga, and
critiqued so forcefully
by Daniel as he stood up
to Babylonian and
Persian captors.
Even so-called Christian
nations have
succumbed to the
temptation to embrace
systemic evils. The
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centuries-old ignominious legacy of the slave trade haunts us today, as does the
resurgence of anti-Semitism that people of good-will naively thought would pass
away with the demise of Nazism and the ending of the Holocaust. How is it possible
that human trafficking still happens in 2017? In today’s America, Christ-followers
must humbly admit our passive and sometimes active participation in unjust
policies and practices, which divide, denigrate and demean people. Let us pray for
God to forgive us and “heal our land” (2 Chronicles 7:14).
But the Gospel also reminds us that evil is not just societal or systemic – it resides in
the individual soul of each of us.
Last week in Pennsylvania, Sadie Riggs, just 15 years old, committed suicide as a
result of bullying by classmates. Social media posts played a role in making her feel
“worthless.” In lieu of flowers, her family asked for people “to be kind to one
another.”
Bullying is commonplace. We act uncivilly toward one another in so many ways. We
de-humanize and attack people who disagree with us on political or social issues.
We forget the sage advice of
James, who said, “Everyone
should be quick to listen,
slow to speak and slow to
become angry, for one’s
anger does not bring about
the righteous life that God
desires” (James 1: 19-20).
What good is it to be “right”
when we “wrong” people in
the process?
Rejecting evil, we should reconnect with God’s truth and light.
We presently live in a post-modern, post-truth culture in which feelings triumph
over facts, where values have replaced
virtues as the arbiters of right and wrong,
where history and tradition are relegated to
the attic of one’s consciousness, and where
logical analysis and reflection are less
persuasive than the insistence of selfexpression, ego and sensual desires.
In contrast, a Christ-centered life
commences with the receiving of God’s light
and truth. Connecting to Jesus necessarily
involves submitting to Jesus’ wisdom and direction: "If you love me, you will obey
what I command...If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching ” (John 14:15, 23).
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People trapped within this world’s “dominion of darkness” experience spiritual
isolation, disorientation and confusion. Its
pseudo-connections may offer temporary
solace, but no lasting comfort or connection.
1 John says, “The world and its desires pass
away, but the one who does the will of God
lives forever” (1 John 2: 17). When God reconnects us to “the kingdom of the Son,”
redemption and forgiveness release us to a
life of dedication to God’s will. As Jesus said,
“the truth will set you free”(John 8: 32).

Rooted in Christ’s forgiveness and
teachings, we can be connected to the
world in a powerfully paradoxical way.
We journey as “aliens and strangers in
the world” (1 Peter 2:11) even as we
live within it. To embrace and fulfill this
call faithfully, we need to be connected
to one another in a counter-cultural way.

At the 2011 Biennial in Puerto Rico, our Executive Ministers visited one of the
churches in Caguas. We met the artist who made this autobiographical painting,
which serves as his testimony of faith. Homeless and an addict, he connected to
God’s transforming love when church members invited him to experience worship
and fellowship. This invitation to Christ-centered friendship changed his life!
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We have all sung the verse, “they
will know we are Christians by our
love.” Through baptism, we affirm
that God’s forgiveness connects us to
others who have been touched by
God’s love. In Christ, we are no
longer alone. Having become friends
with Jesus, we discover a community
of friendship with his other disciples.

What should characterize this spiritual friendship?
In Resurrecting Excellence: Shaping Faithful Christian Ministry, L. Gregory Jones and
Kevin Armstrong argue that holy Christian friendships can change the world. Holy
friendships make us change agents “who have cultivated the wisdom and skill to
have eyes to see and ears to hear the beauty of God, the beauty of this world, and the
beauty of a congregation's life together.”(Spitzer, Making Friends, Making Disciples:
Growing Your Church Through Authentic Relationships)
Holy friendships not only provide
accountability so that we remain faithful to
the Gospel, but also unleash joy into
Christian discipleship.
Have you ever gone to the theater, a
baseball game, or a restaurant alone? It can
feel pretty awkward, to be sure! But if you
are accompanied by a friend, the
experience can be shared and special
memories can be forged.
May our churches grow in holy friendships, so that together we can more
thoroughly enjoy the “pilgrim’s progress” by which challenges are more easily
overcome, dreams can be realized, and God’s will can be fulfilled.
I witnessed the act of this extraordinary group of street performers in Battery Park,
Manhattan. Their amazing acrobatic
stunts required absolute loyalty and
unqualified trust in one another’s skill
and attention.
Our koinonia should similarly be
grounded in trust and loyalty, so that
authentic and healthy relationships might
blossom. When we gather as the church,
we are not consumers of spiritual
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products, as if church were just a spiritual
version of Walmart or a shopping mall. No,
we connect with each other to be a
compelling spiritual alternative to the world,
“a light on a hill,” so as to influence its
healing and restoration.
Such a communal witness can break down
all sorts of relational barriers. The music of
a healthy and faithful Christian community
can break down the walls that divide men
and women, separate racial groups, and isolate people of different generations.
Many of you have seen these heart-shaped stones. They are in the Worldwide Gifts
store at our Green Lake Conference Center in
Wisconsin. Green Lake brings people together
to share hopes, dreams and plans so that we
can better connect to the world and its needs.
We need to devise new creative ways to form
and grow as a Christian community, so that we
can be used by God to connect to the world. In
the twenty-first century, our greatest
competitor is not the Methodist or Catholic
church down the street, but rather, believe it or not, Facebook.
In a recent CNN interview, Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg announced that he
has changed Facebook’s mission from just being an online space where people share
travel photos, recipes and selfies, to a commonwealth of communities in which
members “have the power to build community and bring the world closer together.”
He anticipates that such Groups will be “a grassroots way to address the ills of the
world.”
Doesn’t this sound a lot like
the mission of the church?
Aren’t we, as American
Baptists, a network of
interconnected churches and
ministries that have been
called by Jesus to address the
ills of the world through our
preaching, teaching,
evangelism, and social action
ministries?
By sharing the Gospel, and through Christ-centered humble service, we connect to
the world as ambassadors of Jesus Christ.
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As we seek to fulfill our mission in the world as American Baptists, I pray that
compassion and generosity may characterize all we do and say.
I discovered this man in Port-au-Prince, Haiti,
on a mission trip just three months after the
earthquake that devastated that country in
2010. Surrounded by a city in shambles, he
quietly sat by himself, in contemplation and
perhaps even silent prayer. What was he
thinking? Had he lost members of his family,
his livelihood, his home, his health,...his faith?
Surrounded by a world in great need, I call
upon American Baptists to make secondary all
that may potentially divide us so that we might
unite together to humbly serve people like this man. It is also time to pool all of our
resources, to meet such challenges in the United States and around the globe. We
need every pastor, every church, every region, every seminary, every national
partner, to re-connect in innovative and creative ways, so that we might fulfill God’s
will and purpose for our family.
“The Golden Rule” is not
obsolete.
In an era where too many
people live in poverty, God is
calling American Baptists to
be generous in sharing our
wealth, to engage in positive
prophetic witness to
overcome social injustices
and racism, and to joyously
welcome immigrants into our
country.
In an American society that
has become coarse and
uncivil, God is calling American Baptists to promote peacemaking, social harmony
and respect for people with whom we differ, and to oppose all forms of violence as a
means to personal, political or social ends.
In an increasingly inter-connected world, God is calling American Baptists to plant
new churches, and raise up a new generation of pastors, teachers, lay workers and
missionaries who will “take up their cross daily” and reach the world for the sake of
the Kingdom of God.
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In a century of unprecedented spiritual confusion, God is calling American Baptists
to re-dedicate themselves to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to Baptist core
convictions that have served our movement so well.
When we hear the teachings of Jesus, the Gospel inspires us to embrace journeys of
love, friendship and mission that transform not only our hearts and lives, but the
lives of our families, neighbors, co-workers, newcomers, and yes, even our enemies.
This is what happens when our relationship with Jesus connects us with the world
around us.

Thank you for granting me the privilege of serving our amazing spiritual family. As I
embrace my call as General Secretary, I sense God is calling us all to rededicate
ourselves to follow Jesus.
So, as we sing “I Have Decided to Follow Jesus,” I would like to invite all American
Baptists to journey together as a strong and united spiritual family. Please stand, if
you are able, as a sign that you are ready to humbly say, “Yes!” to Jesus’ call to
connect to the world through the receiving of God’s love, the practicing of Christian
friendship, and by embracing sacrificial service in Christ’s name.
May God bless and renew our American Baptist movement. Amen!

