(Presiding Bishop’s 4th Biennial Conference address)  heading

AN ADDRESS OF THE PRESIDING BISHOP TO THE REPRESENTATIVE SESSION OF THE 4TH BIENNIAL / 42ND CONFERENCE OF THE METHODIST CHURCH GHANA HELD AT AKYEM ODA, FROM 22ND  - 27TH AUGUST, 2006

Introduction, Welcome and A Word of Thanks

And are we yet alive,

And see each other’s face?

Glory and praise to Jesus give

For his redeeming grace!

Preserved by power divine

To full salvation here,

Again in Jesu’s  praise we join,

And in His sight appears.

(MHB 709:1,2)

Through the redeeming grace and the power divine of the triune God we have been preserved to see each other’s face at another Conference of the Methodist Church Ghana. We give glory and praise to our living God in whose presence we have assembled to deliberate on His mission (Missio Deo) to which he has graciously called us to participate as his church, the body of Christ.

What troubles have we seen,

What conflicts have we passed,

Fighting without, and fears within, 

Since we assembled last!

But out of all the Lord

Hath brought us by His love;

And still He doth His help afford,

And hides our life above.

We are not only aware of the troubles, conflicts, fighting, fears and deaths, but we are also conscious of the love, joy, peace, comfort and warm fellowship we have shared with our Lord and one another since we assembled last.  In all situations and circumstances the power of the living Spirit has been with us and guided us.

May I on behalf of the Methodist Church Ghana take this opportunity to welcome all delegates from both Ghana and outside, and all those gathered here for this year’s Conference.  Let me also take this opportunity to express our deepest appreciation to Oda Diocese for hosting this year’s Conference.  You have done extremely well.  Bravo! Many thanks also to the Lay President and the Administrative Bishop and his team for all their efforts towards the preparation of this Conference.  We thank all of you for being here today.

Reflecting on the 2004 Conference Address

Some of you may recall that the theme for the 2004 Conference held at Sekondi was taken from Galatians 5:6 – From Working Through Love”. In that address I said among other things that,

“This faith working through the love of God is concerned about the transformation of the whole person – body, soul and mind; and that love must extend to the neighbour”.  I stated further that,

“The church as a faith community is a worshipping community.  It worships the triune God who in Jesus Christ disclosed himself to us in human form. Our worship of him inspires us to share our faith in him with others who have not come to know the grace and the love of God.  We are to make them disciples of Christ through preaching and teaching the Word.  It is with these responsibilities in mind that we charge ourselves as the Methodist church Ghana to embark on the vision of doubling our current membership in five years.”

In that address I shared with you some strategies that both lay and clergy must develop together in order to make the vision come through.  For instance, developing evangelistic and discipleship programme, strengthening pastoral ministry, building chapels for worship, and Lay Training Retreat Centers, and continuing to provide formal education through Nursery, Primary, Secondary and Tertiary institutions.

Evangelism and Discipleship

On evangelism and discipleship programme we challenged our members to engage in personal and group evangelistic outreach. We saw the need to revisit the New Life For All programme.  And I am pleased to say that as part of the celebration of the 170th Anniversary of the birth of Methodism in Ghana a Special Edition of the Weekly Bible Lessons was published.

“The first part, January to March, involves Bible Studies on various themes in evangelism.  The second part, April to June, is made up of studies that are meant to prepare the ordinary Christian more directly for the work of evangelism.”

Like the wise man in Jesus’ parable of The Wise and Foolish Builders (Matthew 7:24-27), we are not only to study the materials but we are to put what we have learnt into practice.  Therefore the writers of the Special Edition of the Weekly Lesson challenged us to go into action:

“So gird up your loins, roll up your sleeves and set yourself to the task.  Let us gladden the heart of the Master as we become diligent in our studies and put into practice what we learn.  The Lord will richly bless you as you do this in this first half of 2006.”

It is encouraging to observe that indeed some of our members accepted this challenge.  After studying the lessons and gaining some confidence they went out to share their faith with others.  Some Societies used the Evangelism and Aldersgate Week celebration as an opportunity for practical evangelism.  According to a report from Evangelism, Mission and Renewal Division, throughout the Connexion some Methodist congregations on the 28th May 2006 closed their chapels and went out to the communities for House-to-House and One-on-one evangelism. As the Director of MPRP observes, “Visits to some societies during the week indicated positive results as many souls were won and brought to the Church. Later reports indicate serious fellow-up of converts.”

Many Mission, Prayer and Renewal Programme (MPRP) groups in Accra, Koforidua, Kumasi, Tarkwa, and Sunyani Dioceses also got involved in practical evangelism and prayer activities.

The Ghana Methodist Students Union (GHAMSU) has continued to do evangelism throughout their programme of Students In Church Evangelism.  Their involvement in practical evangelism in Somanya, Cape Coast, Kumasi, Effiduase, and Northern Ghana Dioceses brought many new people to faith in Christ Jesus, and also helped to revive some congregations.  In Somanya for instance three churches were planted and one in the Tema Diocese, Djemini Society of the Peki Circuit was revived during the outreach.

Another body that has continued to play significant role in evangelism in our Church is the Cecil Williamson Programme.  This year alone, eleven new churches were planted in Ga Mission area at places such as Obodom, Kofi Kwei, Toma, Obaanpehia, and Obaa Krowa.

Statistics indicate that in the year 2004, 155 new churches were planted, and in 2005, 124. Verbal reports from the Dioceses indicate more church planting since January 2006 to July 2006.

This brief narrative is meant to encourage us to intensify our evangelism and discipleship trust.  We must aim at mobilizing all our church members to engage in sharing their faith with others.  However, we must not forget that to reach our objective of doubling our membership in five years, we must ensure that adequate financial resources are provided at all levels for intensive and aggressive evangelism and discipleship.  Our future budgets from Society, Circuit, and Diocese to Connexion must reflect the priority that we have given to evangelism and discipleship.

Strengthening Pastoral Ministry

In my 2004 address to Conference I said that to achieve our objective of doubling our membership we would need to strengthen our pastoral ministry in the rural areas, without neglecting the urban ones.  “We must empower our Ministers in rural areas by providing them with necessary logistics for them to be able to pastor effectively.  For instance, by providing them with strong vehicles, making sure that they receive full and regular payment of stipends and allowances, and ensure that their children are not denied good education and health care”.

I am pleased to inform Conference that since 2004 our Church has done marvellously well in trying to meet some of our logistics needs, especially in the area of providing strong vehicles that will make our Ministers readily accessible to our members.  Records show that we have up to date brought about 36 pieces of brand new Ssangyong REXTON and Musso and Admiral Pick-Ups, and about 10 Motor Bikes for use throughout the Connexion.

You may also recall that we shared with Conference of 2004 that regarding regular payment of stipends and allowances of Ministers, “the situation in Northern Ghana as we found it was so critical that we had to charge ourselves to raise a hundred million cedis to meet stipends and other expenses of our Ministers whose monthly stipends had not been paid for five months”.  Again I am happy to report to Conference that this problem has been solved with the support of some Dioceses, Circuits, Societies and individuals in our Church who have taken up these expenses and are making regular payments to meet those needs.

This is a clear indication that if we think and worek together as a Connexion we will be able to support and strengthen each other and the entire church will become healthier and richer instead of leaving each Diocese to struggle to solve its own problems.  It is with this idea in mind that the whole concept of twinning of weaker Societies and Circuits with the stronger ones was conceived.  Here too, I am delighted to inform you that we have seven weaker societies that are currently benefiting from this twinning programme. Let me, perhaps, sound a word of caution here, using the words of apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 8:13-15,

Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality. At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what need. Then there will be equality, as it is written: - “He who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little.

Of course we would expect that the weaker congregations would follow the good example of the Macedonian churches that contributed out of their extreme poverty with an overflowing joy (2 Corinthians 8:1-5).  The weaker and needy churches need not become perpetually dependent on the stronger churches.

Another issue, while if properly addressed will directly or indirectly help to strengthen our pastoral ministry, and in turn enable us achieve our vision of increasing our membership, concerns the welfare of our staff.  A report will come before us at this Conference for us to decide on the kind of End of Service scheme that the Church must implement for all its staff, both ministers and lay, in order to address this problem of poor remuneration.

Ten – Year Strategic Plan

All Dioceses have had the opportunity to study the draft Ten – Year Strategic Plan at their Synods. Your comments and suggestions received were sent to the team leader of the Strategic Plan, Professor Samuel Afrane. At this Conference we shall have the opportunity to endorse it for launching and implementation.  I am most grateful to all the team members, Bishops, Lay Chairman and all Dioceses for your active participation, comments, suggestions, questions and critique that will certainly make the final presentation richer.

Partnership with Rafiki Foundation

As I said at the 2004 biennial Conference, the Methodist Church Ghana has an obligation to witness to orphans and other needy teenagers so that they will come to know the Lord Jesus Christ and learn to serve him  and the nation.  To achieve this our Church entered into a partnership agreement with the Rafiki Foundation, Inc. USA to build and manage orphanages.  We are happy to report that the first is sired at Gyehadze near Winneba.  The construction of the project has begun and when completed it will have a maximum of 100 residents.  It will also provide some employment for those who live in the area and elsewhere.

Youth Ministry 

It is obvious that if we want to double our membership then we cannot ignore our young people as we said two years ago.  We said then, “To double our membership will also require that we intensify the Church’s ministry among the young people in our Church and also in schools.  We must strengthen our chaplaincy work in schools and the Youth Fellowships in our Societies, Circuits, Dioceses and the entire Connexion.  All attempts must be made by our Church to find ways and means of motivating Methodist chaplains in our schools and other institutions so that they will be able to reach out to our young people with the needed pastoral care.”

We are happy to announce that a Connexional Youth Director, Very Rev. Samuel Abekah, has been appointed to take charge of the Youth Ministries Division of the Methodist Church Ghana.  In addition, a Connexional Coordinator for GHAMSU, Mr. Addison, a former President of GHAMSU has been appointed.  The Youth Ministries Director and the GHAMSU Coordinator have since began work, and are making positive impact on the youth.

As a way of strengthening and encouraging the youth, I devoted this year, 2006 as a year for the youth in our churches.  I therefore made pastoral visits to our students in our tertiary institutions at the KNUST, University of Cape Coast, University College of Education, Winneba and Methodist University College.  I also attended almost all our Youth conferences and assemblies to encourage and strengthen them.  I enjoyed interacting with our young people.

Concerning chaplaincy work, it is gratifying to note that at a conference held at Abokobi for all heads and chaplains of Methodist schools and colleges, the participants met and prepared a document that will help us address issues and problems facing our chaplains.  This document will be placed before the appropriate bodies in our church, for the necessary actions to be taken to improve their condition of service.

Rural Poverty and Rural Health Care

As I said in my 2004 address to Conference, to realise our objective of church growth as faith working through love, we would have to affirm that evangelism and discipleship is not just about saving souls.  It is also concerned with poverty alleviation and the provision of health care, especially in the fight against the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

In response to poverty alleviation our Church has established a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO), Methodist Development and Relief Services (MDRS) to enable us continue with the good work that the Church is doing under the Board of Social Responsibility and Rural Development and other Boards. The MDRS was formally launched at the Good Shepherd Methodist Church, North Kaneshie Circuit in the Accra Diocese on Sunday, 19th March 2006. MDRS comes under BSRRD with Very Rev. Asare Bediako as its Director.  On HIV/AIDS, I am happy to inform Conference that in addition to what we are already doing in the fight against the disease, the Methodist Church Ghana is now a member of a group of churches and Muslims who are fighting the menace along the Lagos – Abidjan Corridor.  World Bank is sponsoring the programme.

In order to raise enough money for our developmental needs our Church has embarked on establishing the Methodist Development Fund.  We will have time at this Conference to discuss this matter further.

II. The Context of our Witness with its moral challenges

The review of my address to the 2004 Conference indicates clearly that we have made some progress on some of the issues and concerns raised at our last Conference.  However we cannot rest on our oars.  We have more land to conquer.  We have been called to witness in the world that has a lot of complex challenges that we need to address. We are in the world as its sat and light.  We have the mission to transform persons and society through our daily witness.  So at this Conference we shall be looking at various issues, spiritual, political, economic, social and personal that affects our society and the church.  We shall discuss ways and means of intensifying evangelism and discipleship in the light of our vision of doubling our membership within five years. This will call for deepening our commitment to preaching, teaching and seeking the well being of all people. We hope that at the end of the day we shall be able to challenge our members to serve God in every aspect of their professional or personal lives.

We live in a country where indiscipline abounds.  To be effective witnesses we must allow the gospel to transform us.  Otherwise we may be found to be false witnesses.  Therefore we humbly urge you all to avoid behaviour that is ungodly, unlawful and selfish.  We must detest behaviour that does not only disgrace the individual but damages the reputation of the nation.  Recent events in our country compel the Methodist Church Ghana as well as other Churches to double our crusade against the prevailing evil of corruption, the cocaine menace and the careless sex life leading to HIV/AIDS.  If Ghanaians, led by Christians among us, would resist the temptation for corruption, vast savings would be made in implementing government private sector programmes and expeditiously too.  If the greed that compels people to go into trafficking in cocaine and other illicit drugs would be resisted many who indulge in that pernicious trade would find lawful avenues for their energies, and would save many lives from ruin.  If the self indulgence that leads to improper sex would be overcome, the nation would avoid the AIDS that threatens humanity, especially our youth.  The church recognizes, nevertheless, that people living with HIV and AIDS, who are in the church or outside it, should not de discriminated against or shunned.  We should have compassion on them and accord them all the dignity and respect due them as human beings created in the image of God. The Methodist Church Ghana sees itself as a resolute partner of the Government and other civil society organisations in eradicating those evils that impede our march to a peaceful, healthy and prosperous country.

Commending Government Efforts

On behalf of the Methodist Church Ghana I would like to commend the government for the tremendous efforts it is making at various levels in our country.  We particularly observe its attempts to mitigate the hardships faced by ordinary citizen.  These initiatives include providing good governance, vigorous human resource development, and private sector development.  We also appreciate the introduction of the school feeding programme, the National Health Insurance Scheme, the review of the petroleum tax.  Above all we commend the President and entire parliament for the Millennium Challenge Account that will release $547 million dollars for agreed programmes, all targeted at the poorer segments of our society.  However, the government must be proactive in addressing issues concerning workers needs. Recent increase of workers’ demonstration and agitation may be attributed to this.

National problems are many and varied.  But the Church is convinced that following sound policies, with careful planning and sustained implementation Ghana will achieve the national aspiration of becoming a middle income economy in a decade.  The Church calls upon the entire public to play their part by being disciplined, hard working, and obeying basic rules and being law abiding at all times.  To attain our objective we will have to reject all corrupt practices.  We must expose those who deal in the illicit drugs trade.

III. Holy Spirit and our Christian Witness: Jesus our example

The Methodist Church Ghana realises that it has been sent by God to witness in the midst of all these issues and problems that affects us socially and personally. The Church also recognises that these issues and concerns cannot be addressed through human efforts alone. We need divine power and grace. It is in the light of this that the Church has chosen the theme “Witnessing in the power of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:8) for this year’s Conference. We are very much aware of the fact that we cannot double our membership within five years without the power of the Holy Spirit. To continue our witness in the world where we are called to be God’s agent for social transformation would require total dependence on the Holy Spirit. Certainly, the arm of flesh will fail us.

As a Church we are conscious of the fact that the witness of our Lord Jesus Christ himself in the world was made possible through his dependence on the Holy Spirit. Indeed his birth was made possible by a creative and powerful work of this Spirit as announced by the angle Gabriel (Luke 1:29-35). At his baptism in the Jordan River, the Spirit descended on him and affirmed him as the Son of God who had come into the world to witness to the love of God. Jesus returned from the Jordan to the wilderness led by the Holy Spirit to face several and severe temptations. He overcame by the power of the same Spirit.  Again Jesus returned from the desert to the synagogue of Capernaum in the power of the Holy Spirit to announce his manifesto in the words of the prophet Isaiah that the Spirit of God had descended upon him in all his fullness.

In his ministry of preaching, teaching and healing the Lord Jesus continually reminded his audience that he was acting in the power of the Holy Spirit. It was also through the power of the Holy Spirit that he was raised from the dead. Acknowledging that the apostles and the disciples could not carry out their witness with purely human efforts, Jesus charged them not to go out to witness until they had been filled with the Holy Spirit. On the day of Pentecost Peter confirmed that their witness that brought 3000 people to faith in Christ in a single day was made possible through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the disciples. Our Methodist heritage reminds us that we need the indwelling Holy Spirit to make our witness in the world powerful and effective. John Wesley is well acknowledged as the grandfather of both the Pentecostal and Charismatic movements.

May I therefore challenge you all during this Conference and beyond to open your lives to the presence and power of the Holy Spirit so that our witness will glorify God and bring lasting blessings upon his church and the world.

Thank you for your attention and patience. 

Most Rev. Dr. Robert Aboagye-Mensah

Presiding   Bishop

Methodist Church Ghana 

