
 
 

August 2016 

Dear North East District Family, 
 
This first month as your district superintendent has been exciting. As of July 31, I’ve visited 24 of our 74 faith 
communities. I use the term faith communities intentionally, because we have 73 churches, one campus 
ministry, and four Fresh Expressions. I’ve also visited all eight counties that are in our district. I’ve 
encountered dedicated pastors and committed laity. I’ve been a witness to dynamic ministries that are 
making disciples of Jesus and helping to transform our world. I’ve also met struggling churches that are 
concerned for their future viability. 
 
I’m beginning to notice several trends that will help shape the work of our district and its Operations Team 
as we gain clarity around our mission, vision, and values and how we will do the work of our district. Toward 
that end, I’d like to share several things with you. 
 

1. I’ll be sharing more about this in our September 15th clergy meeting, but the North East District has 
engaged the services of Spiritual Leadership Inc. (SLI) to coach our new Operations Team. SLI works 
with most of the Annual Conferences in the US and has an excellent track record. Our Operations 
Team is composed of 12 people, both laity and clergy, who gather for eight hours a month to work 
on adaptive issues for our district. There are two types of problems in this world: adaptive and 
technical. Technical problems can be solved by experts. Adaptive problems can only be solved by 
new learning. Our district faces both, but it’s the adaptive problems that require the most work and 
are at the core of making all of our leaders effective and all of our faith communities vital. 

2. Several of the adaptive issues that I’ve noticed at many of our churches include the following: 
a. Moving us away from a model of attractional church (“if you build it, they will come; if we 

just had a better praise band, more people would show up; if we just had better preaching, 
more people will show up), to a model of missional church (we go to people and meet them 
where they are, at their point of need, and offer them Jesus). The model of attractional 
church hasn’t worked in about 30 years, yet most of our churches are stuck in that mindset. 
That’s responsible for a lot of our decline. People are suspect of the church. They’ve been 
hurt by the church. They’ve seen too many bad news stories about the church in the media. 
If a faith community, however, comes to those people, meets them on their turf, finds out 
their needs, meets those needs, and offers them Jesus, then there’s a chance. We will need 
to work on the adaptive issue of helping our faith communities to be missional instead of 
attractional. One of the possible solutions includes the launching of Fresh Expressions. There 
are other things we will need to learn to meet this challenge, too. 

b. Moving us from a mindset of scarcity to abundance. I have a conviction that the Church of 
Jesus is not supposed to struggle for money. I think often the reason that our churches do 
struggle is because we have failed to be intentional in creating a culture of generosity in our 
churches. Our clergy are afraid to preach about money. Our laity complain when the pastor 
talks about money. Our churches don’t follow best practices about generosity and 
stewardship. The result is that our churches are under-resourced. (I also want to 
acknowledge that some of our churches find themselves in neighborhoods where the socio-
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economic status is below poverty. That also affects the church’s ability to have the necessary 
resources for ministry.) We have to do some learning to see how we can help our churches 
create cultures of generosity, follow best practices, and be able to have the resources they 
need to do ministry. 

c. Moving us from an internal focus to an external focus. Many of our churches, when all is said 
and done, are existing for themselves. That’s not biblical. I’ve always said that the church is 
the only organization in the world that exists for people who aren’t yet members. You’ll 
remember the old American Express commercial with the tag line, “Membership has its 
privileges.” When you join the church, you lose your privileges. You gain responsibilities to 
grow in grace, develop Spiritual gifts, and go out to make disciples of Jesus. Being a couch 
potato is detrimental to your health. Being a pew potato is detrimental to your church’s 
vitality and your own personal faith journey. We have to do new learning to help our 
churches overcome this mindset. One of the ways, we’ll do that is through The Mission 
Society and its Global Outreach Workshops (GO Workshops that we’ll host early in 2017.) 
You’ll hear more about that very soon. 

 
Here’s the good news, and it’s really good news! As Billy Graham likes to say, “I’ve read the last chapter of 
the Bible. I know how the story ends. God wins!” Friends, we worship a God who is in the resurrection 
business. We serve Jesus who reminds us that He is making all things news. The Holy Spirit gives birth to us 
as new creations and we are God’s “Plan A” in this world!  We can do this. We have outstanding laity and 
clergy and when we come together, seeking the Holy Spirit’s guidance, acknowledging Jesus’ Lordship, and 
move toward mission-mindedness, nothing will be able to stop us! 
 
I also have two quick reminders for you about upcoming gatherings: 
 

1. Our first clergy meeting for this conference year will be September 15, 2016, at Orange Park UMC, 
from 9am until 2pm. This meeting will be packed with information and discussion. We’ll worship 
together, learn about the new clergy health insurance options, hear from The Mission Society about 
our upcoming Global Outreach Workshops, and Jacksonville Sheriff Mike Williams will be with us to 
invite our churches to help take part in stopping violent crime in our neighborhoods. All full-time 
clergy are expected to attend. Please email me directly with a request to be excused. Part-time 
clergy are encouraged to please be present. In the future, we’ll most likely transition back to two 
meetings, FYI. 

2. Bishop Carter is hosting four Town Hall Meetings around the Conference this fall as he begins his 
next quadrennium with us. The one closest to us will be on September 20, 2016, at Trinity UMC in 
Gainesville, at 6:00pm. The Bishop’s expectation is that all clergy will attend and bring at least one 
lay leader from their church. Bishop Carter will be doing some vision casting including talking about 
his ministry priorities around Fresh Expressions, all churches partnering with a school, and the 
Nehemiah Project. He’ll also answer questions. Please make plans to attend. 

 
I’m excited about the future of our church in the North East District. We have much work to do, but Jesus 
has already won the victory, and He’s inviting us to be a part of it. We can do this!  
 
As always, please let me know if I can be of help to you. It’s a great privilege to be your district 
superintendent. 
 
All God’s love, 
Jay 
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