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make a difference, addressing problems in their own 
neighborhoods and around the world. The program 
started at Christ UMC in the Dallas suburb of Plano 
and now includes chapters in 17 states.

“There are so many different spy things and 
movies, and the kids just all love to pretend that 
they’re spies. The concept with this is they get to be 
special agents doing God’s work,” explains Kathy 
Meadows, founder and executive director of Mis-
sion Possible Kids.

“God has missions that he wants these kids to 
go on to help other people,” she says. “So we give 
them those missions to go on.”

Meadows, a member of Christ United Methodist 
Church, started the program in 2003 as a hands-on 
experience for kids – and was surprised when 160 
showed up for the first meeting.

“We knew, immediately, we had struck a nerve, 
for something that parents and kids alike were look-
ing for,” she says.

Meadows started a nonprofit organization to help 
other churches and organizations set up Mission 
Possible Kids programs.

Some missions are close to home, such as col-
lecting donations for local food banks, volunteering 
at hospitals and making blankets for animal shelters.

Other projects span the globe, such as making 
“bandana buddy” toys for orphans in Guatemala 
and collecting eyeglasses for children in Cameroon. 

Scientists at a remote base in Antarctica, accessi-
ble by air only once a year, are among the estimated 
120,000 people touched so far by Mission Possible 
Kids’ projects.

“We worked out a way, during that one time a year, 
to fly in a jar of warm wishes to them,” says Mead-
ows. “The kids packed this jar with tons of warm 
wishes. They could pull out one every day of the year 
and know the kids were thinking about them.”

As more chapters are launched, Meadows 
expects her “secret agents” will reach a milestone of 
helping 500,000 people by the middle of 2009. The 
program is aimed at kids in kindergarten through 
the sixth grade, though older children also partici-
pate as mentors.

“It makes me feel like I’m being a good person,” 
says Alex Paul, 9, a member of Custer Road United 
Methodist Church in Plano. “No matter what age 
we are, we can still contribute.”

The young agents do “some amazing things,” 
says the Rev. Don Underwood, pastor at Christ 
United Methodist.

“They’re really learning a philosophy of life that 
will sustain them through the years,” he says. “As 
far as I’m concerned, every (United) Methodist 
church in the country would be stronger if they had 
a Mission Possible Kids chapter.” 

Meadows hopes to continue expanding the pro-
gram in the United States and organize chapters in 
other countries. Visit www.missionpossiblekids.org.

–John Gordon, United Methodist News Service

Oct. 29
Lesson for pastors:
Financial stewardship
is your responsibility  

N early 20 Holston Conference pastors went 
to Texas this month to learn about financial 
stewardship and returned with new perspec-

tives on their ministries. The seminar was led exclu-
sively for Holston clergy by Michael Reeves at St. 
Andrew United Methodist Church in Plano.

“I think what came out of the seminar was that 
we must lead the church in every way, and good 
financial and stewardship leadership is crucial,” 
said the Rev. Michelle Buckles, pastor at Cherokee 
UMC, Johnson City District.

The Rev. Wil Cantrell said he learned that tithing 
is not an administrative issue, but a spiritual one. 
Cantrell is associate pastor of Middlebrook Pike 
UMC of Knoxville District.

The Rev. Reeves – author of “Faith and Money 
and Extraodinary Money” and co-author of “Creative 
Giving” – was a speaker at Ministers Convocation 
2008 in February. Reeves is senior associate pastor 
and director of strategic resources at St. Andrew. 

He made such a positive impact, the conference 
stewardship office decided to select a group of 
clergy for an intensive seminar at St. Andrew UMC. 
District superintendents  nominated pastors to 
attend. Eighteen went to Texas, led by the Rev. Bill 
Kilday, Holston director of stewardship.

Besides Reeves, who serves as senior associate 
pastor and director of strategic resources, other St. 
Andrew staff also made presentations.

Buckles realized that a barometer to one’s spiritual 
health is what he or she is doing financially. She also 
learned that clergy should connect budget to people 
to get the congregation to support financial goals. 

“The more you can get people excited about 
the church, the more they are willing to help make 
mission and ministry programs a reality,” she said. 
“Our goal is not to fund a budget. The goal is to 
fund a mission and ministry.”

Cantrell also came away understanding that 
stewardship is a part of the big picture of ministry.

“I learned that not only is the way we handle 
our money a spiritual issue, but a pastor’s ability to 
understand money … is a spiritual issue,” he said. 
Even when pastors understand that giving is impor-
tant, they sometimes view it as an administrative 
task that someone else can handle, he said.

Cantrell shared these other tips from the Texas 
seminar: Pastors should have ongoing conversations 
with and seek advice from the church’s top givers. 
They should also address money and giving in posi-
tive ways and avoid publishing figures showing the 
budget is in a shortfall. 

In some ways, the seminar reinforced his prior 
beliefs about giving, Cantrell said.

“I honestly believe God has given every church 

what it needs to accomplish our mission, if we are 
fully willing to align our resources with our mis-
sion,” he said.

Reeves also offered good advice for smaller 
churches, said the Rev. Bobby Black, pastor at 
Washington Hills UMC in Chattanooga District. 

“You realize that you can scale it down to your 
situation,” Black said. “It gave possibilities to what 
we want to do.”

His church is interested in community outreach, 
he said, so he was glad to hear that people are more 
likely to support ministries that are viable and appli-
cable to a community.

“Ministry to the poor is a means of grace,” he 
said. “God blesses us because we can address the 
role of the church in a way that pleases Jesus.”

– John Shearer for The Call 2

Oct. 15
Oneida church responds 
to the roadside needy 

L isa Lloyd usually sees them at exit 141 
off I-75, as she is heading toward home in 
Oneida: People in need, possibly homeless. 

Often, they’re holding a sign that begs, in some 
way, “Please help me.”

Like many Christians, Lloyd often found herself 
confused about how to respond. She admits she 
is concerned for her safety, and she’s not sure that 
giving money is the best solution.

“So I would just keep on driving by, praying that 
God would bless that person, but feeling terrible 
because I didn’t help them,” Lloyd said.

This summer, Loyd pitched an idea to the ele-
mentary group at First Oneida UMC in Oak Ridge 
District. The children were asked to assemble “Love 
‘n Care Bags,” which they store in their parents’ 
cars until they encounter a person in need.

Love ‘n Care bags are low-cost waist pouches 
or small backpacks. They include miniature-size 
personal hygiene products such as shampoo, lotion, 
soap, toothbrush, and toothpaste. Lloyd and the 
children also include small packs of bandages, laun-
dry detergent, paper and pen, a pocket New Testa-
ment, a church brochure, and a personal note card 
expressing God’s love. 

So far, Lloyd and her group of seven children 
have distributed three bags, but they’re carrying 
them in their cars for future opportunities. They’re 
waiting to assemble additional bags whenever the 
first batch is depleted, and they celebrate with each 
other whenever a new bag has been placed. 

“When we put together our first care bags, we 
were learning about caring for others in need,” Lloyd 
says. The children learned the following scripture:

If we have all we need and see one of our own 
people in need, we must have pity on that person 
or else we cannot say we love God. Children, you 
show your love for others by truly helping them, and 
not merely talking about it. – 1 John 3:17-18  
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Preachers hear straight talk on culture and how to change it

By Annette Spence 

W hen 370 pastors crowded into the 
fellowship hall at First Morristown 
United Methodist Church, they already 
knew something about the speakers 

of the day. They were their own Holston clergy, shar-
ing lessons learned in developing one of the largest 
churches in the denomination.

The pastoral staff of Cokesbury United Methodist 
Church led this year’s Clergy Gathering, held Oct. 
21 in the town considered to be a conference mid-
point. Bishop James Swanson followed the learning 
session with worship and a “love feast” in the First 
Morristown sanctuary.

The theme was “Healthy Pastors, Healthy 
Churches, Audacious Hope: Changing the Cultural 
Context for Effective Ministry.” Senior Pastor Steve 
Sallee led his staff in explaining how their Knoxville 
church arrived at 2,700 in current average worship 
attendance. The experience and hard knocks along 
the way inspired them to create the Cokesbury Lead-
ership Academy, now in its second year of teaching 
budding clergy.

“I know that many of you think that at Cokesbury, 
never is heard a discouraging word and the skies are 
not cloudy all day,” Sallee said. “But in fact that was 
not true.”

He told of how his appointment at Cokesbury 
UMC in 1996 coincided with the retirement of a long-
time popular pastor. The incoming pastor was not only 
immediately rejected by many, he was despised when 
he set out to change Cokesbury because the church 

had stopped growing.
“Some of our most 

significant churches in 
Holston have remained 
the same size as when 
I got into this confer-
ence,” he said. “Well, 
that certainly tells you 
they’re in a plateau or 
even in a decline.”

To help determine 
a church’s need for 
change, he suggested, 
study the last 10 years 
of conference Journals. 
Make a graph showing 
your church’s member-
ship, worship atten-
dance, Sunday school 
attendance, and other 

numbers over that time period.
“Just stare at that graph for a while,” he said, 

“because that will tell you a lot.” Membership num-
bers are less important than attendance figures, 
“because it’s not how many people who are on your 
roll, but who actively show up.”

If a plateau or decline in the numbers is unrecog-
nized by the congregation, communicating the situ-
ation can place a pastor in an “adversarial” position, 
Sallee said. “But if you don’t have a vision for your 
church, who do you think will?” Don’t be afraid to use 

the pulpit to cast a vision or begin changing a church’s 
behavior, he said.

Yet change is painful, Sallee warned. He told of 
how Cokesbury attendance dropped from 700 to 350 
within two years, and how misery led him to request 
an appointment change and consider leaving the min-
istry. He later realized the departure of some members 
was necessary to allow the church to change and take 
risks such as buying the former Lowe’s building that 
is now Cokesbury Center.

Other Cokesbury staff explained how the team 
had prayed and envisioned where the church could 
be in so many years, then stuck to their principles 
to get there. Senior Associate Pastor Stephen DeFur 
explained how an extensive missions ministry was 
developed partly by insisting that money would only 
be sent to projects if church members could also give 
hands-on assistance. Rebekah Fetzer, minister of 
discipleship, spoke on the role of small groups and 
Micah Nicolaus, associate pastor, spoke on “culturally 
relevant” worship. Gil Smith shared the impact that 
Celebrate Recovery has had in Knoxville.

Sallee emphasized that programs to reverse decline 
in any church can only be effective if an effort is also 
made to the change the culture of the church. 

“I can’t tell you how many programs I’ve seen come 
through Holston Conference in my 33 years of minis-
try,” he said to applause. “That reminds me of some of 
the fad diets I’ve been on. You can lose the weight but 
you can’t sustain it because it isn’t realistic.”

He recommended using outside consultants -- not 
necessarily high priced but perhaps an effective, 
objective pastor -- to help change a church’s culture. 
Begin by understanding its current culture (studying 

the numbers and other aspects). Then, cast the vision 
(“What would your church look like in 10 years if 
God had God’s way?”). 

Finally, begin to change the church’s behavior, 
beginning with the pastor. “If the church’s behavior is 
going to change, your behavior will have to change,” 
Sallee said.

At day’s end, Bishop Swanson preached on the 
country’s current financial crisis and how clergy 
should respond to their parishioners’ despair. 

“This is not the time for us to go fishing,” he said. 
“This is not the time to retreat from God’s vision, to 
retreat from the work that God has put in front of us.”

Swanson urged pastors to “feed themselves” – 
through prayer and scripture study – so they will be fit 
and ready to lead others through the crisis.

“You can’t do it on the power of your own 
strength,” he said. “Somewhere along the way, we 
preachers have got to get back on our knees and start 
calling on God for our strength and our help.”

He scolded pastors for complaining that “things are 
not easy as you want them to be.” He reminded them 
that they had accepted God’s call somewhere along 
the way

“You said you heard the call,” he said. “If God says 
‘feed my sheep,’ God’s going to give you the bread to 
feed his sheep.

“Let him fill you up. Let him fill you up. God is 
trying to feed you. How many of you have ever tried 
to feed a baby who doesn’t want to eat?” Swanson 
said to laughter. “Some of you are like that.

“Don’t do some belly-aching. Do some belly-
flopping.”  

Photo by Annette Spence, The Call
The Rev. Stephen DeFur and other Cokesbury UMC staff lead the program for Clergy Gathering, held at First Morristown  UMC.

“If you 
don’t have 
a vision 
for your 
church, 
who do 
you think 
will?”


