








This economic diversity is wider than in most other parts the U.S., and appears to be
widening, And this mix of ethnic and economic diversity leads to widely divergent
political atfiliations, attitudes towards the region’s social ssues, and personal
theologies.

Complex Understandings of God’s Justice: The mix of ethnic and economic
diversity in the region also leads to very different notions of justice among the
churches and people that make up both the Conference and the region. The UCC
in this region has a reputation as a progressive voice in the firmament of God’s
churches, though many Conference churches would not describe themselves as
progressive. Also, since the meaning of justice 1s often different in different ethnic
and economic groups, defining justice primarily in terms of any one issue 1s
culturally problematic.

For the UCC, this leads to a dilemma. Justice for LGBT people has been a defining
issue for the UCC for several decades. Recently that distinction among
denominations has begun to be diluted as some other mainline and evangelical
groups begin to move closer to the UCC’s position on this subject. This alone
should challenge the UCC to reflect about its next calling. (John Cobb spoke to this
at the last Annual Gathering, suggesting environmental justice as a place where the
UCC’s voice may be important in the future.) What Southern California Nevada.
Conference will need to do over the next decade will be to develop an understanding
of justice that includes the attitudes and priorities of all its constituencies. This 1s a
critical discussion for the future of the UCC, and this Conference is an ideal place
for this new understanding of justice to develop.

Diversity of Religious Tradition: Because Southern California and Nevada is home
to people from all over the world, all the world’s major religious traditions are also
represented. For instance, there are more Muslims in Southern California and
Nevada than members of the United Church of Christ.

Spiritual Diversity: This Conference’s churches also exist in a culture where
Christianity, or at least a church community, is increasingly irrelevant for much of the
population. Evidence of this trend 1s not only in the decreasing numbers in most
mainline churches, but also in the increasing numbers of people who identify
themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” This 1s a national trend that has been well
documented in many places and should not need to be detailed here. There are
exceptions to this trend in some ethnic communities, but the trend itself is
undentable. In Southern California and Nevada, where individualism has always
been a strongly valued aspect of life, this trend is probably more advanced than in
other places in the US.

This kind of spiritual diversity has at least two salient features that challenge all
churches in SCNC, whether new or old. The notion of being “spiritual but not
religious” 1s driven by a sense that one’s theology and spiritual practice are highly
personal, and not to be dictated by tamily, historic church ties, or anything else. The
other striking feature of people who identify themselves as “spiritual but not
religious” 1s that they pursue their spiritual lives as an (delete) individuals, without the
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perception that practice within a religious community would be helptul. These two
attitudes stand in striking contrast with the attitudes of everyone that does identity
themselves with a particular religious group, whether evangelical or progressive,
Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, or any other religious tradition.

Diversity of Church Practices: Some churches have adapted by becoming large
enough that church experience fits into individualistic, consumer-focused culture.
These churches have had great success in the region, particularly in Orange and San
Diego Counties, principally because they otfer a comfortable worship experience
with staft-driven programs. These churches are typically theologically evangelical or
conservative (though not always — one of the prototypes 1s the Crystal Cathedral in
Anaheim), reflecting the culture of the region they serve. Sophisticated strategies are
employed to offer a worship experience that retlects the consumer’s (worshiper’s)
tastes and preferences. But a principal attraction of all churches this size 1s that
worship can be essentially anonymous, and any other involvement in church life 1s
optional. By virtue of their size, they are also able to attract talented leadership with
specialized gitts.

.. some SCNC There are now more of these mega-churches in Southern
churches appear to California than in any other state in the country.

have staked their Interestingly, most of the others are in the Bible belt.
future on the

attitude that people In the UCC, most chutrches are smaller, often much smaller.
There 1s nothing wrong with that, per se. In fact, there are
many vibrant small churches in this UCC Conference, and
if they are spiritually vital and large enough, they can be
economically viable as well. However, some SCNC churches appear to have staked
their future on the attitude that people ought to go to church, an attitude that is
increasingly at odds with the religious practice of the culture.

onght to go to
church. ..

c) Theological & Historical Understanding

Another attitude that creates both the mega-church trend in Southern California and
the trend to “spiritual but not religious” i1s a misunderstanding of both scripture and
Christ’s calling to us. One of Christ’s main themes was the corruption of the
religious institutions of the day. The dominant religious institution of the time was a
Jewish faith led by a hierarchical structure that had compromised with the political
and cultural powers of the day, thereby both preserving the positions of the religious
leaders and adding legitimacy to the political power of the day.

Christ called his disciples to change that, first in the upper room, then in the days
between Resurrection and Pentecost. For the rest of their lives, these disciples risked
their lives to establish a church faithful to Christ’s teaching, without being intluenced
by either political or economic power.

Of course, that changed over the next several hundred years. Eventually, the leaders
of Christ’s church compromised with Rome in much the same way that the Jewish
Temple had earlier. Several times in the last two millennia, the church has become so
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compromised by the culture’s expectations and political realities that the church
essentially started over with new polity, and also reexamined the theology that had
guided it previously. The last time this occurred, a series of church leaders beginning
with Martin Luther stood against what they saw as the church’s corruption; we call
that time the Reformation.

We are at a similar time in history today. Much of Christendom has compromised
their gospel to not challenge the culture of individualism, consumerism, and
economic haves and have-nots in which we live. In the minds of many, mega-
churches have redefined Christianity itself. Multiple scandals in various church
hierarchies have gone a long way to convince the population that, although a
Christian community might be nice, it 1s nearly impossible to find. Even the notion
that a Stll Speaking God might want God’s church to
welcome absolutely everyone was deemed too radical a
thought to be aired on American television.

“Once every 500 years,
the church has a yard
sale and discards its old

polity and theology.” The United Church of Christ has made its own cultural
(Phyllis Tickle) compromises in the last 50 years, as have all its predecessor
denominations. However, we are positioned to answer
God’s call at this time in history so similar to Pentecost, so similar to the start of the
Reformation, if we will only have the courage. We believe we are being called to a
New Reformation.

We believe that God would smile on a much more visible UCC presence in Southern
Californta and Nevada. It would be useful to God’s purposes in the world, though
not totally necessary, because God will always find a vehicle to accomplish God’s
purposes in the world. Still, many of our Christian colleagues value the presence of
the UCC among mainline churches, precisely because of the UCC’s openness to new
callings, the UCC’s long history of being early with the Holy Spirit’s truth, the UCC’s
clear commitment to the scripture-based connection between personal
transformation and community trans-formation, and the UCC’s commitment to
justice for those at the margins of society. These attributes ot the UCC’s image of
God’s church are, in our opinion, very attractive to many un-churched and non-
Christian people in Southern California’s culture, people for whom Christianity has
come to be understood to mean something very different than what 1s practiced by
the UCC.

But right now, despite the valiant effort of some vibrant UCC churches both large
and small, that presence does not exist throughout either Southern California or
Southern Nevada. One church cannot have that kind of effect on a community of
26 Million people. It takes a whole network ot churches connected by a common
vision. The UCC 1s practically invisible here, largely because of its overall size, but
also because many of its churches are too small to be that much of a presence in
their communities. Also because of the economics of small churches, many are now
understandably more concerned with their own survival as a church than they are
committed to what the UCC represents historically in the Body of Christ. Not
surprisingly given these pressures and UCC polity, some of them also do not share
our vision of the UCC in this region. In fact, the covenant relationship between
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many churches also needs significant strengthening tor the UCC to be able to be
what God would have it be.

That does not make the Southern Californta Nevada Conference unique among
UCC Conterences. On the contrary, most other UCC conferences have fewer
resources, less commitment and less understanding of the challenges we all face.
Many of their churches have also lost their way in the American culture, and
ironically, have therefore become both invisible to the culture and irrelevant to it.
The modern American culture actually misunderstands who God 1s, in our view,
largely because of the prominence of some American churches that have sold out to
the culture, and to the “business” of being church.

Given these observations and beliefs, we are convinced that Southern California
Nevada Conference has been handed a sacred mission by God. That mission 1s to
rebuild the United Church of Chrst in this region, so that the entire region can
know the God that welcomes everyone, the God that asks us to love everyone but
reserves judgment to herself, the God who cares most of all about the people at the
margins of society, the God who has demonstrated his disdain for churches that
compromise with the culture for the sake of their own power. In the post-Christian
culture in which our churches now exist, it may even call us to think about what it
would mean to become a post-cultural church. And if Southern California Nevada
Contference can respond to this Missto dei, then it can also be a beacon pointing the
way for many other groups of churches in the UCC and its sister mainline
denominations.

So we have both a vision and a dream that we hope to pursue with the people of
Southern California Nevada Conference, UCC. Our dream is that UCC churches
here would be more prevalent, and that each church would be larger and more
energetic, so that there would be much more of a UCC presence in the mission field
God has given us. Our dream 1s that all our work with new churches in Southern
California Nevada Conterence will prepare the rest of the Conference’s churches for
a new stage in the Conference’s church development strategy. We believe this dream
1s shared by many other church leaders in this conference, and also has a history of
support unusual for UCC conterences.

But the vision of why we should do this is even more compelling. The region where
we live needs to hear the kind of gospel message that Jesus actually lived to promote;
care for the poor, release of the oppressed, and challenge to the oppressive social
and political structures that create them in such large numbers in Southern Calitornia
and Nevada. And to the extent this also means a challenge to the churches that are
willing to live with this status quo, for fear of damaging “their” church institution, a
New Reformation.

“It you dont like

We are realistic about the prospects that this vision will be )
change, you will

shared by all churches in SCNC. Our covenantal polity and

history of congregational autonomy will make some .dGS%)lSG .,
congregations uneasy about joining this New Reformation. frrelevance.
(Tom Peters)

Some churches will understand all this as “evangelism,” and
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misunderstand it as inapplicable in their “progressive” churches. And for various
reasons, some churches will not be wiling enough to change their culture in order to
respond to these challenges. A few may even have given up on their own futures,
and are continuing only out of a sense of community with other beloved Christians.

But we believe that this dream and vision are compelling enough that many SCNC
churches will be eager to join this movement, to begin the transition into a New
Reformation. Some Conference churches have already started this transformation,
and the essence of this Church-Development Plan s to leverage their experience,
oftering to share it with all other churches in the Conterence. The plan also will
challenge the Conference itself, and its Associations, into their own New
Reformation. By doing so, this Conterence ot UCC churches can be usetul to God
in the creation of God’s Realm. We can also help start the rest of the UCC down a
similar path. God wants us to answer this call. Now 1s the Time.

d) The New Reformation

This cultural context, together with this understanding of our task as a Conference
of churches, calls us to completely re-examine every aspect of our history, traditions,
organizations, polity and practice in order to continue to be God’s chosen instrument
for completion of God’s creation. We acknowledge that this calls us into a spirit of
experimentation that is uncomfortable for many of us. But after prayer and
reflection, we see that the world 1s looking for an strument of God’s love and grace
that 1s fresh, pure, and unspoiled. In spite of the fact that this calls us to be prepared
to give up comfortable traditions, structures, and ways of being church, we are
prepared to be that instrument. In spite of the fact that this etfort will probably be
met with resistance by many in the institutional Christian church, we are prepared to
walk this path, in order to be the messenger of God’s good news to Southern
California and Nevada. In short, we understand that this amounts to a New
Reformation, and that we are prepared to go through this evolution, with God’s
grace, power and protection to help us.

The trends we have identified here have been decades in the making, and yet we
believe this New Reformation is only started. We expect that the transition from the
way most of us have learned to be God’s instrument in the world to the way in
which the church is being called to be that instrument in the future will take several
more decades. The next section of this planning document contains specific steps
we intend to take in the next 2-5 years in order to start into this New Reformation.
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