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History on the cutting edge

Founded in the mid-1800s as the first church in
Omaha, FUMC Omaha has been on the cutting edge
of Christianity since the congregation’s beginning,
says longtime member Joan Byerhof. Its first pastor,
she told me, would not acknowledge the rights of Na-
tive Americans during the “Indian wars” and the set-
tling of the West, so when he was reappointed, the
congregation refused to take him back.

Decades later, the congregation promoted racial
integration when it was unpopular. Then in the late
1990s, FUMC’s pastor was put on trial twice by the
UMC for conducting same-sex-union ceremonies and
finally had his clergy credentials removed, and the
congregation’s support of him made many members
leave. Evidently they thought their church had gone
too close to the edge, or even beyond it. Yet far from
destroying the church, these members’ leaving may
have actually made it stronger, because those
who stayed grew more determined and
more focused on their goals.

Smaller but more focused

Perhaps this reminder that they were on the cut-
ting edge gave core members the strength and cour-
age to keep going. They stayed and kept actively
working for social justice. “There’s always been that
kind of bedrock here,” Byerhof says.

I’m encouraged by that history. Isn’t the cutting
edge where all churches need to be? After all, it’s
where Jesus was.

Even though FUMC Omaha now has only 660
members, its impact is amazing for its size, with an
impressive lecture series and a vibrant downtown min-
istry centered on ideas and discussion in casual set-
tings. Lay members and pastors continually read and
talk with each other and outsiders, and apply their
insights in their local community as well as in the wider
world. I wish more churches followed their example.
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Keep saving September 28-29
for Connections Live! 2012 in Temple
with Robin Meyers. More details soon . . .

http://www.connectionsonline.org/Connpdf/2-12Conn.pdf
http://www.fumcomaha.org
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http://soul-desires.com/
http://soul-desires.com/
http://www.fumcomaha.org/#/other-ministries/wesley-pub
http://www.connectionsonline.org/links.htm
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This issue, many back issues, a list of books I’ve written about, and more Connections information are
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let
me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start
getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s
issues. For paper copies of any of the 19 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.

I’m a lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-person
ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers make monetary contributions but I pay
most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some other countries—
laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
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Progressive pastoral leadership and congregational involvement can feed each other

Membership and attendance are likely to grow when the content of worship services and classes becomes
more substantial, more up-to-date, and thus more interesting, especially to former church avoiders and drop-
outs. Numbers often increase, too, when ministries more recognizably promote the justice and compassion that
Jesus taught. Such changes happened in the 1980s in my own church, led by a courageous, forward-looking
pastor. Participation and membership grew higher than at any other time in my 50+ years there. But he experi-
enced constant opposition from traditionalist members, and since that time, sadly, the congregation has moved
so far backward in theological content, openness, and community involvement that I no longer attend.

How can congregations move forward even when their history has included little innovation? Either
pastors or lay members who are energetic and open-minded can lead a congregation to take needed
steps forward. But holding newly gained ground can be a challenge. Bishops and other supervisors must keep
appointing and supporting progressive pastors whether or not they attract large numbers. With or without clergy
support, lay members must speak out, form alliances, and build a critical mass in favor of innovative proposals
and ministries. All of that can be a struggle that lasts for decades. Yet FUMC Omaha shows that it is possible.


