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Historically, American Baptists have proven their mettle as a Great Commission People. When Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” American Baptists responded positively and affirmatively to the declaration and invitation. Christ sent, we went, and God gave the increase!
We all know the story of American Baptists’ powerful passion for mission and how we have lived out Christ’s mandate in the uttermost parts of the world. Ever since Adonirum Judson laid the foundation for what would become the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society and later, International Ministries, American Baptists have been distinguished as leaders in overseas mission and evangelistic ministry. I am proud to be an American Baptist because of International Ministries! International Ministries has modeled passion. International Ministries has been unwavering in its purpose. The board and staff of International Ministries deserve our prayers and support. 
For the next few minutes, however, I want to address briefly how we, as American Baptists, have responded to Jesus’ mandate and invitation in these United States of America, the third-largest mission field in the world. Let the record show that American Baptists are a Great Commission People. Here in America, Christ sent, we went and God has given the increase.
If I could, I’d walk with you; walk with you back through the paper thin walls of time, transposed to an inconspicuous little meeting house in Northampton, England in 1792. Together, you and I would listen to William Carey as he came to the close of his sermon at a Baptist Association meeting there. In thunderous climactic utterance, Carey proclaimed loud enough for angels to shimmer and demons to shudder, “Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God!”
If I had the time and ability, I’d walk with you through the ages and show you how American Baptists expected great things from God, attempted great things for God and distinguished themselves as Great Commission People.
· Together, we’d see how in 1832, John Mason Peck affirmed that we were Great Commission people when he and Jonathan Going founded the American Baptist Home Mission Society, bearing witness where spiritual hunger and human suffering were found.
· If I had time, I’d talk to you about Joanna P. Moore who in 1863 led American Baptists in being a Great Commission people, in spite of the fact that she served as a home missionary with our Society without pay!
· If I had time, I’d talk to you about Willie Simmons, and how he led American Baptists in being a Great Commission People in 1877 throughout the southern United States, handing on the mantle of leadership ultimately to such notables as E.B. Hicks and Walter Parrish II. 
· If I had time, I’d talk to you about the tremendous work that American Baptists have done in Hispanic ministries, Native American ministries and immigrant ministries – and how they led us in being Great Commission People.
American Baptists are a Great Commission People! 
Twenty-one years ago this year, we reaffirmed our historic commitment to being a Great Commission People when we affirmed a definition of evangelism brought to us by National Ministries, through its American Baptist evangelism team. This is the definition of evangelism that you, the General Board of American Baptist Churches USA, adopted: 
Evangelism is the joyous witness of the people of God to the redeeming love of God, urging all to repent and to be reconciled to God and each other through faith in Jesus Christ who lived, died, and was raised from the dead, so that being made new and empowered by the Holy Spirit believers are incorporated as disciples into the church for worship, fellowship, nurture and engagement in God’s mission of evangelization and liberation within society and creation, signifying the kingdom which is present and yet to come.
This definition of evangelism proves forever and always that American Baptists are evangelicals, wholly and holistically. 

The fact of the matter is: Evangelicals are us. To be an American Baptist is by definition to be evangelical. American Baptists have boldly committed ourselves to living out this transformational definition of evangelism. In doing so, we have led hundreds of thousands of people to Jesus Christ, planted hundreds of new churches and missional communities and launched thousands of social initiatives pointing to “The Good News of the Kingdom” as a radical reordering of life lived under God’s sovereign will and power.
In 1984, American Baptists committed ourselves to an emphasis called Alive In Mission. Because of our commitment to Jesus Christ, and refusing then to be sidelined by issues that might divide and destroy us, we focused on those things that unified and empowered us. Immediately after adopting a distinctively American Baptist perspective on evangelism and believing that new church planting was one of the most effective ways of doing evangelism, American Baptists began praying for 500 more new churches by 1994. Jesus sent, we went and, lo and behold, by the end of 1994, American Baptists had started more than 500 new churches within ten years. What a faithful and mighty God we serve! American Baptists are Great Commission People.

Most recently, American Baptists launched NEW LIFE 2010, a faith commitment to plant 1,010 new churches and reach 1,000,010 new disciples by the year 2010. NEW LIFE 2010 is about a denomination that realizes it is vitalized to fulfill its vocation — to expect great things from God and to attempt great things for God.
Since the inception of NEW LIFE 2010, American Baptists have baptized close to 400,000 new Christians. Each and every one of these baptisms is a name and face with a unique story. Without benefit of a special capital campaign, American Baptists also have started more than 250 churches! In addition, more than 800 initiatives in congregational transformation have been launched in partnership between National Ministries, regional ministries and local churches. We are a Great Commission People!
Let me say tonight that I believe that God will continue to bless the American Baptist Churches in the United States as we learn and re-learn what it means to be a Great Commandment People. Mark’s gospel reports:

One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another and seeing that Jesus answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” (Mark 12:28-31)
Loving God and loving each other. Loving God and loving each other. Loving God and loving each other. This is the Great Commandment! The Great Commission without the Great Commandment is nothing more than a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. So says the apostle Paul. It’s high noon in the mile-high city of Denver, Colorado, for a people called American Baptists. How shall we deal with the essential matters of faith, hope and love? And what shall be our enduring legacy as a result of the decisions we make? 
American Baptists are a Great Commission People. American Baptists seek to be a Great Commandment People. NEW LIFE 2010 reminds us that we are also a Great Criteria People. Is that phrase distantly familiar to you? Actually, I coined it reflecting on the twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew’s gospel:
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will place the sheep at his right hand but the goats at the left.
Then the King will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’
Jesus says that “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” The Great Criteria, in the words of New York Times best selling author Jim Wallis, evangelical activist and director of the Sojourners community, “is not about right doctrine or good theology, not about personal piety or sexual ethics, not about church leadership or about success in ministry. It is about how we treat the most vulnerable people in our society, whom Jesus calls the “least of these.” Bothers and sisters, the Great Criteria is about how we treat the poor. 
The Great Criteria is Jesus in effect saying, “I’ll know how much you love me by how you treat them.” For this reason, NEW LIFE 2010 says that as we expect great things for God and attempt great things for God, not only do we seek to start 1,010 new churches, reach 1,000,010 new disciples but also to launch a multitude of caring ministries.

Our caring ministries need to be addressed most specifically to the “the least of these,” the poor and oppressed in our midst.
Why the poor?
There is an intriguing passage in chapter 14 of Mark’s gospel. As a Christian, a formerly poor person myself, and as an activist for many years on behalf of the poor, I was secretly somewhat upset with Jesus for a statement he made in the middle of an interaction with his disciples in the house of Simon the Leper. The statement that Jesus made was this: “The poor you have with you always.”
The biggest problem that I had with Jesus was that his statement “The poor you have with you always” seemed to be a vilification and nullification of the lives of my parents, Aidsand and Elva Riggins. 
Vilification, by suggesting the poor are poor because it is their own fault. If they were not shiftless or lazy or criminal or immoral, they would not be poor. My parents were neither shiftless nor lazy nor criminal nor immoral but the fact of the mater was, for a significant portion of their lives and for the first half of mine, Aidsand and Elva and their children were poor.

Nullification because “The poor you have with you always” also seemed to me to be Jesus saying, there will always be the least, the lost and the locked out and there is not one darn thing you can do about it. These people don’t count so why should you worry about it?
There is only one thing wrong with this interpretation: it neither squares with the facts of the context nor the powerfully good news that Jesus is proclaiming in this passage. Jesus is saying that his disciples have a continuing proximity to the poor; because we are close to them, we can easily reach out to them.
American Baptists have continually done this throughout our history. Because we have been unapologetically evangelical and unreservedly concerned for people groups that were marginalized and oppressed:
· 1845 – American Baptists refuse missionary appointment of slave owners
· 1849 – American Baptists stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Chinese immigrants in California
· 1865 – American Baptists establish the first of 27 schools for the education of freed people
· 1877 – American Baptists focus on women with the establishment of societies in Chicago and Boston
· 1880 – American Baptists start Bacone College for Native American education and theological training
· 1899 – American Baptists sent the first home missionary to Puerto Rico, and 100 years later stood with Puerto Ricans protesting the use of the Island of Vieques
· 1921 – American Baptists elect Helen Barrett Montgomery president, first female president of a denomination
· 1942 – American Baptists share ministry among Japanese-Americans in internment camps and speak out against the policy
· 1963 – American Baptists support Martin Luther King Jr. and the march in Washington
· 1998 – American Baptists celebrate 50 years of refugee resettlement, now with more than 92,600 families resettled
· 2005 – American Baptists give millions of dollars for tsunami relief
American Baptists Are a Great Criteria People
As we look at 2005 and beyond, who are the least of these to whom Christ calls us to respond? Consider these key facts about children in the United States compiled by the Children’s Defense Fund (from August 2004 data):

· 1 in 3 is behind a year or more in school

· 1 in 5 is born to a mother who did not graduate from high school

· 1 in 7 never graduates from high school

· 1 in 8 has no health insurance

· 1 in 8 lives in a family receiving food stamps

· 1 in 8 has a worker in their family but still is poor

· 1 in 13 will be arrested at least once before age 17

· 1 in 83 will be in state or federal prison before age 20

· 1 in 1,339 will be killed by a gun before age 20
American Baptists have spoken many times over the years on the importance of caring for children. The General Board has adopted policies stretching back into the ‘70s, with statements on family life, health, housing, human rights, hunger, Native Americans, women and men as partners in church and society and others, all speaking to the needs of children as well as the broader population. In addition, resolutions during the past 30 years have addressed specific problems such as sexual exploitation of children, public education and child care.
In 1977, the Biennial delegates adopted a Statement of Concern entitled “Public Education and the Public Schools.” Other statements in the years since have addressed pornographic abuse of children, violence in the family, sexual abuse of children, poverty, gun violence and violence in schools. Clearly, the issue lives on, as a quarter of a century of words and actions have not solved the problems of children and the families in which they live and grow.

Just last year, American Baptists engaged in a process called Seek It! This “appreciative inquiry” yielded copious data. A quick scan of the data shows the ongoing concern for children and youth.

In response to the question “If God moved powerfully among us and made the American Baptist Churches USA the best it could be, what would it look like in 2010?” participants revealed a heart for children. Specifically, when asked “What are the most important things the American Baptist Churches USA needs to do to respond to God’s call to the future?” some responded:
· Help relieve the poverty, pain and despair of the world.
· Focus on ministry to children, especially the poorest.
· Tutor children from low-income areas.
· Continue working in the area of social justice. Specifically: help the world with its ongoing struggle with poverty.
· Focus on children, especially those from low-income communities; evangelize the lost; eradicate homelessness.
· Be a major force in the nation as it addresses issues of poverty, under education, homelessness, violence and other issues impacting the life of all.
· Lead programs that teach basic family and financial skills.
· Support and promote family (mother, father, children).
· Engage in outreach ministries and evangelism (children and teens at risk, soup kitchens, in cross-cultural settings).
· Empower a ministry of the church to neglected and abused children.
· Be a voice for children.
The Children’s Defense Fund reports that each day in America, among all children (from August 2004 data):
· 4 children are killed by abuse or neglect

· 8 children or teens are killed by firearms

· 77 babies die before their first birthdays

· 177 children are arrested for violent crimes

· 375 children are arrested for drug abuse

· 390 babies are born to mothers who received late or no prenatal care
· 2,076 babies are born without health insurance

· 1,900 public school students are corporally punished*
· 2,385 babies are born into poverty

· 2,756 high school students drop out*
· 2,455 children are confirmed as abused or neglected
· 4,440 children are arrested
· 16,964 public school students are suspended*

*Based on calculations per school day (180 days of seven hours each)
The areas of need for children in poverty comprise a long list:

· Children of inmates

· Child offenders 

· Children who are victims of violence 

· Homeless children 
· Public education and literacy

· Vocational training

· Child care 

· Access to health care

· Welfare reform

· Latch-key kids

· Feminization of poverty

· Parenting skills
Every American Baptist church has such needs in its own community. Congregations or groups within a congregation would find ample opportunity for mission in reaching out to these children.

The prophet Zechariah reported the words of the Almighty: “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand because of their great age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems impossible to the remnant of this people in these days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the Lord of hosts?” (Zechariah 8:4-6)
We have a vision and a promise. The church is well-poised to have a stronger prophetic witness toward addressing the conditions of children in poverty. Toward this end, National Ministries is eager to actively engage American Baptists in the issue of children in poverty through the work and witness of our members, friends, congregations, organizations, institutions and partners toward making a difference in the lives of these young ones whose lives are connected to us all.

Later in our meetings, we will entertain a Declaration on an Issue of Importance concerning children and poverty. For many of us, this declaration is a way to address the Great Commission, the Great Commandment and the Great Criteria. We are asking that you give it your prayerful attention and in the end, affirm the declaration. 
Thank you of your time and patience. May God bless us all as we continue to be a Great Commission, a Great Commandment and a Great Criteria People.
