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We celebrate 60 years of ministry this year. And 60 years ago, how could Bob & Harriett Peake, and 
Nancy Wells and Jim Cobbs and others who launched this movement, begin to imagine who it is we 
would be today? 
 
It was 1959. Dwight D Eisenhower was President of the United States. Ella Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra 
were the most popular voices in music. Barbie dolls were introduced to the world, along with the first 
weekly television series airing in color, which was … ? Bonanza! 
 
Alaska and Hawaii became the 49th and 50th states in our union. Russia crashed a spacecraft into the 
moon, the first human-made object to impact the moon. Fidel Castro came into power in Cuba, and the 
Grammys held their first-ever award show. 
 
And.  
 
First Christian Church Tulsa helped launch a new Disciples of Christ congregation on the southern 
outskirts of town at 55th and Harvard.  
 
Bob Peake was a young pastor with an MBA from Harvard University; he fittingly landed on Harvard 
Avenue to serve as our pastor. Nancy Wells and Jim Cobbs, our only two remaining charter members still 
active in our church remember that season, as do some of you who grew up in this church in the few 
years that followed our launch. What could you have possible envisioned that we would become. They 
surely dreamed of the stories that our church would tell through the decades. And we do make sense of 
our lives through the stories that we tell.  
 
How can we be alive and not wonder about the stories that we use to knit together this place that we 
call the world? For without our stories, our universe is merely rocks and lava and darkness. But we have 
a story. One knit together to bring us to this 60th year of our existence, as this particular manifestation of 
the body of Christ that we call Harvard Avenue Christian Church.  
 
I stood before you a year ago at this time reflecting on the anomaly of what we experienced together 
the previous year as a faith family. The culture suggested then, and does in growing ways still that 
organized religion is on the decline - that the cultural value of Sunday mornings reserved for worship has 
vanished that institutional trust of all kinds is declining and denominational loyalty is virtually extinct. 
Online is the new default, and people are less interested in being lectured about what to believe, and 
prefer the challenge to think and dialogue with others about matters of spirituality. We’re also as a 
culture forgoing community at church in the name of self-directed spirituality. You just cue up the 
favorite podcast, you get Zen in a spin class, you serve a meal at the Day Center to help your neighbor 
and that’s church enough, according to the research. The idea of regular attendance for churchgoers has 
lessened nationally as well and churches across our cities and states are closing every day which is a 
tough and painful experience. But as alluded to throughout his year and as Ed will share momentarily, 
our church is experiencing something altogether different.  



 
Our worship gatherings are growing, not shrinking. Our Sunday Funday – do you remember that, last 
July? – welcomed 22 new members in that single service alone. We added more new members in 2018 
than any of our 60 years and we’ll be in the top 10, maybe the top 5, for new member additions 
nationwide for 2018.  
 
That number matters far less than what it represents. It represents enthusiasm and committed faith 
and deeper engagement. That’s what matters most. Our giving is increasing not decreasing which is a 
sign of great health. We didn’t fall back on previous programs’ success, but created new programs, like 
our Summer Spotlight Theater Camp for kids, the aforementioned Sunday Funday, a spring concert 
series, a partnership with Family Promise (which takes about 100 of us every time we serve, to serve the 
needs of our neighbors who stay at our facility while they find their way back to sustainable housing). 
Our Next Man Up men’s group started meeting on the first Thursday of every month; a core group of 
those guys went on a retreat called One Year to Live, for which they’re now preparing to lead other men 
from our congregation. People are growing deeper and the stained glass, the beauty of this space can 
hardly contain us sometimes.  
 
Our choir has added all the risers they can fit on the chancel, and we imagine more eager singers longing 
to be part of the program. Five years into our completed Next Chapter building project and we’ve 
already maxed out or worship and education spaces, filling this building seven days a week with ministry 
and community experiences and opportunities for many. The old rule of thumb is that when your 
worship space meets 80% capacity for any given service, you’ve got to do something to expand or new 
people will feel like there’s not room for them. We have reached that point.  
 
And so we can’t sit back and we can’t rest on our laurels or become complacent. We’ve just got to 
pray bigger and bolder prayers.  
 
God, what are you preparing us for now? How can we be most faithful? 
 
All signs point to this continued momentum. The Annual Report in your hands, which Courtney Richards 
beautifully assembled for today, demonstrates your faithfulness in 2018. Those inputs are truly 
remarkable but today we’re praying for the future outputs. That is what motivates us forward. We pray 
for faithful response in 2019, the ways in which we’ll reach further into our community. The ways we’ll 
invite others to join the effort, the spaces we will expand to include others in need of Christ, and the 
partnership of a ministry like ours.  
 
I don’t imagine that God is preparing us to settle in like we like to do on our couch on a cold night with a 
blanket and box of vanilla wafers and full DVR – as nice as that is. For the stability that we’ve discovered 
in Christ and with one another built on our core values of be loved, believe, become, has only set the 
stage for the future. The things that have gotten to this point in our story from 60 years ago forward, 
may be the very things that keep us from being the church God needs us to be moving into our next 
decade. We’re nearing the end of our 2020 visioning process, it was implemented several years ago, 
which means we’re primed, as a growing manifestation of church to vision forward again. Our executive 
team has already conversed about this need and is prayerful discerning how to launch such a process in 
2019.  
 
Birthed from your prayer requests last November, we’ve adopted WHOLENESS as our congregational 
‘star word’, our focal word for 2019. Watch for this quest to appear in worship and in various ways 



through other discipleship experiences – including an enneagram class during Lent that Kevin and I 
intend to lead together. If you want to discover who it is that you are and what it means to exist in your 
life in the world, please join us for that. For every one of us who finds a greater sense of wholeness, we 
provide a space for others to come in and benefit from that growth, even as they commit to growing as 
disciples themselves. 
 
Our Elder team met last Saturday for the first time, and we commission them in worship today. They are 
committed to elevate the spiritual leadership of our church to a new level in 2019. I’m excited for the 
ways that they’re already planning to do that, to lead us forward spiritually this year. I asked our leaders 
a year ago to consider this gut-check question: Could someone attend here for a year, participate in most 
everything we offer as a community, and not be more like Jesus? 
 
It’s a big test question. It’s a question of discipleship. It requires a commitment from each of us to live 
our faith, and invite others enthusiastically into an ever-expanding circle. We are a growing, healthy, 
Christian mission outpost, so we must ask how we will stretch ourselves to do that, that we may be 
more open to the unique gifts of others as they become a unique part of how we share collectively 
together. What can we do uniquely better than others to bring about the kingdom of God?  
 
I want to challenge you in two ways this morning. They’re not new challenges necessarily, but you are 
new this year. The you of this moment is unlike the you that you’ve been at any other point in your life. 
Your experiences have changed, and they have changed you. So tackle these new challenges as if for the 
very first time.  
 
Challenge one is to NAME YOUR FIVE, to make an honest-to-God physical list of your five names. Make 
it a list of five people that you will commit to your prayers; that you will follow up by engaging them in 
ongoing ways. These may be people that you are already praying for, or they could be a totally new list 
for you. These are people that you believe need God, people would benefit from a life in our 
community. Presumably you’re already engaged in their lives in some way, so invite them to come to 
worship with you, or to yoga, or to a Next Man Up event, or to one of our community concerts later this 
spring, or to a class here at Harvard Avenue. If they have been burned by church, tell them why they 
may have a different experience here.  
 
This isn’t a high-pressure risk at all, it’s just a recognition that if you’ve found some meaning among our 
movement here, maybe others would as well. At a minimum, if everyone here today for worship will 
name their 5, and begin to pray, that’s 2000 people that will be prayed for in a new way every day. 
That’s a beautiful thing in and of itself. Name your five. Make a list. See how God will work through you.  
 
The second challenge is JOIN A CIRCLE. Most of us are accustomed to showing up for worship to sit in 
these rows. But as I shared last Sunday, sitting in rows is great, being present and open to worship God 
is meaningful and essential to our faith, but it is in a circle where you’ll go deeper in your walk with 
Christ and in community. And that may mean committing to a small group or a Sunday School class; or it 
may mean joining our Book Club or a service team; it may be serving on a team as a greeter or a 
children’s ministry or a youth ministry volunteer. It may be challenging yourself to go on a retreat, to 
take the next step of faith for you.  
 
And if 400 people will commit to join a circle, the ripple effects of our spiritual growth and relational 
depth will shoot through the roof. And I believe wholeheartedly that we can do this as a faith family this 
year. I can’t wait to experience it day after day.  



 
We’re 60, friends. My friend who recently traversed that same birthday commented, ‘My body aches a 
little more than it used to and the hair is graying and it’s growing in places that it didn’t used to. But I’ve 
also never felt more alive, more hopeful, more comfortable in my own skin.’ How beautiful is that?  
 
60 looks good on you, and it’s a celebration of the road that we’ve travelled since 1959, that we will 
celebrate in a big way this year. For this church was at one point nothing more than an open field at the 
edge of town, and a promise. And the people of Christ assembled and they invested in spirit and time 
and resource and they lived the faith as is revealed to us in the book of Acts. There is a new chapter that 
is ahead of us, and new verses to be written. And I believe that you are just the right people, assembled 
for such a time as this.  
 
And 10 years from now, what will be said about our faith today? We are writing that story together 
right now. 
 
In a moment, I will invite up our new treasurer, Ed Behnken, that he might share our story in numbers. 
It’s a fascinating and remarkable story and I’m anxious for you to hear it. But I must share first, in 
gratitude, another story that makes these numbers possible.  
 
I remember some seven years or so ago now, Don Wertz walked into my office; he said ‘You know, I 
think I can help.’ And before we hardly even knew we needed it, Don saw the need, he thought to 
himself I’ve got the skills to do it, and he made the big gulp moment of saying it out loud. We were on 
the verge of managing a $10million building project and along with a swiftly growing operating budget, 
we were not equipped to manage that kind of growth at so quick a pace. Don volunteered, and lived up 
here for several years, setting up the documents and the files and the procedures given his experience 
as a CPA. Truly priceless, and maybe behind-the-scenes enough that you didn’t even know it.  
 
Lisa Rhynes was our gifted treasurer at the time; the two of them collaborated to pull of this massive 
project. Charlie Bennett joined the effort, to offer his own particular set of skills – like Liam Neesen, 
right, he’s got a particular set of skills. And Steve Ray and Tom Maxwell, they helped us to secure the 
loan and Abby Langenheim and Ryan Buchan worked with them to help start our Finance Team of skilled 
team members that would help manage this forward. None of this did I learn in seminary. 
 
Which is all to say: 
 
The body of Christ needs all of its parts if it’s going to work and function as a healthy body. This 
movement has never been about one person other than Christ. It has been about the collective body of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, who offers whatever unique gifts they have to propel us deeper into the mission. 
Our finance effort is just one example of those of you who commit yourself to the effort every day to say 
‘You know what, this is what I can bring. I think I can help.’ And look what happens.  


