What is different or distinctive about being a United Methodist?

There are no exclusively United Methodist doctrines. Although we have distinctive emphases, we have no affirmations that are not also believed by other Christian groups. United Methodists have traditionally proclaimed the following emphases: 

 

· the availability of God’s grace for all;

· the essential unity of faith and works;

· salvation as personal and social;

· the church as a community of Christ’s disciples who seek to share in God’s mission;

· the inseparability of knowledge (intellect) and vital piety (devotion to religious duties and practices) as component of faith;

· seeking holiness of heart and life both as individuals and in our society;

· a cooperative ministry and mission in the world, often referred to as “connectionalism;”

· the link between Christian doctrine and Christian living.

Why an introductory course on
The United Methodist Church?

It probably wouldn’t surprise you to learn that in recent decades it appears that little denominational loyalty exists. It’s only been in the last 300-400 years that we’ve had denominations. Prior to the 16th century, the church in the Western world was governed by the same structure. Eventually, separate denominations formed. People are now looking for church unity, where denominations may not be the determining factors of membership and attendance.

Research suggests that churchgoers are easily willing to move across denominational lines and to participate in more than one type of church during their lifetime. Young people no longer automatically follow the faith or church preferences of their fathers and mothers. 

Our own researchers have noted that during the period from the 1940s through the 1970s, Christian education in The United Methodist Church gave little attention to nurturing denominational identity or tradition among young people.(1)
All these factors taken together may partially explain why many United Methodist members today know little of their denomination’s history, beliefs and traditions – even how it’s structured to carry out mission and ministry. This lack of understanding affects how people view the church – and their own exploration for answers to spiritual questions. 

InfoServ, the church’s nearly 30-year-old information service, reports that questions about church history, organization and theology have increased significantly in recent years as people try to better understand the church in today’s society – and, in large part, how decisions are made within the church. Similarly, the sale of new books and study resources related to the church’s history and tradition have increased steadily. 


 Who are the people called United Methodists?

If someone asked you to describe The United Methodist Church, how would you respond? Most likely, your description would be based on your experience or perception of the United Methodist congregation in your own community.

You might think of people of The United Methodist Church in general as friendly or unfriendly, open or closed, involved or isolated, liberal or conservative. Any of these responses will be correct. The United Methodist Church is different in different places. 

In fact, one United Methodist congregation may be very evangelical (stressing personal faith in Christ and sharing it with others), while another is more involved in meeting the needs of the congregation. Or a pastor and congregation may be theologically conservative, while another congregation is theologically liberal.
Worship may include a praise band or it may have traditional organ music -- or both. 
	According to The 2006 United Methodist Directory & Index of Resources, the denomination in the United States has 8.18 million members, including: 

	427,541
African Americans
77,875
Asian Americans
60,728
Hispanic Americans
28,710
Native Americans
12,410
Pacific Islanders
7,206,346
White Caucasian
	[image: image1.jpg].

T\#ﬂ






	
	 
	That’s one of the characteristics of The United Methodist Church – it has adapted to the needs of the people wherever it is planted, yet retains and reflects its United Methodist heritage.

For United Methodists, the Christian life is an ongoing, dynamic pilgrimage of a life of faith and good works, moving toward being made perfect in love. United Methodists strive for a balance in Christian belief and practice in the world at large.


The United Methodist Church at a glance
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	The United Methodist Church affirms a triune (three-in-one) God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Some United Methodists prefer less gender-specific language, so you may hear Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer.

	[image: image3.jpg]



	The mission of The United Methodist Church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ – in uncomplicated terms, to nurture followers of Christ who then reach out and teach others about the love of Jesus.
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	The heart of United Methodism is a relationship with the living God through Jesus Christ and sharing the mission of God to redeem the world.
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	The United Methodist Church has a Wesleyan heritage, and as such, places an emphasis on mind and heart (knowledge and vital piety) and putting faith and love into practice (life).
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	United Methodists strive to grow in their spiritual understanding by using what is called the Wesleyan Quadrilateral: Scripture (writings in the Bible), tradition (what Christians have believed across the centuries), reason (critical thought), and experience (personal experience of faith). Each is applied to and interacts with the other. 
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	An emphasis of The United Methodist Church is its “connectional” nature. Every United Methodist congregation is interconnected throughout the denomination and throughout the world.
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	The “cross and flame” is the official insignia of The United Methodist Church, and can be found in just about every county in the United States, along with nations in Africa, Europe and the Philippines.
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	Both men and women can be ordained (become clergy members) in The United Methodist Church.
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	There is no one leader who speaks for the church or who determines practices for members, though there are a number of structures and bodies that provide leadership.
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	Bishops, staff and governing board members of church-wide agencies often speak publicly on issues and events and strive to reflect the official positions of the church.
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	Just as there is no one person who speaks for the church, there is no one ‘central office’ for the denomination. The church has 13 general agencies that initiate and support ministry and conduct business of the church, such as work with missionaries, communications, disaster response, and so forth.
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	The United Methodist Church has an official book of rules, organization and structure, beliefs, and official positions of the church, called The Book of Discipline and a book stating the denomination’s stances on social justice issues, called The Book of Resolutions.
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	Every four years, delegates from local churches around the world gather for two weeks at General Conference, where issues are voted on and legislation is passed. One result of these actions is changes to The Book of Discipline.
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	There are 35,000 congregations spread across the United States and another 8,000 outside of the U.S.
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	People sometimes refer to the denomination as ‘The Methodist Church,’ but it is important to use the full and correct name, The United Methodist Church, so that the heritage of the Evangelical United Brethren Church (EUB), with whom the Methodist Church united, will not be ignored or forgotten. (There are other Methodist churches that are not a part of the United Methodist Church.)
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	United Methodists consider dialogue and missional cooperation between United Methodists and other Christians as a valid witness to the unity of the body of Christ. In other words, we are ecumenical.


	

	Wesleyan Heritage

Wesleyan heritage primarily refers to the denomination’s roots nurtured by the lives and ministry of the Wesleys, John (1703-1791) and his brother Charles (1707-1788). The evolution of that heritage is rich in personal drama and social activism, spiritual seeking, disciplined living, and transforming experiences – as you will see in the History module of this course.

Methodism started as a movement in England, founded by John and Charles.

The underlying energy of the Wesleyan theological heritage stems from an emphasis upon “practical divinity.” For the Wesleys, practical divinity meant putting faith and love into practice.

Not many people realize this, but the Wesleys did not intend to start a new church. Rather, they were trying to stir people up to worship God in spirit and truth. They were trying to make the established Church of England more relevant to its day by preaching to the masses in the streets and tending to the sick, the poor and the imprisoned – something not done by other Church of England clergy. For the Wesleys, putting their faith and love into practice was what they believed to be “genuine Christianity.”

United Methodists have a variety of traditions and our theology and practices resemble a salad bowl more than a melting pot. Here’s a lump from our Roman Catholic heritage through the Anglican Church (Church of England), and there’s a Moravian morsel. What flavors it all is practicality and the understanding that the church exists to meet the needs of both its members and of those who haven’t yet heard or accepted the Gospel.
	   

The Methodist movement emerged out of the Anglican (Church of England) tradition. The Anglican Church began in 1534 when King Henry VIII, instead of the pope in Rome, was recognized as the head of the church on earth. The U.S. branch of this worldwide Anglican body today is The Episcopal Church. 




History
John Wesley, the founder of Methodism

John Wesley is the founder of Methodism, along with his brother Charles. John and Charles were ordained clergymen in the Church of England, and sons of Anglican clergyman Samuel and Susanna Wesley. John and Charles were among 19 siblings in the Wesley family. Samuel and Susanna’s religious beliefs and practices and their reverence of God greatly influenced the Wesley brothers. 

A fire swept through the family’s home when John was nearly 6 years of age. He was rescued just moments before the roof collapsed. After his rescue, his mother dedicated him to God anew, saying he was “a brand plucked out of the burning.” 
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	John Wesley: “a brand plucked out of the burning”


John Wesley’s life encompassed most of the 18th century. He was born in 1703 and ordained as a priest into the Church of England in 1725. He died in 1791. Although he was the founder of the Methodist movement, John Wesley remained for life a clergyman of the Church of England. The Methodist Church was not established in England until after his death.

Methodist, the name that stuck

In 1727 while a student at Oxford University in Oxford, England, Charles started a society with fellow students and invited John to be a leader. At first they met weekly, then two evenings a week, then every day. Their disciplined activities included:

· The study of the Bible in Hebrew and Greek 

· The study of the classics 

· Visits to prisoners, the poor and the sick 

· Religious instruction of poor children. 

Other such groups were formed and they invited John to be their mentor. They attracted attention far beyond Oxford and were praised, criticized, and jeered. Because they spent so much time in methodical prayer and Bible reading, participants were ridiculed as “Bible moths,” or “enthusiasts” in a “Reformers’ Club,” “Godly Club” and ”Holy Club.” 

Eventually, the name “Methodist” stuck, due to the methodical disciplines and practices shared by the members of the society, such as holding one another accountable to a disciplined spiritual journey.

It is significant that Methodism, a movement focused so much on the poor, was birthed on a college campus limited largely to the affluent. This reflects the emphasis of Methodism on both the heart-felt responses of faith as well as a strong logical perspective. Wesley called this “knowledge and vital piety.” Today, we might refer to this perspective as reflecting both “head and heart.” 

Trip to America, mixed results.
In October 1735, John and Charles set sail for their first and only trip to the American colonies, described by most historians as having mixed results. Charles went as secretary to General Oglethorpe in Georgia but within the year resigned and returned to England. John went as chaplain to the infant colony and missionary to the Indians. He organized colonists into small groups similar to the societies at Oxford. In some cases the required structure of these societies did not sit well with the colonists. 

“Had they not been Wesleys, their careers might well have dissolved then and there,” writes Frederick A. Norwood in “The Story of American Methodism” (Abingdon, 1974).

“John learned about Indians, about colonists, about the wrong ways of maintaining discipline, and above all, about women,” Norwood notes. On the latter point, Norwood says Wesley did not learn enough.

Wesley’s love affair with Sophy Hopkey, niece of the chief magistrate, ended when the young woman grew impatient and married another. Wesley refused to admit the new Mrs. Williamson to the Lord’s Supper (also known as communion), on grounds of ecclesiastical discipline (church law). A civil suit for damages was the result. 

With nothing seemingly going as hoped, John left America to return to England in December 1737.

As John approached the shores of his homeland, he wrote in his journal that he, “who went to America to convert others, was never myself converted to God.” 

Moravian influence

Part of John’s feeling of not being “converted to God” was made even keener by his association with Moravians, a Protestant group founded in northern Germany by emigrants from Moravia. 

During the 57-day trip from England to Georgia, John became acquainted with a group of Moravians. He was impressed with them because they stressed faith in Christ in terms of personal trust in God, commitment, and love. In contrast, the teachings of the Anglican Church stressed duty. This difference showed itself during a storm at sea during the cross-Atlantic voyage. While most of the passengers feared greatly for their lives during the storm, the Moravians spent the time praying and singing, confident that God was with them whatever happened. 

Although John often attended their meetings in America and later in Europe, the Moravians did not allow him to have an intimate relationship with the group because they sensed he still needed a deeper faith. Yet, the Moravians offered him opportunities to look at his personal faith in new ways. Long after he returned to England from America, he was still left inspired by the importance they placed on personal transformation by the individual giving his or her heart to God.

During a low time when John even thought of stopping his preaching, a Moravian friend, Peter Boehler, encouraged him to “Preach faith till you have it; and then, because you have it, you will preach faith.” This approach of thinking – and living – is evident in Wesley’s own practices and teachings.

He adapted some Moravian practices into his own ministry. For instance, one of these was the love feast, which has two distinctive features:

1. Distribution of bread and water to a select group 

2. Spiritual testimony. 

Wesley appreciated the “love feast” because it reminded him of the Agape, or common meal, of early Christians. He always considered it comparable to a fellowship meal and not to the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. The love feast is practiced rarely in Methodism today. But, you’ll still find that spirit alive and well today as Methodists gather for food and informal fellowship. 
One might conclude that John Wesley’s trip to America was perhaps a new beginning. 
Aldersgate

Upon his return from Georgia, John Wesley had a life-changing experience, which he recorded in his diary May 24, 1738:

“In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society on Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given to me that He had taken away MY sins, even MINE, and saved ME from the law of sin and death.” 
Until this time, John had been trying to ground his hope of salvation upon his own works, religious habits and discipline. But during the Aldersgate experience, he “suddenly saw things from God’s perspective! Suddenly he didn’t have to justify himself before God. God had already finished the work.”* This is the connection of head and heart that he had been wanting.

John was thus transformed by a new awareness of the biblical truth of God’s grace (God’s loving action in human existence) and salvation (being restored to God) by faith in Christ alone. This is known as justification by faith and was of tremendous importance to the early Methodist movement. John and Charles Wesley and their friend George Whitefield all received an outpouring of the Holy Spirit in 1738 and became new men with new messages.

They began to preach with new power and confidence. This often offended the clergy of the Church of England, who would not let them preach in their churches. They therefore took the gospel into the open air and, said John, he considered the world his parish, a concept that continues at the heart of the church’s outreach today.

Transformation, emphasis of movement

After the Aldersgate experience, Wesley taught and preached with new zeal that came from “a heart strangely warmed.” This new zeal in preaching was to impart that same transformation to others – a transformation that occurred by the divine force entering a person’s life and producing new results in their character and experiences.

Accounts of John’s preaching and the response of the people reveal a new life sweeping the country. John and Charles Wesley and George Whitefield did not preach a theology or code of ethics, but a divine force that entered human life and changed people’s character and actions. It is said that through their preaching, thieves became honest men, drunkards became sober, and wife-beaters became nonviolent. This kind of preaching turned churches against them, so they were banned from preaching in many churches. The people finding new life in Christ were organized into societies to continue being nurtured in their faith. Yet, John wanted the people to whom they preached and who formed classes and societies to also continue sacramental worship in their own churches.

Among his followers, he stressed evangelism, organization and administration, and education.

While John was perceived as autocratic because he regarded himself as the necessary link to the Church of England, he was also practical. For instance, where there were not enough ordained clergy to serve the people, Wesley authorized lay preachers to give leadership. In various forms that practice continues today in The United Methodist Church – another way of increasing the church’s reach in order to transform people by sharing the good news of the Gospel and bringing them into a relationship with Jesus Christ.

Wesley's Chapel
The first building designed for the Methodist movement, the New Room in Bristol, England, was built in 1739. A purpose-built chapel was opened in London in 1778 and became Wesley’s headquarters for the remainder of his ministry. Still today, thousands visit Wesley’s Chapel and his nearby gravesite each year.

Methodists move to the colonies in America

The Methodist movement grew in England and it spread to the colonies in America as Methodists made the voyage to the New World. Organized Methodism in America began as a lay movement by leaders in Maryland, Virginia, New York and Philadelphia.

Seeing the need for strengthening Methodist work in America, Wesley sent two of his lay preachers in 1769. The Methodist societies grew. Two years later he sent two more men to help – Richard Wright and Francis Asbury. Asbury became the most important figure in early American Methodism as the guiding hand for the growth and development of the Methodist Church.

After America’s independence from England, Wesley realized the Methodists in America were free of English control, religious as well as civil, and should become an independent Methodist church. He provided them with a liturgy (worship) and a doctrinal statement (The Articles of Religion).

A system of regular conferences of preachers was begun similar to those Wesley instituted in England to conduct the business of the Methodist movement. It is this practice that continues today with General Conference, which meets every four years, and Annual Conference, where lay representatives from each congregation and all clergy attend.

The most influential historical conference was the now famous Christmas Conference held in December 1784 in Baltimore. This conference charted the future of Methodism in America. It was at this gathering that the movement organized as The Methodist Episcopal Church in America.

Around the same time, two other churches were being formed – the Church of the United Brethren in Christ, and The Evangelical Association. These two churches united with each other in 1946 and with The Methodist Church in 1968 to form The United Methodist Church.
The Circuit Rider

In the first half of the 19th century, Protestants in America experienced a great awakening. Through revivals and camp meetings, sinners were brought to an experience of conversion. This fit well with the beliefs of the Methodists.

Preachers and lay pastors knit these new converts into a connection by riding from place to place. Circuit riders (pastors on horseback) traveled first among the colonies and then westward with the frontier, preaching free grace and individual responsibility and the need for conversion and regeneration. Local societies and classes could spring up wherever a few women and men gathered with a class leader, and the circuit preacher visited them regularly. He would administer the sacraments. In due course, the classes and societies became local congregations.

Circuit preachers took with them religious literature produced by The Methodist Book Concern, established in 1789. Its successor, The United Methodist Publishing House, continues to use the circuit rider and horse as its logo. 

This system of circuit riders, classes, and conferences effectively served the needs from city to frontier outpost – which meant churches were able to go to the people wherever they settled.

As you go through this course, you’re meeting up with the circuit rider. He is a symbol that you have the opportunity to learn more through an additional activity.
The importance of music

The culture of any society, including the story of a social movement, is often captured by and spread by the art of the day. Such was the case among Methodists in England and Colonial America. 

Music was a vehicle that spread a story of hope widely across distances and deeply into very common places. Charles (John’s brother) wrote thousands of hymns for the common people, perhaps occasionally setting them to popular tunes of the day.

Christians around the world continue to sing Charles’ hymns. The first major collection of hymns was published in 1780. John edited these so that we have the very best in common use. The United Methodist Hymnal, last published in 1989, includes the following pieces written by Charles:

51 hymns  8 poems   6 responsive readings

Summary

So what is unique about the Methodist movement? 

What part of the past can inform the present day United Methodist Church? 

Early Methodists brought a new message of hope and redemption to the common people in the midst of a political and economical turmoil. Some historians note that if it had not been for the Methodist movement working among the poor, 18th-century England might have experienced a revolution much like that in France. 

England’s upper classes, comfortable in the affluent Church of England, scoffed at Methodism. However, the lower classes, hungry for messages of hope, responded enthusiastically to a movement that came to them “in their language” and in their own neighborhoods. 

So, the spirit of Methodism spread rapidly from England to Ireland and then America, where Wesley sent emissaries to take charge of the growing church in the colonies. 

And that’s how a man (John Wesley) gathered a following (“Methodists”) that became a movement (“Wesleyan”) and grew into a major denomination (The United Methodist Church). 

Today, the people of The United Methodist Church still seek to reach out in sharing and growing in a message of hope, made available to the common people, and open to all. 

Inspired by our rich heritage, we press onward.

The underlying energy

Theology and Beliefs

Popular myth: The United Methodist Church has minimal interest in doctrine. 

Not so, according to Bishop Kenneth Carder. “United Methodism’s emphasis on doctrinal and theological diversity is not synonymous with indifferentism. 

“Sound doctrine and theological exploration in the light of emerging personal and social issues are hallmarks of our Wesleyan heritage.” For United Methodists, the Christian life is an ongoing, dynamic pilgrimage of holy living, moving toward being made perfect in love.

But without study, it’s entirely possible a person can be a member of a United Methodist Church and not understand the fullness or richness of the church. 

UM101 Discussion Activities

In the discussions area, discuss 1 or more of the following questions:

1. What value do you see in looking at issues using the Wesleyan Quadrilateral? How might you apply it to a theological (religious) issue that has been bothering you recently? 

2. In what ways does the church you attend link faith and good works in the life of the church? Do you agree that accepting God’s grace shows itself in the good we do for others? If so, do you have examples from your personal life? 

When you are ready to post to the discussions area, choose Forums from the Homepage. Once you enter the discussions area, choose the correct module topic by clicking on it.

Spreading Scriptural Holiness

Methodism did not arise in response to a specific doctrinal dispute nor did early Methodists seek to reformulate doctrine. In fact, the Articles of Religion, which form the basis of what we believe, were taken from the Church of England. (You can find the articles in the Book of Discipline.)

The thrust of the Wesleyan movement and that of the United Brethren and Evangelical Association was to reform the nation, particularly the church, and to spread Scriptural Holiness over the land.

The Wesleyan emphasis upon the Christian life – faith and love put into practice – has been the hallmark of traditions now incorporated into The United Methodist Church. The key term in Wesleyan theology is grace, defined as “the undeserved, unmerited, and loving action of God in human existence through the ever-present Holy Spirit.” (2004 Discipline, ¶101, Distinctive Wesleyan Emphasis)
Held Together Through Service and Love

In the United Methodist Church, reciting a creed (statement of belief) is not required as it is in some other faith groups, and professing adherence to a particular creed is not mandatory for membership. 

In very general terms, following one of our founders, John Wesley, we affirm the classic creeds of the early orthodox church (Nicene and Apostles' creeds, for example), but see them as historic affirmations rather than precise statements of Methodist doctrine that must be affirmed by every member.

The Nicenean Creed, the Apostle's Creed and the Modern Creed are all included in the United Methodist Hymnal. These are not specifically United Methodist, but are ecumenical statements of faith. The Apostles' Creed was sent to American Methodism by John Wesley as part of the baptismal covenant for adult baptism. 

You may find that these creeds are sometimes included in a United Methodist worship service, but there is no requirement set by the general church to do so.

While we hold important core values and beliefs, we are united more by our love and service together than by a common doctrine.

Distinctive Wesleyan emphases 

While United Methodists share many things in common with other Christians, Wesley combined forms of grace also recognized by other Christians in a powerful manner to create distinctive emphases for living the full Christian life. The first three ‘steps’ below describe how grace is freely given by God and used for a person’s transformation. (See ¶101 in the 2004 Book of Discipline for expanded explanations) 

· Grace is already given by God and present in all creation, which awakens a longing for deliverance from sin and death and moves us toward repentance and faith. This is often referred to as “prevenient grace.” Grace also gives us the freedom to resist grace. 

· God reaches out to the repentant believer in “justifying grace” (we don’t have to justify ourselves to God) with accepting and pardoning love and with assurance of forgiveness. Through the prompting of this grace and the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we become new creatures in Christ (personal transformation). A change occurs in the person’s heart (conversion). The change may be sudden or gradual but always part of an ongoing process. 

· Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we are enabled to increase in the knowledge and love of God and in love for our neighbor. It’s what you may hear referred to as moving toward Christian perfection. As Wesley describes it, a heart “habitually filled with the love of God and neighbor” and as “having the mind of Christ and walking as he walked.” 

· Faith and Good Works: God’s grace and human activity work together. Accepting God’s grace (faith) shows itself in the good we do for others – and is the response we feel called to make and are obliged to make. 

· Mission and Service: Love of God is always linked with love of neighbor, a passion for justice and renewal in the life of the world. 

· Nurture and Mission of The Church: The church is a nurturing fellowship that promotes personal growth but also equips and mobilizes us for mission and service to the world.

The Book of Discipline, more than rules
Even though it’s not on most United Methodists’ top ten reading list, it could be if more people understood the beauty of thought, theology, and language contained in the Discipline.

Within the more than 800 pages, the Book of Discipline contains:

· the church’s constitution 

· statements of belief 

· official positions on social issues 

· rules 

· organization and administration of the church 

· Much more! 

In other words, it is the most definitive resource about the church and contains rich information for serious study.

Another resource, The Book of Resolutions, is a collection of all the social policies and resolutions approved by General Conference, the denomination’s top legislative body.

Doctrine and living linked

According to the Discipline, “no motif in the Wesleyan tradition has been more constant than the link between Christian doctrine and Christian living.” 

Wesley insisted that evangelical faith should manifest itself in evangelical living. He spelled out this expectation in a three-part formula that appears in the General Rules of the church, which he wrote for the early Methodists in 1743. They are still in the Book of Discipline. Two important documents Wesley gave the church in America are the Articles of Religion and the General Rules
Where the Articles of Religion identify what we believe, the General Rules were designed for how we live. 

The General Rules were originally designed for members of Methodist societies who participated in the Church of England but who found their faith lacking. The terms of membership in the societies were simple: “a desire to flee from the wrath to come and to be saved from their sins.” Wesley insisted, however that this type of evangelical faith was not enough and should manifest itself in evangelical living. In the General Rules, Wesley spelled out this expectation in a three-part formula for living our faith:

“It is therefore expected of all who continue therein that they should continue to evidence their desire of salvation."
“First: By doing no harm, by avoiding evil of every kind …,”

“Secondly: By …doing good of every possible sort, and, as far as possible, to all …“

“Thirdly: By attending upon all ordinances of God*.” 

The Discipline says that Methodists in every age have sought to exercise their responsibility for the moral and spiritual quality of society using these evangelical premises. “In asserting the connection between doctrine and ethics, the General Rules of the church provide an early signal of Methodist social consciousness.”

Wesley spelled out the "ordinances of God" as the Means of Grace. The Means of Grace are spiritual practices that allow us to experience God’s presence in everyday life. The most important Means of Grace are: 

· Public worship of God 

· Hearing the Scriptures read or expounded 

· Holy Communion 

· Family and private prayer 

· Devotional reading of the Scriptures 

· Fasting or abstinence 

Wesleyan Quadrilateral

Wesley was a practical theologian. He struck a balance in matters of doctrine and belief. He adopted the theological method of the Church of England, which consisted of the criteria of Scripture, tradition, and reason. Some modern scholars have added experience as a fourth criterion.

According to “Our Theological Task” in the 2004 Book of Discipline, “Wesley believed that the living core of the Christian faith was revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition, vivified in personal experience and confirmed by reason.” (¶104, page-77) Based on this belief, modern scholars (not Wesley) created a framework often referred to as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral to be used for exploring the reality, presence and purposes of God.

Scripture, though primary, informs reason, molds and shapes experience, and interprets tradition. All four are interrelated and mutually dependent. 

In the past, this approach has been recommended for use by all United Methodists to reflect critically on their biblical and theological inheritance.

Social Principles

United Methodist heritage is based on a concern for social justice. “Early Methodists expressed their opposition to the slave trade, to smuggling, and to the cruel treatment of prisoners.” (2004 Discipline, page 95). An expression of that continuing concern is the denomination’s Social Principles, which are both Christian principles and Christian opinions. They appear in both the Book of Discipline and Book of Resolutions. 

The Social Principles are a reflection of the church’s long history of concern for social justice. They are a call to members of The United Methodist Church to a prayerful, studied dialogue of faith and practice.

Because the intention of the Social Principles is to speak to the human issues in contemporary world from a sound biblical and theological foundation, the Social Principles deal specifically with a wide range of issues.

You will find there the official position of the church on such issues as family, marriage, divorce, homosexuality, abortion, suicide, alcohol, media violence, collective bargaining, gambling, civil disobedience, military service and war.

Only actions taken by delegates at General Conference can change the Social Principles. In that process, petitions and resolutions are received prior to General Conference from United Methodists asking for changes. Those changes are discussed in legislative groups and then voted on by the larger body.

While there is not unanimous agreement on all issues, some church positions are non-negotiable – for example, that no person will be excluded from church membership or leadership responsibilities because of gender or race. The distinction between Christian essentials and the range of personal perspectives and social contexts through which we preach, teach and live them out is at the heart of the Wesleyan tradition.

Becoming a member

Since all that seek to be members come with different experiences and backgrounds, there are a number of pathways to follow in becoming a member of The United Methodist Church.

· If you have never been baptized and you desire to be a Christian with United Methodist Christians, you will prepare for baptism. 

· If you were baptized as an infant or young child and have not made a profession of faith and been confirmed, then you will prepare to reaffirm your baptismal covenant. 

· If you are a member of another part of the church (such as Baptist, Presbyterian or Lutheran), then you will want to prepare to transfer your membership from that church to a local United Methodist Church. 

· If you are a member of another Christian church that does not transfer membership, you will want to prepare to make a profession of faith and be received as a member. 

Because The United Methodist Church is part of the holy catholic (universal) church, a member of any local United Methodist church is a member of the denomination and the catholic (universal) church. (“Catholic” in this context does not refer to the Roman Catholic Church, but rather means “universal.”) 

When a person unites with a local United Methodist church, they are asked to profess their faith in God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; in Jesus Christ, his only son, and in the Holy Spirit. Thus, a person is making known his/her desire to live their daily life as a disciple of Jesus Christ – and professing one’s faith.

The new member makes a covenant with God and with the members of the local church to keep the vows that are a part of the order of confirmation and reception into the church.

Vows for confirmation and reception into the church:

1. To renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers of the world, and repent of their sin; 

2. To accept the freedom and power God gives them to resist evil, injustice, and oppression; 

3. To confess Jesus Christ as Savior, put their whole trust in his grace and promise to serve him as their Lord; 

4. To remain faithful members of Christ’s holy church and serve as Christ’s representatives in the world; 

5. To be loyal to The United Methodist Church and do all in their power to strengthen its ministries; 

6. To faithfully participate in its ministries by their prayers, their presence, their gifts and their service; 

7. To receive and profess the Christian faith as contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. 

Baptism

United Methodists believe there are two sacraments ordained by Christ as signs and pledges of God’s love for humanity: Baptism and Communion.

Baptism is the initiation and incorporation into the Body of Christ (the church). An infant, child, or adult who is baptized becomes a member of the catholic (universal) church, of the United Methodist denomination, and of the local congregation. 

The baptizing of a person is a sign of God’s saving grace. In a free act of outpouring love symbolized by baptism, God’s grace is bestowed upon us. As the "Body of Christ" in the world, baptism commissions us to use our gifts to strengthen the church and to transform the world. Pastors administer baptism by sprinkling or pouring water, or by full immersion.

In United Methodist practice, people of all ages can be baptized, but the church strongly advocates the baptism of infants within the faith community. 

In infant baptism, parents or sponsors pledge, by instruction and example, to do the following:

· Bring children up in the Christian faith 

· Teach them the Holy Scriptures 

· Train them to give reverent attendance upon the public and private worship of God, and 

· Keep them under the ministry and guidance of the church. 

When the child reaches the age of confirmation (at about the fifth-grade), he or she affirms the vows made in their behalf at their baptism, and acknowledges the claim Christ has upon his/her life, professing his or her faith and intent to live as a Christian disciple.

Some people ask why is it we baptize infants and confirm them later on. “Should we not allow them to decide this for themselves?” The reason, which goes all the way back to the early church, is that we regard children as members of God’s family even though at first they do not fully understand what that means. Just as babies are welcomed into the family, given a place at the table, and registered as citizens of their country the very day they are born, so it is with the family called church.

People coming from another Christian denomination seeking membership in The United Methodist Church will not be baptized again. The persons’ earlier baptism into the Christian family will be honored and respected. 

A service in The United Methodist Church’s hymnals and Book of Worship allows individuals to recall or reaffirm their earlier baptism, but this is clearly not to be understood as rebaptism.

Communion

Holy Communion is one of two sacraments observed in The United Methodist Church. Sacraments are understood to be “signs of grace, and God’s good will toward us. (2004 Discipline, ¶103, page 63) 

United Methodists practice “open communion,” that is, all persons are welcome to participate in the meal, regardless of their denomination, church or congregation. This practice underscores United Methodist teaching that it is Christ who hosts the meal and who invites us to participate. There is a longstanding oral tradition in Methodism that declares: “This table is open to all who love Jesus Christ, or would like to do so.” At the same time, the invitation in the ritual for communion makes it clear that this is an act of acceptance of Christ’s grace and of living one’s life in loving and just relationship to him and to others.

During communion the elements of bread and wine (or grape juice), also referred to as “bread and the cup”, are administered. Just as we understand communion to be a sign of God’s grace, we understand the bread and wine to be symbols of the body and blood of Christ. 

Communion

	The various names by which the sacramental meal is called illustrate the United Methodist understanding of the act of communion.
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“Holy Communion” underscores the teaching that in the sharing of bread and wine, we are united to Christ and to one another.
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“The Lord’s Supper” reminds us that it is Christ who instituted the ritual, who hosts the meal, and who asks us to remember his sacrificial love for us.
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“Eucharist” is the Greek word for thanksgiving. It is the most celebratory name for the sacrament as we offer praise and thanksgiving for all God has done and is doing in the world




Summary

This has been a quick look into United Methodist theology and beliefs – and just a beginning. The foundation document of the church is the Bible itself. The United Methodist church understands itself as a covenant community called together by God’s self-revelation in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ to ministry in the world. Baptism is our initiation into God’s ministry through the church, and it represents the unity of all ministry. 

We come from a Wesleyan tradition, which was influenced by the Anglican Church, and where grace is believed to be freely given by God. When an individual accepts that grace, he/she experiences a new life in God. The true Christian life within the Wesleyan emphasis puts faith and love into practice. This is the heart of United Methodism. We can do nothing; God does all for humanity. We maintain that relationship by living in thankful response, which includes sharing this love with others.

Perhaps more than any other denomination, United Methodism reflects the variety of theological traditions within the church’s history.

Theological discussions are part of the life of The United Methodist Church. The Articles of Religion are foundational for United Methodists, but they are open to interpretation as they are applied to contemporary realities and continue to be examined in light of Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience.

Now that you have finished the Theology and Beliefs module, test your knowledge.

This is the end of this Module. Please go back to the Homepage and proceed to Module 2 Quiz. After taking the Quiz, you may proceed to Module 3.







� Faith: Being willing to live your life on the basis of God's love and grace.


Denomination: A group of believers who share a similar � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Theology" \o "Glossary: Theology" \t "entry" �theology� and way of "being the church."


Theology: Thinking and speaking about God.


Bible: "God-inspired witness to what God has done for humanity."


Christian Doctrine: A set of beliefs


Conversion: The process of justification and new birth


Denomination: A group of believers who share a similar � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Theology" \o "Glossary: Theology" \t "entry" �theology� and way of "being the church."


Doctrine: Rule or principle that forms the basis of a belief


Ecumenical: Involving other � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Faith" \o "Glossary: Faith" \t "entry" �faith� groups


evangelical living: Living an exemplary life in Christ


Faith: Being willing to live your life on the basis of God's love and grace


Good Works: Doing deeds that are thankful responses to God's love through Christ.


Holy Spirit: Spirit from God that links us to Christ.


Lay Movement: People who were not ordained clergy, but who led and grew Methodism.


Lay preachers: Someone who is not an ordained elder (clergyperson) but has limited responsibility within the church, including preaching.


Laypersons: People who aren't ordained. Everyone in the church besides the clergy.


Means of Grace: Practices like prayer, � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Bible" \o "Glossary: Bible" \t "entry" �Bible� study, worship and the sacraments that help to deepen our � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Faith" \o "Glossary: Faith" \t "entry" �faith�


Ordain: To confer Holy Orders on a clergy person for service in leading, teaching, and overseeing the church.


Ordinances: Religious practices prescribed by Christ, particularly the observance of sacraments.


Parish: The people and community a congregation serves.


Personal Transformation: The change that happens in us when we trust God's grace.


Practical Divinity: When who you are, what you believe and what you do are outward expressions of your acceptance of God's love and grace


Redeem: Bring back to the will of God


Regeneration: Process of being made new creatures in Christ.


Repentance: Turning to God's gracious gift of new life


Sacrament: A special rite or ceremony commanded by Jesus that serves as a means of demonstrating the love of God in Christ.


Salvation: Being restored to God.


Scriptural Holiness: A way of living that shows we're guided by � HYPERLINK "http://moodle.umcom.org/moodle/mod/glossary/showentry.php?courseid=4&concept=Scripture" \o "Glossary: Scripture" \t "entry" �Scripture� and motivated by love in everything we do.


Scripture: Writings (the Bible) that point people to Christ. Stories of what God has done and can do. 


Theology: Thinking and speaking about God


Vital piety: Important religious devotion, leading to observing religious principles in everyday life.
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