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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

One of your former senior pastors, Don Strobe, wrote a booklet about United Methodism called “The Accidental Church.” He begins by stating that if William of Orange had not died in 1702, today there would be no United Methodist Church.

He tells the story of how William married Mary, the daughter of protestant James II, and usurped the throne sending James into exile in France. Thus the reign of William and Mary.

It becomes a bit humorous when he reveals that in the Anglican rectory in Epworth, England, the parsonage family had its own set of political problems. The Rev. Samuel Wesley and his wife Susanna were having a falling out. During the evening prayers Samuel would lift up England’s sovereign by ending with “God save the King.” Susanna would have nothing to do with it and refused to say “Amen.” She didn’t feel as though William had any right to the throne. Samuel, dismayed by her rebelliousness, said to her, “Sukey, if we cannot have the same sovereign, we shall not share the same bed.” So, as Don tells it, Samuel left Epworth for a while, secured a chaplaincy on a man-of-war.

In 1702, William of Orange died, Queen Ann came to the throne of England – a sovereign upon whom both Samuel and Susanna Wesley could agree, and so they were gloriously reunited. The first child born after that reunion was John Wesley, born on the 28th of June 1703. Hence, Don Strobe’s tag line: So, if William of Orange had not died in 1702, today there might not have been a United Methodist Church.

We are taking the time in these few weeks to take a look at our faith to understand perhaps why we are Christian, why we are United Methodist, why we are a part of this particular United Methodist Church.

Last week we looked at our Christian faith to try to understand the bottom line of who we are as Christians. Realistically it is impossible to do that and give any justice to it in a twenty-minute sermon. But we did acknowledge that Christianity is about understanding God through the person of Jesus Christ, through is life and the mystery of his atoning death and resurrection. And that being Christian isn’t so much about believing certain things about Jesus, as much as it is following Jesus to live out kingdom priorities, trusting all things to God, even our death.

In similar ways that we say Christianity is about knowing God in Jesus Christ, United Methodism is about knowing Christianity through John Wesley. Now while this denomination called United Methodist can and should point to more people than just John Wesley, John is the one that defines the uniqueness that is Methodist.
First I need to point out that while we are part of the great movement called Methodism or Wesleyanism, which includes Free Methodist, Nazarene, African Methodist Episcopal, and many others, we are specifically United Methodists because of the merger in 1968 of two great denominations, the Methodist Church and the Evangelical United Brethren Church. Each had significant roots in the early days of America with kindred spirits. What kept them apart then was language. One derived from German speaking traditions and the other English speaking. That wasn’t much of an issue in the mid twentieth century, so these two great denominations became the United Methodist Church.

So what is unique about being United Methodist? My goodness, where should I begin? More importantly, where could I end?

I could tell you about our unique polity, how we are organized: how we are Episcopal, with a system of bishops, but extremely democratic with the highest temporal authority coming from a gathering of elected representatives both lay and clergy. I could elaborate on our polity, but I might as well give you a sleeping pill. Important, but perhaps a bit tedious for our time today.

What is important about our polity is a thing we call connectionalism – an understanding that we are more effective and efficient in ministry when we do it together than when we try to do it alone. And so every congregation in the Untied Methodist church is connected with every other congregation in providing Christian ministry at home and around the world.

The most tangible aspect of that is when we participate in paying our apportionments – an allotted amount of money that we give beyond our ministry to the General church. It is how United Methodism supports over 1,000 Mission personnel, provides for 120,000 Volunteers in Mission and supports over 100 community centers and mission colleges. It is how United Methodism has emphasized the importance of education with over 100 colleges and professional schools. It is how we have supported ministries of health and welfare with over 80 hospitals and hundreds of older adult communities. And that is just the tip of the iceberg. But I won’t bore you with the polity of the church.

Perhaps to explain the uniqueness of United Methodism I should talk about Wesley’s unique understanding of grace where he talked about the love of God working in us and through us, guiding us before we are even aware of it – called prevenient grace. It leads us to a time when we come to realize that our life is in the balance and has no real purpose or meaning until we find it in the midst of God’s unconditional love in Jesus Christ – called justifying grace. And from that moment on as we give our lives over to God in trust, God’s spirit works with our spirit to grow in the likeness of Christ – called sanctifying grace.
This understanding of grace was vital for John Wesley. He saw how it worked out in his own life. He was an ordained minister for many years, working hard to be Christ-like in all things. It is how he and the others like him received the derogative nickname of “Methodist,” so Methodical in working out their faith. It was in the midst of feeling like a complete failure and uncertain about his place in the kingdom of God that he went to a prayer service, heard Luther’s preface to Epistle to the Romans, and God’s Spirit got through to Wesley’s spirit. In writing about it in his journal later Wesley said:
I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.
John didn’t become any less methodical or any less hard working in the things of faith, but he did so with a new assurance that he wasn’t trying to earn his way to heaven. Christ had already cared for that. Rather, he trusted that in all things God’s grace would carry him.
Grace is a theologically intensive conversation, so perhaps it’s not best to elaborate on grace here to understand United Methodism’s uniqueness, but rather talk about the four pillars on which United Methodists do theology. They are Scripture, Tradition, Experience, and Reason. 
United Methodists have discovered through the work of John Wesley and others that to do theology well, one’s spirit needs to be open to a number of disciplines. All our spiritual knowledge doesn’t just come from Scripture, although we understand that Scripture certainly becomes the measuring stick for all that we believe. We also must rely on the foremothers and fathers of our faith who have previously struggled with God’s moving spirit in the world. So we take seriously the tradition of previous thinking and application of faith.

But we also have our own experience. At times God’s spirit speaks to your spirit directly. It is your personal experience of God and life that helps do the hard work of our theological task when held up to Scripture and tradition.

Scripture, tradition, experience: and the fourth leg of our theological task is “reason.” Now we understand that reason alone will never lead us to know the living God as revealed in Jesus Christ. We have talked before about the limit of our language and reason when it comes to talking about the infinite and limitless. But we also acknowledge that God is not unreasonable and has created us with thinking minds, which need to be employed when communing with God. So with Scripture, tradition, experience, reason becomes an important pillar of our theological task. Or as someone has put it before: God doesn’t expect us to check our brains at the door of the church.

As important as our theological task is, it is probably not the thing to elaborate on when talking about the uniqueness of United Methodism. However, this is. Here is the thing for which John Wesley and all who follow in his stead should be known.

It is the twin pillars of personal piety and social holiness. And they are not so much individual stand-alone pillars, but a continuum of the practical application of God’s grace revealed in Jesus Christ.
There are many who would like to talk about the Christian faith simply as a personal relationship with God. It is a personal salvation. “Jesus walks with me, and he talks with me, and he tells me I am his own.” And United Methodists would certainly agree with that. That was the experience John Wesley had when his heart was strangely warmed at Aldersgate that fateful night. And we are to continue to grow in our personal relationship with God – in prayer, in study, in worship. We are to work on our own character to become the person God wants us to be, to grow in our personal piety.

But Wesley understood that there is no growth in personal piety without a social dimension. While faith is the only response essential for salvation, it evidences itself in good works. Or as the Epistle James says: “What does it profit a person if one says they have faith but has no works… Faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. Show me your faith apart from your works, and by my works, I will show you my faith.” (2:14,17-18)

Wesley was clear on the unity of faith and social responsibility. Christianity is essentially a social religion, Wesley claimed, and to turn it into a solitary religion destroys it. Wesley is quoted as saying, “The Gospel of Christ knows no religion but social; no holiness but social holiness.”
Social reform has been at the forefront of Wesley’s faith. In a century of striking contrast between excessive wealth and life-robbing poverty, Wesley’s evangelism and his effort at social reform are largely credited for saving England from a bloody revolution as France experienced. In America, the linkage between faith and social responsibility can be seen in what is called the “Christmas Conference of 1784” where one of the actions of this Methodist movement was to adopt a call for the abolition of slavery.

United Methodism is bound to and holds a unique spot in Christendom. We are unique in our polity and connectionalism, our theological task, our understanding of grace; but perhaps no greater than our understanding that there is not personal faith without social holiness. Love of God is always linked with love of neighbor, a passion for justice, and renewal in the life of the world.
We are saved by faith. Now we are asked to act like it, and do good works.
I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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