
Study Guide for Where Do We Go From Here? Session 4 
 
Objective for this group: 
Learn about the differing views held in the UM church after the outcome of General 
Conference 2019; many United Methodists have opposing opinions as to the 
Church’s next steps. 
 
This group discussion hopes to broaden participants’ scope of compassion for 
differing ideas about the future of our denomination, and increase empathy for all of 
us as the children of God. 
 
Equipment needs: 
TV – in Asbury 
Computer with HDMI Connection 
WiFi connection with FUMC 
White board or easel with paper and markers 
 
Open the group with a prayer – Dag Hammarskjold 
 

Thou who art over us,  

thou who art one of us,  

thou who art:  

Give us a pure heart that we may see thee,  

a humble heart that we may hear thee;  

a heart of love that we may serve thee;  

a heart of faith that we may abide in thee. Amen.  

 
 
*Bold phrases are included as possible items to be written on the white board or 
easel. 
 
Book Discussion 
Handout – Lyrics of God’s Highway and explanation of Holy Conferencing 
Discussion for this session is about Chapter 21 of Where Do We Go From Here? 
“Reconsider the Methodist Mission – the Syrophoenician Woman” 
Amy Valdez Barker – biography on p.182 
Amy Valdez Barker is an ordained deacon in the UM Church and heads a staff that 
works with the UM Church to create collaboration between church development 
and Christian service.  She believes that the UM church needs to reconsider our life 
as the Body of Christ, through a restructure of church polity. 
Polity =  the structure that operates and governs the church.   
 
Bible Connection 
This session begins with the Bible connection to Amy Valdez Barker’s essay first, as 
her essay is built around this scripture passage: 
 



Read Matthew 15:21-28 together 
 
(if you wish to see a dramatization of this scripture) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEW-kVjHlFY 
 

 How is Jesus presented here?  Are you surprised? 
 What was the disciples’ attitude about the woman?  Where have you seen 

this attitude played out today? 
 Amy Valdez Barker says that this woman “made Jesus STOP and reconsider 

his mission.”  Why do you think that was? 
 What motivated the woman to keep on pressing?  Would you, as a parent 

keeping on pressing for your child? 
 Amy Valdez Barker gives us a little background to the context of this 

scripture on p.174, second paragraph – the faithfulness of this woman, who 
was an outsider to the Jewish faith, “lifted Jesus back into a greater mission 
beyond the house of Israel”. 

 Valdez Barker believes if Jesus can be asked to reconsider his mission for the 
love of a mother, so can the United Methodist Church. 

 
How will we be the Body of Christ? We need an operational change and an 
attitude change. 
 
On p. 176, Valdez Barker says we need to listen to the voices on the edge as Jesus 
listened to the Syrophoenician woman.  She believes that the system of voting at 
General Conference is not pulling us into a greater relationship with each other or 
God.  She says we need to ask these questions: 
 
What kind of connection will bring us closer to Christ? 
What kind of connectional system will bring us closer to each other? 
 
Valdez Barker has traveled to many places where the UM Church ministers, and she 
cites a lingering “colonial” attitude between the West and the East – one example of 
which is an expectation that European and Americans will provide financial support 
for the whole UM connection, and those churches that are assisted would reflect the  
UM Church as the West sees it.  However, this attitude has been challenged in the 
mission field, with these churches calling out, as the Syrophoenician woman, for 
help that they ask for, not what the Western church thinks is needed. 
 
As a result of her travels, Valdez Barker is suggesting that because the UM church is 
split over the issue of inclusion in the American church, and the differences in 
culture and context in the churches outside of the U.S., that we need to work for unity 
amid diversity, not unity through polity. 
 

 What do you think she means by the phrase, “unity amid diversity, not unity 
through polity”?  What would unity amid diversity look like? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEW-kVjHlFY


 
What Does a Connection Based on Relationships Look Like? 
 
Valdez Barker states that the “primary relationships are in the local churches and 
the annual conference”. (p.178) This is where people are in daily relationship with 
each other. 

 Why is it easier to build relationships in local churches? 
 Have you ever encountered someone in your local church that you did not 

agree with theologically, or in other ways?  How do you treat each other? 
 Prayer can be a great common denominator.  Share if you agree or disagree 

and why. 
 
Valdez suggests that the annual conference (i.e. our Michigan conference with Rev. 
David Bard as Bishop), rather than the General Conference, is the place where 
candidates for ministry need to be found fit or unfit for the pastorate – because the 
ministers belonging to the annual conference are in closer relationship with each 
other.   

 This means the General Conference would not have the ability to deny a body 
of people (i.e. LBGTQIA) the right to become pastors. 

 What do you think about this? 
 
The biggest change with this shift of unity to the Annual Conferences would be in 
the Book of Discipline, the book of United Methodist church law. 
 
Valdez Barker sees the Discipline as limited to pure essentials, less than one 
hundred pages (!) so that “it can be easily translated and communicated throughout 
the connection”. 

 Are you someone who can work under basic concepts, or do you need each 
situation that arises accounted for by a rulebook?   

 How would we operate if only basic rules guided our church?  Think about 
operational and day to day rules that we have about investing money, renting 
church property, preparing the communion table and more as well as rules 
about who can be a minister in the church. 

 
Valdez Barker also believes that conflict cannot be resolved in the General 
Conference setting – it is best resolved when people are in direct relationship with 
one another, constantly coming together to better understand each other.  However, 
one big drawback is the billions of dollars of assets with the United Methodist 
Church and who ends up with what dollar amount.  The devil, as Valdez Barker 
notes, is in the details. 

 What happens to us when our assets (or lack of) enter the picture with our 
faith? 

 Did the Syrophoenician woman offer Jesus money to save her daughter?  
What changed Jesus’ mind about her? 



 John Wesley said, “In essentials unity, in non-essentials diversity, and in all 
things charity. 
If you could reorganize the United Methodist polity, what you consider 
essential beliefs of the church? 
What would be essential connections of the church (how would you organize 
the groups in the church?  One overarching authority (ie General 
Conference)?  Regional authorities (annual conferences)? Local churches? 

 Where would the balance of power lie, and why? 
 

 
 
Prayer time 
Ask for joys and concerns – end the group time with a prayer.   Use your own or this: 
 
May the Lord bless you and keep you. 
May the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious unto you. 
May the Lord life up his countenance upon, and give you peace. 


