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FRAGMENTATION AND REFORMATION

Reflections on the ecclesial location of United MbBbdism
By Pastor Phil Thrailkill
St. Luke UMC, Hartsville, SC

It had never happened. Her name is Demi-Lee Br
nan; she’s fifteen, lives in Australia, and needed a7~ = = 0
liver transplant. In January 2008, word got out she
was the first known transplant patient to change
blood types: O negative to O positive. She took on The mainline Protestant
the immune system of her donor. Doctors assumed Churches in American are in t
mistakes in the lab. Blood types can't change; like condition as Demi-Lee before
fingerprints it's once yours, always yours. They nowthe transplant. The diagnosis
call Brennan thene-in-six-billion miracle Blood in, and it is not favorable. Or-
stem cells in Brennan's new liver invaded her bone gan failure is ahead; a transpla
marrow — taking over her immune system. She is needed. Some of the symp
now has an entirely different kind of blood — blood toms are: 1) Aging constituen-
that welcomes life rather than carries death. "It's likecies, 2) few younger clergy, 3)

A Sad Da EFor Evangelicals?

Pastor Phil Thrailkill,

my second chance at life," Brennan says. shrinking membership and financial resources, 4)
deep internal divisions over theology and sexual eth-
This oddity (or miracle depending on your world-  ics, 5) a loss of confidence in the gospel, and 6) a

view) offers an image for the great possibility that  deep distrust of leaders, all resulting in much anxious
lies at the heart of Christian faith, i.e. that the life of hand-wringing and angry blame-casting. So the

the historical and risen Jesus can be transplanted intguestion is: Can what happened to Demi-Lee happen
us with surprising effects. What no one thought to a larger body? We know individuals are changed
could change now changes: drunks become sober, by welcoming Jesus and taking up the call to be his
adulterers faithful, the greedy give, gossips go silentfollower, but what about the larger and more com-
the self-absorbed begin to serve. When the Lord Jeplex networks we call churches? Can they also be
sus takes up residence at the center of the self renewed and launched into a second chance at life?
through the presence of the Spirit, life invades deathYes, though it is difficult and rare. The risen Jesus is
A candle is lit in a dark room; life with God begins always near with the judgment and grace needed for
to be healed. We enter a new world whose ways arenew life.

learned from the map of Scripture and from those

who dwelt in these lands long before us; we call Every four years United Methodists go apocalyptic.
them the saints, and they are in every church and allRhetoric heats up as strategies to gain ground are
across history. Life from Jesus gives a second funded and deployed. One side deploys the modern

chance now and the promise of resurrection later onJanguage of rights, tolerance, and inclusiveness (the
as the Nicene Creed celebrates with anticipation, rhetoric of liberal democracies), the other side that of
“We look for the resurrection of the dead and the lifeholiness, faithfulness to Scripture, and the received
of the world to come? 1 PreachingToday. com search under 1 Cor. 15:1-11.

2 The United Methodist HymnaWo. 880.

(continued on page 2)
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faith of the church. The former see the church primar-being, will The United Methodist Church remain rec-
ily as an organ of social change to help marginalized ognizable Christian and in continuity with the apostolic
groups get their fair share of the pie of respect and re- faith?

sources (African Americans, then women, now homo-

sexuals). The later see the church’s social withess as &he interesting thing is that — while the polities and
byproduct of its primary functions of worship and therefore the points of strain differ (as evidenced in
evangelism. We affirm the advances of women and court cases over property), all of what used to be the
blacks, but have pause about lending legitimacy to andnainline denominations are facing exactly the same
blessing sexual choices that go against the deep logic issues and the same uncertain future as unified bodies.
of creation and the long-held consensus of the church.American Episcopalians are splitting ten ways at once.
And we frankly wonder, Where does this path lead? The recent move of the Presbyterian Church USA to
Services blessing polygamy? Blessing fornication and drop the phrase that required candidates to live “in fi-
trial marriages? Enforced tolerance with threat of delity within the covenant of marriage between a man

church and legal sanctions? g

Once the complementary boit

of a woman and man — as

witnessed to in Scripture an

natural law is broken — we

see no logical reason not to

welcome all arrangements,

including group marriage anc

incest among adults. For us

this is pagan and a deal

breaker. So battles are foug

and body counts tallied.

and a woman or chastity in
singleness” may move them
towards open division — and
if not, then to decades of
more internal agon§. The
recent alternative meeting of
mainly — African Anglican
Primates in Jerusalem
(GAFCON) demonstrates
what happens when the most
visible leaders in a body —
in this case Archbishop

Rowan Williams of Canter-

The most recent General Conference was in effect a bury do not carry out their disciplinary responsibilities
stalemate, with each side claiming partial victories.  but by evasion and equivocation send mixed signals
Traditionalists held the line on homosexual ordination and encourage a creeping confusion by winking at

and strengthened statements on marriage and abortiorgvert challenges; e.g. rogue clergy who perform gay
progressives took the Judicial Council. Traditionalists weddings or bless civil uniors.Sexual issues are the
are concerned that a single eccentric ruling from the flash point, but the issues are deeper than the question
new Judicial Council (perhaps on the pastor’s authorityof the who? and how? of odd sexual relations. The
over membership vows, ruling 1032) could quickly guestion is also more basic than simple appeals to
send us into the same downward spiral as the Episcop&eripture allow, and this will disturb my friends on the
lians; progressives fear that in four years the African traditionalist side of the house.

contingent (mainly Ivory Coast) will be large enough

to squash their agenda totally. We are a deeply frag- This debate will not advance merely hurling verses and
mented people, but that should not strike us as strangeexpert opinions at one another since each side claims
Every age of the church has faced spiritual and intellegplenty of both. The decisive issue is divine revelation.
tual challenges at least as great as our own. To think ¢ God self revealed, and if so, how and where? Once
some idyllic time when the church was one in heart antbcated, what does it mean for the church to receive
mind to which we might return is a pious fantasy, the afresh the multiple treasures of divine revelation whose
only exception being the brief and short-lasting portraitintent is “to provide for our fallen, wounded, and sinful
of Acts 2:41-47. The content of the faith must be con- lives a therapeutic restoration of the image of God in
tended for every generation, and the costs are always Christ?’5 This is not an easy question because it

high. This grand faith will continue, the only question pushes us past the current terms of the debate onto

3 Kimberly Winston, “Presbyterians move to allow gadgrgy, but fight remains,Religious News Servicdune 27, 2008.
4 Ruth Glenhill, “Anglicans for ‘new church’ in gayergy row,” TimesOnLingJune 19, 2008.
5 The language of my philosopher friend, Dr. StevakBmore of Wesley Biblical Seminary in an email coent on this article.
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ground we have not recently considered. The current What we need, and what the Holy Spirit may be offer-
agonies of Methodism have much to do with unfin-  ing us, is a new way of being post-Wesley Methodists
ished theological work from our foundations. Wesley with a renewed catholic spirit. We let Wesley’'s own
has served us well on some issues and poorly on othedeeper commitments to the classic theological vision of
The challenges he faced 250 years ago are not our onm@od hammered out in the early church and displayed ir
His necessary focus on the doctrines of grace and sal-the great Creeds (and as preserved in our own Doc-
vation in a moribund state church have played into thetrinal Standards), guide us to resources we have not
hands of some of his later day children who want the recently considered. We will always treasure the
message to ball about us and our needather than Wesleyan way of salvation and the doctrines of grace
first aboutwho God igholy Trinity) andwhat God has  celebrated in our hymnody and Wesle$tandard Ser-
done(creation and incarnation). The center of the faithmonsbecause they are our chief contribution to the

is notjustification by grace through faitfour Protes- spiritual riches of the larger church, but they are not the
tant rallying cry) owarmed heartandspreading resources we need to deploy at the present time. The
scriptural holiness across the laigdur pious, activist issues have shifted, and we have not, thus our stale-
Methodist slogans). The center of faith is the self- mate, polarization, and threatened fragmentation.
revelation of God the Father in Jesus Christ the Son as

mediated and kept fresh by the Holy Spirit in the Simple things are often the most revolutionary, and for

church through an array of the means of grace which me it was an eye-opener to be reminded that while the
heal our relationship with God. It is time for United  heretics and orthodox in the ancient church had the
Methodists to take the peculiar Christian doctrine of same Bible, they had differing visions of God. It mat-
God seriously. tered greatly through which set of lenses the Bible was
read. For what has come to be catleel great church
Ours are much more like the contentions of the early the lenses were narrative in shape and Trinitarian in
church than the immediate enlightenment situation of focus, thus the form of the Nicene Creed which —
the 18th century Methodists. Merely invoking the without the intrudindilioque clause, is the only Creed
name or methods of Father John to sanctify one’s opinagreed on by both the Eastern and Western churches
ions and shut down debate is not working any longer. and remains the best articulation of the vision of God
We Methodists have been a busy and productive peo- from the undivided church. A case can be made that
ple, but have often avoided theological engagement inthe shape and content of the NT canon and the shape
favor of various activisms, and we have argued to our and content of the Creed were mutually dependent for-
harm that this vice is a virtue. Now is the time for in- mulations. Books were allowed in because they
tellectual repentance and a fresh debate on divine revanatched the church’s vision of who God was. A case
lation. Is there anything we know about God, and whatan also be made that early liturgies and sacramental
are the warrants for this belief? celebrations, forms of art and spiritual direction, as
(Cont. on page 4)

#
# # #
# # & $
( ( & #
# ) * #
# & M #
mn # 11] # 1 T 1
' # ' #




well as the development of oversight as episcopacy, dism is a naive belief in the cardinal American doc-
were gifts of the Holy Spirit to the church to sustain it trines of progress and pragmatism. We have been

over time.

It is time that we broadened and deepened our vi-
sion of the means of grace given to the church. We
are much richer than imagined, and with the re-
newed blessing of the Spirit on the whole array we
may find ourselves in a new situation with fresh
resources.

It is time to place Scripture at the center of a larger
network and ecology of resources God has given.
The Trinity is the decisive revelation of the com-
plex personal unity of the one and living God.
Scripture is the testimony to the actions of this God
and never meant to be construedala Scriptura
Isolating the Bible from the larger network of the
means of grace and establishing it as a sole crite-
rion of knowledge has led to much mischief among
the Protestant wing of the church. The Creed is a
meaty summary that assures that we read the book
from within the faith of the church. Liturgy and
sacraments are for the glorification of this God and
the display case for the riches of divine revelation.
Saints present and past are our living examples of
what it means to have life transformed by this God.
Faithful theologians and teachers translate the faith
to engage each new intellectual challenge. Charis-
matics and wonder-workers remind us that God is
never far away and that surprises are always just
beyond sight. Prophets prick our consciences and
jar us loose from the obsessions of our culture.
Missions to unreached and under-reached people
remind us that all the world needs access to the
treasures carried within the bosom of the church.
Acts of church discipline monitor the boundaries of
acceptable teaching and practice. Waves of spiri-
tual and institutional renewal every several genera-
tions remind us the church belongs to God who will
not let its light go out, though it burn ever so low
on some occasions. The kingdom of God to which
the church points will not come gradually by hu-
man effort; it will be unveiled in a devastating mo-
ment; only then will it be seen which of our efforts
were faithful indicators of its character. The
weight of sin and evil are with the world and the
church until the end. Behind much of tiygper-
earnestrhetoric of the left and the right in Metho-

thoroughly infected by strange beliefs. If you find
yourself sayindf only..., then calling for people to
just work harder to fix things, yours is a thin gospel
indeed, more frontier America than faithfully
Christian in any deep sense.

Since beginning ordained ministry thirty years ago, |
have counted myself a renewalist and spent consider-
able effort in working for the theological and mis-
sional renewal of our church through the Mission So-
ciety and The Confessing Movement. But as | look
back across our efforts, one thing is missing. Repen-
tance, fasting, and prayer. We have often been so
confident of the rightness of our cause that we have
been blind to the truth that the riches of divine revela-
tion as opened to the churches through an array of
means can only be received by those who humble
themselves and seek God. Might it not be an opening
for the Holy Spirit if our Council of Bishops would

call for a year of prayer and fasting, and if Friday, the
day of our Lord’s crucifixion, was marked by fasting
and evening prayer meetings to seek the face of God?
Methodists have always had a keen interest in reli-
gious experience, of which prayer is the primal labo-
ratory. This is my modest proposal. Meanwhile, |

will continue to contend for the classic faith of the
church as grounded in our official Doctrinal Stan-
dards through advocacy, argument, strategic giving,
preaching, writing, missions and the formation of po-
litical alliances. But | am under no illusion that these
will fundamentally change our current sorry state of
affairs. At best they maintain a faithful witness and a
stubborn holding pattern while we await better days.
What we are experiencing in our turmoil is both the
active wrath of God because of our entrenched sins of
capitulation to the allures of the culture (comfort, con-
venience, self-indulgence, anti-intellectual faith) and
a call to find a new way forward. The best folks on
my side of the church aisle can do is serve as a wit-
ness that we will not surrender what we think is the
hope of the world. And, when we have our spiritual
wits about us, we will pray for a fresh infusion of the
life of the historical and risen Jesus into the life of his
people6 We will lead in prayer and repentance.
What if, in the strange providence of God, we en-
dured and stood as the only undivided major Protes-
tant Church in America?

6 On these themes, see the volumes of Dr. WilliaAbdaham:The Logic of RenewgGrand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008anonical Theism

(Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2008).



A Sad Day For Evangelicals?

By Dr. Maxie Dunnam

Jun 19, 2008
Introductory Note: This language that states the practice of homosexuality is
‘article was written for the incompatible with Christian teaching . . . and thus the

United Methodist Reporter church does not condone it. If that specific language
following the June 13" issue  was kept, some wanted to add words to the effect
where two articles were that “faithful Christians disagree.”

published based on a state-

ment by Dr. Eddie Fox. Af- This was no new suggestion. For at least two previ-

ter Dr. Dunnam wrote this ous conferences, that was one of the efforts of those

article, he discovered Dr. who oppose the present position of the church. The

Fox had not made the state- argument that emerged forcefully at this conference

ment credited to him. To was, “Let’s just tell the truth . . . there is disagree-

base two prominent articles ment on this issue in the church.” That argument

on an “untruth” especially was made in an article in thénited Methodist Re-
when the week before they had a huge article on  porter shortly after General Conference. One of my
truth telling, is irresponsible. friends has a very good argument about truth telling

as it relates to evangelism. He says, “I find 20-
No one needs to defend the Rev. Eddie Fox. Who insomethings flat out won't listen to a Church that is
United Methodism has had a more fruitful ministry  hostile to gays, but when | say, ‘We disagree on

in evangelism in the past three or four decades . . . this,” that makes sense to them, since they and their
not only as a local pastor, but as a denomination friends disagree. And then | can get them to listen to
leader as well as a World Methodist ecumenical the gospel.”

leader? Who in United Methodism is known and ap-
preciated so much among people called Methodists Of course! And | appreciate my friend connecting it

around the world? with evangelism. | wish that all who are passionate
about this issue would be as passionate about sharing
So | found it a bit ironical that a page in tdeited the gospel.

Methodist Reportewas devoted to two persons re-
sponding to a statement Dr. Fox made in presenting First of all, the United Methodist Church position on
the report which was approved by the General Con- this practice is not “hostile” to gays. That is stated
ference, reaffirming the church’s long held position very clearly in our statement in tbescipline And
on the practice of homosexuality being incompatible of course we acknowledge the truth. Faithful Chris-
with Christian teaching. The comment was, “We tians do disagree on this issue. We can admit that.
love homosexual people, but we detest what they =~ We should and we do.
do.”
But no one | know is contending that we state we
Admittedly the word “detest” comes off as rather have differences on other issues that we address in
harsh. What would have been the difference in re- theDiscipline TheDisciplinewouldn’t mean very
sponse if Dr. Fox had simply said; we “do not ap-  much if every time we make a moral or ethical judg-
prove what they do?” That’s what our position is as ment we always added, “though faithful Christians
a church. We do not condone the practice of homo- disagree.”
sexuality. It is incompatible with Christian teaching,
so we disapprove of it. One writer's reflection on the General Conference
and Dr. Fox’s words, concluded, “I cannot but reflect
Is language really the issue? Yes. Not Dr. Fox’s  that it is indeed a sad day to be an evangelical United
language, but the language of iscipline There Methodist.” Why sad for an “evangelical” United

was an effort at General Conference to remove the ,
(continued on page 6)



Methodist? The General Conference spoke on theWe do weep with those who weep. We do acknowl-

issue, not just “evangelicals.” And how can it be saelddge and share the pain of the gay community. But

for anyone in United Methodism when our position @t us not forget the pain and estrangement we would

the practice of homosexuality is in harmony with thdring to our church if we established policies that di-

teaching of the church for 2000 years and the positreatly contradict the canon of Scripture adhered to

of the present-day universal church? through the centuries, and positioned ourselves
against the orthodox worldwide Christian commun-

| did not speak in the plenary debate on this issue. ion?

Had | done so, | would have expressed my deep sym-

pathy with the yearning of some of our brothers andJnlike my friend, | don’t think it is a sad day to be an

sisters who desire that our church give up its long- evangelical United Methodist. | am seeing great re-

held position on homosexual practice. | wept and newal and revival. For the most part, | see it among

prayed with some of them during the days of Generfalks who would think of themselves as

Conference. | have spent my entire ministry encouftevangelical.”

aging and nurturing the desire within every individual

to find themselves in the center of God’s love. My sadness is that there is a relatively small group
(when you think of the whole church) who put their

| acknowledge and appreciate the fact that for us aslesires and feelings, their understandings of Scripture

church to change our position on this issue would and their lifestyles above the unity of the church, who

bring rejoicing in some corners of the church. Howaccuse those of us who want to be faithful to Scripture

ever, those sounds of joy would be drowned out byand the mind of the Church of being unloving and ex-

shouts of pain and demands for action by larger nupiusive.

bers of the vast majority of Methodists throughout

North America and around the world.

UNIVERSALISM IN THE UNITED METHODIST

CHURCH
By Dr. Bill Bouknight

Recently The Confessing Movement received an e-mail from an unhappy Methddbses.
She reported that in her local church the main problem was Universalism, thehaelaf per-
sons, regardless of belief or conduct, will go to heaven, and that hell is a myth. Tlas wom
claimed that Universalism is rampant within The United Methodist Church, elfpécihe
leadership positions.

This Methodist woman in Texas is correct. Universalism is the cancer aatiygat the mar-
row of Met_hodism’s bones. In fact, the offic_ial confirr_nation resource of our Qentjmirlm\_/er
even mentions the word “hell.” Jesus certainly mentioned the “h” word, again and &gai
fact, Jesus said, “...do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no moreim Fdwe,
after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell youhfeat (Luke 12:4)

Jesus said more about hell than did anyone else. He taught that some people wagetghe saw his own
mission as essentially an emergency rescue operation. He said, “For theM&onaaime to seek out and to
save the lost.” (Luke 19:10) There are eleven statements by Jesus about hdtiun glospels. A typical one
is Matthew 23:33 when Jesus said to the Pharisees and teachers of the law: “Ysu ¥pnakerood of vipers!
How will you escape being condemned to hell?” Even the most famous verse in thedBibl8;15, points to
hell as the alternative to salvation: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one armhotiyatSvho-
ever believes in him SHALL NOT PERISH but have eternal life.”









