SERMON SERIES: IT’S HIP TO BE SQUARE
 “Tradition And The United Methodist Future”
2nd Thessalonians 2:15-17 (NRSV)
Last Sunday we began a sermon series centered on the issue of human sexuality, especially with regard to marriage and ordination of LGBTQ persons in the United Methodist Church.  About eighteen months ago, a thirty-five person taskforce--The Commission on the Way Forward—made up of United Methodists from across the globe—was instructed to discuss this issue that has plagued our denomination since 1972.  The Commission has presented their deliberations and recommendations to the Council of Bishops, and sometime this month the Council will release the three options and their recommendation for moving forward.  A special called session of General Conference will convene in February of next year to vote on the recommendation.

During one session of Annual Conference last month, Alice Williams, a lay person from the Florida Annual Conference and a member of the Commission on the Way Forward, presented an update on the work of the Commission.  She also gave an overview of the three options that the Commission studied.

As we said last week, as United Methodists we do have a way to think theologically about things.  In the 1960s a Methodist theologian named Albert Outler developed a construct he called the ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral.’  He synthesized the various components of John Wesley’s theology and realized there were four points—or sides—that Wesley relied on to know God better and to think theologically about faith and its practice.  In order of emphasis that John Wesley put on them they are Scripture, tradition, reason and experience.  Last week we began with Scripture and the difficulties in interpretation that exist among United Methodists.  This morning I invite to turn to our Scripture reading, 2nd Thessalonians 2:15-17.


And let me say again: I’m not trying to change anyone’s mind nor am I taking a stand one way or another with this sermon series.  I simply want to offer us four different lenses--or perspectives--that we can use in considering this issue.
15So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter.  16Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and through grace gave us eternal comfort and good hope, 17comfort your hearts and strengthen them in every good work and word.

The second side of the Wesleyan Quadrilateral that we can use to look at issues theologically is that of tradition.  Paul instructed the Thessalonian churches to…stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter.  He wrote this letter around 51 or 52 AD, or less than 20 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  By that time certain practices in worship and discipleship had developed, and been transmitted by Paul and the other apostles.  In the pluralistic first-century world there were a lot of teachings, speakers, faith practices and cults.  Paul wanted to insure that the church in Thessalonica kept to the instructions and practices that he had laid out for them.

For John Wesley, tradition meant the collected wisdom, teaching and practices of the church throughout history.  He was always concerned that his theology and the Methodist movement be seen in the context of that history.  Wesley affirmed the same creeds that we still use today—the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed—as containing the essential traditional beliefs of the Christian faith across the centuries.


Christian tradition also consisted of the teachings of the church that corresponded to the Scriptures.  It contained both the biblical knowledge and the practical wisdom of Christians who had pursued true biblical faith.  If there was a piece of Scripture that eluded easy interpretation, Wesley looked back in church history to see how the church and antiquity had viewed the same passage.
Wesley was not afraid to acknowledge the spiritual traditions from different branches of the Church—whether that be Roman Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox, although he did reject the Roman Catholic tendency to elevate tradition to the level of scriptural authority.  He said: “I lay this down as an undoubted truth:--The more the doctrine of any Church agrees with the Scripture, the more readily ought it to be received.  And, on the other hand, the more the doctrine of any Church differs from Scripture, the greater cause we have to doubt it.”

Wesley did not believe in arguing every single aspect of church history and theology.  He recognized the right of Christians to disagree on matters such as forms of worship, structures of church government, modes of baptism, or theological explorations.  Such differences, Wesley believed, did not break the bond of fellowship that ties Christians together in Jesus Christ.  Wesley's familiar dictum was, “As to all opinions which do not strike at the root of Christianity, we think and let think.”

Given this brief overview of Wesley’s understanding of tradition and church antiquity, we ask: how might John Wesley have approached the issue of human sexuality?


We said last week in our discussion on Scripture that Wesley would likely affirm the biblical passages that warn against homosexuality, as they would’ve been interpreted in his eighteenth century world.  I think--given what we know of Wesley’s reliance on the teachings of the church throughout history—he would likewise have taken a stand against homosexual practice.  That was the prevailing interpretation and doctrine in his lifetime.  He would’ve gone back and investigated what the early church fathers--the creeds, councils, interpretations and practices—of the church in history said about the issue.  From this perspective, I think we can agree that Wesley would’ve stood firm against the practice of homosexuality, even as he stood firm against greed or adultery.

But as we know, over the past decade or so a great many denominations have moved to be more inclusive of LGBTQ persons.  Our daughter denomination, the Presbyterian Church, moved to allow gay marriage in 2014.  The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America voted to allow gay marriage and the ordination of same in 2009.  The United Church of Christ moved to accept gay marriage in 2005.  Other denominations such as the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the American Baptist Churches USA allow each individual congregation to decide where they stand on the issue.


So we’re seeing a break from historic church tradition on this issue.  But we must remind ourselves: the Church has also broken from its own traditions with regard to divorce and cohabitation.  At one time in history both of these things were considered taboo and disallowed, sometimes on penalty of excommunication.

Is the United Methodist Church simply following our culture blindly?  Are we caving in?  Are we compromising?  Many believe so.  Others believe we’re adapting church traditions to fit a rapidly changing culture that, I might add, is never going to be John Wesley’s eighteenth century or America’s 1950s again.


The Commission on the Way Forward has completed their task.  They have already presented three plans—or “models”—to the Council of Bishops.  The first model, known as the “Traditionalist Plan,” would affirm the current language in the Book of Discipline—that the practice of homosexuality “is incompatible with Christian teaching,” and states that officiating at a same-sex wedding or being a “self-avowed practicing” gay clergy member are chargeable offenses under church law.  It would place a higher value on accountability for clergy and bishops who go against the Discipline.


The second model, known as the “One Church Plan,” would remove the restrictive language in the Discipline and place a high value on ministry contextualization.  That is, churches could decide for themselves--based on where they are located and who they are reaching—how to handle the LGBTQ issue.  This plan would allow for the ordination of LGBTQ clergy, as well as same-sex marriages, with the caveat that it specifically protects the rights of individuals and churches whose conscience will not allow them to marry or ordain LGBTQ persons.


The third model, known as the “Connectional Conference Plan,” would completely restructure the United Methodist Church, creating multiple branches that have clearly defined values such as accountability, contextualization and justice.  This model would maintain shared doctrine and services and one Council of Bishops.

The Council of Bishops will release their report sometime this month.  Once that report is available, I’ll be glad to print copies of it for anyone who wants one.  The report is 88 pages long so it won’t be a quick read.  But I do encourage us to take the time to read and digest it.

A May 4th press release stated, “…the bishops agreed to recommend the One Church Plan.  This plan provides conferences, churches, and pastors the flexibility to uniquely reach their missional context while retaining the connectional nature of The United Methodist Church.  The One Church Plan allows for contextualization of language about human sexuality; and allows for central conferences, especially those in Africa, to retain their disciplinary authority to adapt the Book of Discipline and continue to include traditional language and values while fulfilling the vision of a global and multicultural church.
This plan also encourages a generous unity by giving United Methodists the ability to address different missional contexts in ways that reflect their theological convictions.  The One Church Plan removes the restrictive language of the Book of Discipline and adds assurances to pastors and Conferences who, due to their theological convictions, cannot perform same-sex weddings or ordain self-avowed practicing homosexuals.  While the bishops recommend the One Church Plan, they affirmed that the Connectional Conference Plan and the Traditionalist Plan held values that are important to the life and work of the church and will be included in the final report...”

So a change is coming to the United Methodist Church.  We’re at the threshold of something altogether different than what we’ve known.  Some people will cheer the decision of the called General Conference; others will continue to leave the church.  Some people will be happy; others will be hurt.


I’ve been asked who will represent the Holston Conference next year.  The persons elected to General Conference in 2016 will also serve as delegates to St. Louis in February.  There is an equal number of clergy and laity.  Their names and faces are listed on the bulletin board just inside the door of the Friendship Hall.  Our delegation to General Conference has always leaned conservative but I cannot tell you how any of the delegates will vote on the One Church Plan.

Before we conclude this morning, I’d like to give you an opportunity to ask any questions you may have.  This is a difficult sermon series and a difficult issue.  No one is going to change anyone else’s mind but we must continue to treat one another with respect and grace, just as Christ would have us do at any time.  I don’t have many answers for you but I’ll try to help where I can.


ASK: Does anyone have any questions related to the issue of LGBTQ inclusion in the United Methodist Church, the recommendation of the Council of Bishops, or of todays—or last Sunday’s—sermon?


Let us pray:


God of the ages, we are confronted with information that frightens some and excites others.  We know we’re at a point where hard decisions must be made—in our own hearts, in our church, in our denomination.  Let us be humble enough to admit that we don’t know everything about you or the Scriptures.  We never will because you are eternal and there will always be more to discover.  Likewise, we know that your church in the world is changing—sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse.  We cannot say at this moment how history will judge us.  Will future generations look back and see compromise and weakness and capitulation?  Or will they see strength and boldness and hope?  We simply do not know.  All we know we can do is pray fervently that your will be done in our denomination, that your grace is greater than any mistakes we might make, and that you would continue to use us—individuals, churches and denomination—to reach the lost, make disciples, feed the hungry, restore the broken, and make your kingdom a reality in this world.  In the precious and powerful name of Jesus Christ, we pray.  Amen.
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