SERMON SERIES: IT’S HIP TO BE SQUARE
 “Experience And The United Methodist Future”
Romans 8:35-39
Today brings us to the conclusion of our sermon series “It’s Hip To Be Square,” in which we’ve been exploring the issue of human sexuality through the lens of Wesleyan theology.  As United Methodists we have a way to think theologically about faith and its practice.  The Wesleyan Quadrilateral—a theological construct developed in the 1960s by Methodist theologian Albert Outler—provides us with four ways to approach issues of faith and belief.  They are Scripture, tradition, reason and experience.  Each Sunday we’ve taken one of the sides of the Quadrilateral and applied it to the issue of human sexuality, especially as it pertains to homosexuality, marriage and ordination within our denomination.
We’re going to wrap things up this morning, and I want to thank you for being so patient, understanding and grace-filled as we’ve moved through this series.  We all know this is a highly charged issue.  It’s been a ticking time bomb in our denomination since 1972.  And as we’ve said, in February of next year there will be a called session of General Conference to decide on how we move forward as a denomination.  I’ve joked privately that since I’m leaving town today to visit my parents, I’m leaving Kathy and Cindy to clean up my mess from this series!  But it is just a joke because you have been extremely gracious with me and with this series.  I thank you for that.  So let’s turn to our Scripture reading for today, Romans 8:35-39, as we jump into the final side of the Quadrilateral: experience.

Today many people resist incorporating personal experience into their theology.  After all, experience—including religious ones—can be very subjective and easily distorted.  But John Wesley considered experience to be an important part of theological reflection.  Our personal spiritual experiences represent a vital dimension of our Christian lives.
35Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s love?  Does it mean he no longer loves us if we have trouble or calamity, or are persecuted, or hungry, or destitute, or in danger, or threatened with death?  36(As the Scriptures say, “For your sake we are killed every day; we are being slaughtered like sheep.”)  37No, despite all these things, overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.
38And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love.  Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers of hell can separate us from God’s love.  39No power in the sky above or in the earth below—indeed, nothing in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Experience for John Wesley included such things as observation, facts, sensations, introspection, concrete situations, and self-analysis.  Nearly always Wesley referred--not just to any experience that happens to us--but specifically “Christian experience.”  Such experiences center around the awareness that our sins have been forgiven, and experiences wherein the Holy Spirit confirms to us that we are saved.  The most famous example comes from Wesley’s own conversion experience: In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading [Martin] 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 me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.  Wesley’s conversion was a true spiritual experience that changed him forever.
The apostle Paul had plenty of personal spiritual experiences—from his conversion on the Damascus Road, miraculous healings, and the spiritual authority to cast out demons and proclaim the gospel.  In our Scripture reading he poses a rhetorical question: 35Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s love?  Of course the answer is ‘no.’  And not only can we not be separated from Christ’s love…overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.  Then Paul said, 38And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love.  What had convinced Paul of that?  What allowed him to declare that with such confidence that it has given hope and comfort to Christians for centuries?


Simply: his own personal spiritual experiences.  Paul had been through the good, bad and ugly of being an apostle, missionary and church planter.  He’d been beaten, imprisoned, stoned, shipwrecked and ridiculed.  He’d witnessed miracles, exorcisms, conversions and the start of new churches.  Like us, Paul might not have been able to fully articulate the depths and meanings of his personal spiritual experiences, but they were critical components of his faith journey.

ASK: How many of you have had a powerful spiritual experience that made an impact on your life—that you can still remember to this day?


ASK: Would anyone like to briefly share their experience?


Experience is often hard to describe.  Since experience involves so much feeling and emotion, it’s difficult to put it into words.  It’s like trying to explain what love feels like or what the smell after the rain is like.  We experience it.  We feel it.  We know it.  But it’s hard to explain it to others.
As we said, John Wesley firmly believed in the validity of personal spiritual experience.  However, he did not consider experience to be self-authenticating.  Just because a person claimed to have a revelatory experience, it still needed to come under the scrutiny of Scripture, tradition and reason.  Our personal experiences can be ambiguous and can be interpreted in different ways, some of which are deceptive.  Our personal experiences do not represent the highest religious authority.


So how would John Wesley have experienced homosexuality in his eighteenth-century world?  I honestly don’t know.  Given Wesley’s lifestyle and dedication to his work, I’d guess that Wesley didn’t know many—if any—homosexual people.  They were certainly present in the culture of his time but not as open or recognizable as today.  Wesley may’ve never encountered a homosexual person in his lifetime.  And if he did, it’s probable he didn’t know they were homosexual.  At least that’s what I think.

And how does experience relate to homosexuality in our world?  There are many LGBTQ persons who claim to have deeply personal and powerful experiences with God.  Are those experiences valid—or at least as valid as our own?  Does homosexual orientation—not behavior but orientation—exclude men and women from being called by God to ministry?  Many people believe it does; many people believe it doesn’t.


What of our own personal experiences with LGBTQ persons?  Many of you know men and women, either from your own families or work, who identify as gay or lesbian.  What have you come to learn about them as people, as family members, as co-workers?  I think it’s safe to say that if we personally know LGBTQ persons we know they’re not militant crusaders out to eradicate the fabric of society.  They have feelings and experiences.  They have hopes and dreams.  They hurt and grieve.  They have too much debt and worry about their children or aging parents.  They pay their taxes, get speeding tickets, and go out to eat.

About ten years ago there were some pro-homosexual resolutions brought to the floor of our Annual Conference for deliberation.  That happens nearly every year so it wasn’t anything new or surprising.  But as I sat in Stuart Auditorium listening to the speeches by those who opposed the resolutions, I heard the fear and anger in their voices.  And as the deliberations continued, the more hostile some of the people became.  I remember leaning over to Felicia and saying something to the effect “I wonder what my friend S. would think if he heard this?  How would he feel?  What would he think of Christianity if this is what he saw?”  Our own personal experiences with LGBTQ persons soften our hearts moreso than if we’ve never gotten to know someone with an alternative lifestyle.

Our personal spiritual experiences help us navigate issues such as our denomination faces.  Not every spiritual experience is right or valid, as Wesley would affirm; every experience needs the corrective of Scripture, tradition and reason to verify its authenticity.  But what we know of God—what we have experienced of Christ’s presence and the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives—can help us think theologically about faith and its practice.

So let’s try to draw all this talk of the Quadrilateral together and wrap it up with the analogy of a biscuit recipe.  If you’re going to make biscuits you’re going to need two cups of flour, one tablespoon of baking powder, one teaspoon of salt, one-quarter cup shortening, and three-quarters cup of milk.

Flour is the primary ingredient.  It provides the bulk and nutrients of the biscuits. All the other ingredients serve to hold the flour together and, when it’s baked, make it pleasant to taste and smell.  The shortening and milk bind the flour together.  They also add protein and fat that contribute to flavor, texture, and nutrition.

The baking powder makes the biscuits fluffy and light.  If we forget to add this ingredient we end up with little bricks or hockey pucks, but certainly do not make for good eating.  The little bit of salt works with the baking powder to make the biscuits fluffy.  It also enhances the flavor provided by the shortening, milk and flour.  If we forget the salt, we end up with biscuits that are bland and tasteless.  The Wesleyan Quadrilateral has four ingredients--Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience—that when used together in proper proportion, helps Christians to understand and grow in their love of God and others.
Scripture is like the flour in the biscuit recipe because, as flour provides the “stuff” of the biscuits, the Bible provides the foundation for understanding Christian faith and life.  Tradition is like the milk and shortening.  It helps us read and understand Scripture.  Through it we are connected to those who have gone before; who have read, struggled with, and prayed Scripture.  Reason is like the baking powder.  God sheds light on his Word through the gift of reason.  God gives us the freedom to question, think and explore.  As the baking powder makes the biscuits light and fluffy, reason allows the light of God to illuminate and animate Christian faith.  And experience is like the salt.  The salt doesn’t create the flavor; it brings it out and magnifies it.  That is what experience does for Christian life.


So before we close, as we’ve done the past two weeks, I’d like to give you an opportunity to ask any questions you may have.  ASK: Does anyone have any questions about anything in the sermon series, or questions about the Commission on the Way Forward or the recommendation that will be put before the called General Conference next year?

Let us pray: Our God, who exists beyond our greatest and wisest attempts to explain, as we conclude this series we thank you for the guidance of your Holy Spirit each week.  Thank you for the words we have heard, for the thoughts you have generated within each of us, and for the discomfort that forces us to look closely at our preconceived ideas, beliefs and yes, even prejudices.  As we move forward as a church and as a denomination, let love for all be our binding, driving force.

Thank you once again for this congregation who has so faithfully and gracefully attended to this series.  It has not been easy or comfortable, and I personally thank you, Lord God, for surrounding me with such faithful and deliberate followers of Christ.

Now, dear Father, shed your wisdom, grace and guidance upon our denomination.  May the decisions reached next February honor and glorify you; may our disagreements be tempered with love; and may our future be bolder and brighter than we might anticipate.


Thank you, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Blessed be your name, Three in One.  Amen.
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