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Our Distinctive Heritage as Christians 

 The United Methodist Church professes “the historic Christian faith in God, incarnate in 

Jesus Christ for our salvation and ever at work in human history in the Holy Spirit” (BOD, 45). 

Because we believe that this Holy Trinity has chosen freely to act in human history, we believe 

that our theological task is to testify to the work of the Holy Spirit by continually renewing and 

affirming the sovereignty of God and God’s love in Jesus Christ “amid the continuing crises of 

human existence” (BOD, 45). Like Christians throughout history, Methodists have always sought 

to appropriate and reaffirm the ancient Christian message in light of their own context. In order 

to do this, they have been guided by the testimony of Holy Scripture, informed by Christian 

tradition, enlivened by experience, and tested by reason (BOD, 45).  

 The United Methodist Church affirms the basic Christian doctrines held by orthodox 

Christians throughout Church history. We believe in the “mystery of salvation in and through 

Jesus Christ” (BOD, 47). We believe that “God’s redemptive love is realized in human life by 

the activity of the Holy Spirit, both in personal experience and in the community of believers” 

(BOD, 47). We believe that “we are a part of Christ’s universal church when by adoration, 

proclamation, and service we become conformed to Christ” (BOD, 47). We believe that “the 

reign of God is both a present and a future reality” (BOD, 48). We recognize “the authority of 

Scripture in matters of faith, the confession that our justification as sinners is by grace through 

faith, and the sober realization that the church is in need of continual reformation and renewal” 

(BOD, 48). In addition to all of these we believe in an ecumenical cooperation which leads to 

epistemological humility. The United Methodist church insists that Christian unity is not an 

option; it is a gift to be received and expressed (BOD, 88). In this spirit of unity, The United 
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Methodist Church has made many efforts at doctrinal convergence throughout the twentieth 

century (Jones, 70). The gift of unity invites United Methodists into a posture of humility which 

respects the diversity of opinions held by conscientious persons of faith while still holding to the 

essentials of vital religion. Indeed, John Wesley followed this time-tested approach: “In 

essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; and in all things charity” (BOD, 55). 

 Therefore, the uniqueness of the United Methodist Church does not lie in differing 

doctrinal affirmations but rather our emphasis on practical divinity. From the very beginning, the 

Methodist movement did not seek “to reformulate doctrine but rather to summon people to 

experience the justifying and sanctifying grace of God and encourage people to grow in the 

knowledge and love of God through the personal and corporate disciplines of the Christian life” 

(BOD, 49). This is apparent in the earliest mission statement for the Methodists: “To reform the 

nation particularly the Church, and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.” 

Our Distinctive Heritage as Wesleyan Methodist Christians 

 Within the Methodist movement, Wesleyan Methodists (those who followed the 

teachings of John and Charles Wesley) affirmed distinctive emphases which bore close 

resemblance to the emphases of the Evangelical United Brethren, a closely-related pietist 

movement.
1
 As Wesleyan Methodists, the United Methodist understanding of Christian faith and 

life is governed by a robust doctrine of grace (BOD, 49; cf. Jones, 77). Christian doctrines of 

Creation, Law, Christ, and Repentance are all grounded in the active and gracious love of God to 

all of creation (Jones, 145). The Wesleyan understanding of grace is fairly nuanced, but this 

should not be understood as affirming many different “graces”; God’s grace is singular, constant 

and unfailing. Rather it is humanity’s response to God’s grace that changes. 

                                                           
1 On April 23, 1968, The Methodist Church merged with The Evangelical United Brethren to form The United 
Methodist Church. 
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 United Methodists believe in prevenient or preventing grace – grace that gently nudges 

humanity at the “first slight transient conviction” of having sinned against God (BOD, 49; cf. 

Jones, 157-158). Following God’s prevenient grace, God’s justifying grace offers a sudden and 

dramatic or gradual and cumulative sense of an assurance of God’s love – that God indeed 

forgives sins, even yours and mine. In response to God’s justifying grace, the person is motivated 

by the gracious gift of God’s power and love, and moved through a process of sanctification onto 

Christian perfection. This process of sanctification is facilitated by the practice of good works 

and the growth of faith stemming from God’s gracious love “shed abroad in our hearts by the 

Holy Spirit.” This growth is accomplished by a joining of heart and hand that emphasizes God’s 

mission in the world. 

 In the United Methodist Church, the General Rules are used as one traditional expression 

of the intrinsic relationship between Christian faith and action, heart and hand. These rules are 

not primarily concerned with doctrine; rather they orient Methodist Christians around the central 

goal of discipleship and sanctification. In this way, “theology is the servant of piety” (BOD, 51). 

The General Rules not only govern the life of the Christian but also the Christian community as a 

whole. For John Wesley, “there is no religion but social religion, no holiness but social holiness” 

(BOD, 52). These social groups provided the nurturing communities in which Methodists would 

grow into true disciples of Christ. The only requirement for admittance into these groups was “a 

desire to flee from the wrath to come and to be saved from their sins.” 

 The General Rules consist of a three part formula: Doing no harm, doing good, and 

attending upon all the ordinances of God. It’s best not to understand the General Rules as hard 

and fast church law. Rather the General Rules serve as a bridge seeking to connect Methodist 

doctrine and practice (BOD, 53). The Discipline and the General Rules convey the expectation of 
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order within the experience of individuals and the life of the Church. Held together they provide 

the United Methodist Church with a clear description of the nature of the church and a system of 

support which enables a nurturing community. A clear articulation of the nature of the United 

Methodist Church and a nurturing system of support are both essential to a healthy community of 

faith. As the Book of Discipline states, “support without accountability promotes moral 

weakness; accountability without support is a form of cruelty” (BOD, 53). 

Our Theological Task as United Methodist Christians 

 Throughout Christian history, the Church has sought to reflect theologically on how the 

essential doctrines of the faith might inform Christian life in different contexts (BOD, 78). The 

United Methodist Church is not unique in this regard. The Book of Discipline states that the 

theological task of United Methodists “includes the testing, renewal, elaboration, and application 

of our doctrinal perspective in carrying out our calling ‘to spread scriptural holiness over these 

lands’” (BOD, 78). In other words, Christian doctrine is only valuable in as much as it informs 

and affects Christian practice (Jones, 81). Christian doctrine at its best seeks to facilitate a 

continual dialectic between God and God’s people (Jones, 85). 

 This theological task is both critical and constructive. It seeks to use the breadth of 

knowledge available in each new context to critically engage various expressions of faith and 

creatively construct a theological framework by which each generation might appropriate the 

wisdom of the past while faithfully seeking God in their midst (BOD, 79). This task is individual 

and communal. It invites each individual – regardless of status or experience – to engage in 

theological inquiry and discernment through the sustained disciplines of study, reflection, and 

prayer, but never to do so in isolation, forsaking compassionate dialogue and conference with 

fellow Christians (BOD, 79; cf. Jones, 84). This task is contextual and incarnational. It is 
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grounded upon God’s self-revelation in the incarnation of Jesus Christ and as such invites the 

Church into a daily incarnational involvement with the world “as we participate in God’s 

liberating and saving action” (BOD, 80). Lastly, the task is essentially practical. It requires that 

doctrinal affirmations inform the daily decisions of individuals while also requiring that the 

realities of the human condition inform our reflection on doctrinal affirmations (BOD, 80; cf. 

Jones, 72-73). 

 One way that United Methodists have tried to provide a hermeneutic of their theological 

task is with the Wesleyan Quadrilateral: Scripture, Tradition, Reason, and Experience. First 

proposed by Albert Outler, the Quadrilateral quickly became a mainstay in Methodist dialogue. 

However, Outler was concerned that the Quadrilateral was unfortunately misunderstood by many 

Methodists, lay and clergy alike. The four theological sources of Scripture, Tradition, Reason, 

and Experience are not to be understood as equally authoritative for discernment. Scripture is 

indeed primary and norms the other sources, but the degree of authority of the other sources is 

often debated (Jones, 136-137). Though the Quadrilateral was proposed as a helpful shorthand 

for the United Methodist theological task, it has only revealed the deep need for continuous and 

diligent Holy Conferencing within the community of faith. The Quadrilateral, though a helpful 

guide for theological reflection, is ultimately an unsuitable replacement for the Christian 

community itself. Thus, the theological task of the United Methodist Church resides necessarily 

and inextricably from the faith community as it seeks to reflect anew on God’s work in each 

particular generation and context.  

Conclusion 

 Our distinctive heritage as United Methodist Christians and our understanding of our 

theological task calls us “to work within our diversity while exercising patience and forbearance 
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with one another” (BOD, 87). This patience does not arise from theological indifference or an 

indulgent tolerance of error, but rather from the conviction that as Christians we have in common 

the Lordship of our Savior Jesus Christ and therefore have more in agreement than we have in 

disagreement (Jones, 88). Thus, we practice our theological task earnestly with epistemological 

humility “trusting that the Spirit will grant us wisdom to continue our journey with the whole 

people of God.” (BOD, 87). 


