
 



Introduction: Change Has Come  

“Though we cannot think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of one heart, though we 
are not of one opinion? Without all doubt, we may.” - John Wesley 

The Goal 


Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all 
of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united 
in the same mind and the same purpose. (1 Corinthians 1:10) 

Leaders in The United Methodist Church are talking about splitting our denomination over the 
issues of human sexuality and biblical interpretation. Sadly, it is quite possible that First United 
Methodist Church, Oak Ridge will be asked in the coming years to make a decision regarding 
our denominational affiliation. While we are tempted to jump ahead and debate where 
FUMCOR should align itself when that day comes, our congregational leaders feel it is critical 
that we spend time in prayer, study, and discussion prior to any such decision or vote. 


The goal of this daily study is to help focus the conversation currently taking place at 
First United Methodist Church, Oak Ridge about who we are and who we are called to be 
as a community which follows Jesus Christ.  

Although the question of our denominational affiliation has arisen as a result of the 2019 
General Conference, the place of the LGBTQ community, which is driving the Church’s debate, 
is a conversation occurring in the broader culture. That topic is one of many issues that have 
exposed different world views among the faithful, including but not limited to how we interpret 
scripture, differences in Christian practices around the world, the role of denominations in the 
post-Christendom world, restorative vs. retributive justice, balancing freedom in Christ with 
communal accountability, the relationship between Church and culture, etc. 


This is an important moment in the life of our church. If we desire to make faithful decisions 
about these matters, we need to focus less on our denominational struggle for a time and 
pause to study, share, and pray together about who God is calling us to be in the future. Out of 
such conversations, our decisions will naturally arise — and hopefully the love and respect 
found in our sharing will result in decisions more in alignment with God’s desires.  

As Proverbs 27:17 states, “Iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens the wits of another.”


Our Heritage 


They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of 
bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs 
were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to 
all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they 
broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God 
and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their 
number those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42-47) 

Let us acknowledge that this is not the first time that disagreements about where God is 
leading have arisen among followers of Jesus. Beginning with Paul and Barnabas in Acts 15, 
Christians have struggled with differing ideas on how best to offer a faithful witness to Christ. 
Theological, biblical, and ethical controversies in the past led to the creation of the hundreds of 
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Christian denominations which exist today. Maintaining community is hard! Our own Wesleyan 
heritage reflects this struggle, as well. 


Ironically, the phrase “unity, constancy, and peace” is taken from the prayer offered before Holy 
Communion in the Episcopal Church — which is part of the denomination from which 
Methodists broke away! Episcopal priests pray, “sanctify us that we may serve you in unity, 
constancy, and peace.” A similar emphasis is found in the UMC’s Great Thanksgiving: “make 
us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world.” 


Unity, constancy, and peace are not the only descriptors of “community,” but these three 
concepts offer a good beginning point for our congregation’s conversations about 
remaining faithful in our witness to Christ in the future. 

We share a great deal theologically with the Episcopal Church and its mother organization, the 
Church of England. But we must not forget The Methodist Episcopal Church (a forerunner of 
today’s UMC) was founded by those who left that denomination. There are no pristine 
denominations who have never experienced schism and splits in their history. Again, 
maintaining community is hard! 


In one sense, this study’s emphasis is an attempt to reclaim part of our Wesleyan heritage. 
John Wesley, founder of the Wesleyan movement within the Church of England, emphasized 
the importance of Christians belonging to a smaller accountability group as well as the larger 
denomination. We are formed as disciples at the local church level. United Methodist Churches 
around the world may be connected through The Book of Discipline and connectional 
structures, but local churches provide the most significant arena through which disciple-
making occurs. In order for us to “make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 
world” (the UMC’s mission), we must become the most faithful, healthy local church we can be. 


The Catalyst of the Current Dilemma 


For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  
(Matthew 18:20) 

Obviously, many people experience community without stepping into a church. Many around 
the world without church homes belong to groups and fellowship with peers. Until recently, 
people in all such communities shared one thing in common: close physical proximity. Whether 
at the church, pub, or ballpark, being part of a community meant sharing a physical space. The 
internet changed all that. What does “community” look like in the internet age? 


College students today have a completely different perspective on community than those born 
just 50 years ago. They have always had access to the astronomical amount of data and 
connections provided by the internet. Social media, online multiplayer games, and a variety of 
shared communication platforms make it possible for an individual in Oak Ridge to build 
relationships with people around the world. “Community” no longer assumes physical 
proximity. You can be friends with someone and never be physically in the same room. 


The internet has provided so many positives, they are difficult to list. However, among those 
positives are some serious negatives. Too often, technology offers us a false sense of 
connection. Internet communities are filled with acquaintances who have no deeply rooted 
sense of responsibility for one another. Online companions can’t offer us rides when we are 
stranded on the side of the road. When I am sick or depressed, social media “friends” can’t 
take me out to lunch or give a pat on the back. We are social creatures; being physically 
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present with people matters. Not surprisingly, studies show our culture has increasing issues 
with anxiety and loneliness. We feel isolated without face-to-face encounters with others. 


The opposite is true as well! In a world filled with acquaintances, discovering a real community 
full of genuinely caring people changes our life! The Church has a wonderful opportunity to 
reclaim the power and joy of being community for each other! 


The Changing Landscape of Church  

Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, 
one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have 
another to help. Again, if two lie together, they keep warm; but how can one keep warm 
alone? And though one might prevail against another, two will withstand one. A 
threefold cord is not quickly broken. (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12) 

The rise of the internet brought changes to the Church as well. No longer do people assume 
they need to sit together to discuss faith and spirituality. Today, people have access to 
documents, representatives, and friends from all the world’s religions. Such exploration can be 
a wonderful blessing to our spirituality. However, let’s be honest. It is always easier to read 
about spirituality than to embody it. Many people know a great deal about Buddhism, but few 
bind themselves to an active Buddhist community, who — like the Christian Church — expect 
practitioners to exhibit the principles of love, compassion, and grace with others. Spirituality 
that is divorced from real life may be interesting, but it doesn’t transform our lives. 


People in our culture are hungry for real community where they can be themselves, find 
purpose, be transformed, and make a difference. And so, when we acknowledge the current 
landscape of the Church in the world by saying change has come, and more changes are on 
the way, there is no need to despair or feel defeated. We can look to the future with hope. 


This is an incredible time to be a Christian! Unlike fifty years ago, people today do not attend 
Sunday services or affiliate with a church community in order to fulfill some vague cultural 
expectation. We come to worship and go forth to serve because we want to be here. 


A FUMCOR Focus 

I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which 
you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 
peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your 
calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all 
and through all and in all. (Ephesian 4:1-6) 

FUMCOR desires to embody the good news of Jesus Christ for this community! We choose to 
respond to the changes around us in a healthy and spiritually-mature way. We ask God to 
transform us and deepen our commitment to our community of faith so we can be on the 
forefront of sharing the story of God’s grace with future generations in Oak Ridge. 


It is time to discuss what community means for our congregation. While our conversations will 
certainly include events taking place in our denomination, our primary goal needs to be 
deciding who we are and who we will be as First United Methodist Church, Oak Ridge. 


What does Christian community mean to us?  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Week One: Unity Without Uniformity 

“Condemn no one for not thinking as you think. Let every one enjoy the full and free 
liberty of thinking for themself. Let every person use their own judgment, since every 
one must give an account of themselves to God. Abhor every approach, in any kind or 
degree, to the spirit of persecution, if you cannot reason nor persuade someone into the 
truth, never attempt to force them into it. If love will not compel them to come, leave 
them to God, the judge of all.” - John Wesley 


Monday, September 2 


What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? By 
no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it? Do you not know that all of us 
who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we 
have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. For if we 
have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him 
in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the 
body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For 
whoever has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we 
will also live with him. We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die 
again; death no longer has dominion over him. The death he died, he died to sin, once 
for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves dead 
to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. (Romans 6:1-11) 

Conversations about unity within the church should always begin by discussing our call to seek 
unity with God through Jesus Christ. That might seem like an unlikely place to start for some 
people. After all, human beings obviously have a difficult time getting along with each other — 
and we share so much in common. Surely unity with the Creator of the universe is harder to 
imagine! And yet, at the heart of the Christian gospel is the amazing revelation that God 
became human in Jesus so that we might follow the path of Christ and be united with God. 


Being united with God in Christ through the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit is the 
driving vision of who we are called to be. Followers of Jesus sometimes forget this. We 
become so caught up in our day-to-day responsibilities, so worried about making a living, so 
focused on achieving our goals that we often settle for far less than unity with the divine. But 
Christians should not abandon our efforts to experience deep spiritual connection with God. 


“How is it with your soul?” John Wesley regularly posed that question to the first Methodists. It 
was his way of asking, “how is your spiritual journey with God going? Are you being led by 
God’s Spirit each day?” If you do not already have a daily devotional time for reading the Bible, 
reflection, and prayer, we invite you to allow this study to help you develop a daily spiritual 
practice. Consider using the questions at the end of each day’s reading for your reflection time. 


However, whatever you do, please pray for our congregation over these next three weeks. Our 
hope is that God will use the time leading up to our combined outdoor worship service on 
September 22 to enable us to find deeper unity. Draw near to God and, in addition to your 
prayers for your family, friends, and yourself, invite the Holy Spirit to bring the comfort, 
encouragement, correction, and guidance we need to grow as a community of faith. 


• Consider John Wesley’s comment, “Abhor every approach, in any kind or degree, to the spirit 
of persecution, if you cannot reason nor persuade someone into the truth, never attempt to 
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force them into it.” When has someone tried to force you into “truth” as they perceived it? 
How did you respond? Why do such efforts fail? 


• When have you been so caught up in your day-to-day responsibilities and worries that you 
settled for something less than you should in your relationship with God? 


• How is it with your soul? Have you found a routine of spiritual practice that feels comfortable 
and fulfilling for you? What spiritual practices seem to work the best for you? What spiritual 
practices have you tried that didn’t work well for you? If not, who or what can might help you 
better care for your soul? 
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Tuesday, September 3 


Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, 
sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, 
drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you 
before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. By contrast, the 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who belong 
to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the 
Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. (Galatians 5:19-25) 

Because the Christian vision of experiencing unity with God is so hard to comprehend, many 
people choose instead to focus on fellowship with their family and friends. Having good 
relationships with the people we love is a wonderful goal. However, by prioritizing our “unity” 
with loved ones over a connection with God, we might actually be undermining our own efforts. 

   

Every relationship we have goes through difficult times. The same fears, anger, and sin that 
affect our connection with God also infect our relationships with loved ones. Whether it is our 
own unhealthy habits that rise up to cause problems or the other person’s issues, all long-term 
relationships hit bumps and roadblocks along the way. Just because we care about someone 
doesn’t mean we know how best to love them! 


In the end we discover that unless we are in a good place with God — receiving grace and 
being transformed by God’s presence — then we do not have the “tools” necessary to build, 
nurture, sustain, and enjoy the healthy relationships with others we desire. Paul makes this 
same point when writing to the church in Galatia. When we are enslaved to sin rather than set 
free by God (“the works of the flesh”), the result is seen in both a broken relationship with God 
(idolatry, sorcery, enmity) and broken relationships with people (fornication, impurity, 
licentiousness, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels...). 


It is not by accident that the liturgy we share at Holy Communion reads, “make us one with 
Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world.” That order matters! Closeness 
with God enables us to find closeness with others, whom we now see as broken children of 
God, just like us. When we have received unconditional love and grace from God, we can offer 
those gifts to the people in our lives. 


When people who have experienced divine grace gather to worship God, fellowship with one 
another, and serve Jesus as Lord by serving the world around them, we call that “church.”   


Our goal in this study may be to learn how to grow into a stronger, more faithful community, but 
unity in our congregation is only possible to the degree to which we invest time and 
energy in developing our connection with God.  

• Do you agree with the statement “unless we are are in a good place with God — receiving 
grace and being transformed by God’s presence — then we do not have the ‘tools’ 
necessary to build, nurture, sustain, and enjoy the healthy relationships with others we 
desire”? Why or why not?  


• Our Holy Communion’s Great Thanksgiving liturgy reads, “make us one with Christ, one with 
each other, and one in ministry to all the world.” What comes to mind when you hear “one in 
ministry to all the world?” What does that “ministry” look like?


• Do you like the definition of church offered above? How would you define “church?” 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Wednesday, September 4

 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 
though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one 
Spirit. (1 Corinthians 12:12-13) 

We began this week by reflecting on how our relationship with God provides the basis for how 
we interact as Christians in community. With that in mind, it is not surprising that our first hint 
of how to envision unity in the Church is found by examining what we mean by “unity with 
God.” Pause for a moment and ask yourself, “what does unity with God look like?” 


Obviously, unity with God is not based on our ability to think or act perfectly like the divine. If 
that were the requirement, none of us would draw near to God, let alone find unity. As God 
says in Isaiah 55:8, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says 
the Lord.” That is all the more reason why God’s incarnation as Jesus matters! His interaction 
with people is a great place for us to look to learn how God connects with others. 


Unlike many religious leaders of his day, Jesus acknowledges the presence and importance of 
all people, even treating those whom the culture shunned with compassion. He converses with 
all sorts: men, women, Pharisees, fishermen, tax collectors, zealots, prostitutes, etc. He honors 
and addresses their concerns without manipulation or exploitation. When necessary, he acts 
against his own self-interest for the good of others. In other words, Jesus does not wait until 
people agree with him to connect and build relationships with them. 


In light of our Lord’s actions, Christian unity is also driven by a desire to acknowledge, honor, 
and uplift one another, whether we are in agreement or not. This basic truth is very important to 
understand because unity in the church is difficult to achieve when we confuse unity with 
uniformity. They are different. Whereas uniformity demands that we see the world from the 
same perspective and agree with one another about priorities, “Unity” is the ability to remain 
connected and seek what is best for the community, while recognizing that each 
individual is a child of God who needs support on their unique journey. 


Paul understands this distinction. In 1 Corinthians 12, he describes the Church as a body with 
many members. What a profound, yet easy-to-understand, metaphor! Just as our physical 
bodies need a diverse set of “members” (eyes, arms, feet, etc.), so does the Body of Christ. We 
share one Spirit, one baptism, and one Lord, but it is our diversity that makes it possible for us 
to accomplish anything. Unity amidst diversity was a recurring theme in the Apostle’s writing.  


Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would 
be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might 
be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a 
disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of 
you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer 
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all 
of you are one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:23-28) 

If Paul had lived today, he might have chosen the metaphor of the church as an orchestra. 
Imagine God as the conductor of an enormous symphony with each of us playing our own 
unique instrument. It is not enough that each of us plays our instrument well. We must tune our 
various instruments to be in harmony with each other, play our own unique part, and play the 
tune which God is leading! 
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When our lives are in tune with one another and we respond to God’s leadership, the diverse 
Body of Christ discovers unity in God. The music coming from your trombone may not sound 
like the clash of my cymbals — or your passion for missions may not look exactly like my love 
of building maintenance — but we each have a part to play. Unity, not uniformity. 


• What are the consequences of a congregation demanding uniformity? In what ways (spoken 
and/or unspoken) has our congregation demanded uniformity in the past? 


• Do you believe our congregation demands uniformity in some way now? 


• If unity is defined as “the ability to remain connected and seek what is best for the 
community, while recognizing that each individual is a child of God who needs support on his 
or her unique journey,” then how is our congregation doing at achieving unity? With 0 being 
no unity and 100 being totally unified, what grade would you give First Church? What might 
help us move toward 100? 
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Thursday, September 5 


I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the 
evil one. They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. Sanctify 
them in the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent 
them into the world. And for their sakes I sanctify myself, so that they also may be 
sanctified in truth. I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will 
believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and 
I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 
The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are 
one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world 
may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 
(John 17:15-23) 

“Unity, not uniformity” sounds wonderful (and it is!), but what do we do when good-hearted 
members of a congregation disagree about how the church family should act? Compromise is 
a worthy goal, and healthy communities of faith strive to achieve it, but some issues are 
beyond compromise. 


Is it possible to maintain unity when we find ourselves in disagreement and no compromise is 
in sight? Yes, it is!  In fact, such situations are exactly when focusing on unity becomes 
paramount. Christian community is easy to maintain when we are all in agreement. But the 
Church becomes a Christ-like witness to the world when we choose to remain connected, 
continue to communicate, learn to be kind, and support one another in spite of our differences. 
As Jesus says, “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the 
tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you 
doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?” (Matthew 5:46-47)


While it sounds paradoxical, our unity is only fully revealed when we are in disagreement, 
because it is only then we must focus on what binds us together — God’s grace — rather than 
our differences. The more sharply that we differ, the more we must choose the way of Jesus. 
“But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 
5:8) In other words, every time God offers us forgiveness, it is our Creator’s way of saying “I 
choose relationship over perfection.” Unity does not eliminate our differences; it invites us 
to offer one another the same gift God offers us: relationship over agreement. 


When we stay connected and support one another in spite of our differences, when we see 
those who disagree with us as children of God, when we treat each other with respect and 
kindness...then we grow to trust one another. That trust leads us to keep communicating, even 
as we offer love and forgiveness to each other. 


• When is unity challenging for you? Under what circumstances are you tempted to walk away 
from relationships? 


• Over what issues do modern Christians struggle most to maintain unity? Over what issues 
did Christians 100 years ago struggle? Over what issues do you find it most difficult to 
maintain unity with those who disagree with you? 


• When you are challenged, angry, or frustrated, what helps you to chose compassion and 
patience? 


• How might your conflicts change, if you silently pray “come, Holy Spirit, come” during them?  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Friday, September 6 


If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in 
the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish 
ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of 
you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be 
in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard 
equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of 
a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled 
himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross. Therefore 
God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father. (Philippians 2:1-11) 

Our readings this week bring us to an important awareness about First Church. We are not, as 
a congregation, in full uniformity or unity. 


That we are not in complete uniformity almost goes without saying. We are blessed to have 
folks in our congregation from many different theological, cultural, and socio-economic 
backgrounds. We disagree on many, many things. Of course, the same can be said about the 
Church Universal, the United Methodist Church, and almost every other local church in the 
world. There are some congregations where uniformity is stressed or even demanded, 
but usually those are places where the diversity is simply suppressed.  


However, as we have said this week, those differences do not make unity impossible. Unity is 
not the same as uniformity. Unity is the ability to stay connected and seek what is best for our 
church, while at the same time realizing that each person is a child of God who needs our 
support on their unique journey.  


Unfortunately, we must confess that we are not in full unity as a congregation either. Too many 
members have expressed that they feel they must hide what they believe are unpopular 
opinions for us to claim unity. Too many people have expressed that they do not feel everyone  
supports their spiritual journey for us to claim unity. And yet, God is not done with us! 


We have work to do, and if we allow the Spirit to guide us, God can transform our already 
wonderful church family into something even better. We must consciously choose to make 
living in unity a priority for the future. We are not naive enough to believe such a goal will be 
easy! However there are concrete steps we can take to accomplish this kingdom-of-God-sized 
goal. 


- Admit that we love the idea of unity more than we love embodying it. It is much easier to talk 
about difficult subjects with only those who agree with us. 


- Recognize that unity is more beneficial than uniformity for maintaining a healthy community.  


- Seek out and engage those who have different opinions than yours. 


- Conduct conversations on difficult topics using the following rules (the ones we used in our 
Coffee, Dessert, and Difficult Conversation gatherings). 


•Listen respectfully without interrupting.
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•Listen actively and with an ear to understanding others' views. (Don’t just think about 
what you are going to say while someone else is talking.)

•Everyone should have an opportunity to speak or to not speak, (no goading someone 
into offering their thoughts), ask “does anyone who hasn’t spoken wish to share?”

•Criticize ideas, not individuals.

•Commit to learning, not debating. Comments should share information or opinion, not 
seek to persuade.

•Avoid blame, speculation, and inflammatory language.

•Avoid assumptions about any member of the class or generalizations about social 
groups. Do not ask individuals to speak for their (perceived) social group.

•Speak with “I” statements so that all know these are only your opinions.


Remember that it is God who changes hearts. Our job is to be faithful in our witness; to 
respectfully express what we believe, think, feel, and have experienced; and be open to God’s 
continuing revelation. 


Be straightforward but compassionate when someone offends you. As the Message translation 
of Matthew 18:15-17 says: 


If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell him—work it out between the two of you. If he 
listens, you’ve made a friend. If he won’t listen, take one or two others along so that the 
presence of witnesses will keep things honest, and try again. If he still won’t listen, tell 
the church. If he won’t listen to the church, you’ll have to start over from scratch, 
confront him with the need for repentance, and offer again God’s forgiving love. 

Above all, remember that love covers a multitude of sins (1 Peter 4:8) and is more important 
than faith in God (1 Corinthians 13:13). So stay connected, keep an open mind, and recognize 
that all people need support on their journey. If the other person is wrong about something, 
your love will accomplish more than your arguments. If you are wrong about something, your 
love for the other will keep your heart open to what God is saying through them. 


Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do 
not claim to be wiser than you are. (Romans 12:16) 

• What are some topics on which members of our congregation disagree? 


• Which of the concrete steps in today’s reading do you think are the most important for the 
church as we head into the future? 


• Which of those concrete steps will be most helpful or important for you to remember on your 
spiritual journey? 


• What are signs that we will be making unity a priority in the future? 
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Saturday, September 7


Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. 
Like newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into 
salvation— if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good. Come to him, a living stone, 
though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living 
stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. But you are a chosen race, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the 
mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.  

Once you were not a people,  
but now you are God’s people;  
once you had not received mercy, 
but now you have received mercy. (1 Peter 2:1-5, 9-10) 

Like Paul in our other readings this week, Peter is able to see the church as it is (struggling with 
malice, insincerity, envy, and slander) and at the same time to name our calling to be “a chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people...” We are both flawed and capable 
of bearing the light of Christ for the world. Our actions do not have to be perfect for people to 
experience the presence of God at work in and through our community. 


There is a tension between who we are and who we are called to be — flawed, yet forgiven and 
striving. Christian faith is filled with similar tensions. We live in the tension between faith and 
works, between demanding justice and offering forgiveness, between worship of God and 
service to others. In a similar way, the phrase “unity without uniformity” holds the tension 
between being part of a community and groupthink (making decisions as a group in a way 
that discourages creativity or individual responsibility). We are not asked to sacrifice our 
intellect or decision-making ability to belong to FUMCOR. 


Being part of a community is wonderful, but sometimes the majority can be wrong. In those 
situations, God sends prophets. So, healthy congregations listen and prayerfully consider the 
perspectives of all those who stand outside the norm. Likewise, being able to stand firm in a 
personal belief is important, but sometimes individuals can be wrong. In those situations, God 
sends teachers. So, faithful congregations never stop striving to learn, using their God-given 
intellect to explore new ideas.  

  

Healthy congregations which are grounded in God’s love acknowledge their differences, 
refusing to pressure everyone to agree. Rather, those who are in the majority of an opinion 
remember that prophets are often out of mainstream thought...and so they keep listening, 
praying, and seeking to recognize what God is revealing in the moment. Those who hold a 
minority opinion take seriously that their brothers and sisters in Christ might be more mature in 
faith...and so they keep listening, praying, and seeking to understand where God is leading in 
the moment. 


But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, 
into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with 
which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in 
building itself up in love. (Ephesians 4:15-16) 

 

• When have you experienced or seen “groupthink?” 


• When have you seen someone share an unpopular opinion that turned out to be correct?
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• Were you ever quite certain about something only to realize you were wrong? What helped 
you to see the truth? 


• How do you want people to treat you when they disagree with you? 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Sunday, September 8

 

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices 
and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge 
according to the image of its creator. In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, 
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and 
in all! As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a 
complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you 
also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything 
together in perfect harmony. (Colossians 3:9-15) 

So, Community looks like a place of unity, meaning we are committed to one another in 
spite of our differences. We certainly hear that sentiment echoed by Paul in Colossians. He 
celebrates that all (“Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised...”) are one in Christ, but 
then quickly transitions into a call for compassion, patience, and forgiveness as complaints 
against one another are worked out. The early Church was no more idyllic than the modern. We 
all need love to bind us together. 


Obviously, unity is not the result of having no disagreements. Christian unity is the result of the 
community knowing we are bound together by Christ our Lord in the midst of our struggles. 


But even that level of unity will not be easy. It will require our best. To achieve it we must 
maintain a healthy relationship with God; confront our fears, anger, confusion, and the sin 
which arises from them; continue having conversations with those who disagree with us; 
forgive others the way Jesus forgives us; and receive the forgiveness of others when we are in 
the wrong. (Remember, forgiveness is not the same as believing that what the other person did 
was acceptable or good. Forgiveness does not mean pretending it was not hurtful. Forgiveness 
is choosing to not hold what has happened against the other person - to seek what is best for 
them.)


Thankfully, the reward is great. Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we can be made one in 
Christ. Being part of a loving, supportive community built on the grace provided by Christ is 
worth our best efforts. The question is whether we are willing, individually and communally, to 
put in the time and effort necessary to make real Christian unity possible.  


• How do you want God to forgive you: unconditionally or with stipulations? Why?


• Jesus teaches that we will be forgiven to the extent we have forgiven others (Matthew 
6:14-15). How are you doing at offering unconditional forgiveness to others? 


• What is one practical step you/our congregation could take to promote unity without 
uniformity in our church? 


• Are there individuals with whom you disagree and need to forgive? Or whom you need to ask 
to forgive you?  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Week Two: Constancy Without Stagnation 


“Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places 
you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as ever you can.” - John 
Wesley


Monday, September 9 


From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we 
once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if 
anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 
Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 
God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled 
to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:16-21) 

Once we acknowledge that unity (staying connected, showing love, forgiving one another, 
supporting each other) is possible in spite of our differences, then we must ask the next 
obvious question: how do we work together in that unity to fulfill our calling as the Church? 


Of course, the first step in fulfilling our calling is simply acknowledging it! Our mission is not 
only to live in unity; we are to make disciples of Christ for the transformation of the 
world. As wonderful as it is for Christians to care for one another, God expects more from us 
than merely not fighting among ourselves. In fact, most pastors know that when a congregation 
says their greatest strength is how much they love one another, that church is probably in 
decline. “We love one another” is often code language for “we focus our time, energy, and 
affection inwardly instead of reaching out to others in the community.” 


Unity is a gift we should enjoy, but it is not our only goal. It is just the beginning! Unity is the 
foundation on which we stand to transform the world. Forgiven by God, inspired by Christ, and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, Christians are to live together in such a way that others are 
encouraged to choose Jesus as Lord. We accomplish our mission by introducing others to 
Christ, supporting them as they grow, and encouraging them to use their God-given gifts. 


Our calling to make disciples is worthy of our lives — but that doesn’t mean it is easy to 
accomplish! In fact, it is quite difficult! There is a reason those “warm and loving,” inwardly-
focused churches choose that path. It requires much less work to focus on our own comfort 
than to face the challenges of growing and offering the love of Christ to new folks.  


• If the mission of the Church is to make disciples of Christ for the transformation of the world, 
what does the phrase “make disciples” mean to you? Does it refer to making new disciples 
(evangelism) or helping people grow more and more in their faith and service (discipleship)? 


• If the world is to be “transformed” in the way God desires, what needs to change? 


• What are some of our congregation’s greatest strengths? Are we more of an inwardly-
focused church, an outwardly-focused church, or fairly balanced between the two?  


• What is the relationship between individuals’ transformation and the church’s transformation? 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Tuesday, September 10


Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. (Hebrews 13:8) 

God may not change, but the world we are called to transform continually does. Offering 
Christ in the midst of the changing culture has never been easy, but over the last fifty years, the 
Church has faced as much, if not more change than at any other time in its history. The last 
decade has given rise to significant social, political, cultural, medical, technological, and 
ecclesiological changes in our culture. 


One result of constant change is the need for congregations to regularly evaluate their 
ministries to avoid falling into ineffectiveness. The programs that made a difference in the world 
ten years ago often do not work today. Healthy congregational leaders know that in order to 
share the love of Christ in the community, they must resist both being sentimental (holding onto 
past patterns that no longer function) and jumping on every ministry bandwagon that comes 
along.  


We saw an example of this dynamic during the rise of contemporary worship services over the 
last twenty-five years. Some churches incorporated new contemporary services immediately; 
others waited to see how the services were received elsewhere before starting one of their 
own; some congregations discussed the situation and decided to not add contemporary 
worship services; and others never even had the discussion. Looking back on that trend and 
seeing the impact contemporary worship services have had on our culture, what steps should 
every church have taken along the way? 


Another trend that arose during this same time was incorporating exercise facilities into church 
buildings. Many congregations envisioned hordes of people abandoning high priced gym 
memberships for a lower cost equivalent at their church. Many local congregations invested 
large amounts of money to provide quality workout equipment, extra daycare facilities, and 
indoor running tracks. Unlike contemporary worship services, the hordes did not come. Those 
congregations that jumped on that bandwagon (along with designated video gaming rooms for 
youth) did not see the influx of people as they had hoped. 


Every new trend and technology gives us an opportunity to examine who we are. For instance, 
since the early days of the internet, churches have had to decide if creating their own website 
is good or bad, essential or irrelevant. Almost all have decided having a presence on the 
internet is a positive. However, should we also switch to virtual Sunday morning worship 
experiences, with everyone logging into our website from home? (No! Just because we can, 
doesn’t mean we should!) 


In order to fulfill our calling as Jesus’ followers, we must regularly ask, “how might God desire 
us to change to meet the needs of the community around us without sacrificing our core 
principles or wasting money?” The answer to that question leads us to a discussion of 
“constancy.” 


Constancy is a theological word most United Methodists do not use very often, but almost 
everyone understands the concept. When faced with the question of whether or not to 
incorporate some new technology, theology, or practice into the congregation’s life, we want to 
be open to new ideas without being blown about by shifting popular opinion. When deciding 
which changes to make and which to avoid, we must stay in touch with God. “Constancy” is 
the ability of the community to maintain a vital connection to the Holy Spirit, which allows 
us to remain invested in life-giving traditions and yet open to God leading us into new, 
unexplored paths of faith.  
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• What are some examples of how the world has changed in your lifetime? 


• On the whole, is the world changing for the better, the worse, or remaining generally the 
same? 


• Why are some churches and leaders afraid to evaluate their programs? 


• What are some other examples of churches having to decide whether or not a “new” idea 
was a good or bad opportunity?   


• Is there anything FUMCOR has done which you originally thought was a misstep but now see 
as a good thing? 
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Wednesday, September 11


Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to 
everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace 
of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 
Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:4-7) 

How nice it would be to have a road map for the future which we could follow. How comforting 
it would be if the Bible gave us black-and-white rules to guide us in response to every 
conceivable situation. But maps can only take you places that have already been visited, and, 
laws cannot anticipate all circumstances and the unexpected changes that inevitably arise.


Thankfully, Jesus did not bring us a new and improved Law. He connected us to the living God, 
and taught us to remain connected in faith to the presence of the Holy Spirit. Our faith in the 
living God means we need not fear the unmapped future or surprising challenges as we strive 
to carry the teachings of Jesus in the world. We do not allow fear to dictate our choices. 


In the Church, the term “constancy” has traditionally referred to an unwavering commitment 
and connection to God, not a demand that we do things as we have always done them. As 
people committed to growing in faith, we recognize change is inevitable. The Church will 
always be faced with new situations. Just as Unity pushes us to show love to one another 
amidst our disagreements, the virtue of constancy demands that we stay connected to God 
as we struggle to discern a faithful path into the future. 


And so, here again we return to the same theological principle we saw in Unity: our local 
community of faith will only be as strong as our connection to God. 


Worshipping together; spending time in individual and corporate prayer; confession; service; 
reading scripture; using our spiritual gifts — these are the practices which enable us to stay 
connected to the Holy Spirit. And while all members of the Church are encouraged to maintain 
spiritual practices, it is essential for those in leadership to develop a healthy pattern of living. 


John Wesley did not leave his spiritual growth to chance. He incorporated spiritual practices 
into his daily life, creating a rhythm which made him aware of God’s presence. Five disciplines 
were particularly important to him. 


Prayer: Wesley spent time praying every morning. He also offered a short prayer every hour, 
on the hour, as well as praying before important actions.

Bible Study: He read scripture daily, even while traveling on horseback. His love for scripture 
was so great he said, “Let me be a man of one book.” 

Journaling: Wesley recorded his experiences each day in a journal, noting what he did each 
hour. He reflected upon this journal at the end of the day to notice where he fell short. 

Fasting: Wesley usually fasted from breakfast and lunch on Wednesdays and Fridays. He 
fasted for longer periods when praying for something specific.

Taking Holy Communion: He believed the sacrament was a means of God’s grace. He took 
communion weekly, and encouraged all Methodists to do the same.


• What are the spiritual disciplines that most help you draw closer to God? 


• Which of Wesley’s spiritual practices have you NOT tried out in your own life?


• What rhythm of life can you create, to ensure you spend regular, quality time practicing 
them?  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Thursday, September 12


In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and 
in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I solemnly urge you: proclaim the message; be 
persistent whether the time is favorable or unfavorable; convince, rebuke, and 
encourage, with the utmost patience in teaching. For the time is coming when people 
will not put up with sound doctrine, but having itching ears, they will accumulate for 
themselves teachers to suit their own desires, and will turn away from listening to the 
truth and wander away to myths. As for you, always be sober, endure suffering, do the 
work of an evangelist, carry out your ministry fully. (2 Timothy 4:1-5) 

I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of 
truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will 
speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will 
glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father 
has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 
(John 16:12-15) 

The phrase “constancy without stagnation” holds the tension between Christian tradition 
and being led forward by God into new revelation.  

We are not the first people to walk the path of Christian faith. The Holy Spirit has revealed 
amazing things to those who came before us. Our Church is built on the beliefs and practices 
of the past. Christian tradition provides the foundation for all our discipleship and mission. 


Think of all the teachings God revealed that we claim as essentials of the Christian faith: 

• Jesus’ teachings on living out the Kingdom of God 

• the importance of living by faith instead of obedience to the Law

• the sacraments of Communion and Baptism as means of grace 

• the mystery of Jesus, incarnate as fully God, fully human

• the presence of the Holy Spirit 

• the inclusion of Gentiles in the New Covenant  

• the nature of God as Trinity 

• worship on Sunday (the day of Resurrection) rather than Saturday, the Sabbath 

• the canon of the New Testament


Each of those traditions on which we stand, when originally revealed by God, was a NEW 
idea for the faithful. Some of them were incredibly controversial! Think of the radical shift the 
monotheistic Jews faced when asked to accept the Trinity or worship on Sunday. In each case, 
the faithful had to remain connected to their past, while being open to what God was doing in 
that moment. 


We should never treat Christian tradition flippantly or abandon it without significant biblical 
reflection, prayer, conversation, and Spirit-led experiences. And yet, we believe God has more 
to reveal to the Church. We are far, far from perfect. As ambassadors, Christians can never 
afford to believe that we have arrived at full knowledge or flawless practice. God calls us to 
continue growing, learning, and reaching out with the love of Christ into the changing world. 
Those tasks challenge us to learn from the past and stay open to God’s next new thing. 


In other words, we must strive for constancy in our witness — avoiding stagnation or 
shoehorning every new cultural trend in our faith. 
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• What are your favorite parts of Christian tradition? 


• What are some of the “traditions” with which you grew up that you are pleased to see no 
longer practiced? 


• In your experience, where do congregations usually struggle when it comes to balancing 
tradition and exploring new ideas? Are churches too focused on tradition or too determined 
to jump on bandwagons? 


• What are some “new practices” you would like to see our congregation adopt? 
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Friday, September 13


For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not 
for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and come and 
pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me 
with all your heart. (Jeremiah 29:11-13) 

Facing change is uncomfortable, even when we know it is for the best. Children want the 
freedom of maturity but dislike the responsibility that comes with it. Parents both celebrate and 
grieve when children grow up and leave home. Retirement is a bittersweet experience for 
almost everyone. 


Likewise, change is hard — even when we are confident it is God calling us forward to a new 
place! Rarely does God appear to the faithful in the Bible to say “you are doing great. Keep up 
the good work!” If encounters with God in scripture are any indication, when we hear a divine 
voice in a burning bush or witness an angel in the skies above, we should prepare for God to 
instruct us to do something different or new.


God is always calling us forward because God loves us and desires us to grow. So it should 
not shock us when we find ourselves being led by the Spirit into situations we would otherwise 
avoid. And, as much as we appreciate the Christ-like beauty of self-sacrifice, serving others, 
and loving our enemies, all of us hesitate to embrace those sort of “opportunities.” Faith is 
allowing the Spirit to lead, letting go of whatever holds us back from following, and trusting 
God to bring “holy discomfort,” the increasing awareness of something within us or in the 
world that needs to change. 


Yes, change is hard, but what often goes unsaid is that simply exploring the possibility of 
change is hard. If the virtue of constancy means living in the tension of celebrating tradition 
and remaining open to God leading us to change, then the Church is never able to completely 
rest on our laurels. We must maintain the sort of congregational rhythm which seeks to explore 
new ideas and ask if God wants us to incorporate them. In short, in order to be led by the 
Spirit, we must be willing to be uncomfortable. 


As Father Henri Nouwen once said, 

Deep silence leads us to realize that prayer is, above all, acceptance. When we pray, we 
are standing with our hands open to the world. We know that God will become known 
to us in the nature around us, in people we meet, and into situations we run into. 


So, constancy means not only trusting that God will be with us in the midst of change, no 
matter what we face, but it also celebrates that God is also with us in those muddled times 
when we can’t decide which path to take on the road ahead. For instance, while the last 
forty years have been increasingly difficult in the United Methodist Church as we have 
struggled with questions surrounding human sexuality, ordination of LGBTQ persons, and 
same-sex marriage, we rejoice that the Spirit of God has not abandoned us. 


As we pointed out in the introduction to this study, changes that have taken place in our culture 
lead to questions of change in the church. We trust that God’s grace is powerful enough to 
sustain us over the next years as the United Methodist Church and our congregation discusses 
the role of human sexuality. 


• Do you believe a person’s sexuality should limit their ability to participate in the life of the 
church and ministry? What is the basis for this belief? 
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• How do heterosexuals feel their sexuality affects their spirituality, if at all? 


• How does our theological and biblical heritage of ordaining women (a stand several other 
denominations still feel is “unbiblical”) influence this situation? 


• What does our tradition teach us about the role of marriage in the church? 


• What led the church to break away from the practice of not remarrying those who are 
divorced? 


• What does our experience of gays and lesbians teach us about their role in our community? 


• Should heterosexual persons trust their Christian LGBTQ brothers and sisters’ descriptions 
of their sexuality as part of their God-given identity? Why or why not? 
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Saturday, September 14


I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, 
so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 
perfect. (Romans 12:1-2) 

As we talk about change in the church, it should be remembered there is a difference 
between change and transformation. Although there are not hard and fast definitions for 
these words, we intuitively know that just because a committee approves a new policy doesn’t 
mean the individuals affected by that change will embrace, implement, or believe in it. 


The Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 freed slaves living in the United States, but African 
Americans STILL face enormous institutional and cultural racism. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 
made discrimination based on race, religion, sex, national origin, and other characteristics 
illegal, but we know that bigotry and inequality are still realities. The Americans With Disabilities 
Act of 1990 prohibits discrimination based on disability, but we know not every public building 
is accessible. 


The same tension between change and transformation is found in the church. The Methodist 
Church (before the “United” was added) granted women full clergy rights and ordination in 
1956, but many UMC members leave their congregations when a women is appointed as their 
pastor. 


In this sense, “change” denotes an external shift — a policy, law, or decision. “Transformation” 
is very different. We are transformed when we embrace a new reality internally so that our 
desires and actions adjust in relation to the new idea.


Church history shows us that many changes took generations to be accepted and internalized. 
The Roman Catholic Church now accepts and embodies almost everything the Protestant 
Reformation sought to achieve! One major force in this normalization process is the shift that 
naturally occurs from one generation to the next. Every generation perceives the world in a 
different way than their parents and acts in ways that differ from their grandparents. 


In our own time, generational differences are also impacting the LGBTQ conversation within 
the UMC. A 2017 Harris Poll of 2,037 adults found that among non-LGBTQ people, Millennials 
(born between 1981 and 1996) were the most likely group to be LGBTQ allies.  The study 1

counted people as allies if they reported being very or somewhat comfortable with LGBTQ 
people in all situations. The figure was 63% for Millennials, 53% of Gen Xers (1969-1980) 51% 
percent of Baby Boomers (1944-1968), and 39% percent of Elders (pre-1944). 


Even John Wesley understood this concept. He said, “what one generation tolerates, the next 
generation will embrace.” 


These statistical differences highlight the tensions already found within our church community. 
One other statistic is significant in this conversation: Buzzfeed.com recently reported that 41% 
of the LGBTQ community label themselves as Christian.  If the church’s mission is to reach out 2

into the world around us, initiate relationships, and invite people to join us in following Jesus as 

 https://www.glaad.org/files/aa/2017_GLAAD_Accelerating_Acceptance.pdf1

 https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/dominicholden/lgbtq-in-the-us-poll2
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Lord, the clash of these cultures is inevitable. But, as we learned in our “unity without 
uniformity” section, we must not let that “clash” lessen our commitment to our mission to 
reach out with the love of Jesus Christ.  


Human beings always resist change, but we can never be satisfied with “change without 
transformation” in the church. Our FUMCOR Welcoming Statement reads as follows: 


At First Church, we embrace Jesus’ message that God loves and accepts every person. 
Therefore, we welcome all to share in the life and ministry of this community of faith. 
Our welcome knows no boundaries of age, race, ethnicity, culture, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, marital status, economic condition, physical ability or mental ability.


It is not enough for us to have passed this statement. We must strive to be transformed into a 
people for whom this statement is a reality internally and externally. 


• When have you been part of an organization that made official changes that were not 
implemented? 


• Why is change hard? Why is transformation hard? 


• Did the statistics on LGBTQ allies surprise you? Do you think younger folks are generally 
more or less accepting of the LGBTQ community? 


• What steps might our congregation do to live more into our Welcoming Statement?  


• What prevents you from living into our Welcoming Statement? Where is God in this 
conversation for you? 
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Sunday, September 15


Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us possess knowledge.” 
Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. Anyone who claims to know something does 
not yet have the necessary knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him. 
Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “no idol in the world really 
exists,” and that “there is no God but one.” Indeed, even though there may be so-called 
gods in heaven or on earth—as in fact there are many gods and many lords— yet for us 
there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one 
Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist. It is not 
everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so accustomed 
to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their 
conscience, being weak, is defiled. “Food will not bring us close to God.” We are no 
worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. But take care that this liberty of 
yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if others see you, 
who possess knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their 
conscience is weak, be encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? So by 
your knowledge those weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. But when you 
thus sin against members of your family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, 
you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, 
so that I may not cause one of them to fall. (1 Corinthians 8:1-13) 

So, community looks like a place of constancy, meaning that we are committed to 
seeking God’s desire for our congregation’s next steps. 

We cannot make that statement lightly. Our mission is too important to ignore God’s leading. 
While it may not be easy to find the balance between Christian tradition and being led forward 
by the Spirit into new revelation, we rejoice that God is with us — even when we are not sure 
which path to take. We choose Christian unity as our foundation and Christian constancy as 
our standard.


When we experience differences of opinion on possible changes, we will draw on the example 
and lessons of the Corinthian Church as they struggled with meat sacrificed to idols. 
“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up,” says Paul. What we think we know is not as 
important as how we treat people. This same teaching is found in many other places in the 
New Testament. “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is 
love.” (1 Cor 13:13) What an amazing statement: love is more important than even faith in God!

 


Above all, maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins. Be 
hospitable to one another without complaining. Like good stewards of the manifold 
grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you has received. Whoever 
speaks must do so as one speaking the very words of God; whoever serves must do so 
with the strength that God supplies, so that God may be glorified in all things through 
Jesus Christ. To him belong the glory and the power forever and ever. Amen (1 Peter 
4:8-11) 

This theological idea led Paul to proclaim that while “so-called gods in heaven or on earth” do 
not exist, and therefore “no idol in the world really exists,” our decision about whether or not to 
eat meat is driven by our love for one another, not by what we believe. Think about what he is 
saying: he is willing to adjust his lifestyle to welcome new Christians who still believe in multiple 
gods! 
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People are more important than ideas. We may disagree on what the Holy Spirit is saying to us 
about the next steps of our church, but we will align ourselves with rules that support people 
and embody love. 


We must choose to be a congregation that talks, prays, and collaborates about potential 
change, not only so we can accept uncomfortable things, but so we can continue to love 
people and invite them to join us, imperfect as we are, in following Jesus. 


After this week, can you define Christian constancy? 


Does our congregation act like love is more important than faith? 


Do you agree with the statements, “people are more important than ideas” and “we will align 
ourselves with rules that support people?” Why or why not? What about this is particularly 
encouraging or challenging for you?  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Week Three: Peace Without Coercion 


“Do no harm, do good, stay in love with God.” - John Wesley


Monday, September 16


Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. (Matthew 5:9) 

Pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which no one will see the Lord. 
(Hebrews 12:14) 

The most common definition of “peace” is the absence of armed conflict or war. However, 
when Christians use the word “peace,” its meaning is grounded in a very specific biblical word: 
“Shalom.” This Hebrew word means much, much more than a lack of conflict. “Shalom” is 
taken from the root word “shalam,” which means, “to be safe in mind, body, or estate.” The 
biblical uses of the word have personal, national, and universal levels of meaning.  


On a personal level, shalom refers to a state of inward wholeness and tranquility, which 
encourages us to treat others with generosity. In Israel today, when you greet someone or say 
goodbye, you say, Shalom. You are literally saying, “may you be full of well-being” or, “may 
health and prosperity be upon you.” A nation gifted with shalom not only experiences a lack of 
war with other nations; its people possess a shared health and prosperity. 


However, shalom also describes the creation as God desires it to be. It is the cosmic order 
ordained by God and sought by God’s covenant with Abraham and through Christ. In other 
words, if human beings were to seek God’s desires (care for themselves, one another, and the 
earth), the creation would discover true shalom. In this cosmic order each person, animal, and 
object finds its meaning and function as it conforms to God's vision for us. 

 

Therefore, when Christians share “the peace of Christ” during Holy Communion, it is our way of 
saying “may you find the completeness that comes from being in right relationship with God 
and everyone in your life, which is made possible through Jesus.”  


If unity has to do with how we get along with one another, and constancy refers to staying 
connected to God, then peace is the state of wholeness, harmony, security, and tranquility 
which results from living in unity in the Christian community and abiding in a living 
relationship with God. 


Given this definition of peace, how do the following phrases sound to you now: to rest in 
peace, to hold your peace, make peace with someone, to keep the peace?    


How might understanding this definition of “peace” change how you experience the “passing 
of the peace” before Holy Communion?


Which aspect of peace would you most like to receive as a gift from God: wholeness, harmony, 
security, or tranquility? What is it about that particular gift that makes it appealing to you? 
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Tuesday, September 17


Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; 
and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. And not only that, but we also 
boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance 
produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, 
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has 
been given to us. For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the 
ungodly. Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a 
good person someone might actually dare to die. But God proves his love for us in that 
while we still were sinners Christ died for us. (Romans 5:1-8) 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you 
may be children of your Father in heaven, for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on 
the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.” (Matthew 5:43-45) 

In order to understand unity and constancy, we had to look to our relationship with God. It 
should not be surprising that we do the same with peace. 


As Paul points out when writing to the church at Rome, our peace with God is based on 
God’s grace. We do not earn God’s love. “But God proves his love for us in that while we still 
were sinners Christ died for us.” We are justified because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 
— not because we are righteous or worthy. Peace is a gift which we can receive or not, but it is 
never something we earn. God chooses to forgive and offer us the opportunity to experience 
shalom. 


Once we “have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ,” then we can turn with love and 
forgiveness toward others in our life. Those who understand peace is a gift from God are 
humbled. That experience of grace transforms how they see others. To truly experience God’s 
peace is to stop labeling people as worthy or unworthy, good or bad, lovable or unlovable. The 
sun, rain, and the Spirit are poured out on all flesh. In other words, we will never be able to find 
peace with others until we experience the peace of Christ, and that peace is grounded in God’s 
grace. 


So radical is that gift of peace that it even leads us to love our enemies. Shalom is the 
foundation for hospitality to all — those who disagree with us about God, those who have 
sought to harm us in the past, and (if we follow Jesus’ example) those who are currently 
seeking to do us harm. Thankfully, most of the time we do not have to face such extreme 
situations. The more common issue for Christians is simply welcoming others into our church 
without striking a posture of superiority. The “we have and know something you don’t” attitude 
of so many Christians has done far more damage to peace over the centuries than those 
moments when we stood face-to-face with mortal enemies.  


Like forgiveness, we can offer peace to others. They may or may not receive it (reconciliation 
does require both parties to participate), but it is our privilege to share the peace God has so 
freely given to us. Many an “enemy” heart has been softened by the offer of humility, 
hospitality, and peace in the midst of conflict.


We welcome and include all people from a place of mutuality. We are all children of God. 
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• Do you feel at peace in your relationship with God? If not, what might be holding you back 
from that gift? 


• Jesus’ call to love our enemies is among his hardest teachings. What do we have to 
overcome to achieve it?


• Have you ever seen someone’s heart softened by another’s genuine offer of peace? What 
was that experience like? 
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Wednesday, September 18


Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. 
Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. (John 14:27) 

In our first reading this week, we noted peace is often defined as the absence of armed conflict 
or war, regardless of how much animosity and tension is present. Obviously this form of peace 
has little to do with the shalom of God. In this sense, the expression “the Cold War” was very 
accurate. Missiles may not have launched and armies may not have lined up for battle, but that 
doesn’t mean people were experiencing wholeness, harmony, security, and tranquility.   


The early Church was very aware of such incomplete peace. Pax Romana (“Roman Peace”) is 
the phrase used to describe the period of militarism created by the early Roman Empire. 
Lasting from 27 BCE until 180 AD, Caesar’s authority was maintained by a straightforward 
threat: if you do not act as the Emperor desires, the overwhelming force of the Roman army will 
destroy you, your children, and your city. Death hung over every citizen of the Empire. This 
ugly, brutal form of “coerced peace” exemplifies an issue every majority group in a culture must 
address, including the Church.   


Coercion is the practice of one group forcing other people to act the way the first group 
wants by use of threats or force. For example, a bully threatening to beat up other students 
unless they hand over their lunch money is coercion. In the legal world, coercion is codified as 
a crime of duress. The bully doesn’t have to actually harm others; the psychological harm that 
results from the threat of violence is considered coercion.  


There are four forms of coercion used to force people to comply:

• physical - assault, withholding medical care, torture

• psychological - threat of violence, angry outburst, verbal abuse, insult, labeling, extortion    

• economic - reduce earning potential, blacklist, unfair distribution of goods or employment

• social - overlook, shun, ostracize, limit participation or membership


Some folks add religious, racial, and sexual coercion to this list; others believe these are 
subsets of the primary four forms. Certainly modern hate groups use all these forms of 
coercion against minorities. Sadly, Christians have experienced these same forms of coercion 
during periods of persecution. Sadder still is that the Church has also used each of these forms 
of coercion at various times in its 2000 year history. 


All institutions led by people who are in the cultural majority are tempted to use coercion 
to accomplish their goals. As Christians, we cannot assume that our community is immune 
from the same temptations. In the past, congregational scandals involving the misuse of power 
were often covered up. Today, it is rare to find a person who is not aware of such coercive 
behavior in the Church. 


One thing is clear: coercion is in opposition to love and peace. We cannot be coerced into 
loving God or anyone else. Similarly, we cannot be at peace with God and use coercion in any 
form against others. 


• What examples of each form of coercion can you offer?  


• When have you personally experienced coercion? 


• When have you seen the Church use coercion?  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Thursday, September 19 


This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has 
greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. (John 15:12-13) 

Modern Christians are quick to acknowledge those tragic times in the past when the Church 
used coercion to harm hundreds of thousands of people. The Inquisition (1250-1450 AD) and 
the Crusades (1095-1492 AD) come immediately to mind. Those shameful periods in our 
history attest to how tempting it is for all people possessing power — even those who follow 
“the Prince of Peace” — to use violence to advance their desires. Sadly, when Christians 
became the dominant religious force in the western world, they went from persecuted minority 
to persecuting majority. 


While we confess those ancient sins of coercion, Christians must also acknowledge that 
privilege continues to be manifest in the Church. “Privilege” is the foundation on which 
institutional coercion is built. The word comes from Latin “privilegium,” meaning a law for just 
one person. In our modern vocabulary, we define privilege as a set of unearned benefits given 
to people who fit into a specific social group. Society grants privilege to people because of 
certain aspects of their identity, such as race, class, gender, sexual orientation, language, 
geographical location, ability, and religion.


Think about privilege as the other side of oppression. What are ways in which you might be 
oppressed? Are you disadvantaged because of the way society treats aspects of your identity? 
Are you a woman? Are you disabled? Does your sexuality differ from the majority? Are you 
poor? Do you have a mental illness or a learning disability? Are you a person of color? Are you 
gender non-conforming? All of these aspects of identity can make your life difficult because 
society disenfranchises people who fit into those social groups. We call this oppression.


But what about the people society doesn’t disenfranchise? Whether they are aware of it or not, 
those folks are empowered by society because their identity falls in the majority. We call that 
privilege. It’s definitely easier to notice the oppression we experience than the privilege we 
enjoy since being mistreated leaves a bigger impression on us than being treated fairly.


There is not enough room here to have an extensive discussion of privilege, intersectionality, 
and how individuals can experience privilege and oppression at the same time. Suffice it to say, 
privilege means that under the exact same set of circumstances you’re in, life would be harder 
without your privilege. Being poor is hard (being wealthy is a privilege). If being poor is hard, 
being poor and disabled is harder (being able bodied is a privilege). If being a woman is hard 
(being male in a patriarchal culture is a privilege), being a black woman is harder (being white is 
a privilege). If being a black man is hard, being a gay black man is harder (being heterosexual is 
a privilege). 


By the way, you can be privileged and still have a difficult life! Privilege doesn’t mean that your 
life is easy, but rather that it’s easier than others’ lives. But here is the shock: it is not 
necessarily a bad thing to have privilege. In a sense, Christians would say everyone should 
experience privilege! Everyone should expect to be treated fairly! God desires everyone to be 
treated with respect. The problem is that some people aren’t treated that way in the world as it 
is now. Martin Luther King, Jr. said it well, “true peace is not merely the absence of tension: it is 
the presence of justice.”


We live in a time when Christians are beginning to recognize the Church’s privilege in our 
culture. As those who seek to offer the peace of Christ without coercion to the world, we 
must learn how to use our power and privilege to address injustice and oppression. We 

�31



must tear down the institutional barriers that (often, unintentionally) make people feel like 
second-class citizens in our worship services. 


As members and friends of First UMC Oak Ridge, we acknowledge that many in our 
congregation have privilege in our culture. What matters now is making sure we use that 
privilege to transform the world as God desires. Our goal is not to point out people’s privilege 
to make them feel guilty. Simply feeling guilty does nothing to advance God’s kingdom on 
earth. We want all people to use the power and positions they have to make a difference.  


Our goal is to fulfill our Christian calling to welcome, empower, and invite ALL people (including 
those who have been coerced and oppressed) to follow Jesus Christ. We do that by 
recognizing our own privilege, listening to people who experience oppression, working in 
community with coerced groups, and using our God-given gifts to transform the world as the 
Holy Spirit leads. 

____ 


Here are some questions all congregations must consider: 


• Do our language and programs focus so heavily on families, especially those with children, 
that singles, widows/widowers, single parents, etc. feel left out? 


• Are ALL people really welcome? How might the way we dress make some uncomfortable? 
Do we assume everyone knows “church etiquette?” Is our congregation gracious to new 
people? Do we introduce ourselves?


• Does our congregation look remarkably alike or represent the diversity of the community? 


• Is our worship leadership representative of all ages, races, cultures, genders, etc.? 


• Do our worship services assume people know what is supposed to happen next or do we 
provide adequate direction and explanation for new folks?  
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Friday, September 20


I have said this to you, so that in me you may have peace. In the world you face 
persecution. But take courage; I have conquered the world!” (John 16:33) 

We love because he first loved us. Those who say, ‘I love God’, and hate their brothers 
or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, 
cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is 
this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also. (1 John 4:19-21) 

Where coercion exists, there is injustice. As followers of Jesus, attempting to see the 
creation through the eyes of God and working to bring God’s shalom to all, injustice is 
intolerable. It is significant that in our baptismal vows, before we “confess Jesus Christ as 
Savior” and “promise to serve him” as Lord, we make another vow. “Do you accept the 
freedom and power God gives you to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms 
they present themselves? I do.” 


Whether found in the world or in the church, injustice shatters people’s shalom. Too often our 
response to coercion is silence and compliance because we fear retaliation from those in 
power. If anyone understands how those in power use coercion, it is Jesus. Both the Jewish 
religious leaders and the Gentile Roman authorities attempted to use physical and 
psychological coercion against him. They pressured, ostracized, and derided him. When he did 
not comply, they arrested, beat, and killed him. 


Shockingly, Christ maintained his shalom with God, even to the point of asking God to forgive 
those who crucified him. While few of us, if any, can achieve that level of inner peace, we try to 
let his example inspire how we respond to injustice and the coercion that maintains it. Our call 
to address injustice and coercion has a name in our Wesleyan heritage: social holiness.  

John Wesley wrote, “The gospel of Christ knows of no religion, but social; no holiness but 
social holiness. Faith working by love, is the length and breadth and depth and height of 
Christian perfection.” When Wesley says that holiness is social, he means that the depth of our 
love for God is revealed by the way we love those whom God loves. In a culture that viewed 
poverty as an indicator of the worth of the person, Wesley preached God’s love for all and 
offered to love those of his neighbors who were culturally disenfranchised.  


Wesley served the poor and expected the Methodist groups he oversaw to have a weekly 
offering for the poor in their community. He raised money to purchase food, medicine, fuel, and 
tools for those who could not afford them. While raising large amounts of money for the poor, 
he never took more than 28 pounds a year, the same salary he received at his first church as a 
priest. Wesley organized societies for the unemployed; argued for fair prices and respectable 
wages; and established a loan fund to enable the poor to begin new businesses. He founded 
free clinics and established the first free medical dispensary. Under his leadership, Methodists 
established schools to educate the children of the poor families. 


Wesley called all Christians to find practical ways to love God and neighbor. He expected 
God’s people to be a part of what the Spirit is doing in the world. Social holiness recognizes 
that where there is injustice, there is not peace. In order to love God with all our heart, soul, 
and mind, and love our neighbors as ourselves, we must seek justice for all people. 


• How familiar are you with John Wesley and the history of our denomination? 
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• What are the signature ministries of our congregation? How many of them reflect Wesley’s 
emphasis on social holiness? 


• What are some practical ways you have shown love to your “neighbor” in the past year?   


• How has love been shown to you? 
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Saturday, September 21


But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, 
into Christ... (Ephesians 4:15) 

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is 
light.” (Matthew 11:28-30) 

Healthy Christians find themselves in a dilemma. While we desire to live in unity (remaining 
connected in spite of our differences), we also desire to eliminate injustice and coercion in the 
world. There are times when those two worthy goals come into conflict. 


How do we welcome all people AND protect the victims of coercion? Do we welcome and 
include people in our community of faith that believe in excluding others? Do we allow a white 
supremacist to lead a Bible study? Become a member? All are welcome, but how do we 
respond to someone who is verbally abusing others? Should we allow those who are anti-
Semitic, racist, or homophobic to join the community because we want to love our neighbor, 
even our enemies? It is difficult to know where to draw our boundaries. 

Christians do not want to be coercive, but we want to promote healthy change, encourage 
social justice, and embody the grace that has transformed our hearts. Where is the line 
between encouragement and coercion? When should Christians join protest groups or 
boycotts? Should Christians divest in companies that support unjust political regimes or invest 
in order to have more of a voice? Should we demand/expect/call for people to be politically 
active? How should Christian lawmakers allow their faith to influence their decisions? When do 
Christians cross the line from social holiness into political maneuvering, and when is that 
wrong? Does God desire Christians to be involved in a nation’s politics or avoid them?  

The phrase “peace without coercion” holds the tension between seeking justice and 
loving our neighbor. It is not easy for followers of Jesus to know when to eat dinner with tax 
collectors and sinners (Mark 2:15-17) and when to shake the dust from our feet and leave that 
person’s home (Matthew 10:14). 


Thank God that we are not alone in making these difficult decisions! The Holy Spirit is present 
to guide, direct, and increase our understanding of how to respond as situations arise. Just as 
importantly, we have a community of faith where we can pray and discuss together how best to 
walk the path of Jesus Christ. We will be all the more productive and faithful if we include 
diverse voices in those conversations, especially the voices of those who are without privilege, 
who experience coercion and injustice. 


We have not yet arrived where God is calling us to be. We must push forward together. We 
must learn to speak the truth about hard topics in love and compassion to one another. We 
must overcome our need to be “nice,” tolerating false peace built on coercion or avoidance of 
uncomfortable conversations. When we disagree on issues in the future, we must seek to 
balance our desire for justice with our desire for love. We must seek to make our church a 
haven of peace, inclusion, and justice for all, then we will be on the correct path.  


• See the italicized questions above. Which of these speak most to you personally, and for our 
church? 
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Sunday, September 22


No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is 
perfected in us. (1 John 4:12) 

So, community looks like a place of peace, meaning that while we go through the 
turbulence that arises out of our differences and disagreements over our next steps, we 
will choose to see each other as beloved children of God. 

Even a brief overview of Christian history demonstrates that the Church has too often settled 
for a form of peace that is a far cry from the shalom God desires all creation to experience. 
Along with unity and constancy, peace without coercion is a foundation on which we must 
build the future of our congregation. 


And it is to that future that we must now turn. 


In terms of our denominational affiliation, our congregation is in a holding pattern until May, 
2020 when the next General Conference meets in Minneapolis. We will deal with whatever 
decisions arise at that time. However, the life and health of our FUMCOR Community is not 
dependent on that gathering, and we will not wait to take the next steps on our faith journey 
together. 


• We will not settle for intellectual conversations about God. 


• We will embody the teachings and way of Jesus, sharing love, compassion, and grace with 
others. 


• We will talk together, pray together, and prepare for the next phase of our congregation’s life.


• We will offer those who feel increasingly anxious and lonely a community which strives to 
care for one another.  


• We will offer the blessings of inspired worship, thoughtful study, radical discipleship, 
compassionate mission, and relaxed fellowship. 


• We will respond to changes and disagreements in healthy and spiritually mature ways. 


• We will choose unity without uniformity, constancy without stagnation, and peace without 
coercion. 


• We will reclaim and embody the power and joy of being God’s Community. Shalom! 
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