 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1OUR DOCTRINAL HISTORY
The pioneers in the traditions that flowed together into The United Methodist Church understood themselves as standing in the central stream of Christian spirituality and doctrine, loyal heirs of the authentic Christian tradition.  In John Wesley's words, theirs was “the old religion, the religion of the Bible, the religion . . . of the whole church in the purest ages.”  Their gospel was grounded in the biblical message of God’s self-giving love revealed in Jesus Christ. 

Wesley’s portrayal of the spiritual pilgrimage in terms of “the scripture way of salvation” provided their model for experiential Christianity.  They assumed and insisted upon the integrity of basic Christian truth and emphasized its practical application in the lives of  believers.

This perspective is apparent in the Wesleyan understanding of “catholic spirit.”  While it is true that United Methodists are fixed upon certain religious affirmations, grounded in the gospel and confirmed in their experience, they also recognize the right of Christians to disagree on matters such as forms of worship, structures of church government, modes of Baptism, or theological explorations.  They  believe such differences do not break the bond of fellowship that ties Christians together in Jesus Christ.  Wesley”s familiar dictum was, “As to all opinions which do not strike at the root of Christianity, we think and let think.” 

But, even as they were fully committed to the principles of religious toleration and theological diversity, they were equally confident that there is a “marrow” of Christian truth that can be identified and that must be conserved.  This living core, as they believed, stands revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition, vivified in personal and corporate experience, and confirmed by reason.  They were very much aware, of course, that God’s eternal Word never has been, nor can be, exhaustively expressed in any single form of words.

They were also prepared, as a matter of course, to reaffirm the ancient creeds and confessions as valid summaries of Christian truth.  But they were careful not to set them apart as absolute standards for doctrinal truth and error. 

Beyond the essentials of vital religion, United Methodists respect the diversity of opinions held by conscientious persons of faith.  Wesley followed a time-tested approach: “In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, liberty; and in all things, charity.”

The spirit of charity takes into consideration the limits of human understanding.  “To be ignorant of many things and to be mistaken in some,” Wesley observed, “is the necessary condition of humanity.”  The crucial matter in religion is steadfast love for God and neighbor, empowered by the redeeming and sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit. 

The Wesleyan “Standards” in Great Britain
In this spirit, the British Methodists under the Wesleys never reduced their theology to a confessional formula as a doctrinal test.  Methodism was a movement within the Church of England, and John Wesley constantly maintained that he taught the scriptural doctrines contained in the Thirty-Nine Articles, the Homilies, and the Book of Common Prayer of his national church.  The Bible, of course, constituted for him the final authority in all doctrinal matters. 

As the movement grew, Wesley provided his people with published sermons and a Bible commentary for their doctrinal instruction.  His Sermons on Several Occasions (1746-60) set forth those doctrines which, he said, “I embrace and teach as the essentials of true religion.”  In 1755, he published Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament as a guide for Methodist biblical exegesis and doctrinal interpretation. 

As occasional controversies arose, the need for a standard mea sure of Methodist preaching became evident.  In 1763, Wesley produced a “Model Deed” for Methodist properties, which stipulated that the trustees for each preaching house were responsible for ensuring that the preachers in their pulpits “preach no other doctrine than is contained in Mr. Wesley's Notes Upon the New Testament and four volumes of Sermons.”

These writings, then, contained the standard exposition of Methodist teaching.  They provide a model and measure for adequate preaching in the Wesleyan tradition.  The primary norm for Wesley's writings was Scripture, as illumined by historic traditions and vital faith.  Wesley put forth no summary of biblical revelation for the British Methodists because the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England were already available. 

The Wesley brothers also composed hymns that were rich in doctrinal and experiential content.  The hymns, especially those of Charles Wesley, not only are among the best-loved within Methodism but also are major resources for doctrinal instruction. 

Furthermore, John Wesley specified various disciplines and rules, such as the General Rules, to implement in personal and communal life the practical divinity he proclaimed. 

In addition to these writings, Wesley established the conference to instruct and supervise the Methodist preachers.  He produced Minutes to ensure their fidelity to the doctrines and disciplines of the Methodist movement.  These writings and structures filled out the Wesleyan understanding of the church and the Christian life. 

Doctrinal Standards in American Methodism
As long as the American colonies were primarily under British control, the Methodists could continue as part of the sacramental community of the Church of England.  The early conferences, under the leadership of British preachers, declared their allegiance to the Wesleyan principles of organization and doctrine.  They stipulated that the Minutes of the British and American conferences, along with the Sermons and Notes of Wesley, contained their basic doctrine and discipline. 

After the formal recognition of American independence in 1783, Wesley realized that the Methodists in America were free of English control, religious as well as civil, and should become an independent Methodist church.  Wesley then furnished the American Methodists with a liturgy (The Sunday Service of the Methodists in North America) and a doctrinal statement (The Articles of Religion).  The Sunday Service was Wesley's abridgment of the Book of Common Prayer; the Articles of Religion were his revision of the Thirty-Nine Articles. 

The American Methodist preachers, gathered at Baltimore in December 1784, adopted the Sunday Service and the Articles of Religion as part of their actions in forming the new Methodist Episcopal Church.  This “Christmas Conference” also accepted a hymnbook that Wesley had prepared (1784) and adopted a slightly modified version of the General Rules as a statement of the Church's nature and discipline.  The conference spent most of its time adapting the British “Large Minutes” to American conditions.  Subsequent editions of this document came to be known as the Doctrines and Discipline of the  Methodist Episcopal Church (the Book of Discipline). 

The shift from “movement” to “church” had changed the function of doctrinal norms within American Methodism.  Rather than prescribing doctrinal emphases for preaching within a movement, the Articles outlined basic norms for Christian belief within a church, following the traditional Anglican fashion. 

The preface to the first separate publication of the Articles states, “These are the doctrines taught among the people called Methodists.  Nor is there any doctrine whatever, generally received among that people, contrary to the articles now before you.” 

American Methodists were not required to subscribe to the Articles after the Anglican manner, but they were accountable (under threat of trial) for keeping their proclamation of the gospel within the boundaries outlined therein.  For generations, the Doctrines and Discipline cited only the Articles as the basis for testing correct doctrine in the newly formed church: The charge of doctrinal irregularity against preachers or members was for “disseminating doctrines contrary to our Articles of Religion.”  In this manner, the church protected its doctrinal integrity against the heresies that were prevalent at the time-Socinianism, Arianism, and Pelagianism

The Articles of Religion, however, did not guarantee adequate Methodist preaching; they lacked several Wesleyan emphases, such as assurance and Christian perfection.  Wesley’s Sermons and Notes, therefore, continued to function as the traditional standard exposition of distinctive Methodist teaching. 

The General Conference of 1808, which provided the first Constitution of The Methodist Episcopal Church, established the Articles of Religion as the Church's explicit doctrinal standards.  The first Restrictive Rule of the Constitution prohibited any change, alteration, or addition to the Articles themselves, and it stipulated that no new standards or rules of doctrine could be adopted that were contrary to the “present existing and established standards of doctrine.”

Within the Wesleyan tradition, then as now, the Sermons and Notes furnished models of doctrinal exposition.  Other documents have also served American Methodism as vital expressions of Methodist teaching and preaching.  Lists of recommended doctrinal resources vary from generation to generation but generally acknowledge the importance of the hymnbook, the ecumenical creeds, and the General Rules.  Lists of such writings in the early nineteenth century usually included John Fletcher's Checks Against Antinomianism and Richard Watson's Theological Institutes. 

The doctrinal emphases of these statements were carried forward by the weight of tradition rather than the force of law.  They became part of the heritage of American Methodism to the degree that they remained useful to continuing generations. 

During the great frontier revivals of the nineteenth century, the influence of European theological traditions waned in America.  Preaching focused on “Christian experience,” understood chiefly as “saving faith in Christ.”  Among the Methodists there was a consistent stress on free will, infant baptism, and informal worship, which led to protracted controversies with the Presbyterians, Baptists, and Episcopalians, respectively.

Methodist interest in formal doctrinal standards remained secondary to evangelism, nurture, and mission.  The Wesleyan hymnody served in practice as the most important single means of communicating and preserving the doctrinal substance of the gospel. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, Methodist theology in America had become decidedly eclectic, with less specific attention paid to its Wesleyan sources. 

The force of the Articles of Religion underwent several shifts.  For a time, the first Restrictive Rule was exempted from the process of constitutional amendment, thus allowing no consideration of change in doctrinal standards.  Mention of the Articles of Religion was included in the membership vows of The Methodist Episcopal Church, South. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, the warring force of doctrinal discipline and the decreasing influence of the Wesleyan theological heritage among the American Methodists, along with minor but significant changes in the wording of the Book of Discipline regarding doctrinal standards, led to a steady dilution of the force of the Articles of Religion as the Church’s constitutional standards of doctrine. 

During this same period, theologians and church leaders began to explore ways of expressing the gospel that were in keeping with developing intellectual currents.  These leaders also began to rethink the historical social compassion of the Wesleyan tradition in the midst of the emerging industrial, urban civilization.  They deepened our awareness of the systemic nature of evil and the urgency to proclaim the gospel promise of social redemption.  Consequently, theologies supportive of the social gospel found fertile soil within the Methodist traditions.

These years were times of theological and ethical controversy within Methodism as new patterns of thought clashed with the more familiar themes and styles of the previous two centuries. 

In recent decades there has been a strong recovery of interest in Wesley and in the more classic traditions of Christian thought.  This recovery has been part of a broad resurgence of Reformation theology and practice in Europe and America, renewing the historical legacy of Protestantism in the context of the modem world.  These trends have been reinforced in North America by the reaffirmation of evangelical piety. 

The ecumenical movement has brought new appreciation for the unity as well as the richness and diversity of the church catholic. 

Currents of theology have developed out of Black people’s struggle for freedom, the movement for the full equality of women in church and society, and the quest for liberation and for indigenous forms of Christian existence in churches around the world. 

The challenge to United Methodists is to discern the various strands of these vital movements of faith that are coherent, faithful understandings of the gospel and the Christian mission for our times. 

The task of defining the scope of our Wesleyan tradition in the context of the contemporary world includes much more than formally reaffirming or redefining standards of doctrine, although these tasks may also be involved.  The heart of our task is to reclaim and renew the distinctive United Methodist doctrinal heritage, which rightly belongs to our common heritage as Christians, for the life and mission of the whole church today. 

Doctrinal Traditions in The Evangelical Church and The United Brethren Church
The unfolding of doctrinal concerns among Jacob Albright’s Evangelical Association and Phillip William Otterbein’s United Brethren in Christ roughly parallels Methodist developments.  Differences emerged largely from differing ecclesiastical traditions brought from Germany and Holland, together with the modified Calvinism of the Heidelberg Catechism.  

In the German-speaking communities of America, Albright and Otterbein considered evangelism more important than theological speculation.  Although they were not doctrinally indifferent, they stressed conversion, “justification by faith confirmed by a sensible assurance thereof,” Christian nurture, the priesthood of all believers in a shared ministry of Christian witness and service, and entire sanctification as the goal of Christian life. 

As with Wesley, their primary source and norm for Christian teaching was Scripture.  Otterbein enjoined his followers “to be careful to preach no other doctrine than what is plainly laid down in the Bible.”  Each new member was asked “to confess that he received the Bible as the Word of God.”  Ordinands were required to affirm without reserve the plenary authority of Scripture. 

Matched with these affirmations was the conviction that converted Christians are enabled by the Holy Spirit to read Scripture with a special Christian consciousness.  They prized this principle as the supreme guide in biblical interpretation. 

Jacob Albright was directed by the conference of 1807 to prepare a list of Articles of Religion.  He died before he could attempt the task. 

George Miller then assumed the responsibility.  He recommended to the conference of 1809 the adoption of the German translation of the Methodist Articles of Religion, with the addition of a new one, “Of the Last Judgment.”  The recommendation was adopted.  This action affirms a conscious choice of the Methodist Articles as normative.  The added article was from the Augsburg Confession, on a theme omitted in the Anglican Articles. 

In 1816, the original twenty-six Articles were reduced to twenty-one by omitting five polemical articles aimed at Roman Catholics, Anabaptists, and sixteenth-century sectaries.  This act of deletion reflected a conciliatory spirit in a time of bitter controversy. 

In 1839, a few slight changes were made in the text of 1816.  It was then stipulated that “the Articles of Faith. . . should be constitutionally unchangeable among us.”  In the 1870s, a proposal to revise the Articles touched off a flurry of debate, but the conference of 1875 decisively rejected the proposal. 

In later action the twenty-one Articles were reduced to nineteen by combining several, but without omitting any of their original content. 

These nineteen were brought intact into the Evangelical United Brethren union of 1946. 

Among the United Brethren in Christ, a summary of normative teaching was formulated in 1813 by Christian Newcomer and Christopher Grosch, colleagues of Otterbein.  Its first three paragraphs follow the order of the Apostles’ Creed.  Paragraphs four and five affirm the primacy of Scripture and the universal proclamation of “the biblical doctrine. . . of man’s fall in Adam and his deliverance through Jesus Christ.”  An added section commends “the ordinances of baptism and the remembrance of the Lord” and approves foot washing as optional. 

The first General Conference of the United Brethren in Christ (1815) adopted a slight revision of this earlier statement as the denomination’s Confession of Faith.  A further revision was made in 1841, with the stipulation that there be no further changes: “No rule or ordinance shall at any time be passed to change or do away with the Confession of Faith as it now stands.”  Even so, agitation for change continued. 

In 1885, a church commission was appointed to “prepare such a form of belief and such amended fundamental rules for the government of this church in the future as will, in their judgment, be best adapted to secure its growth and efficiency in the work of evangelizing the world.” 

The resulting proposal for a new Confession of Faith and Constitution was submitted to the general membership of the Church, the first such referendum on a Confession of Faith in United Brethren history, and was then placed before the General Conference of 1889.  Both the general membership and the conference approved the Confession by preponderant majorities.  It was thereupon enacted by episcopal “proclamation.”  However, this action was protested by a minority as a violation of the Restrictive Rule of 1841 and became a basic cause for a consequent schism, resulting in the formation of The United Brethren Church (Old Constitution). 

The Confession of Faith of 1889 was more comprehensive than any of its antecedents, with articles on depravity, justification, regeneration and adoption, sanctification, the Christian Sabbath, and the future state.  The article on sanctification, though brief, is significant in its reflection of the doctrine of holiness of the Heidelberg Catechism.  The 1889 Confession was brought by the United Brethren into the union with the Evangelicals in 1946. 

The Evangelical United Brethren Confession of Faith
The Discipline of the new Evangelical United Brethren Church (1946) contained both the Evangelical Articles and the United Brethren Confession.  Twelve years later the General Conference of the united church authorized its board of bishops to prepare a new Confession of Faith. 

A new Confession, with sixteen articles, of a somewhat more modem character than any of its antecedents, was presented to the General Conference of 1962 and adopted without amendment.  The Evangelical article, “Entire Sanctification and Christian Perfection,” is reflected in this confession as a distinctive emphasis.  The Confession of Faith replaced both former Articles and Confession and was brought over intact into the Discipline of The United Methodist Church (1968). 

Doctrinal Standards in The United Methodist Church
In the Plan of Union for The United Methodist Church, the preface to the Methodist Articles of Religion and the Evangelical United Brethren Confession of Faith explains that both were accepted as doctrinal standards for the new church.  Additionally, it stated that although the language of the first Restrictive Rule never has been formally defined, Wesley’s Sermons and Notes were understood specifically to be included in our present existing and established standards of doctrine.  It also stated that the Articles, the Confession, and the Wesleyan “standards” were “thus deemed congruent if not identical in their doctrinal perspectives and not in conflict.”  This declaration was accepted by subsequent rulings of the Judicial Council. 

The Constitution of The United Methodist Church, in its Restrictive Rules, protects both the Articles of Religion and the Confession of Faith as doctrinal standards that shall not be revoked, altered, or changed.  The process of creating new “standards or rules of doctrine” thus continues to be restricted, requiring either that they be declared “not contrary to” the present standards or that they go through the difficult process of constitutional amendment. 

The United Methodist Church stands continually in need of doctrinal reinvigoration for the sake of authentic renewal, fruitful evangelism, and ecumenical dialogue.  In this light, the recovery and updating of our distinctive doctrinal heritage-catholic, evangelical, and reformed-is essential. 

This task calls for the repossession of our traditions as well as the promotion of theological inquiry both within the denomination and in our ecumenical efforts.  All are invited to share in this endeavor to stimulate an active interest in doctrinal understanding in order to claim our legacy and to shape that legacy for the Church we aspire to be. 

