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Leadership, Identity, and Mission
in a Changing United Methodist Church

James Rutland Wood

ntering the twenty-first century, the United Methodist Church (UMC)

faces dramatic changes destined to redefine the role of the denomination’s
leadership, reshape its identity, and refocus its mission. These changes are
driven by social forces in the church’s environment and by a vigorous value
struggle these forces have precipitated within the church. Contested values in-
clude the locus and form of organizational control, the meaning and priority of
biblical authority, and the nature and scope of the church’s mission. This chap-
ter describes ways the UMC is changing, discusses social forces underlying
those changes, elucidates some of their wider implications, and interprets the
process of change sociologically as an organization adapting to its environment
and theologically as the movement of the Holy Spirit.!

Overview of the UMC Structure

A brief overview of the UMC’s current structure will provide background for the
consideration of changes and proposed changes. For most of the twentieth cen-
tury the UMC and its Methodist predecessor groups have been characterized by
highly centralized bureaucracies. Programs developed by boards and leaders at

1. Data for this chapter include a survey of delegates to the 1996 UMC General Confer-
ence, formal interviews with ten UMC bishops (including one from each jurisdiction} and con-
versations with an additional dozen bishops, interviews with the chief executives of two United
Methodist boards, United Methodist responses to the General Social Survey (a national poll),
minutes of the 1996 General Conference and other documents related to restructure, and obser-
vations of one meeting of the Connectional Process Team and four meetings of the Council of

Bishops.
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the national level have been implemented in a top-down fashion. Ministers tell
the story of one pastor who said, “If by Friday I haven’t heard from the District
Superintendent or one of the national boards and agencies, I go ahead and choose
my own theme for my Sunday sermon.” This often-repeated story only slightly
exaggerates the way the denomination has attempted to have all of its churches at
the same time implementing the general church’s programs and promoting its
causes. This coordination was accomplished by a leadership hierarchy and a
structure that largely duplicated the national structure in each annual conference,
district, and local congregation. Since the national structure has included more
than a dozen general agencies — including those treating Christian unity, church
and society, communications, discipleship, finance and administration, global
ministries, higher education, religion and race, status and role of women and
United Methodist men — the structure of a local congregation could become
quite complex. Though there may always have been some unanticipated costs of
this complexity — such as clergy and lay burnout and neglect of some causes of
local concern — much was accomplished by this structure. Health and educa-
tional institutions were built, home and overseas missions were supported, new
churches were started. But people and society are changing, and so is the church.
A new type of organization and a new type of leadership are emerging from the
UMC’s stormy quest for identity and its response to United Methodists’ demands
that the church’s mission impact their lives and their communities.

Leadership and Control

Whether with pride or dismay, most United Methodists acknowledge that their
denomination is highly centralized. But it is not easy to identify the center of
power. The UMC has no presiding bishop, president, or moderator. The Gen-
eral Conference — the official lawmaking body — is the final authority. This
conference is made up of about five hundred clergy delegates and an equal
number of lay delegates elected by their annual (regional) conferences. About
eight hundred of these delegates represent the annual conferences in the United
States, and about two hundred represent United Methodist (UM} churches in
other countries. )

The Discipline (the UMC’s book of laws and policies) states that “No per-
son, no paper, no organization, has the authority to speak officially for The
United Methodist Church, this right having been reserved exclusively to the
General Conference under the Constitution.” But the General Conference

2. The Book of Discipline (Nashville: United Methodist.Puinshing House, 1996), p. 277.

335




James Rutland Wood '

meets only once every four years. Where Is power centered in the interim?
There is no consensus on the answer to this question, and the answer probably
varies over time as particular people and entities of the church exert leadership.
The evolving role of bishops and the Council of Bishops is a major focus of this
chapter. Bishops, individually and collectively, may be emerging as the key
power wielders of the early twenty-first century.

Individually, bishops wield a great deal of power in the annual confer-
ences over which they preside as well as within the boards and agencies where
they also preside. Here is where much of the significant structural change is oc-
curring. The Discipline describes a number of aspects of the bishops’ leadership
role: it is through their appointing of ministers in their annual conferences that
the connectional nature of the UM system is made visible; they are to enable
the gathered church to worship and to evangelize faithfully; they are to facilitate
the initiation of structures and strategies for the equipping of Christian people
for service in the church and in the world; they are to guard the faith, order, lit-
urgy, doctrine, and discipline of the church. Moreover, “The Church. expects
the Council of Bishops to speak to the Church and from the Church to the
world and to give leadership in the quest for Christian unity and interreligious
relationships.”?

G. Bromley Oxnam (1891-1963) may be the best modern example of a
bishop who enabled strong collective leadership from the Council of Bishops,
especially in the areas of civil rights and international policy. Presently the bish-
ops’ initiative on children and poverty represents a major collective effort of the
Council of Bishops to shape the identity and mission of the UMC.

Some Widely Shared Concerns

My interviews and conversations with bishops and my observations of four
Council of Bishops meetings in 1998 and 1999 show that bishops are well in-
formed about a number of concerns felt throughout the church. One bishop
told me, “There has been a sense at all levels that the present organization sim-
ply is not getting the job done. The structure is burdensome without serving
mission. This has led to a great deal of soul-searching about who we are and
what we should be doing.”

Some bishops point to pressures within the UMC that are driving the
change process. United Methodists are aware that the size of the membership
and, possibly, the influence of the denomination have declined. In 1997, for ex-

3. The Book of Discipline, p. 266.
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ample, 9 percent of the U.S. population gave “Methodist” as their religious pref-
erence, compared to 14 percent in 1974.* This decline has occurred despite a na-
tional climate congenial to religion. Fifty-seven percent of Americans continue
to believe that religion is relevant to contemporary society, and George Gallup,
Jr., reports a “new surge of interest in spirituality” among Americans in recent
years.” Against this background, many United Methodists began to believe that
the UMC needed to undertake serious self-examination. As an indication of the
grassroots push for change, one bishop I interviewed emphasized that the new
UMC mission statement, “Make Disciples,” “came from pulpit and pew, not
from the general church or the bishops.” According to this bishop, part of the
dynamic behind a new mission statement was rank-and-file United Methodists
feeling the “need to make a difference.” Another bishop was a bit more specific:
“I thought it was interesting that the impetus for change came from across the
theological spectrum. It was one of those places where I saw the left and right
really joining hearts and voice. It has to do with both. Although they see mis-
sion and ministry differently, both see and saw the mission of the church being
thwarted by the way in which the church is structured at this time. It is as if our
more bureaucratized way of being is hindering the Spirit.” When asked how the
mission statement got to the General Conference, the same bishop replied:
“Well, it came though the traditional route, in General Conference work. It
came from annual conferences and from individuals. It was empowering, some
of it came from the right, the left. In 1996 the Willimon group came in with a
highly polished piece. Others would represent a different theological take say-
ing the same thing. The petition process was used.”

" The bishops’ accounts reflected concerns widely shared by the 1996 Gen-
eral Conference delegates I surveyed. Many of the delegates responded in light of
1996 General Conference legislation that was beginning to meet those concerns,

Asked “What action taken by the 1996 General Conference do you think
has the most significance for the United Methodist Church?” just over a quarter
of the delegates mentioned some aspect of restructure at the annual conference
or national level. Twenty percent mentioned new flexibility of the local church
structure. Also related to the local church, 32 percent mentioned approval of
the changes in ministerial orders. Many saw this as an important structural
change that will bring about, in the words of one delegate, “a new involvement
of the laity in ministry.” Those who rate themselves conservative in religious

4. Princeton Religion Research Center, Emerging Trends, vol. 20, no. 7 (September 1998),

p- 2
5. Princeton Religion Research Center, Emerging Trends, vol. 20, no. 10 {December 1998),

P 4

537




James Rutland Wood

matters and those who rate themselves liberal are about equally likely to men-
tion each of these structural changes as significant.

Delegates’ comments about actions of the 1996 General Conference show
how leadership, identity, and mission are interrelated. One strong theme is how
flexibility in structure and a broader leadership base impact mission at the local
level: “It puts us in charge, not the annual conference or the General Conference!
Makes it possible to organize for mission and ministry within parameters of the
needs of the community” “This helps regain our sense of mission, moves from
an authoritarianism which is stifling, and opens the possibility for addressing
ministry in a servant fashion.” “If taken advantage of, the options have the po-
tential to encourage local churches to analyze their mission and to determine
how to meet that mission, thus inspiring action.” Another theme links United
Methodists’ identity as God’s people with flexibility of structure that makes
room for the Holy Spirit. “It allows cach group to be more visionary and creative
about the ministry each church feels God is calling them to do.” “Allows for flexi-
bility and for conferences to follow where they believe the Holy Spirit is leading
them.” “We need room for the Holy Spirit to move within the more flexible
structure.” “Tt is time to trust God and allow the spirit to freely move — not con-
trol it with structure.” “Churches need to organize to fulfil their primary mission

of making disciples” Delegates also have a keen sense of the relation between lay
empowerment and mission: “This empowers the laity in the local church with a
sense of involvement in shaping mission response” “{Changes in ministry]
could encourage and free persons to be in ministry other than ordained, thus
broadening the leadership base.” “We have entered a new partnership of minis-
try for clergy and laity and we have returned to a more biblical and understand-
able system of ordained ministry” Delegates also applaud the recognition of the
distinctive mission and ministry of a diversity of local churches: “This is the be-
ginning step in changing the focus from the general church to the local church.”
«“The small membership church is affirmed in its own special ministry.” “This
may be seen as responsive to concerns and needs of smaller churches and help
alleviate their sense of being ignored.” Delegates affirmed the need for the
church to frame its message in ways relevant to the contemporary world: “In or-
der to reach the next generation, we must be willing to put forth the same old
message, but in new and different ways. We don’t yet know what those ways are,
and we don’t yet know what all the hurts and needs will be. However we will be
able to have enough flexibility to respond.” “For the church to be viable for the
next century, it is necessary to restructure. To empower laity to be in ministry, to
bring clergy and laity closer together. The church must be relevant for the next
generations.” Many see restructure as a matter of good stewardship — putting
the money where the mission is: “Downsizing is very much needed and signifi-
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cant. We need more money for missions and evangelism.” “The general church
agencies do very little for the local church other than cost it money. And trust
has eroded from local to general”

Contested Values

There are two processes of change within the UMC. One process is a noisy, visi-
ble, occasionally disorderly and uncivil struggle over the fundamental identity
of the church. The other process, discussed in more detail later, is more regular
and orderly as duly appointed representatives go about redefining the church’s
mission and redesigning its structure to carry out that mission in the contem-
porary world.

The first process centers on the meaning and priority of biblical authority
and, consequently, on the nature and scope of the church’s mission. At one pole
are those who are confident that the Bible provides clear guidance on the issues
that face the church today. For them the church’s failure to follow these clear
mandates undercuts the authority of the Bible. These United Methodists typically
focus more on individual salvation than on societal reform and place more em-
phasis on individual morality than on social justice. At the other pole are those
who, though they may acknowledge the authority of the Bible, believe that some
of the culture-bound injunctions in the Bible contradict some of its most basic
teachings about Jove and justice. These United Methodists often focus principally
on societal reform and social justice with little emphasis on personal salvation.
Since both these groups of United Methodists are sincere and passionate about
their views, it is sometimes difficult for them to dialogue with each other.

If United Methodists in general were this polarized, the church’s unity
would certainly be in jeopardy. It is likely, however, that those at the poles do
not have the followers they imagine. James Davison Hunter, observing the “cul-
ture wars” in the general society, discovered that the intense feelings are more of
the leaders than of their followers — that the vast middle of the society is not
passionately involved in the struggle over values.® It is quite possible that most
United Methodists, drawing on their rich Wesleyan heritage, have a great deal
in common with both groups described above, hence cherish a diversity that
encompasses both poles. Still, this struggle over values hijacks the agenda and
consumes the energy of the church.

My study of the bishops and the Council of Bishops shows that the bish-

6. James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (New York: Basic
Books, 1991).
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ops are well aware of these two processes of change and want to address the
concerns that stimulate them. Whether the emerging power of the bishops will
be equal to that task remains to be seen. Clearly, bishops are caught up in the
controversies that are roiling the church. Diverse groups are challenging bish-
ops and other leaders’ control as a means of gaining influence over the identity
and mission of the church. Here is an excerpt from a speech by one conserva-
tive leader: “I believe most people within our denomination support the high
calling of episcopal leadership in the United Methodist Church. We want our
leaders to lead. We want our leaders to guard, maintain, and teach the doctrine
of our church. We want them to defend the discipline of the United Methodist
Church. In fact, we are so serious about it, we believe it is of such crucial impor-
tance, that we are no longer willing to allow our bishops to exploit the episco-
pacy to pursue their narrow ideological agendas.””

But bishops are also challenged by their liberal constituencies, who see
changes driven by conservative theology as “narrow ideological agendas.” For
example, the Methodist Federation of Social Action (MFSA) was concerned
that the mission statement adopted in 1996 — “The mission of the Church is to
make disciples of Jesus Christ” — will be too narrowly interpreted. They pro-
posed expanding that statement by adding the following sentence: “discipleship
means continuing Christ’s world-changing work of offering God’s gift of salva-
tion, healing relationships, transforming social structures and following in the
way of love and service.”

Here we see the same value conflict that led conservatives dissatisfied
with the General Board of Global Ministry (GBGM) to form their own mission
society in 1984. At that time, one advocate gave the following as one rationale
for forming a new society:

Consider the annual report for 1982 by the President and General Secretary
of the GBGM. In this report it is very difficult to find any clear indication
that the evangelistic mandate of calling people to personal, saving faith in
Jesus Christ is an urgent part of the program and priorities of the board.
The report says that “we are called to understand ourselves as sharing in
the cosmic events of this era,” that “mission has moved from the perspec-
tive of territorial conquest to one in which the arena is one of spirit and
mind,” that “mission is a slow, tedious struggle with principalities and pow-
ers in the force of evil” that “we must implement the Gospel without fear,”
and that mission is “being in the frontiers of race, of economic structure, of

7. Scott Field, member of the board of directors of Good News, in an address to the na-
tional conference of the Confessing Movement, September 1999.
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political reality or of cultural difference.” What the report does not men-
tion is that faith is also a frontier where we are called to witness.

Nothing in this annual report suggests that it is a matter of any special
concern to our GBGM that 120 million people in this country and 68 per-
cent of the world’s population do not have saving faith in Christ.®

In recent years the homosexuality issue has become the symbol of the
struggle over the church’s identity. Though the bishops have been sharply di-
vided on this issue, and are very much caught up in the controversy, we will see
that they feel that facing the controversy has brought them closer together,
forging a unity that empowers their leadership.

Still, the church may be growing more polarized as United Methodists at
both poles of the liberal/conservative field more forcefully press their views. For
example, compare the response of the Confessing Movement with that of the
Reconciling Congregation Program to the California/Nevada decision to bring
no charges against sixty-eight pastors who, disregarding The Discipliné’s prohi-
bition of such action, jointly celebrated the union of two women. The Con-
fessing Movement said, in part:

It is our deep conviction that Bishop Melvin Talbert, the leadership of the

. California/Nevada Conference, and the 68 pastors who performed the
same-sex union have broken covenant with their colleagues in the rest of
United Methodism. Qur covenant is not restricted to Conference bound-
aries, but includes the whole of the connection. It is obvious that the deci-
sion of the California/Nevada Conference is in violation of Church Law.
The question is, will Bishop Talbert and his colleagues in the Conference be
held accountable? This arrogant usurpation of power and disregard for the
action of General Conference and the decision of the Judicial Council can-
not be allowed to stand. To do so would surely bring a division in the
United Methodist Church. One would wonder if this is the intent of Bishop
Talbert and his colleagues in the California/Nevada Conference.?

The Reconciling Congregation board’s response to the decision said, in part:

This ruling is positive in that it reflects the diversity within The United
Methodist Church (UMC). The California-Nevada Conference of The

8. Gerald H. Anderson, “Why We Need a Second Mission Agency,” an address to UM
clergy in Dallas, Tex., October 1983.

9. “Confessing Movement Response to California/Nevada Decision to Bring No Charges
against 67 Pastors,” We Confess: A Newsletter of the Confessing Movement within the United Meth-
odist Church 6, issue 2 (March/April 2000): 2.
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UMC has a long history of inclusiveness of gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgender people, dating back to 1964 when San Francisco clergy founded
the Commission on Religion and Homosexuality. In 1985 their Annual
Conference adopted a resolution commending the Reconciling Congrega-
tion Program to all churches and in 1987 they voted to become a Recon-
ciling Conference.

As much as the previous Nebraska ruling that defrocked Jimmy Creech
is an interpretation of the UMC Discipline, this California-Nevada deci-
sion is equally of the church. Within the book of Discipline, there are con-
tradictory statements on sexual orientation. These rulings highlight the
conflict between recent language that restricts celebrations of “homosexual
unions” and core statements that reflect our Wesleyan heritage and charge
the whole church to be broadly inclusive.'

Going beyond statements, United Methodists at one pole have encour-
aged civil disobedience, such as that of the California/Nevada pastors, while
those at the other pole have assembled a legal staff to facilitate the process of
holding pastors and churches accountable to the discipline.

Where this will end is not clearly discernible, but already the high-profile
civil disobedience on the one side and the policing of local churches on the
other have dramatically changed the climate in which the UMC does its work.

Changes in the UMC

Many changes and proposals for change have occurred as United Methodists,
individually and in groups, have sought to influence the identity and mission of
the church. The current official change process began when the 1992 General
Conference directed the General Council on Ministries (GCOM) to “lead the
church in a time of discernment, reflection, and study of its mission and its
structural needs as it moves into the twenty-first century. The Council will do
this by consulting groups across the church, conducting appropriate research,
and developing and utilizing resource materials.”"’

" As discussed above, drawing on the results of this four-year “connectional
issues” study, the 1996 General Conference passed legislation giving consider-
able flexibility to local churches to restructure themselves to fit the needs of

10. “Reconciling Congregation Board Responds to California-Nevada Conference Deci-
sion on ‘Sacramento 68’ (press release by the Reconciling Congregation Program, February 11,

2000), p. L.
11. Daily Christian Advocate: Advanced Edition 1 {1992): 537.
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their ministries. For example, for the local church the number of required com-
mittees was reduced, and though several mandated emphases remain, “every
local church shall develop a plan for organizing its administrative and pro-
grammatic responsibilities . . . so that it can pursue its primary task and mis-
sion in the context of its own community.”'? It appears that delegates also ex-
pected that considerable new flexibility for annual conferences would follow
ratification of a constitutional amendment to “allow the Annual Conferences
to utilize structures unique to regional aspects of their mission, other man-
dated structures notwithstanding”’® But when several annual conferences ei-
ther enacted or proposed such new structures, the Judicial Council (the UMC’s
Supreme Court) ruled that such changes could not occur until a future General
Conference passes appropriate enabling legislation.!?

The Connectional Process Team

In addition to these actions, the 1996 conference established a Connectional
Process Team (CPT)} “for 1996 to 2000 to manage, guide, and promote a
transformational direction for The United Methodist Church.”!* In February
1999 the CPT released its penultimate report. Though, as we will see below, this
report underwent extensive revision as a result of feedback invited by the com-
mittee, discussion centering on the report provides an important window on
contested values within the UMC today. The report paints a picture of a strug-
gle to clarify the church’s identity, to refocus its mission, and to shape its struc-
ture to reflect both identity and mission.

The CPT report defines UMC work to reflect the church’s identity as Spirit-
centered, diverse, global, and focused on mission. It is anchored solidly in biblical
theology, especially Jesus’ commission to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teach-
ing them to obey everything that I have commanded you” {Matt. 28:19-20). This
Great Commission is reflected in the UMC’s new (1996) mission staternent: “The
mission of the Church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ. Local churches provide
the most significant arena through which disciple-making occurs.”'® The report

12. Book of Discipline, pp. 136-37.
13. “Judicial Council Offers Guidelines for Conference Restructure at Present,” United

Methodist News Service, October 31, 1997, p. 1.

14. See, for example, Judicial Council Decision No. 831. http://www.umc.org/interior_
judicial.asp?mid=263&IDID=8:1&JDMOD=VWD&SN=801&EN=900

15. Daily Christian Advocate 3, no. 6 (April 22, 1996): 252.

16. Book of Discipline, p. 14.
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also draws attention to the Discipline’s statement of the process for carrying out
the church’s mission:

+ Proclaim the Gospel, seek, welcome and gather persons into the body of
Christ;

+ Lead persons to commit their lives to God through Jesus Christ;

« Nurture persons in Christian living through worship, baptism, commu-
nion, Bible and other studies, prayer, and other means of grace;

- Send persons into the world to live lovingly and justly as servants of
Christ by healing the sick, feeding the hungry, caring for the stranger,
freeing the oppressed, and working to have social structures consistent
with the gospel; and

« Continue the mission of seeking, welcoming and gathering persons into
the community of the body of Christ."”

The CPT then asks one central question of “all of the activities, functions,
and structures of the church today: Will this help us invite, nurture, and em-
power disciples of Jesus Christ through local congregations and faith commu-
nities throughout the world?” (p. 6).

The report presents eleven “transformational directions” congruent with
this question. The first five embody the CPT’s central concern with spiritual
leadership — listening, caring, serving leaders whose spiritual life is nurtured
by “spiritual disciplines” that have sustained Christians throughout the ages:

« Place spiritual formation at the center of our work.

« Invigorate the ministry of the church.

Call forth spiritual leaders.

Create 2 Covenant Council of spiritual and prophetic leaders.

« Empower the ministry of congregations and faith communities. (pp-7-9)

Five other transformational directions reflect various aspects of the UMC’s
identity as a global, connectional, ecumenical, theologically diverse, and inclu-
sive church. The remaining direction expresses the intention that general agen-
cies exist “to support congregations, faith communities, and annual confer-

ences” (pp. 10-11}.
Moving from definition to structure, the CPT recommends a number of

17. Connectional Process Team of the United Methodist Church, Transforming: A United
Methodist Church for the Twenty-First Century (February 1999), p- 5. Page numbers in the fol-
lowing text refer to this document.
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structural changes throughout the UMC. The heart of the recommendations is
summarized in a paragraph headed “Create a Covenant Council of Spiritual
and Prophetic Leaders.”

We propose that The United Methodist Church center on a Covenant
Council of spiritual and prophetic leaders, a new form of organization.
These leaders will come together to hear the call of Christ, discern the will
of God for our ministry in the world, nourish each other spiritually, and
support each other in carrying Christ’s message into the world. As an orga-
nization, we often go to extremes in segmenting our resources and energies
into task-related, discrete components. In local congregations these take
the form of burgeoning committees and fragmented responsibilities for
staff. The same is true in districts and in annual and central conferences. In
the general church, the clearest manifestation of this is the vast array of
general agencies. This segmentation has confused our understanding of
our common mission and our expression of the connection. It has muffled
our message as a united church. We recommend creating in each part of the
church (local congregation, annual conference, central conference, and
Global Conference) a Covenant Council where spiritual and prophetic lay
and clergy leaders will gather for discernment, discussion, decision-
making, and disciple-making. (p. 8)

Thus the CPT, expanding on the flexibility already granted to annual con-
ferences and local congregations, proposes a simple, fluid decision and control
structure that reflects the church’s mission “to make disciples of Jesus Christ.”

The most controversial recommendations coming from the CPT stem
from the reconstitution of the General Conference — the denomination’s high-
est legislative body — as the United Methodist Global Conference and the cre-
ation of a United States Central Conference. To illustrate the impact of this
change, consider the proposal for balance in global representation. CPT recom-
mended “that no single continent (North America, Europe, Africa, or Asia)
have more than 50 percent of the total number of delegates in the Global Con-
ference” (p. 24). For comparison, the 2000 General Conference will have 830
delegates from the United States — 84.5 percent of the total delegates. The CPT
was not timid in recognizing the implications of these changes. “This transfor-
mation requires a shift from a model in which the United States’ perspective
dominates a highly structured organization to one where the global perspective
supports a rich variety of United Methodist ministries and missions around the
world” (p. 21).

Those parts of the proposal related to the Global Conference were highly
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contested. One reason for this is the power and turf struggles of boards and
agencies that have been observed in other efforts to change the UMC bureau-
cracy.!® One bishop told me, “If you look at legislation and The Book of Disci-
pline, it is written primarily to protect a certain area of the turf and not primar-
ily to engage the church in mission in the world. . . . Agencies have become
defensive. They have spent a lot of time preserving themselves and are not in-
terested in change unless they can control that change.” Some delegates to the
1996 General Conference perceived the Board of Global Ministries’ lobbying ef-
fort to keep that conference from moving the board out of New York City as an
example of such resistance to change. By contrast, the top executive of the Gen-
eral Council on Ministries seemed willing to accept the demise of his agency
provided a new structure continues the essential functions of the GCOM.*
This proposal in addition challenges some of the vested interests of var-
jous regional entities. One bishop reflected: “To move us toward a more
global church and allow other areas of the world to participate on a more
equal footing and to deal with the reality of a huge amount of the money still
in the United States, how does that play out in terms of these issues around
power?” It seems likely, for example, that those called on to pay the bulk of
the additional cost of the Global Conference will have less representation
than in the current structure. The widely read United Methodist Reporter
(UMR) observed that “U.S. United Methodists make up 88 percent of the
church numerically but will have only a maximum of 50 percent of the repre-
sentation in the denomination’s highest policy-making body.” The editorial
strongly criticized the proposed global structure for unfair representation,
“distancing congregations even farther from their leaders,” increased cost that
would be borne disproportionately by U.S. churches, and “massive centraliza-
tion that runs counter to our era of decentralized networks.”?? In subsequent
issues of the UMR, reader reaction revealed considerable ambivalence toward
the global structure. One retired bishop called the editorial “nothing but a re-
hash of paternalistic and parochial ideas — not to mention ‘colonial’ atti-
tudes and practices.” In sharp contrast, a retired United Methodist missionary
to the Philippines sees “the idea of a global structure as detrimental to the
movement toward an indigenous church in the Philippines.” He believes that
“our overseas United Methodist brothers and sisters . . . are eager to share

18. See Paul A. Mickey and Robert L. Wilson, What New Creation? The Agony of Church

Restructure (Nashville: Abingdon, 1977).
19. See “Council Wants Functions Continued, Regardless of Reorganization,” United

Methodist News Service, April 29, 1999, p. 1.
20. “Does the UMC Really Need a Global Structure?” United Methodist Reporter, Febru-

ary 26, 1999, p. 4.
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their faith more effectively at the local level without being under the control
of a global hierarchy.”?*

A specific problem for the proposal of a Global Conference was posed by
the, then current, crisis over homosexuality, discussed above. A 1999 Judicial
Council ruling that the blessing of homosexual unions was against church law
was followed by several such celebrations as acts of civil disobedience and by
subsequent church trials. A major concern of both liberals and conservatives
was where such issues as the blessing of same-sex unions could be decided in
the new structure. Since some of the strongest opposition to the acceptance of
homosexuality came from outside the United States,?? conservatives would
likely want this issue settled at the Global Conference, liberals at the central
conference level. Meanwhile, amidst the furor over same-sex unions, continued
pressure to hold the first Global Conference in 2004 as first proposed by the
CPT would have increased the danger of a schism. Of course, the kind of spiri-
tual leaders the CPT envisions might have been able to find creative compro-
mises to preserve unity.

The final CPT report, released on December 1, 1999, dIffered significantly
. from the preliminary report. Perhaps most significant, the preliminary report
proposed that the 2000 General Conference be the last — that it be supplanted by
the Global Conference beginning in 2004. The CPT later recognized that the leg-
islative process cannot move that rapidly. They then proposed that the General
Conference approve the report in principle and create a group that would prepare
needed legislation and propose constitutional changes for the 2004 General Con-
ference. Apparently this seventy-five-member Transformation Implementation
Council would replace the present GCOM. The interim council’s membership
would be 60 percent laity and 40 percent clergy. “The body would include bish-
ops, representatives from the five regional jurisdictions in the United States and
central conferences in other countries, the top staff executive and one voting
member for each of the 13 churchwide agencies, and two representatives from af-
filiated autonomous Methodist churches in Asia and Latin America. A category
of additional members is also proposed to guarantee diversity.” %’

The proposed Transformation Implementation Council appeared to an-
swer some of the major concerns of a GCOM task force that felt the original
CPT report would have the effect of asking the boards and agencies to restruc-

21. “Letters to the Editor” United Methodist Reporter, March 26, 1999, p. 4.
22. Though two bishops from Africa told me that they were willing to live in a larger
church that left such issues to local discretion so long as their conferences were not pressed to

accept homosexuality.
23. “CPT Completes ‘Transformational Direction’ Report,” United Methodist News Ser-

vice, September 21, 1999, p. 2.
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ture themselves. Whether this and other changes would be enough to ward off
competing proposals at the 2000 General Conference was doubtful.

Whatever the fate of the CPT’s preliminary proposals, they did address a
number of values and concerns that were and remain prevalent in the church.
In the first place, the report was responsive to needs perceived by United Meth-
odists and reflected in my earlier quotations from General Conference dele-
gates. Referring to the flexibility already granted by the 1996 General Confer-
ence, one delegate said, “The General Conference listened to the annual
conferences, local churches and membership and responded to their desires
and understanding.” This can also be said of the CPT.

There was wide participation in the planning process that led to the CPT
proposal. From 1992 to 1996 the Connectional Issues Study employed a wide va-
riety of means to sound out all levels of the church on the UMC’s mission and
its structural needs. Just a few of the means used are a survey of nearly 35,000
annual conference delegates, telephone interviews with leaders of three to five
vital churches in each annual conference, and two meetings of a forum of
thirty-two persons representative of the total church. All these data were made
available to the CPT. In addition, the CPT sent listening teams to visit United
Methodists in various parts of the world and invited all United Methodists to
give advice. The February 1999 report, which was mailed to a cross section of
United Methodists, included a comment form and the invitation to give the
committee feedback before they wrote the final report. The report and com-
ment form were also placed on the CPT’s Web site!

Many of the changes proposed by the CPT had already been tried at the
_annual conference and congregational level. For example, in responding to a
question about whether local congregations have taken advantage of the new
flexibility, for example, collapsing some committees, one bishop stated:

Yes, the interesting thing is in [our region] we were already there before the
General Conference acted. Some people were acting as though the Disci-
pline was preventing but, when people would bring that up, I would just
say, “Nothing in the Discipline prevents you from doing what you want to
do.” T discovered that people were . . . not using all the flexibility that was
there. So as we began to get a sense of freedom and move in that direction,
some were already going there. But with the General Conference acting the
way it did, it kind of blessed what we were about and it has been more in-
tentional on the part of some.

A final strength of the CPT’s proposals was that they maintained a certain
kind of continuity with Methodist tradition. One delegate, speaking of the
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General Conference, said, “We followed Wesleyan heritage by adapting the tra-
dition of ordination to fit the current time.” The CPT was intentional in its
commitment to continuity: “We celebrate the historic commitment of The
United Methodist Church and our Methodist forebears to serve the world as an
instrument of God’s will. A transformed church builds upon this history by
secking to become a global church of disciples of Jesus Christ who are con-
nected in mission and ministry throughout the world.”**

It could be said that the covenant councils of spiritual and prophetic lead-
ers — the centerpiece of the CPT proposals — are an adaptation of Wesleyan
holy conferencing. The early Methodist conference served as the spiritual center
of Methodism.?® Describing the early conference, Richey concludes, “It should
not be surprising that conference continued to nourish revival, that the spiritu-
ality within the fraternity would spill outwards.”?® Applying this Wesleyan heri-
tage to the present time, Richey reflects, “No one organization or structure guar-
antees the Spirit’s presence. But to be the body of Christ must not the church be
gracious in its style, in its way of doing and being, in its way of conducting busi-
ness? Must not ends and means link closely? Indeed, must not means be proxi-
mate ends? Must not our forms operate spiritually/Spiritually?”*”

The CPT, quite possibly influenced by Richey’s work, clearly attempts to
infuse into contemporary UMC organization the gracious style of early Meth-

odist conferencing.

Other Sources of Proposals for Change

As the result of the CPT’s information-gathering strategy that cast a very wide
net, the CPT report brings together in one document many of United Method-
ists” ideas, experiences, and movements related to structural change. However,
even those consulted were not uniformly appreciative of the report. For exam-
ple, though bishops had been consulted by the CPT and kept updated (and four
bishops were on the committee), bishops were highly critical of the February
1999 draft when they dialogued with committee representatives at the Council
of Bishops (COB) meeting later that year. One bishop even asked the commit-
tee to consider withdrawing the report. At that time committee representatives
seemed confident that the final draft of their report, profiting from the criti-

24. Connectional Process Team, Transforming, p. 21.

25. Russell E. Richey, The Methodist Conference in America: A History (Nashville: Kings-
wood Books, 1996}, p. 17.

26. Richey, The Methodist Conference, p. 40.

27. Richey, The Methodist Conference, p. 202.
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cism, would be accepted. Since that time, and after the final draft was made
public, the report has drawn fire from both the liberal and the conservative
caucuses.

The Good News caucus’s legislative agenda for General Conference called
upon delegates to reject the CPT report. Reasons to do so included the time, en-
ergy, and resources it would cost to add another level of resources in a United
Methodist Global Conference; that the massive restructure plan would divert
attention from the local church; and that much of what is envisioned in cove-
nant councils is already happening and does not require restructure to make it
happen. The creation of a Global Conference would remove decision making
yet another step away from local churches, and serious theological questions
are raised by references to interreligious dialogue with Jews, Hindus, Buddhists,
Muslims, and others.

The Methodist Federation of Social Action, a liberal caucus, also opposed
the adoption of CPT’s recommendations. It encouraged “a church-wide partic-
ipatory study of important issues raised by the report” And it wanted the
church to “provide resources to each Annual Conference and local church to
proceed with study and prayerful reflection on such changes and the future of
our church.”?®

Meanwhile, there were several other sources of potential proposals to the
General Conference. Though the CPT was often conversant with and may have
shared members with these sources, they could have produced independent
proposals for redefining mission and for restructure that emphasized their par-
ticular ideas and concerns. When bishops were asked where to look other than
the CPT for models of change, their answer was the annual conferences. They
were talking about their own annual conferences as well as others they knew
about.

Annual Conferences

One bishop told of being part of a group of more than a dozen bishops explor-
ing the “Quest for Quality” process under the guidance of the General Board of
Discipleship. In this process one assumes that the current system is designed to
produce the current results. If those results are undesirable, it is necessary to
change the whole system rather than to tinker with the parts. Vitality and cre-
ativity result from drawing together diverse people and giving them the free-

28. Methodist Federation for Social Action, “General Conference Information: Summary
of Petitions to 2000 General Conference” (undated information sheet}, p. 2.
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dom and the challenge to design a system that will produce the results they
want. In this bishops’ conference liberals and conservatives alike agreed that the
primary task of the conference was to provide spiritual leadership. The confer-
ence has removed current conference legislative prohibitions for most of the
agencies, and it is now working in leadership groups to talk together about how
to provide a structural base to undergird the newly defined task — providing
spiritual leadership.

Another bishop described how he chose a “vision team” of about forty
persons, clergy and laity. The team met seven times, on Friday nights and the
following Saturdays, the first year. The team articulated its vision as “challeng-
ing and equipping churches to make disciples of Jesus Christ by taking risks
and changing lives” According to this bishop, once the annual conference
adopted that vision, “then I turned loose these creative minds and said you
have a blank piece of paper. There’s nothing on your paper and do what you
think would be creative.” One result was the formation of six implementation
teams formed around missional goals such as new congregations, youth, chil-
dren, “servants like Jesus,” and communications. The original intention was to
have these implementation teams replace the traditional organization of the
annual conference. But because Judicial Council decisions prevented that, the
conference had parallel structures as they looked toward clarification at the
2000 General Conference. This bishop sees his conference as exemplary in its
articulation of its vision prior to any discussion about structural change and in
its willingness to start with a blank page in redesigning its structure.

Still another bishop described the new structure in his annual conference
that was struck down by the Judicial Council. The central idea was to centralize
resources and decentralize decisions to deploy them. They put into a common
pot all the resources of districts, and the conference committees, agencies, and
institutions. Then the Executive Steering Team that managed those resources
turned to people at the grassroots level for knowledge and advice on how best

to use those resources.

General Boards and Agencies

The diverse initiatives at the annual conference level have in common a drive to
involve people from diverse backgrounds and at all levels of the church in de-
fining mission and to give freedom and flexibility that will allow mission to
happen. This drive is also found elsewhere in the UMC. Another possible
source of alternative proposals is related to the GCOM, which is mandated by
The Discipline “to encourage, coordinate, and support the general agencies as
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they serve on behalf of the denomination”? Most of the UMC’s boards and
agencies are in theory accountable to the GCOM between General Conferences.
Since many leaders believe that appropriate structure will be achieved only after
mission and ministry priorities are clear, the GCOM’s major contribution to
restructure may have been through its efforts to achieve and articulate a com-
mon vision — shared by the various boards and agencies. These efforts in-
cluded consultations that drew together diverse elements of church leadership
from across the church.

Evaluating the consultations, the Conciliar Forum, made up of officers
and board members of the GCOM, affirmed the need for United Methodists
from across the church to sit at a “common table” to discern the appropriate
missional direction and organizational framework for the UMC. According to
the document affirmed by the group, any new organization for the UMC must
have a place “where all the church’s vast programs and ministries can be known
and information about them known and obtained.”*® A year later the Conciliar
Forum received from a fourteen-member GCOM Implementation Task Force a
proposal for a Ministry Resource Conference that could take over many of the
functions of the present GCOM.

This conference would have 100 to 125 members, including “bishops, in-
dividuals from each of the function teams, members of local congregations and
annual conferences across the church, caucus representatives, people from affil-
jated and autonomous churches of the Methodist family, and others to ensure
that ‘all parts of the church connect and communicate with the whole
church.”3! Though members were not of one mind as to whether this should
be an independent proposal to the General Conference or whether the CPT
should be urged to incorporate it, many felt a major strength was that the pro-
posed conference would be a more representative group for transforming
church structures during the next quadrennium. The February 1999 CPT re-
port, in contrast, called for churchwide leaders to transform church structures.
" In addition to the activities already described, staff members of GCOM con-
sulted with annual conferences and groups of local congregations pursuing
changes that could serve as models for reorganization. As mentioned above, the
General Board of Discipleship had done similar consulting. Networks of large
congregations could also have been a source of independent proposals for
changes within the UMC.

29. Book of Discipline, p. 449.
30. “Group Proposing ‘Common Table’ for Future Decision Making,” United Methodist

News Service, July 28, 1998, p. 1.
31. “Another Proposal Emerging for United Methodist Reorganization,” United Method-
ist News Service, August 3, 1999, p. 2.
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Social Forces Underlying These Changes

Many of the significant structural changes and proposed changes may be
" viewed as adaptations to broad societal forces in the surrounding environment.
The UMC and its predecessor bodies have undergone continual changes in or-
ganizational structure reflecting societal changes. On occasion such changes
have been dramatic. Most dramatic was the split of the Methodist Episcopal
Church in 1844, creating the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Reunion did
not occur until 1939. The gradual lessening of organizational support for the
anti-alcohol movement is a less dramatic example of adaptive change.’® Some
of the societal changes worth exploring as possible sources of adaptive change
in the UMC include education, mass communication, the growth of caucus
groups within the church, social mobility, the erosion of authority, growing ac-
ceptance of homosexuality, receptivity to spirituality, consumerism, the dra-
matic increase in the number and diversity of nonprofit organizations, and
some businesses’ concerns with human welfare.

Social Forces Affecting Leadership and Control

In his classic work on leadership, Robert Michels argued that the disparity in
education between leaders and members and the resulting apathy by members
was a primary source of leaders’ control of an organization’s policies and re-
sources.?® In this light, there is little wonder that United Methodists are chal-
lenging the authority of their leaders and calling for less centralized decision
making. There has been a marked increase in the level of education of the gen-
eral population since Michels was writing in the early years of the twentieth
century. And that trend continues. For example, the percentage of United
Methodists with more than twelve years of education increased from 45 percent
in 1984/86 to 53 percent in 1994/96.%* Increased education of United Methodists

32. See James G. Hougland, Jr., James R. Wood, and Samuel A. Mueller, “Organizational
‘Goal Submergence’: The Methodist Church and the Failure of the Temperance Movement,” So-
ciology and Social Research 58, no. 4 (July 1974).

33. Robert Michels, Political Parties (New York: Free Press, 1962).

34. I generated these cross-tabulations and the figures reported in the following two
paragraphs from data files of the General Social Surveys. See James Allan Davis and Tom W.
Smith, General Social Surveys, 1972-1996 (machine-readable data file), principal investigator,
James A. Davis; director and coprincipal investigator, Tom W. Smith, NORC ed. (Chicago: Na-
tional Opinion Research Center; distributed by Roper Center for Public Opinion Research,
University of Connecticut, 1996), one data file (35,284 logical records) and one codebook (1,295
pages). I was also able to obtain preliminary data from the 1998 poll.
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negatively affects willingness to follow leaders without question. Also, new in-
formation technology, including the Internet, directly impacts apathy, making
it possible for followers to be instantly informed of events and developments
related to church policies. For example, when one Chicago pastor celebrated a
holy union service for two men, the story made the front page of newspapers
within two days. The proceedings of the subsequent church trial of this pastor
were summarized hourly on the Internet.

Increased societal mobility also negatively affects members’ willingness to
give unquestioned control to their leaders. Fifty-eight percent of United Meth-
odists don’t live in the same city they lived in at age sixteen. This mobility
means that many United Methodists grew up in other, more congregational
polities. (It also means that United Methodists uprooted from their birth com-
munities may be available for recruitment into other faith communities.) As it
turns out, 30 percent of United Methodists were not raised as United Method-
ists, and about 10 percent were raised Baptist! It seems likely that those raised in
a congregational polity might be less willing to accede to the directives of a
more centralized polity.

There may be a more direct way that shifting public sentiment has influ-
enced perceptions of leaders. There has been a general erosion of authority in
our society. Witness the widespread notion, for example, that taxes are bad —
that great pains should be taken to avoid paying money to the government. In
1994/95, according to the General Social Survey, 5.4 percent of United Method-
ists had “a great deal” of confidence in the executive branch of the federal gov-
ernment and 4.7 percent had such confidence in the legislative branch. Though
their confidence in the leaders of organized religion was greater by comparison,
only 29 percent had a great deal of confidence in such leaders.

Today’s United Methodist leaders also must operate in a climate that in-
cludes well-led and well-funded caucus groups, both liberal and conservative.
These advocacy groups, several of which were discussed above, are formed of
dedicated United Methodists who are passionate about their causes and views.”

These and other changes in the contemporary world have necessitated a
shift toward leadership that assumes members’ awareness of the issues and their
ability to thwart policies they oppose. One adaptive response to this situation is
to empower the laity and to localize decision making where feasible. Another is
for leaders to adopt a more persuasive, educative, participatory style of leader-
ship. As we have seen, both kinds of responses are occurring in the UMC.

35. Some United Methodists are concerned about the funding of conservative caucuses
by the secular right. For example, UMAction is a part of the Institute for Religion and Democ- -
racy, which draws much of its funding from conservative foundations.
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Social Forces Affecting the UMC’s Identity

" Several of the social forces just discussed have helped to precipitate a severe
identity crisis within the UMC by making it possible for United Methodists at
both poles on contested issues to press their views at least as effectively as offi-
cial United Methodist leaders can press more moderate views. In addition, two
societal trends or cultural drifts are also major forces — the decrease in our so-
ciety of biblical literalism and the increase in acceptance of homosexuality. The
percent of Americans believing the Bible is to be taken literally decreased from
39 percent in 1983 to 31 percent in 1995.%¢ From 1984 to 1998 biblical literalism
among United Methodists decreased from 35 percent to 26 percent.*” At the
same time, the American public has become increasingly accepting of homo-
sexuality: For example, recent polls show that 61 percent of Americans (71 per-
cent of those aged eighteen to twenty-nine) think high school education
courses should not “tell students that homosexuality is immoral”*® These two
trends have contributed to the identity-defining value struggle within the
UMC. United Methodists on one side fear that the first trend foreshadows a loss
of belief in the authority of the Bible with a resulting loss of an absolute moral
standard, as exemplified (for them) in the second trend. Those on the other side
see the demise of biblical literalism as an opportunity to teach and experience a
culturally aware biblical faith which sets a high standard of morality for all hu-
man relationships, and they believe that some same-sex unions can pass this
test of biblical morality. As one can see, there is a common ground here — bib-
lical faith — but at the turn of the century those at the poles on these issues
seem not to be looking for common ground.

Social Forces Affecting the UMC’s Mission

Some societal changes, by curtailing resources or presenting competing causes,
put constraints on the church’s ability to implement mission. For example, con-
sumerism in our society has developed to the point that many families perceive
as necessities things that would have been seen as luxuries even a decade ago.
The result is that, from the perspective of these families, there is little or no
“discretionary” income to support the church’s mission.

The multiplication of alternative ways that people can pursue various

36. Princeton Religion Research Center, Emerging Trends (April 1996), p. 2.
37. Davis and Smith, General Social Surveys.
38. “Sex Education,” ABC News Nightline Poll, February 17, 1995, pp- 2-3.
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purposes poses another challenge to the church’s mission. Take for example the
fact that many public utility companies now work with voluntary organizations
in watching after elderly or homebound persons in their homes — a task that
was, until recently, primarily in the domain of the churches. Moreover, the ef-
forts of various nonprofit organizations and the media are making it easier for
people to perceive the dramatic needs close at hand in any community, hence
making them less inclined to send their funds to a central program agency.

But another societal trend may be good news for the church’s mission.
Many in society have become more receptive to spirituality. Sociologist Wade
Clark Roof, describing the baby boom generation, says, “This search, in an in-
creasingly pluralistic moral and religious setting, produced a new salvational
dilemma, namely, that of finding one’s own spiritual path in the midst of so
many alternatives. Fundamental questions, such as ‘Who am I?’ and “Whatam I
doing with my life?’ took on fresh meaning. Religion — like life — was some-
thing to be explored. Old cultural and religious scripts had lost power over
them, forcing them to think through anew their religious and spiritual op-
tions.”*® This engagement with spirituality poses a challenge to institutional re-
ligion, yet many United Methodists find within their Wesleyan heritage both
the deep spiritual experience and the social relevance many people outside the
churches want. Roof’s findings may also suggest a receptive climate for the spir-
itual leadership the CPT celebrates.

The Leading of the Holy Spirit

All the reasons for changes discussed above seem plausible sociologically. But
bishops gave far more weight to another explanation for changes in defining
and organizing the work of the church: these changes are manifestations of the
movement of the Holy Spirit. Social scientists are better equipped to show the
influence of societal forces on organizational change than to discern the work-
ings of the Holy Spirit. Yet I can report the enthusiasm with which bishops
credited the Holy Spirit with stirring up change in the UMC. One bishop told
me: “It’s clear for me in our conference that the change is coming because we
are guided in what we think by the spirit of God working within us.” Another
bishop said, “What is motivating the church today? I believe God is stirring this -
up. And God is helping us remember that the core center of our life is a body of
faith and transformation which is ongoing. Change is not just any change. It’s

39. Wade Clark Roof, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby Boom
Generation (San Francisco: Harper, 1993), p. 59.
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ongoing transformation where you are radically becoming a new thing. If we
could discover again the spirit of transformation and know that that’s life giv-
ing — the core identity of who we are, and if our leaders could live out of that
and articulate that, then I think we have new life.” Yet another bishop put it this
way: “The quest for hands-on mission, the search for meaning. Those issues do
not seem to be addressed by the denominational structure, and oftentimes we
get caught in perpetuating the work of the form of the church and the dynamic
has gone somewhere else. My own judgment is that some (not all}, religious or
non-religious, judge us as irrelevant as to where the Spirit is moving us.”

. Another bishop sees in a new way of relating to one another the practical
consequences of the movement of the Spirit:

I see a turning to be more open to God’s guidance in the way that we do our
work in The United Methodist Church. We are far from enacting that in
General Conference. But there’s a lot of laity and a lot of clergy and with
many people in the council of bishops this really heartfelt yearning not so
much what do I want or what does this caucus want or that caucus want or
even this annual conference or that annual conference but what does God
want. What does God want of The United Methodist Church? And how can
we become more open to the direction that God is leading rather than all
these things that we have already made these decisions about?

Bishops I talked with clearly believe that the Holy Spirit is actively present
in the process of change in the UMC today. One of the major implications of
this study (discussed below) is the challenge it presents to the traditional socio-
logical approach to claims for divine guidance. But before turning to the wider
implications of the study, let us consider a few sociologically informed cautions
about some of the proposals for change.

Some Sociologically Informed Cautions for the UMC

The sociology of organizations and institutions suggests several cautions for
those shaping UMC restructure.

Unanticipated Consequences

Often participants in organizations make emotional decisions based on the or-
ganization’s values without thinking through the Jong-term consequences. One
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example comes from the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. Several southern-
based denominations that were cooperating with other denominations in the
National Council of Churches made decisions that may have been appropriate
for the northern-based denominations but arguably impeded the eventual im-
plementation of the civil rights goals in the southern-based bodies. They lost
much revenue, many members, and some congregations. Sociologists call these
unwanted consequences “unanticipated” consequences not because they can-
not sometimes be foreseen, but because they are out of line with the outcomes
sought. Historian Russell Richey has identified just such a situation within the
CPT. It appears that the strong desire to be global, heightened by the strong
presence of members of the CPT from outside the United States (almost one-
third of committee members), may have allowed the CPT to propose a new
global structure that is not a realistic means of achieving globality, or at any rate
they may have failed to look at more feasible ways of implementing that value.
Richey argues that true affirmation of the global mission and outreach of
Methodism will not be found in making the UMC a global denomination in
the manner the CPT has proposed, but rather in appropriate participation with
and ties to other Methodist denominations, especially through a strengthened
World Methodist Council: “By using the World Methodist Council as a global
expression, United Methodism embraces all the churches that share our Wes-
leyan and EUB heritage, including those with a British background, those now
in united churches (e.g. India, Australia, Canada), those in the holiness tradi-
tion (who have believed so deeply in our Wesleyan values that they have had to
dissent from the MEC/MECA/MC/UMC accommodation to the world), and
particularly with the AME, AMEZ, and CME, with whom we have entered into
conversation about 2 common future.”*

Richey’s point gained strength with the World Methodist Council’s Sep-

tember 1999 approval of membership for the Church of the Nazarene,

Dangers of Congregationalism

There are important implications of moving toward congregationalism. As one
delegate put it, “[Restructure] may be a step moving us toward congregational-
ism which would lead to a very different denominational understanding.”
There are advantages to maintaining a strongly connected formal polity. It is
true that in our society, steeped in traditions of grassroots democracy, even the

40. Russell Richey, “A Global Connection: Some Questions about the CPT Report,” Cir-
cuit Rider, September/October 1999, pp. 25-27.
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strongest polity must also rely on persuasion — more so in the aftermath of the
general erosion of authority that started with traumatic events in the 1960s, the
revelations of Watergate and the disaster of the Vietnam War. Leaders need to
gain compliance primarily by appealing to members to live out the implica-
tions of the fundamental values of the church. The new definition of leaders as
listening, serving, caring individuals, strengthened by the spiritual disciplines,
may facilitate this type of leadership. Still, the formal polity strength derived
from the control of appointments and property provides a context that allows
the persuasive process time to work.*!

There are risks implicit in the emerging model of a national structure
that merely resources the local church, which, seen as primary, is empowered to
shape its own ministry. The local churches may well “provide the most signifi-
cant arena through which disciple-making occurs,”** as the new UMC mission
statement affirms, but the history of the struggle for racial justice shows that lo-
cal churches sometimes need a bit of pressure from the national church. More-
over, a theology that places the local church at the center may, as Harrison
found with the Northern Baptists, impede the development of the kinds of
structural checks and balances that prevent national leaders from appropriat-
ing illegitimate power. Still, members are often more energized by projects
which they have helped to design, especially local projects. The challenge is how
to provide permission for local churches to shape the ministries that fit their
talents to the community yet maintain a polity strong enough to maintain a
collective identity and mission.*?

Though watchfulness is necessary to be sure structures do not stifle spiri-
tual enthusiasm, structures and institutions are essential for carrying out the
church’s mission. Speaking of the Methodist conference, Richey observes: “This
expansive mission, this spirituality, required order. Indeed, spirituality and or-
der, the freedom Methodists found through conversion and the discipline to
which they subjected themselves and others, represent two sides of the evangel-
ical impulse. . . . So conferences began to devote more exacting attention to
their own political structure, to polity.”** Spiritual leaders within spiritual cov-
enant groups may be an effective adaptive structure given certain social forces

41. For a more fully developed treatment of the model of leadership implied in this para-
graph, see my Leadership in Voluntary Organizations: The Controversy over Social Action in
Protestant Churches (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1981).

42. Book of Discipline, p. 114.

43. Many United Methodist churches have been influenced by William M. Fasum’s con-
cept of the “permission-giving church.” See his Sacred Cows Make Gourmet Burgers (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1995). '

44. Richey, The Methodist Conference, p. 76.
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affecting the church today. Yet at some point that leadership needs to be insu-
lated so that it can foster precarious values and enforce contested policies.*”

Implications of the UMC Case Study

This case study has implications both for United Methodists and for social sci-
entists. For United Methodists, one clear implication of the emerging definition
of work in the UMC is the recovery of a fuller spectrum of spiritual/social ac-
tion. Conservatives have pushed for more spiritual emphasis, and liberals,
though they find it unnecessary to endorse classical theology in order to re-
cover spiritual resources, have responded by becoming more spiritually aware.
As a result the church is cutting through the false polarity of changing individ-
uals versus changing culture.
Here are relevant comments from two bishops:

You know you've got people [who see] the job of the church is to change in-
dividual lives and then you let individual lives change, and other people
that said — and this is probably more prevalent in a lot of leadership in the
60s and 70s — our job is to change the culture and the culture will change
life, well, I think that’s a false polarity. It's much more of both, that we’re
doing all of this together. I want us to take a more holistic approach.

I think one of our difficulties, we have tended, by virtue of where we are
theologically, to major in one or the other. And so, if we were more liberal,
we were more missional but forgot the life of prayer, intimate small-group

- theologizing. What was done by our conservative folk did not show in the
world. For me, the consistent theology, the money where the mouth is, the
rubber to the road, is where those two are in confluence, where there is
both/and.

Another bishop reminds us that spiritual leadership and administrative
leadership are not opposed to one another:

[ think within CPT there are some folks who see spiritual leadership as dif-
ferent from administration. That is not my view because I think one of the
biggest places I exert spiritual leadership is in the appointment process.
There is a lot of administration in the appointment process. So I think
there was a heresy back in the early church sometimes that separated the

45. On insulating leaders in order to safeguard precarious values, see Philip Selznick,
Leadership in Administration (New York: Harper and Row, 1957).
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temporal from the spiritual and I think that the temptation today is to keep
that split and I think what’s happening culturally is that it is all coming to-
gether. . .. When I make an administrative decision, ] am making decisions
about people’s lives. And about congregations’ lives and their own future
and that to me is a very spiritual matter. It’s about God in the midst of life.
So when I am answering mail, [ am dealing with people’s souls. And the is-
sues of their relationship with God. That’s not a task that is void of spiritu-
ality because it's administrative. . .. When I th'nk of the church, ifwetryto
pull bishops out of what is perceived to be adn inistrative work of working
with the boards and agencies, the church, the bu ards, and agencies will lose '
life because those boards and agencies have to . e infused with spirit and
that work needs to be set in the context of the visic n and mission which isa
spiritual matter. But we as a denomination still have work to do around
that issue. We don’t have clarity. I think we hunger for the spiritual and
somehow we've got it over against administrative rather than seeing it in
the midst of the administrative.

One liberal bishop talks more personally about spiritual leadership:

We have assumed that programs will save people’s lives. That just has not
worked. We talk now of process, not of program. Go back and live different
lives. Be different, listening, learning leaders. The vision emerges from the
people — their deepest yearning and desires. As we listen to them we cast
that vision. We never stop listening but at the same time listening to what
God is saying. The UMC needs transformational leaders who discern God’s
will. CPT doesn’t need to change the structure of the bishops’ office, but we
need to change the minds and spirits of bishops so that they will function
differently in the office. I proudly identify myself now as the spiritual leader.
T had to get past some of the hang-ups I had with spiritual leadership.

Researching the Role of the Holy Spirit

This study challenges the traditional way social scientists have researched claims
of divine influence. The usual sociological tack starts from the assumption that
whatever is defined as real, by particular individuals or groups, is real in its con-
sequences, for those individuals and groups. Two members of the UMC research
team for the ORW (Organizing Religious Work) project, both together and in-
dependently, have observed real changes in the ways bishops relate to one an-
other as well as the kinds of activities they are undertaking together. Witness this
excerpt from one bishop’s sermon at a 1998 meeting of the COB.

561




James Rutland Wood

I went home after my first COB meeting and said to . . . my spiritual direc-

tor “The COB is the strangest Christian community I've ever experienced.

It is rife with anger and suspicion and distrust. They can’t seem to talk

about what is dividing them.” She counseled what she has counseled so
- many times before, “Pray and wait”

This is my fifth COB meeting. In each of these five meetings, we have
spent more and more time practicing the presence of God. Individual
prayer. Covenant groups. Community prayer. Prayer interwoven through
the day. The practice of prayer is drawing us together at a deeper level. We
are spending more time in Biblical and theological reflection about undez-
lying issues. The practice of studying the Scriptures and doing theology to-
gether is knitting us together. We are asking questions of discernment —
what does God want this COB to be and to do? What will we have to let go
of? The practice of discernment is helping us to lay aside our individual
wills and search for God’s will, and it draws us together. . . . The Episcopal
Initiative on Children and Poverty may be changing this Council more
than it is changing the world — at least for now. It is uniting us in a com-
mon mission. Qur genuine appreciation for one another’s gifts appears to
be enlarging. Is it possible that the practice of “bearing one another in love”

— even a little humility, patience and gentleness — is uniting us? . . . If
Christ’s love can transform us, can it not transform the United Methodist
Church?

Later another bishop underscored for me an indication of dramatic
change within the COB. At the time of the 1996 General Conference in Denver,
the COB was polarized and filled with anger by the actions of fifteen bishops
who held a press conference to announce their disagreement with UMC poli-
cies relating to homosexual persons. Yet this spring in Chattanooga, the COB
unanimously elected one of those fifteen bishops as their new ecumenical offi-
cer who will represent the UMC to other denominations and ecumenical
groups throughout the world!

The transformation of the COB is certainly an interesting sociological
phenomenon. There is evidence that most bishops go beyond merely using
spiritual language to describe what happened after the fact. They describe in-
dividual bishops and groups of bishops in the midst of deep, hurtful conflict,
seeking the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit and intentionally opening
themselves to the possibility of transformation of their own attitudes and
ideas.

Sociologist Rodney Stark cautions against assuming that revelations do
not actually occur:
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Unfortunately, as Ralph Hood (1985) has pointed out, even the most unbi-
ased social scientists typically have been unwilling to go further than to
grant that the recipients of revelations have made honest mistakes, that they
have misinterpreted an experience as having involved contact with the di-
vine. This is taken as self-evident on the grounds that any real scientist
“knows” that real revelations are quite impossible. I fully agree with Hood

- (1985, 1997) that while methodological agnosticism represents good sci-
ence, both methodological atheism and thejsm are unscientific. We do not
know that revelations are impossible; it is entirely beyond the capacity of
science to demonstrate that the divine does not communicate directly with
certain individuals.*®

Psychiatrist Robert Coles gives a moving account of how an eight-year-
old girl he treated while in psychiatric training helped him and his supervising
doctor to see the importance of taking seriously the reality of God in the lives of
their patients. The account ends with a quotation from the supervisor’s sum-
mary of progress in the case: “This girl has begun to settle down in treatment.
Her use of her Catholic faith has been both a stumbling block and an opportu-
nity for her doctor and me. We have stopped trying to take on her faith clini-
cally! She has built her own version of that faith, and we have let her tell us all
about it, and learned more about her. For her God is quite alive; He’s a big part
of her life. We're hoping He'll be of further help to her — and to us, too™*’

A major strength of the CPT proposal, which reflected the dynamic going
on in several annual conferences and in the COB, was that it appealed not just to
a transcendent purpose, but to God who wills and empowers that purpose — to
the movement of the Holy Spirit. Theologians may best decide when God’s in-
fluence is real, but even the traditional social scientist knows that if something is
perceived as real, it may be real in its consequences. In my interviews with bish-
ops and observations of their meetings, those consequences were palpable.

Conclusion

There are loud voices warning that the UMC is in imminent danger of schism.
They may be right. People at the poles have strong differences that they perceive
as irreconcilable. Those who believe the God of the Bible is directing them to be
and do something that is incompatible with what others believe the God of the

46. Rodney Stark, “A Theory of Revelations,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 38

(June 1999): 288.
47. Robert Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1990), p. 19.
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Bible is calling them to be and do may decide to leave the church, individually
or collectively. Such a truncation of the diversity within the church would dra-
matically change both the identity and the mission of the UMC.

There is a more hopeful scenario for the UMC, Perhaps the value struggle
will be won not by the extremes, but by the middle. There is strong traditional
support for diversity within the church, and only 21 percent of delegates to the
1996 General Conference agreed that “The UMC has become too diverse.”*8
Moreover, in the past several years there have been exciting theological diversity
dialogues throughout the church. Imagine that, as these dialogues continue,
United Methodists discover not only that they can understand and tolerate the
views of those with whom they differ, but also that they have more in common
with the holders of those views than they had thought. And imagine that the
bishops — who, divided among themselves, were forced to form covenant
groups and to adopt a discernment process of decision making — imagine that
these bishops in their new kind of spiritual leadership discover the power to
unite the church in mission. There’s a drama for the twenty-first century!*’

48. These statistics are from my survey of the delegates to the 1996 General Conference of
the UMC. For more details of the survey see James Rutland Wood, Where the Spirit Leads: The
Evolving Views of United Methodists on Homosexuality (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), especially
p. 137.

49. See General Commission on Christian Unity and Interreligious Concerns, Inn Search
of Unity: A Conversation with Recommendations for the Unity of the United Methodist Church
{New York: General Commission on Christian Unity and Interreligious Concerns, 1998).
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