The Brandermill Church

The Brandermill Church is a Union Church of The Presbyterian Church U.S.A. and The United Methodist Church. The Book of Order for the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. defines a Union Church as a Christian Body in which Presbyterians unite with “one or more particular churches of other than those of the Reformed faith but which recognize Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, accept the authority of Scripture, and observe the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.” (G-16.0300) The Book of Order also specifies a number of conditions which must be observed in a Union Church (these conditions are listed in section G-16.0400) and they insure that the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. is a full and equal participant in such ecumenical endeavors. In United Methodist parlance, The Brandermill Church is considered a Cooperative Ecumenical Parish (P 206.3).

An Ecumenical Tradition

Both The Presbyterian Church U.S.A. and The United Methodist Church are committed to an ecumenical understanding of the catholic (i.e., universal) church whereby we recognize and celebrate our larger oneness in Jesus Christ. The Brandermill Church is a new and unique expression of this oneness in which we give expression to our larger Christian unity while maintaining our Christian heritage as Presbyterians and United Methodists. The United Methodist Book of Discipline acknowledges that “we share a common heritage with all other Christians everywhere and in all ages.”  Presbyterians believe that all of God’s people belong to one Holy Catholic (universal) Church (Book of Confessions 5.002, 9.03).

Hold to the standard of sound teaching that you have heard from me,

in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.

Guard the good treasure entrusted to you,

with the help of the Holy Spirit living in us. II Timothy 1:13-14

Our Heritage: Articles of Faith

The Articles of Faith are those theological affirmations which communities of faith have determined are essential in order to be a member of the Church. There are different Articles of Faith for different communities of faith. There is a wide spectrum of beliefs in the Christian community and each denomination has particular emphases which are often a part of other traditions. In addition, different traditions have doctrines and beliefs which are not a part of other communities of faith and which form part of their uniqueness. The Presbyterian Church U.S.A. and The United Methodist Church share many common beliefs and doctrines. The two traditions also have a few distinct emphases as well as unique doctrines and beliefs. This overview will present commonalities, distinct emphases and unique doctrines and beliefs. The foundation documents for such an exploration are found in The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church and The Book of Confessions of The United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. The Articles of Faith in The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church consist of

The Articles Of Religion Of The Methodist Church

The Confession Of Faith Of The Evangelical United Brethren Church

The General Rules Of The Methodist Church

These Articles of Faith are rooted in our heritage which includes a number of traditions which have united during the course of our history. A more recent statement of United Methodist beliefs and doctrine is outlined in a section of The Discipline entitled “Our Theological Task.”  The Articles of Faith for The Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. are available in The Book of Confessions which includes:

The Apostles’ Creed

The Nicene Creed

The Scots Confession, 1560

The Heidelberg Confession

The Second Helvetic Confession

The Westminster Confession

The Larger Catechism

The Shorter Catechism

The Barmen Declaration

The Confession of 1967

A Brief Statement of Faith

A Brief Statement of Faith is the most recent restatement of faith (1991) in a tradition which has faithfully restated the eternal Word in different ages and different places. A study of these confessions of faith enrich and inspire!

Common Affirmations

There are many Articles of Faith which both Presbyterians and United Methodists affirm as people of faith and enable them to celebrate their oneness in Jesus Christ.

We believe in God: We believe in one God who is infinite in wisdom, power and love. We affirm our trust in God as the Creator, Sustainer, and Ruler of all things, the One who comes to us as the Holy Spirit.

You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul,

and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and fix them as an emblem on your forehead. Teach them to your children, talking about when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise up. Deuteronomy 11:18-19

We believe in Jesus Christ: We believe in Jesus, the Christ—the promised Messiah and Deliverer, our Savior and the Savior of the world, “the world’s true light.”  We believe that Jesus lived a life that was truly human and truly divine. We affirm the faith of the early Christians that Jesus Christ is Lord. We believe the living Christ is present with us and that through faith in Christ we experience the joy of salvation.
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We believe in the Holy Spirit: We believe in the Holy Spirit as God present with us for guidance, comfort, and strength. We affirm the Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives, inspiring those qualities known in the New Testament as “the fruits of the Spirit”—“love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23).

We believe in the Trinity: We believe that the nature and mystery of God is best captured in the doctrine of the Trinity. Christians throughout the ages have taught that God is three in one or one in three: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. While the doctrine defies rationalism, it helps Christian people to remember that faith is keeping the tension alive between the God we know and the God beyond our knowing.

We believe in Forgiveness: We believe in the reality of sin and in the forgiveness of sin. We confess that we have alienated ourselves from God by our self-centeredness and disobedience. Forgiveness re-establishes a broken relationship and enables us to begin again.
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We believe in the authority of the Scriptures: We believe the Word of God contained in the Old and New Testaments is the sufficient rule of both faith and practice. We believe the Bible is a record of the many experiences men and women had on their journey of faith: faithfulness and disobedience; high commitments and broken promises; affirmation and doubt. We believe that God speaks to us through the Scripture when we interpret the ancient witness in light of both its original meaning and its message for us today.

We believe in the Church: We believe in the Church as a community of faith and love, and as a fellowship for worship, study, and service of all who are united to the living Lord. The Church is more than a place, a building, or an institution. The Church is present when we come together as a gathered community, as well as when we express our faith in witness and service in the world around us. Christianity is not a solitary religion and we experience God at work in our lives as a community of faith.

We believe in the Kingdom of God: Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God in a variety of ways: within us, around us, among us, beyond us. The Kingdom is already here; it is yet to come. It is a present reality; it is a future hope.

We believe in Eternal Life: We believe in the final triumph of righteousness and in the life everlasting.
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We believe in the Sacraments: The United Methodist and Presbyterian Church recognizes two sacraments as ordained by Christ: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. We regard the sacraments as symbols and pledges of the Christian’s profession and of God’s love toward us. Baptism celebrates God’s grace, marking the beginning of our life in Christ and initiating us into Christ’s holy Church. Holy Communion, the sharing of bread and wine, as our Lord shared with his own disciples and instructed his followers to share together, is both a remembrance of God’s love in Jesus Christ as well as a sign of God’s continuing presence with us. We invite all people who profess a faith in Jesus Christ as Lord to share in these special sacraments at The Brandermill Church.

We believe in the Connectional Church: Local churches in The Presbyterian and United Methodist Church are neither wholly autonomous nor wholly dependent. We are part of a much larger body of Christian people with whom we share in a larger ministry for Jesus Christ. While we share this larger ministry with Christians beyond The Brandermill Church, we are also a unique expression of Christ’s Church and we are responsible for the ministry of Christ in our spheres of life. As a Connectional Church, we support the ministries of The Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. and The United Methodist Church.

Distinctive Emphases

While Presbyterians and United Methodists share many essential beliefs, we also have special emphases. At The Brandermill Church, we feel that these special emphases, while different and distinct, are important for an understanding of the larger traditions of which we are a part. While one should not feel compelled to affirm each of these distinct emphases, it is important to appreciate them and the reasons our traditions have given them a prominent place in our thinking about Christian faith.

Distinctive Emphases of the Presbyterian Church

The Sovereignty of God

Most theological traditions have primary/core affirmations which form the building blocks of the larger confession of faith. Walter Lingle, in his Presbyterians: Their History and Beliefs, identified the sovereignty of God as the primary affirmation from which all other Presbyterian theology arises. Lingle wrote: “the sovereignty of God is the central sum around which everything else in our doctrinal systems seems to revolve. When we say that God is “sovereign,” we mean that he is in absolute control of the universe, and that he is absolutely independent of any other power or will.”

Lord, our Sovereign,

how majestic is your name in all the earth!  Psalm 8:9
The doctrine of the sovereignty of God means, furthermore, that we know the actions of God to be intentional, and directed toward the accomplishment of his purposes in his creation. Our Reformed forebears spent much time in stressing and explaining the importance of what they called the “decrees” of God. By this they intended to underscore the precise and purposeful involvement of God in all our affairs. Wrote the Westminster divines, “God from all eternity did by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will freely and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass.”  Things happen because God means for them to happen; all that comes in life is grounded in his will and intention.

It is not too much to say that this conception of God is determinative for our whole understanding of religion. If we begin with the affirmation that God is in control of the world in which we live, and if we remind ourselves that he is not only the Creator of this world, but its Redeemer and Sanctifier as well, then we see that everything else that we know-about ourselves and the world around us-is never far removed from this one essential which we affirm.

This doctrine of the sovereignty of God has been of great consolation to many Presbyterians who have lived in times like those through which our world has been passing in recent years. If we did not believe that the Lord God omnipotent actually reigns, we might be distracted or discouraged by the immediate perils of modern life. Believing this though, we have access to a great source of comfort and strength “for the living of these days.”  Pages 100-102
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Predestination

After noting the centrality of the sovereignty of God for Presbyterian theology, Lingle wrote that “one of the most important and distinctive corollaries of this central doctrine of the sovereignty of God is the idea of predestination.

In plainest terms, the nucleus of this doctrine is the simple fact, witnessed in common experience as well as in the biblical narrative, that God calls human beings (or at least some humans) to a special relationship and destiny, and that humanity (or, again, at least some parts of it) seems to respond in devotion to God and in commitment to his will for their lives. If one asks why or how God chooses, the only answer we have found to be adequate is an affirmation of the sheer mystery of it all: He chooses to choose “of his mere good pleasure,” without any reference to considerations that we might like to raise on our own behalf.

To say that a person is numbered among God’s elect, therefore, is to say nothing whatsoever about the qualifications or achievements of that person; it is simply to say something about the decision of a sovereign God.

The question has frequently been raised about the viability of any notion of human freedom if one holds seriously to the idea of predestination. Theologians of the Reformed tradition have faced this paradox of predestination and free will, and have generally concluded that the freedom of the will, though authentic and unmistakable as far as human perception and experience is concerned, is nonetheless limited by our nature as creatures. We are subjects of God’s sovereign will whether we know it or not.

Double predestination is the conviction that if God actively chooses some people, he therefore must choose not to choose some others.

Many Reformed Christians, while acknowledging the logical consistency of such a view and denying the validity of the opposite extreme which asserts all will be saved (sometimes called universalism), nevertheless have great difficulty with the view that God would create some human beings for the eventual purpose of damning them. They take comfort from the last paragraph of the Confession’s chapter on the subject, which asserts that predestination is a “high mystery” which must be handled with “special prudence and care.”  pages 103-103

You did not choose me but I chose you. John 15:16

A somewhat different approach to the relationship between predestination and free will is offered by Joseph M. Gettys in What Presbyterians Believe: An Interpretation of the Westminster Standards.

He wrote that “the starting point for predestination is the eternal purpose of a sovereign God. This God is a God of love . . .

. . . humanity is yet free to choose whether or not it will respond to God’s revelation and God’s grace in the Gospel.

. . . predestination does not depend on foreknowledge. God has foreknowledge, to be sure. But His purpose is primary. That comes first. If His purpose depended on foreknowledge of what any given person or group of persons would do, it would leave the final word in the universe to man and not to God. Man rather than God would be sovereign. While therefore God foreknows what men will do, and while He does not destroy their freedom to choose, God ultimately rules and overrules to accomplish His purpose. pages 38-39

These excerpts illustrate that it is difficult for Presbyterians to fully articulate the doctrine of predestination. The central affirmation of faith embodied in the notion of predestination is the conviction that God’s purposes will be fulfilled and that our identity as Christian people, as children of God, is entirely dependent upon God (not anything we do). John Calvin stressed the notion of election which was his way of affirming that it is God who claims us and he viewed it not so much as some favored status as a special responsibility. Much like God chose the Israelites to be a special people who would be an example of God’s will to the world around them, Presbyterians regard election as an awesome responsibility to be the people of God in the world around them. No one would choose to take on such an awesome task!  Rather people of faith believe it is God who has chosen them and they must be faithful to God’s calling!

If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting,

for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!

I Corinthians 9:16

The Nature of Humanity and Effectual Calling

The Reformed tradition has taught the doctrine of “total depravity.”  Lingle wrote that it means “there is no aspect of our existence which has not been tainted by our selfishness.

And the worst part of this situation of human depravity is that there is no way, humanly speaking, in which this situation can be reversed. Our consciences are too marred to know goodness completely, and our wills are too marred to do the good, even if we knew it.
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The initiative for a change in this depravity, according to our Reformed view of doctrine, belongs entirely to God. It begins . . . with his act of election. It continues into his “effectual calling” of those whom he has chosen into renewed communion with him. By God’s act we are both justified (made righteous) and sanctified (set apart for spiritual growth).

The Christian Life

Lingle identifies a fourth dimension of the Presbyterian Confessional Tradition which he terms “The Christian Life.”  He writes “the salvation which is initiated by God in the lives of the elect is an action which has discernable impact upon their behavior.”  Lingle notes that this experience is known in the church as “sanctification. It is defined in the Shorter Catechism as “the work of God’s free grace whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto sin and live unto righteousness.”  In contrast to some other religion traditions, we Presbyterians have never held that this is a process which can be brought to completion in the present life. Thus we are not perfectionists. But we do hold that it is a process of growth, which once begun by God’s grace, will not be undone, either by God or by any other power.”

Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. Philippians 3:12-14
“Once God has chosen, he will not forsake his choice, but will continue to work out his salvation in the individual biographies of the elect.” pages 105-106
Distinctive Emphases of United Methodism

Grace For All, Grace In All

The Book of Disciple states that “one of the most familiar accents in traditional United Methodist teaching has been on the primacy of grace.”  William Willimon writes that “one of John Wesley’s most descriptive phrases was “grace for all, grace in all.” The first part of the phrase means that Wesley believed that no one can be excluded from the operation of God’s powerful grace—no one, be that person a prodigal son, a stuffy Oxford prig, or a dusty Bristol miner. No one. This argued against the Calvinist idea of limited election: some but not all are saved. The second part reveals his conviction that grace is right now at work in every human being—right now, even as you read this. Wesley described this working of grace in three primary ways. Prevenient Grace. This is one of the most distinctive United Methodist doctrines. We believe that from the beginning of a life, God is busy working in that person’s life. The image of God is never completely erased in an individual, no matter how bad that individual is. Prevenient grace may precede any direct consciousness of God, any great awareness that one is being led by God, coaxed toward salvation. No one, whether that person knows it or not, is immune from the proddings, enticements, and flirtations of God. Justifying Grace is that first awakening, that “new birth” to one’s salvation, the initial, life-changing experience that sets us on the road back to God. At Aldersgate, justifying grace worked in Wesley to give him “an assurance,” that he was saved, loved, forgiven, elected, and cherished by the love of God. Sanctifying Grace is the continuing presence of God’s work in our lives after our conversion. The grace, the gifts don’t stop. God has surprises in store for us still. We may now be fully Christian, that is, fully accepted, forgiven, reconciled. But God isn’t finished with us yet, not by a long shot. God may take us, as we United Methodists love to sing, “Just as I am, without one plea,” but God never leaves us just as God found us.”  Pages 24-26

He came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”  Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born anew. John 3:2-3
Conversion

The Book of Disciple states that “another United Methodist family trait has been an active stress on conversion and the new birth. Whatever our language or labels for it, we hold that a decisive change in the human heart can and does occur under the promptings of grace and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Such a change may be sudden, dramatic, gradual, cumulative. Always it is a new beginning in a process. Christian experience as personal transformation expresses itself in many different thought-forms and life-styles. All of these have a common feature: faith working by love.”  Emerson Colaw writes that “this change will have both subjective and objective implications. This is more than an intellectual assent to a system of principles. The will must come into play. With this act of saving faith, life assumes a new direction.”  page 66

Human Nature

Prior to statements regarding conversion The Book of Disciple relates that “United Methodist have emphasized God’s endowment of each person with dignity and moral responsibility. We do not overvalue human nature in and of itself but, with Christian humanists in all ages, we view humanity and its destiny as chief among God’s purposes in earthly history. More than that, we see the splendor of full and true humanity in Jesus Christ, as God’s personal revelation. In this divine-human synergism, or cooperation, there is real interaction. God’s initiative cannot be fulfilled until decisive human response is activated.”  Emerson Colaw relates that “one theologian has written “it is not possible for my faith to be shaken by man, however low he may sink; for this faith is not grounded on what man thinks about man, but on what God thinks about him . . . There has not been enough emphasis on man: there has not been emphasis on man to the point of affirming him in God.”  This is a vital distinction. We may write off each other as animalistic and of little significance but God says, “Let us make (humankind) in our image.”  page 67

Faith and Works

The Book of Discipline notes that “perhaps the most widely cherished doctrinal emphasis among United Methodists is that faith and good works belong together. Guided by the Spirit, our understanding swings between two poles. On the one side, faith is intensely personal (“Christ my Savior”; “Christ for us!”). On the other side, as the General Rules remind us, this inward assurance, if genuine, is bound to show itself outwardly in good works.”  A favorite Methodist dictum is that “one cannot earn salvation, but that one must work to keep it.”  The General Rules mentioned in the reading from the Discipline refers to a set of principles which are intended to guide the lives of Methodists. The General Rules focus on acts of compassion, justice, worship and devotion. Modern United Methodists meet in Covenant Groups which establish specific guidelines and hold one another accountable for making their faith a part of their daily lives.

So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. James 2:17
Christian Perfection

United Methodists have traditionally taught the doctrine of Christian Perfection. While few United Methodists (hopefully none) would claim to have reached perfection in this life, the Methodist tradition has always embodied a call to disciplined, holy living which strives toward perfection. The intent of the teaching is to be a reminder that we are on a faith journey that calls us to holy and disciplined living. William Willimon quotes John Wesley who wrote “There is no perfection which does not admit of a continual increase. So that how much soever any man has attained, or in how high a degree soever he is perfect, he hath still need to ‘grow in grace,’ daily to advance in the knowledge and love of God his Savior.”  page 28

Therefore let us go on toward perfection . . . Hebrews 6:1
A Religion of the Heart

William Willimon writes that United Methodism is a religion of the heart, that the “personal assurance of God’s love in my life, in my heart—is the first essential.”  page 19  He relates “a couple of years ago, I was teaching in Bonn, West Germany. We were discussing theology (as German Christians love to do). Most of the students were speaking about the need for a reasonable, clear, well thought out faith. I agreed, but added that emotion, feeling, is also an important dimension of religious experience. Now the Germans are deeply suspicious of emotion. Their experience during the Hitlerzeit, the “Hitler Time,” has convinced many of them that emotion can be dangerous, demonic. I see their point. My point was that emotion, like any human gift, can be used for good or bad. The feeling evoked by the experience of God’s grace in Christ is quite different from the nationalistic fervor evoked by Adolph Hitler. Feelings must be tested by the Bible, trained and evoked through confrontation with the Gospel, I said. My German friends were still suspicious. Finally, my German host professor broke into the discussion. “Er ist ein Methodist,” he explained to the students. He is a Methodist. Yes. That explains it. I’m a United Methodist. I really do believe that religion is, whatever else it is, a matter of a heart strangely warmed, a life impassioned as an offering to God.”  page 31
Presbyterians and United Methodist

Some Comparisons

Predestination and Prevenient Grace

The debate over predestination and free will is as old as the faith itself. In fact, the basis for both doctrines is found in the Biblical text. The Bible itself appears to affirm both predestination and free will. Hence there should be little surprise that it is still a question today. It may well be that both Presbyterians in their talk about predestination and United Methodists in their talk about free will have something to contribute to an understanding of the ways that God is at work in our lives.

The difference of United Methodists and Presbyterians in this matter of predestination and free will is really a matter of emphasis. United Methodists place greater stress on human freedom whereas Presbyterians focus on the sovereignty of God. Both ultimately place an emphasis on God’s grace as a primary theological emphasis. The Presbyterian doctrine of Predestination seeks to emphasize the primacy of God’s grace. It is not anything we people do that places us in a right relationship with God. Rather it is what God does for us. The Presbyterian doctrine of election insures that no one can misunderstand God’s grace. It is only because God chose us that we can experience the love of God. If we had been left to our own devices, we would have never known the good news of the Gospel. United Methodists make a similar sort of theological affirmation in the doctrine of prevenient grace. Prevenient Grace is the belief that from the beginning of a life, God is busy working in that person’s life. Prevenient Grace is the work of God leading us toward salvation before we ever recognize or acknowledge it. Both United Methodists and Presbyterians talk about the notion of providence (that is, the care, guardianship and control exercised by the divine; “divine direction”).

The danger of predestination is that it minimizes human freedom and the danger of the emphasis on human freedom is that it can overestimate human decisions and underestimate God’s prior decision in Jesus Christ. Both theological systems attempt to describe the mystery of God’s grace and together they remind us of just that; it is indeed a mystery. Therefore, we will develop a more adequate and authentic theology by holding both perspectives and trusting that God will enable us to discern a greater understanding that culminates in a spirit of humility.

Bishop Cannon, in his History of Christianity in the Middle Ages, describes how this same debate took place long before Calvin and Wesley. He writes about the Pelagians who stressed free will and human response in distinction to the Augustinians who taught predestination. He notes the way Cesarius was able to formulate a compromise which The Synod of Orange approved in 529. He said that humanity is free to damn itself by its sinfulness; however, it is not free to save itself by its own goodness but it is dependent altogether upon the gracious mercy of God.

Louis Weeks, in To Be A Presbyterian, writes that “in the early twentieth century, two major Presbyterian bodies in the United States, the United Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. and the Presbyterian Church, U.S. took steps to make sure the doctrine (of predestination)  was not overstated. They changed the standards under which they existed in order to speak of God’s mercy and love. Presbyterians today can affirm Christian freedom, a compassionate God, and sound for all the world like Methodists if we wish.”  page 84
Effectual Calling/Going on to Perfection

Louis Weeks, in To Be A Presbyterian, describes Effectual Calling as the work that God does in permitting us to believe and to try to follow Jesus. It denotes the process of following Jesus and emphasizes that it too is only possible by the grace of God.

Methodists have traditionally talked about the need to go on to perfection. Our attempts to become more perfect in our lives of Christian discipleship is ultimately grounded in and sustained by the grace of God.

United Methodist and Presbyterian Polity

Polity is an obscure term that refers to the type of church government or organization. United Methodists and Presbyterians have significant differences in terms of polity!

United Methodists have an episcopal form of church government. There is a bishop who has oversight of ordained ministers and appoints them to local churches. While in modern United Methodism there is a provision for consultation with local churches regarding pastoral appointments, the bishop retains the final authority. Hence the bishop will seek to appointment a pastor s/he discerns has the best gifts to offer that parish. It is possible for the local congregation and the bishop to differ regarding what is best for the church. The bishop makes the ultimate decision.

The Presbyterians have a representative form of government. The congregation, via a search committee, selects a minister whom it believes will best help the church to fulfill its sense of mission. The congregation has the final authority in the decision. Although it is assisted by the denomination in identifying and contacting potential members, the larger church structure has no power in the appointment/assignment of ministers.

And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but kindly to everyone,

an apt teacher, patient, correcting opponents with gentleness.

II Timothy 2:24

Pros and Cons

Although Presbyterians and United Methodists may not want to admit it, neither system is perfect and each system definitely has its shortcomings. United Methodist congregations always have the advantage of having a pastor appointed whereas Presbyterians have interim pastors and a long search process. Presbyterian congregations are forced to consider their sense of mission as they attempt to articulate the type of pastor that will best serve their congregation whereas United Methodists too often give such matters little attention and rely too much on the pastor to define the congregation’s mission (this gets real sticky when the pastor’s sense of mission is not what the congregation wants!).

However you get them, one thing is for sure. They love to talk!

Larger Church Structures

Both United Methodists and Presbyterians are connectional churches. Each local congregation is part of a larger, more comprehensive structure. It is the larger structure that enables local congregations to accomplish mission and ministry that would otherwise be impossible.

Local United Methodist congregations are part of a District. Each District covers a geographic area and may include from 50 to 90 (or more) churches. A District Superintendent (an ordained United Methodist pastor) is appointed by the bishop to oversee the ministry of the pastors and the churches of a district. The Annual Conference is comprised of several districts (18 in Virginia; Virginia is one of the largest Conferences). The Annual Conference is the fundamental structure in United Methodism. There are 74 Annual Conferences. Clergy are appointed to churches within the bounds of an Annual Conference and they are appointed one year at a time. The Annual Conference plans programs and ministries. The Annual Conference meets once a year for three to four days at a time.

The Annual Conferences are organized into larger geographic regions called jurisdictions. There are 5 jurisdictions in the United States. Jurisdictional Conferences meet every four years and are made up of an equal number of lay persons and clergy. While the jurisdictional conferences promote a variety of ministries, they are best known for the function of electing bishops. A bishop rarely returns to his/her Annual Conference to serve. The Jurisdictional Conference is responsible for the assignment of bishops.
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A General Conference also meets every four years. It is the lawmaking body of the United Methodist Church and it is the only gathering which can speak for the United Methodist Church. It is also made up of an equal number of lay and clergy delegates (generally about 900).

Louis Weeks describes the larger Presbyterian organization in his book To Be A Presbyterian. He writes that “leaders chosen from the local congregation as ruling elders, together with a teaching elder, or minister, govern the local, or “particular” church. Elders of both kinds form a presbytery, a court governing the life of congregations in a local area. Representatives from various presbyteries comprise a synod, a regional court. And representatives from all the presbyteries . . . gather for a General Assembly. The presbytery in this area, The Presbytery of the James, meets 5 times a year. The synod and General Assembly meet once a year. Delegates to the synod and General Assembly are elected by the presbytery.
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The Presbytery of the James encompasses all of central Virginia and it is part of the Synod of the Mid-Atlantic which encompasses North Carolina, Virginia and part of 





 Maryland.

Resources
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Pastor Bergin checks his sources.




A number of resources have been used to compile this overview of United Methodism and Presbyterianism. The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church is produced by from The United Methodist Publishing House, Nashville, Tennessee. The Constitution of The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part I, Book of Confessions and Part II, Book of Order, is published by The Office of the General Assembly, Louisville, Kentucky. Excepts have been drawn from Emerson Colaw’s Beliefs Of A United Methodist Christian, Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1987; Chester Custer’s The United Methodist Primer, Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1986; Joseph Gettys’ What Presbyterians Believe, Dallas: Dallas Presbyterian Book Store, 1984; Walter Lingle’s Presbyterians: Their History and Beliefs, Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1988; Louis B. Weeks’ To Be a Presbyterian, Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1983; and William Willimon’s Why I Am a United Methodist, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990.
