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TOPICS & SCRIPTURES

January 5 — OUR THEOLOGICAL TASK: Why It Matters
Romans 12:2, Matthew 2:1-12

January 12 — CRITICAL & CONSTRUCTIVE: How Do We
Know What We Know?
Acts 17:10-12, Luke 5:36-39

January 19 — INDIVIDUAL & COMMUNAL: Personal and
Social Aspects of Theology
1 Corinthians 12:12-26, Matthew 25:14-30

January 26 — CONTEXTUAL & INCARNATIONAL: A Dialogue
Sermon with Tony Hagood about the Improvisational
Nature of Theology

John 1:1-4, Jeremiah 29:4-7

February 2 — PRACTICAL: Our Faith Should Lead to
Meaningful Change
James 2:14-17, Luke 10:25-37

PRACTICING THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

February 9 - Jonah 1

February 16 - Jonah 2:1-10

February 23 - Jonah 4:1-4 — A Dialogue Sermon with Jeff
Rone about Theology and Music Lyrics

March 2 - Jonah 4:5-11



OUR THEOLOGICAL TASK
(Source: The United Methodist Book of Discipline, 1105, Section 4)

Theology is our effort to reflect upon God's gracious action
in our lives. In response to the love of Christ, we desire to
be drawn into a deeper relationship with “faith’s pioneer
and perfecter.” Our theological explorations seek to give
expression to the mysterious reality of God's presence,
peace, and power in the world. By so doing, we attempt to
articulate more clearly our understanding of the divine-
human encounter and are thereby more fully prepared to
participate in God's work in the world.

The theological task, though related to the Church’s
doctrinal expressions, serves a different function. Our
doctrinal affirmations assist us in the discernment of
Christian truth in ever-changing contexts. Our theological
task includes the testing, renewal, elaboration, and
application of our doctrinal perspective in carrying out our
calling "to spread scriptural holiness over these lands.”

While the Church considers its doctrinal affirmations a
central feature of its identity and restricts official changes to
a constitutional process, the Church encourages serious
reflection across the theological spectrum.

As United Methodists, we are called to identify the needs
both of individuals and of society and to address those
needs out of the resources of Christian faith in a way that is
clear, convincing, and effective. Theology serves the Church
by interpreting the world’s needs and challenges to the
Church and by interpreting the gospel to the world.



THE NATURE OF OUR THEOLOGICAL TASK

CRITICAL & CONSTRUCTIVE - Our theological task is both
critical and constructive. It is critical in that we test various
expressions of faith by asking: Are they true? Appropriate?
Clear? Cogent? Credible? Are they based on love? Do they
provide the Church and its members with a witness that is
faithful to the gospel as reflected in our living heritage and
that is authentic and convincing in the light of human
experience and the present state of human knowledge?

Our theological task is constructive in that every generation
must appropriate creatively the wisdom of the past and
seek God in their midst in order to think afresh about God,
revelation, sin, redemption, worship, the church, freedom,
justice, moral responsibility, and other significant
theological concerns. Our summons is to understand and
receive the gospel promises in our troubled and uncertain
times.

INDIVIDUAL & COMMUNAL - Our theological task is both
individual and communal. It is a feature in the ministry of
individual Christians. It requires the participation of all who
are in our Church, lay and ordained, because the mission of
the Church is to be carried out by everyone who is called to
discipleship. To be persons of faith is to hunger to
understand the truth given to us in Jesus Christ.

Theological inquiry is by no means a casual undertaking. It
requires sustained disciplines of study, reflection, and
prayer.

Yet the discernment of “plain truth for plain people” is not
limited to theological specialists. Scholars have their role to
play in assisting the people of God to fulfill this calling, but
all Christians are called to theological reflection.

Our theological task is communal. It unfolds in
conversations open to the experiences, insights, and
traditions of all constituencies that make up United
Methodism.



This dialogue belongs to the life of every congregation. It is
fostered by laity and clergy, by the bishops, by the boards,
agencies, and theological schools of the Church.

Conferences speak and act for United Methodists in their
official decisions at appropriate levels. Our conciliar and
representative forms of decision-making do not release
United Methodists as individuals from the responsibility to
develop sound theological judgment.

CONTEXTUAL & INCARNATIONAL - Our theological task
is contextual and incarnational. It is grounded upon God's
supreme mode of self-revelation—the incarnation in Jesus
Christ. God's eternal Word comes to us in flesh and blood in
a given time and place, and in full identification with
humanity. Therefore, theological reflection is energized by
our incarnational involvement in the daily life of the Church
and the world, as we participate in God's liberating and
saving action.

PRACTICAL - Our theological task is essentially practical. It
informs the individual's daily decisions and serves the
Church’s life and work. While highly theoretical
constructions of Christian thought make important
contributions to theological understanding, we finally
measure the truth of such statements in relation to their
practical significance. Our interest is to incorporate the
promises and demands of the gospel into our daily lives.
Theological inquiry can clarify our thinking about what we
are to say and do. It presses us to pay attention to the
world around us.

Realities of intense human suffering, threats to the survival
of life, and challenges to human dignity confront us afresh
with fundamental theological issues: the nature and
purposes of God, the relations of human beings to one
another, the nature of human freedom and responsibility,
and the care and proper use of all creation.



The WESLEYAN QUADRILATERAL

Theological Guidelines: Sources and Criteria

As United Methodists, we have an obligation to bear a
faithful Christian witness to Jesus Christ, the living reality at
the center of the Church'’s life and witness. To fulfill this
obligation, we reflect critically on our biblical and
theological inheritance, striving to express faithfully the
witness we make in our own time.

Two considerations are central to this endeavor: the sources
from which we derive our theological affirmations and the
criteria by which we assess the adequacy of our
understanding and witness.

Wesley believed that the living core of the Christian faith
was revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition, vivified in
personal experience, and confirmed by reason.

Reason

I

Scripture

Scripture is primary, revealing the Word of God “so far as it
is necessary for our salvation.” Therefore, our theological
task, in both its critical and constructive aspects, focuses on
disciplined study of the Bible.

To aid his study of the Bible and deepen his understanding
of faith, Wesley drew on Christian tradition, in particular the
Patristic writings, the ecumenical creeds, the teachings of
the Reformers, and the literature of contemporary
spirituality.



Thus, tradition provides both a source and a measure of
authentic Christian witness, though its authority derives
from its faithfulness to the biblical message.

The Christian witness, even when grounded in Scripture and
mediated by tradition, is ineffectual unless understood and
appropriated by the individual. To become our witness, it
must make sense in terms of our own reason and
experience.

For Wesley, a cogent account of the Christian faith required
the use of reason, both to understand Scripture and to
relate the biblical message to wider fields of knowledge. He
looked for confirmations of the biblical witness in human
experience, especially the experiences of regeneration and
sanctification, but also in the "common sense” knowledge
of everyday experience.
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The interaction of these sources and criteria in Wesley's
own theology furnishes a guide for our continuing
theological task as United Methodists. In that task Scripture,
as the constitutive witness to the wellsprings of our faith,
occupies a place of primary authority among these
theological sources.



In practice, theological reflection may also find its point of
departure in tradition, experience, or rational analysis. What
matters most is that all four guidelines be brought to bear
in faithful, serious, theological consideration. Insights arising
from serious study of the Scriptures and tradition enrich
contemporary experience. Imaginative and critical thought
enables us to understand better the Bible and our common
Christian history.
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