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LOCAL CHURCH DISCIPLER/EDUCATOR TRAINING 

MODULE 4: THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

 

 

OVERVIEW OF TOPICS FOR SELF- OR GROUP STUDY 
 

The self-study and related group activities select from among 

these topics. As you continue your own professional devel-

opment, you may wish to dig deeper in these areas. 

 

HISTORY 101  
(From the Book of Discipline- Historical Statement, pp 9-20), 

including key people, events, and dates 

 Intro to John and Charles; Philip Otterbein, Martin 

Boehm, Jacob Albright 

 US Methodism: key dates, events, people 

 Great divides and unions 

 Nature of UMC as a global church 

 

POLITY 
 Connectionalism 

 Navigating the Book of Discipline 

 Primary task / Four Foci and place of Christian education 

in it 

 Disciplinary info on age-levels, Sunday school, etc. (¶¶ 

253-257 in 2008 Discipline) 

 UM system of accountability/ accountable discipleship 

 Social principles/ Book of Resolutions 

 

STRUCTURE 
 Agencies: what are they, where, what do they do 

 The conference structure and what it does 

 Local church : charge conference; council, who answers 

to whom 

 Committees that Christian education relates to: SPRC, 

Finance, Trustees, Nurture council, age-level groups etc. 

 Leadership: bishop, district superintendant, conference 

staff; different forms of pastoral leadership 

 

DISTINCTIVENESS 
 Diversity 

 Quadrilateral 

 Sacraments 

 Grace 

 Creeds 

 Social holiness/ Social Creed 

 Means of grace 

Information Goals: I will  
1. Learn a basic UM history Know what 

is distinctive about United Methodism 

and why 

2. Understand what the Connection is, 

how it works, and its value 

3. Know the structure of the denomina-

tion, how it works, and its current em-

phases 

4. Identify the structure of my local 

church; who’s who; how we work  

together 

 

Action Goals: I will 
5. Teach my team, teachers, and volun-

teers the essentials and values of Me-

thodism 

6. Examine curriculum resources and 

practices to ensure that they conform 

to UM doctrine and polity 

7. Interpret for my team, teachers, and 

volunteers the ministry of Christian 

education and formation as set forth 

by the denomination 

8. Work with teachers and other leaders 

in Christian formation to help them in-

terpret Scripture and behavior in light 

of the Quadrilateral 

9. Help teachers and leaders to incorpo-

rate social holiness and witness as es-

sential elements in Christian formation 

 

Key Result: 
I will have a basic familiarity with UM his-

tory, theology, and distinctive emphases 

so that I can value the contribution the 

UMC makes to the life of faith. I will be 

able to interpret that to my ministry part-

ners so that the strengths of the denomi-

nation are incorporated into the faith for-

mation of our members. I understand the 

UM terms, acronyms, and structure so 

that I can easily converse and navigate in 

a UM setting. I know who our Connectional 

partners are and how they can help to 

strengthen and enhance our local church 

ministry. I am theologically grounded as a 

United Methodist Christian and regularly 

employ some means of grace to deepen 

my life of faith. 
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LEARNING PLANS 
 

CORE ACTIVITIES for SELF-STUDY OPTION 

 

1. Select an accountability partner 
This is someone (with no supervisory responsibility for you) 

who will help you to keep on track and with whom you can 

talk and reflect on your learnings and experiences. 

 

Read the suggested materials. Schedule them to be inters-

persed among the other activities. As you read, consider what 

the texts have to say about the Module 4 topics mentioned 

above. 

 

2. Develop a Methodist Timeline 
Make it for Great Britain and America (at least—Methodism is 

world-wide). Use the information in the Timetable by Rex Mat-

thews. Look also at the Historical Statement in the Book of 

Discipline (item A). Note at least major people, events, 

breaks, and unions. 

 

3. Check Out Different Committees 
You sit on the Church council and need to relate to various 

other committees. Ask the chairpersons if you can sit in on 

one of their meetings to observe the workings of that commit-

tee and to understand how what it does relates to what you 

do. As you observe each one, make notes on what you saw. If 

you have questions about purpose or goals, speak further with 

the chairperson.  

 

Skim through the Guideline that describes the ministry of the 

various committees you observe. Develop an annotated chart 

of your church’s organizational structure, including the mis-

sion / vision statements. Compare what is done, taking con-

text into account, with the descriptions of those ministries in 

the Guidelines. 

 

4. Understand UM Structure   
Make appointments to conduct several interviews to under-

stand the structure and workings of the UMC at different le-

vels: small membership church pastor, mid-size, large; district 

superintendant or district staff person; conference level staff 

person. Conferences are free, within limits, to organize ac-

cording to contextual needs, so for the district and confe-

rence-level interviews, examine both the general structure of 

the church at that level and how the district or conference 

embodies that structure. Ask how these leaders understand 

the meaning of Connection and how it works. 

 

ADDITIONS for GROUP STUDY (Can 

be peer led or instructor led) 
 

1. Divide the main texts among group 

members. Each person will take respon-

sibility for developing a list of discussion 

points on that text and will lead the dis-

cussion at group times. Intersperse 

these group reading/ discussion activi-

ties among the other activities. Develop 

a calendar with the reading list. 

 

2. Develop a timeline together. If you 

are using the Matthews Timetable, study 

together the major events of Method-

ism, including the contributions of Ot-

terbein, Boehm, Albright, and others). 

What were the effects on and by the 

Wesleyan movement in the wider histor-

ical context? Use also one of the texts 

on Methodist history 

 

3. As you are building the chart for your 

church, compare its workings and or-

ganization with the other churches 

represented. How are the organizations 

similar? Different? What difference do 

those differences make? What do you 

observe and learn from each other? 

How do ideas and practices from other 

ministry areas or other churches influ-

ence what you do or might do? 

 

Invite accountability partners to attend a 

group session. Ask the partners about 

what has changed in their congregations 

over the years and why. What trends can 

you see? How have changes in the con-

gregation and/or community influenced 

your church? What advice do they have 

for adjusting with time and circums-

tance? 

 
4. Do interviews in pairs. After each type 

of interview (local 

church/district/conference) discuss 

together your discoveries and deal with 

questions and observations. Note the 

organizational differences among 

churches of different sizes. How does 

size and context affect the way your own 

church is organized? 

 

Compare and contrast how the different 

churches fulfill the primary task (proc-

laim, lead, nurture, send, continue; see 

the description in ¶122 (item B) in the 

2008 Discipline; “The Process for Carry-

ing Out Our Mission”). 



MODULE FOUR  DISCIPLER/EDUCATOR TRAINING 

Permission is granted to reproduce this page for use in educational settings. © General Board of Discipleship 2011  Page 3  

5. Review Your Methodist History and Doctrine 
Pay attention this time to the “Quadrilateral” as a means 

for understanding and interpreting the Bible and life (Scrip-

ture, Tradition, Reason, and Experience) in the Discipline 

(item C). 

 

Using the explanation of the Quadrilateral, do this Bible 

exercise first for yourself, then for your teachers. Plan out 

and jot down how you would teach from Esther 9:1-6, 16-

17 and/or Acts 5:1-11 from each of the four lenses of in-

terpretation. 

 

Prepare for and conduct a roundtable discussion with your 

teachers and leaders on the ministry of Christian education 

and formation, including at this exercise on using the Qua-

drilateral. 

 

Invite a local Christian educator or mentor to observe and 

provide feedback, or do the same with your peer learning 

group. 

 

6. Explore what UM Agencies Do 
Start with ¶¶ 701—703 in 2008 Discipline (item D) for the 

list of agencies, then use the index to find the descriptions 

of how they are organized and what they do. (The General 

Board of Discipleship and The United Methodist Publishing 

House will be of significant interest.) Make a simple chart 

of the agencies, with a brief description and then an out-

line of their major responsibilities. For each one, note one 

way in which your ministry might be enhanced with re-

sources from that agency. 
 

 

 

7. Practice Social Holiness 
Commit to one regular personal practice of social holiness 

and witness (i.e. participation in a community ministry of 

justice inspired by Matt. 25:35-36). Encourage your teach-

ers and small group leaders to find and commit to their 

own practice. Check in regularly with your accountability 

partner to reflect on the experience. 
 

 

 

8. Study the Sacraments 
Examine The United Methodist Hymnal for the liturgy and 

hymns of the two Sacraments. How does your ministry area 

help people to fulfill their baptismal vows (in age-

appropriate ways)? Think back to the roundtable discus-

sion on Christian education and formation. Was this issue 

addressed? If not, how might it be? 

 

5.  History and Doctrine 
Discuss what surfaced in your own Quadri-

lateral exercise and then when using it with 

your teachers. What new insights came to 

light when using this method for Bible 

study? 

 

Talk about the roundtable discussion you 

had with your teachers and leaders about 

your Christian Education and formation 

ministry (in general) and as United Method-

ists (in particular). What observations sur-

prised you? Edified you? Confused you? 

Alerted you to the need for more training or 

education (for you or for them)? What next 

things will you do and by when? Share 

those next things with your accountability 

partner to keep track of your plans for fol-

low through. 

 

6. UM Agencies 
The agencies do a tremendous amount of 

work and provide a huge number of re-

sources, but this is often unknown among 

local church members (and clergy, too). 

Divide up the list among group members, 

and then do a detailed website exploration 

for the agencies assigned. Report back 

findings. 

 

(The 2012 General Conference may have 

voted to a significant change in the agency 

structure. Compare that with the structure 

as of the 2008 Discipline. The 2012 Dis-

cipline will be published in late fall of 

2012.) 

 

7. Social Holiness 
Meet with the peer group or teachers pe-

riodically to reflect on your experiences in 

light of a ministry of Christian formation (as 

well as your own formation). 

 

Review and discuss the Methodist history 

of involvement in ministries of social holi-

ness 

 

8. Sacraments 
The Book of Worship includes important 

explanatory notes through the sacrament’s 

liturgies. Examine them in the group. Dis-

cuss these nuances together, with atten-

tion given to how you, the teachers, and 

small group leaders are interpreters and 

preparers for the sacraments. 

 

Sing together some of the hymns related to 

the sacraments and reflect on how their 

efficacy as teaching tools. 
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9. Write a summary paper, at least 10 typed pages.  
Writing this will push you to formulate your ideas clearly and to 

be sure they hold together consistently. Bring together your 

main insights on the topics of this module, including your un-

derstanding of the sacraments, key Wesleyan concepts and 

practices, the organization of the local church, the agency and 

denominational structure, and resources the Church offers to 

your ministry. 

 

Give it to your accountability partner and have a conversation 

about it. 

 

 

 

SUGGESTED READING LIST 
1. Timetables of History for Students of Methodism, by Rex. D. Matthews 

2. The Book of Discipline (paragraphs and pages noted from 2008 Discipline) 

A. “Historical Statement” (beginning on page 9). 

B. “Process for Carrying Out Our Mission” ¶122 

C. Selected portions of “Our Theological Task” (within ¶104, pages 76—83 starting with 

“Theological Guidelines” through “Reason.” 

D. Information on the United Methodist agencies ¶¶701-703 

3. One text on Methodist History by a current Wesley scholar, such as Paul Chilcote, Randy 

Maddox, or Richard Heitzenrater. 

4. Living as United Methodist Christians: Our Story, Our Beliefs, Our Lives, by Andy and Sally 

Langford (This may also be helpful in Module 2). 

5. Selected titles in the series Guidelines for Leading Your Congregation: Church Council  

Pastor-Parish Relations  Finance  Trustees  Christian Education   Small Group Min-

istry  Small Membership Church  various age-level ministries  Family Ministry.   

6. The Official United Methodist Program Calendar, available through UMCom, is a useful tool. 

(888- 346-3862 or www.umcom.org/store) It includes contact information for all the agen-

cies, liturgical and worship information, special Sundays, and more. 

 

WHAT’S NEXT? 
 

To continue to explore this topic, consider these activities: 
 

1. Look more closely in the Book of Discipline at the denominational structure: the Connectional 

Table, workings of General and Jurisdictional Conferences, and the Local Church. 

2. Read through the Social Principles (starting in the 2008 Discipline at ¶160) and the intro-

duction, just before that. These are suggestive, not prescriptive, and some have caused con-

siderable controversy. Think about your degree of agreement with them and your level of par-

ticipation in their recommendations. Work with your teachers to do the same reflection. 

3. General Commission of Archives and History is housed at Drew University in Madison, NJ. If 

you are nearby, check to arrange for a visit. Or, check the GCAH website to locate other 

landmarks significant to American Methodism and plan a field trip. 

4. Read carefully all the relevant Guidelines. 

5. Start reviewing your curriculum for its alignment with United Methodist theology. 

9. Summary Paper 
Swap your summary papers so that 

two other people, if possible, read pa-

pers other than their own. 

 

You might do the review time in a re-

treat format. (Read papers in ad-

vance.) Ask each other unbiased ques-

tions for clarity (meaning no leading or 

implying what a response should be), 

so that your group partners can con-

sider their positions on their own with-

out judgment or interference. 

http://www.umcom.org/store

