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A1ethodist History, 28:2 (January 1990) 

ENVISIONING THE FUTURE OF OUR SOCIETY 

RoBERT W. SLEDGE 

The topic for these remarks was assigned by the History Committee 
of the General Commission in the process of setting up this meeting. I 
was on the History Committee at that time and I probably thought that 
was a wonderful subject for someone to have to address. I didn't anticipate 
I would have to be the one to have to wrestle with the question, "What 
is the future of our society?" 

I affirm, like Amos (7: 14), that I am neither a prophet nor the son 
of a prophet. Prophecy, as Amos discovered, is a risky business. Further, 
according to the comic strip called "Frank and Ernest," there is no future 
in history." The implication is that the vocation of the historian is to look 
backward, not forward. If that be true, it becomes doubly difficult to en
vision the future of an historical society. But the title of this address 
demands that the attempt be made. 

Our Identity as a People was Created by Historic Event 

The very essence of our being as a people stems from our history. 
We see that in the Old Testament as much as anywhere. The Old Testa
ment speaks of the God who intervenes in history, the God who acts in 
history, the God whose very presence is an historical presence, an event 
or a series of events- an encounter in time and place between God and 
people. When the Old Testament speaks the name of God, it avoids do
ing that directly, but instead speaks of "the God of Abraham and Isaac 
and Jacob," pointing thereby to the historical encounters between God 
and the chosen people. The Bible is the record of God's mighty acts and 
humanity's response to those acts. Israel was created in historic event. 

The New Testament is the record of God's unique intervention in 
history as Emmanuel, the intersection between divine and human history 
in the person of Jesus the Christ. The historic events of his life have become 
the seasons of our spiritual lives. The New Testament also tells the stpry 
of God's action in history as Holy Spirit, creating the church through eve.nts 
from Pentecost on. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is also the 
God of Peter, Paul, and John. The church was created in historic event. 

In our own communion, we may speak of the God of John \Vesley 
and Charles Wesley and Francis Asbury and the myriad of other saints 
who have been our forebears in the faith that we call United Methodism. 
God spoke to them in a chapel, in a study, on the trail, in the home, before 
an altar, on twilit hillsides, in stately edifices and crude shanties. The 
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Wesleyan theological emphasis on experience points to the seriousness with 
which we take divine-human encounters in history. Our denominational tr 

identity is the product of historic event. tr 
(( 

The Recovery of Roots Has Brought Renewal V 

Our identity as United Methodist Christians is created and shaped b 
by God's mighty acts in history. God has also effected renewal in the \1 

rediscovery of those historic events. Such an occurence is recorded in the n 
Old Testament in the story of Josiah's reform. King Josiah sent workmen n 

into the Temple to repair the neglect of his idolatrous predecessors. Delv-
ing deeply into the bowels of what had once been the temple (shades of 
"Indiana Jones"), they discovered the book of the Law buried in the debris 
and they brought it before the King. The good Josiah looked at it and 
decreed that it should be read in the midst of all the people. Out of that 
reading came sweeping reform. It was people finding out what had 
happened- what God had done in the lives of those who had gone before 
them (2 Kings 22-23). The recovery of roots brings renewal. 

There also comes to mind that Old Testament tradition, still honored 
in modern 1 ewish usage, that the celebration of the Passover is not mere
ly a commemoration of an event that happened to their ancestors in some 
distant past. They say "we"- when we crossed over the sea, when we 
escaped from Pharoah, when we wandered in the wilderness- as if it were 
all a present event. The recovery of roots brings renewal. 

The Protestant Reformation occurred when Martin Luther finally 
figured out what it was that St. Paul was talking about, or, in other words, 
when he discovered his biblical roots. That theological tradition, that 
spiritual tradition continued in the life of John Wesley, whose Alders gate 
experience happened while someone was reading from Martin Luther's 
reflections on Paul. The discovery of roots brings renewal. 

Every summer, I teach a class in the Lay Pastors School, the course 
of study school at SMU. It's a thrilling experience to be with those men 
and women who have, in mid-life, sacrificed promising careers in a number 
of other areas to answer the call of God to preach the gospel. They all 
know they are going to suffer financially as a result of their decisions. They 
all know that they are, by virtue of their lack of training, going to be kept 
in small churches. The joy of that fellowship is compounded by the op
portunity to teach the class on the Wesleyan Heritage. The class begins 
by delving into the writings of John Wesley, courtesy of Albert Outler's 
edition of W esleis works in the Library of Protestant Thought. As we 
study those excerpts, there is always an excitement that begins to move 
among the group. The excitement grows and grows until finally, in the 
second week when we have to move on to the history of An1erican 
rvtethodism, they say, "Aw, do we have to leave this? This is great! I never 
knew this." 
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A few years ago, we had completed the course and we were embrac
ing, shaking hands, and saying goodbye, when one of the young women 
in the class came up to me and said, "I think I'm in love." And I said 
to myself, "Oh, oh." "I think I am in love," she said, "with John Wesley." 
What a wonderful moment that was for me- to see how the seed that had 
been planted by 1 ohn Wesley had taken root. Her excitement, I knew, 
was going to bring about revival in the churches that she served. She had 
rediscovered her roots, or perhaps in her case, discovered them for the 
first time. The recovery of roots brings renewal. 

The Recovery of Roots Can Bring Renewal Again 

If recovery of roots brings renewal, then perhaps we can find a 
utilitarian purpose for our Historical Society as agents to help our church 
recover its roots. In a spontaneous way, that may be happening already. 
After the Watergate crisis was over, so many of the participants wrote 
their memoirs that someone called it a "cottage industry." There has 
developed a similar phenomenon among us United Methodists in the last 
few years. In Watergate, people published works detailing "how I did it 
and got by with it," or didn't get by with it. Among United Methodists, 
the new cottage industry is the production of books about what's wrong 
with The United Methodist Church and how we can correct it. I want to 
allude to a couple of selections from that fascinating body of literature. 

First, most of us are familiar with Bishop Wilke's book titled, And 
Are We Yet Alive?. In it, the bishop speaks of Billy Graham and Robert 
Schuller, two great evangelists of our time, quoting comments from each 
of them regarding The United Methodist Church in which they suggest 
that it holds a great promise. Wilke concludes that they "have in mind 
a Wesleyan history and heritage that is a reservoir of power standing behind 
us. We must simply choose to draw upon it. Our future will spring from 
our past. Our hope is in our heritage. We must be who we are called to 
be, and we are Wesleyans." (Richard B. Wilke, And Are We Yet Alive?, 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 86-87.) I find that extremely moving. 

Second, William Willimon and Robert Wilson in, Rekindling the 
Flame, delineate what they call strategies for a vital United Methodism. 
The second of these is entitled "Affirm the Wesleyan Heritage." (William 
H. Willimon and Robert L. Wilson, Rekindling the Flame, Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1987), 35-45. They assert: 

Our spiritual forebears saw their world as something to be confronted, converted, 
and challenged with the love of God in Christ. Not content to see their beloved Church 
of England decline into a modest, backseat, vaguely civilizing influence on English 
culture; not willing to accept the social evil around them as unalterably given, they 
trusted the power of the gospel to turn their world upside down. We must follow 
their example. By reclaiming where we have been as followers of Wesley, we can recover 
new direction and energy for the future. (Ibid., 37) 
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I suggest that that lesson will remain forgotten unless people, such 
as, perhaps, ourselves, tell the story. 

Perhaps there is a parable for our church in the mental preparation 
that mountain hikers make. In case they may get lost, they learn to walk 
in a straight line. There is a trick to that. You pick out a high point visible 
some distance ahead and you walk straight toward it until you reach it. 
When you reach it, you turn around and you look back to pick out the 
point at which you stood when you took the original bearing. By taking 
the reciprocal bearing, that is, turning around again and heading directly 
opposite your initial point, you find a third point of reference and head 
for it. Arriving, you repeat the process and so on. In that way, you walk 
a straight line. As we look back at our heritage, we too are able to walk 
the straight line that brings us at last to our destination. 

Our history as a people, then, is vitally important to us today. As 
a Society, we may find our most important mission in reminding our church 
of whence we came so that the church can better decide where it is and 
whither it goes. A part of our mission as an Historical Society is to point 
back so that our church may look around and then look forward. That 
understanding is important for us as an organization. We exist to serve 
the church. The recovery of roots can bring renewal. 

Recovering the Roots of Our Historical Society 
Can Provide Direction 

In performing that task for the church, we may remember that the 
same thing applies to the Historical Society of The United Methodist 
Church. As we "Envision the Future for Our Society," it may be useful 
to consider the past out of which we are springing this week. 

At this point, I may be in danger of becoming one of those persons 
Larry Tise was talking about the other day when he spoke of "house 
historians." If you remember his definition, a "house historian" is someone 
who tells you about the way things were when he or she was running things 
and how great it was then. I don't want to fall into that trap but I wish 
to speak at this point from a bit of personal experience about the genesis 
and background of this Society. 

We've been reminded several times during the course of this convoca
tion that the idea for an Historical Society and the idea for an Historical 
Convocation have been in the Discipline since the creation of The United 
Methodist Church in 1968. The ideas were good ideas whose time had 
not yet come. By 1984, however, several people were thinking that perhaps 
the time now was ripe. The General Commission reorganized for the new 
quadrennium and merged several of its committees into one called the 
Committee on Promotion and Publication. Among its members were 
Marilyn Martin, Warren Smith, Richard Heitzenrater (a man mighty in 
committee), and myself. 
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One of the Comtnittee's several responsibilities was to take care of 
publications, including finding ways of promoting sales. Another was to 
disseminate information. We began to ask ourselves how could we go 
about the business of promotion. We began to say, "wouldn't it be great 
if we had a group of people who would buy this book, and wouldn't it 
be great if we had a group of people who would subscribe to this cam
paign, and wouldn't it be great if we had a group of people who would 
do this or that?" Several of us had come with our own personal agenda 
and discovered that Chuck Yrigoyen had a similar notion. We had in
dependently decided that the time had come to activate the disciplinary 
provisions for the Convocation and the Historical Society. 

In 1985, the Committee on Promotion and Publication proposed to 
the General Commission that plans for the Historical Society and the 
Historical Convocation be put in motion. Renamed the History Com.mit
tee in 1986, the group continued its discussion of the organization of the 
Historical Society with the blessing of the General Commission. Providen
tially, the General Commission then hired an Assistant General Secretary 
named Arthur Swarthout. He began with the other members of the staff 
to formulate a constitution and operational plans and brought them before 
the History Committee in 1987. We wrestled with the plans; we debated 
them; we agreed on some things and disagreed on some other things. The 
General Commission accepted most of our recommendations and perfected 
the proposal. From there, Chuck Y rigoyen and Art Swarthout led the staff 
in presenting the plans to the church at large. The new History Commit
tee under Mickey Fisher's leadership helped finalize things and here we are. 

Our Identity is Partially Defined by Our Relation to Others 

Who are we? What is an Historical Society? What is our identity? 
There are some considerations that may help us as we go forward to see 
what it is that God has in mind for us as an Historical Society. One ele
ment of our identity lies in understanding the relationship that should exist 
between the Historical Society and the General Commission. If any of 
you ever took a course in introductory physics, you may remember an 
experiment called a force table. That might be a useful model at this point. 
A force table simply demonstrates the principles of vectors and forces, 
by means of pulleys and weights angling in different directions. The g,oal 
is to maintain an equilibrium. What maintains equilibrium is the perfect 
balance of forces pulling in different directions. 

The relationship between the General Commission and the Historical 
Society should be something like that, not too close, but not too far. Our 
literature of constitutional structure in the Discipline and in the Bylaws 
of the Historical Society continually use the word "cooperation." Coopera
tion implies a closeness but cooperation also implies two separate entities 
that retain their separateness. 
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We must develop a relationship in which the Historical Society does 
not attempt to use the General Commission and the General Commission 
does not attempt to use the Historical Society. I said earlier that in 1984 
when the Committee on Promotion and Publication was talking about 
this, we were saying what a wonderful thing it would be if we had a group 
of people who would do this, this, and this for us and that way everything 
•.vould work out all right and we wouldn't have to work so hard. That 
might be a form of using. The Historical Society may be tempted to use 
the General Commission by asking them to take care of things that more 
properly should be done by the Society. We can't use each other either 
in terms of money, which is always a serious consideration for both groups, 
in terms of use of staff, in terms of promotion, in terms of the Convoca
tion. The Convocation, as you know, is established by the General Com
mission but in the Discipline, it is under the paragraph that provides for 
the Historical Society. And so, we can't use each other, but we need to 
cooperate with one another. 

Neither can we confuse each other's tasks. The Historical Society, 
by the charter we have been given, seems very much like a college student 
who has a major. That major is history. The student's minor is archives. 
I won't bore you with a form critical analysis of the Discipline in regard 
to the responsibilities of the General Commission of Archives and History, 
but go back to your Discipline, paragraphs 1801 through 1812, and see 
how heavy stress is placed upon archival work. It is a very strong em
phasis. It is almost as if the General Commission was to major in archives 
and minor in history. The two groups have significantly different missions. 

There are other differences, obvious to all, such as the structures, com
positions) and constituencies of the two. We as an Historical Society and 
we as a General Commission simply need to retain separate identities and 
yet we need to be able to cooperate with one another in a healthy 
equilibrium. 

A second sense of identity has to come as the Historical Society decides 
who it is vis-a-vis theW orld Methodist Historical Society, particularly its 
North American Section. This is easier. The Historical Society of The 
United Methodist Church obviously focuses on The United Methodist 
Church for one thing. For another thing, we are an international group 
and not simply the American section of The United Methodist Church. 
The majority of us may represent the church in the United States, but 
there are also representatives from other countries and so our charter calls 
for us to be interested in a broader range, geographically, with a narrower 
range ecclesiastically. Again, cooperation is also a priority. 

A third way of clarifying our identity by differentiating ourselves from 
related bodies is much more difficult than the first two. It is still in the 
process of being worked out. That is the relationship between the Historical 
Society as a whole and its several sections, whose officers will be chosen 
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on Monday. How shall we deal with one another in this context? Is there 
anything left for the general Society to do after a program is established 
for each of the sections? Is there anything that the sections ought to do 
or should they let the general group do it all? We will work that out be
tween us as time goes on, but the principles of equilibrium seems to apply 
here, as well. 

Our Identity Can be Found in the Tasks that Lie Before Us 

Then, if we have established our identity as a Society by establishing 
the boundaries we have with related groups, what do we do with our piece 
of the pie? Our by-laws say some things to us on this point. 

The purpose of this Society shall be to promote interest in the study, preservation, 
and dissemination of the history of The United Methodist Church and its antecedent 
bodies. It will work cooperatively with the General Commission on Archives and 
History. (Article II) 

We are thus charged with acting in the promotion of the historical 
consciousness of the United Methodist Church and of those persons who 
are especially interested in Methodist history and in the leadership of 
Methodist history. In meeting this mandate, let me suggest three or four 
challenges that may be portions of our mission and our task. This does 
not, by any means, exhaust the list. 

The simplest and most obvious is also one that lies immediately before 
us. The Board of Directors will have to decide where, when, and in what 
format we are going to have our meetings. We already know how often, 
since the by-laws prescribe annual meetings. For next year, 1990, that will 
mean that the Society will meet without the benefit of the Convocation. 
The Historical Convocation, according to the Discipline, is to be held 
quadrennially, although there appear to be plans to have another one two 
years from now, and I suppose that means that this one counts for last 
quadrennium. In the interim, the Historical Society will be meeting without 
the benefit of the great speakers we have had here this week. As I con
sider the array of historical leaders at this meeting, I wonder if there are 
any others left of that caliber in United Methodism who would be our 
drawing cards in future gatherings. 

The second challenge is to become a clearing house for research'. How 
can we best help those who are engaged in historical study? We can begin 
to identify what kinds of research need to be done. We can publicize the 
nature of work currently in progress. We can solicit historians to work 
on projects. We can help eliminate redundancy of labor. Perhaps the Sec
tion on Education and Research can give leadership in this area. 

A third opportunity relates to publications. Earlier I mentioned the 
dream of the Promotion and Publications Committee that there would 
emerge a constituency to support the publications of the General Com-
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mtss1on, such as, for example, the Jesse Lee Prize books. Methodist 
History obviously falls into that category. We, by virtue of our member
ship, are subscribers to Methodist History. We are told that the circula
tion for that periodical is at the highest in its history, thanks to the par
ticipation of the 1100 new members of the Historical Society. One of the 
questions that comes to mind in the face of that statistic is whether the 
Historical Society should have a seat on the editorial board? I am not sug
gesting that, but that is the kind of question we need to look at. We receive 
Historian's Digest, the official publication of the Society. For how long 
can the Historical Society depend on the General Commission to produce 
it? 

Reaching farther afield in the realm of publications, let me propose 
something else. We could, the 1100 of us (and we hope more and more 
and more for we have been challenged to be four times our size), establish 
a United Methodist book club. If all of us were interested in purchasing 
certain kinds of materials, perhaps on an annual basis, we would have 
the market that would enable us to go to a publisher with a guaranteed 
order. We could provide the wherewithal to allow for the publication of 
some of those books that ought to be published but can't be because the 
publishers will not risk a small market. 

There are some books that need doing. You may have your list as 
I have mine. And since I have the floor, I will suggest a few from my list. 
One example is a Who's Who in United Methodism. One such was pro
duced in 1916, and the World Methodist Historical Society did another 
in 1952. It was edited by Elmer Clark and published by the A. N. Marquis 
Company, publishers of the major "Who's Whos." Another, I believe, 
w~s done more recently, but it is probably time to get out an updated 
verst on. 

Perhaps the time is ripe to prepare a followup volume in the succes
sion from Bishop Frederick D. Leete's Methodist Bishops. We need a 
reference work that will provide the vital statistics of the lives of all the 
United Methodist bishops. 

The U.S. Bureau of the Census puts out every 10 years a compila
tion they call "Historical Statistics of the United States." It comes in two 
big, heavy volumes and are marvelous resources for those who are doing 
any kind of research in American history, because they provide all kinds 
of statistical data. And we United Methodists, who have always been a 
statistically-oriented church and always been fond of that sort of thing, 
ought to be thinking about the historical statistics of The United Methodist 
Church. 

Maybe we ought to get Michael Nickerson, who has just received the 
Jesse Lee Prize for his geographic study of Methodist expansion in New 
York, to compile the historical atlas of all of United Methodism. There 
are any number of possibilities here. Socio-economic studies are among 
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the more intriguing monographs that could be produced. Together, we 
could provide that market. 

A fourth challenge is the matter of growth. We need to find ways 
of growing. A number of us have been in fear and trembling this week 
because this has been such a marvelous turn-out for this meeting- more 
than we anticipated. But this is the first meeting, and this is the first Con
vocation, and it is in connection with the meeting of the General Com
mission and it's here in this beautiful spot. These circumstances virtually 
guarantee a large turnout. But what do we do next time? Will you renew? 
That's an invitation, by the way. Someone was saying the other day that 
we ought to be very much like the National Geographic and invite you 
now to renew your membership for next year right now. We'll find a way 
of providing the opportunity for you to do that before the Convocation 
is over. You are charter members and you will want to continue · that 
distinguished membership. 

The Historical Society Now Is! 

John Ness, in addressing the General Commission earlier in the week, 
proudly claimed a share in the work that led up to this moment. Ken Rowe 
said we were reaping the fruits of the work of Elmer T. Clark and Albea 
Godbold, and Louise Queen and John Ness and others. As he was saying 
that, I was reminded of a hymn that should be in the new hymnal, but 
isn't. I heard it 30-some years ago in the Montana Annual Conference 
and I still remember some of it. It is called "Brother Van's Song." W. W. 
Van Orsdale was the pioneer preacher who brought the Methodist faith 
to the Montana area, and he sang a song that they still love to sing in 
Montana. It goes like this: 

The seed I have scattered in springtime with weeping 
And watered with tears and with joy from on high, 
Another may shout when the harvesters' reaping 
Shall gather my grain in the sweet by and by. 

Over and over, yea, deeper and deeper, 
My heart is pierced through with life's sorrowing cry, 
But the tears of the sower and the songs of the reaper 
Shall mingle together in joy by and by. 

We are reaping now the sowing that those who have gone before us 
have done to prepare the way for this Historical Convocati.on and this 
Historical Society. We are also planting seeds for future growth. In the 
spirit of that continuity of sowing and reaping, I conclude with this. In 
1939, Bishop John Monroe Moore of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South was able to fulfill a long-time dream of his. John M. Moore was 
born and raised in the border state of Kentucky. Some members of his 
family were in the Methodist Episcopal Church, while others were in the 
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Methodist Protestant Church and still others in the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South. He dreamed all of his life that the day might come when 
he could see those branches of Methodism united so that he and his kin 
could belong to one Methodist family, instead of three. On a spring eve-

. ning in 1939, at the Uniting Conference in Kansas City, Bishop John M. 
Moore had the honor to proclaim the creation of The Methodist Church. 
His words on that occasion (in paraphrase) are appropriate to this occa
sion. The Historical Society now is! Long live the I-Iistorical Society! 
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