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Methodist Laity Reform Movement provides these brief highlights of
Bill Bouknight’s faithful service for Christ and His Church: 

· Served 41 years as Pastor of UM churches in South Carolina and Tennessee

· Over 4,000 new members joined Christ UMC in Memphis while Bill was Pastor 

· Leader in multi-racial ministry, working together with African-American church

· Harry Denman Award and Philip Award for distinguished service in evangelism

· United Methodist Congress on Evangelism, Executive Committee member

· Leader of the Confessing Movement Within The United Methodist Church

· Served as Chaplain in Army National Guard; retired as Brigadier General 

· Author of several books, including
· The Authoritative Word; Preaching Trust in a Skeptical Age

· Should Christians Always Oppose War, and 11 Other Questions Believers Ask

· If Disciples Grew Like Kudzu

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SUMMARY OF GENERAL CONFERENCE 2008

THERE WAS AN 800-POUND GORILLA AT GENERAL CONFERENCE.  IT WAS THE ISSUE OF HOMOSEXUALITY.  DESPITE THE FACT THAT THE SEVEN PREVIOUS GENERAL CONFERENCES HAVE AFFIRMED BY LARGE MAJORITIES THAT THE PRACTICE OF HOMOSEXUALITY IS INCOMPATIBLE WITH CHRISTIAN TEACHING, LIBERAL FACTIONS, ASSISTED BY MANY BISHOPS AND LEADERS OF GENERAL AGENCIES, FIGHT ON AS IF THIS WERE THE CENTRAL MORAL ISSUE OF OUR TIME.  BECAUSE BOTH SIDES HAVE SUCH DIFFERENT VIEWS OF THE BIBLE AND SUCH DIFFERENT THEOLOGIES, THERE IS VERY LITTLE COMMON GROUND BETWEEN THEM.  GENERAL CONFERENCE CONFIRMED WHAT MANY OF US HAVE KNOWN: THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH IS NOT UNITED.

LET ME FIRST TELL YOU THE GOOD NEWS FROM GENERAL CONFERENCE.   FOR EVANGELICALS AND ORTHODOX FOLKS, HERE WERE FIVE CAUSES FOR CELEBRATION:
FIRST, THE CHURCH’S POSITION ON HUMAN SEXUALITY (PAR. 161G) WAS NOT CHANGED.  THE VOTE WAS 55 PERCENT TO 45 PERCENT TO RETAIN THIS VITAL SENTENCE: “WE DO NOT CONDONE THE PRACTICE OF HOMOSEXUALITY AND CONSIDER THIS PRACTICE INCOMPATIBLE WITH CHRISTIAN TEACHING.”   INDEED, PARAGRAPH 161G WAS ACTUALLY STRENGTHENED BY ADDING THESE WORDS: “SEXUAL RELATIONS ARE AFFIRMED ONLY WITHIN THE COVENANT OF MONOGAMOUS, HETEROSEXUAL MARRIAGE.”

(THIS WAS REALLY A KIND OF MINI-MIRACLE—EDDIE FOX)
SECONDLY, MOST OF THE DIVISIVE AND SOMETIMES UNBIBLICAL RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE GENERAL BOARD OF CHURCH AND SOCIETY WERE DEFEATED.  THEIR ATTEMPT TO DIVEST FUNDS FROM COMPANIES DOING BUSINESS WITH ISRAEL WAS DEFEATED.  ALSO, THEIR ATTEMPT TO CHANGE THE DEFINITION OF MARRIAGE FROM A COVENANT BETWEEN A MAN AND A WOMAN TO A COVENANT BETWEEN TWO ADULT PERSONS WAS DEFEATED.
A THIRD VICTORY WAS THAT OUR POSITION ON ABORTION (PARAGRAPH 161J) WAS STRENGTHENED.  WE ADDED THIS STATEMENT: “WE ARE EQUALLY BOUND TO RESPECT THE SACREDNESS OF THE LIFE AND WELL-BEING…OF THE UNBORN CHILD.”  WE ALSO ADDED OUR OFFICAL SUPPORT FOR PARENTAL NOTIFICATION AND CONSENT FOR UNDERAGE GIRLS BEFORE THEY CAN HAVE ABORTIONS.
A FOURTH CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION WAS THAT AN ADDITIONAL $2 MILLION WAS COMMITTED TO THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND PASTORAL TRAINING IN THE CENTRAL CONFERENCES, WITH PARTICULAR EMPHASIS ON AFRICA.  THERE IS STILL A JUSTICE ISSUE HERE.  OVER THE NEXT 4 YEARS WE WILL PUMP $60 MILLION INTO OUR THIRTEEN AMERICAN SEMINARIES, BUT WILL SEND ONLY $2 MILLION TO AFRICA WHERE THE CHURCH IS REALLY GROWING.
A FIFTH CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION WAS THAT A CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT TO PAR. 35 WAS APPROVED THAT WOULD ALLOW PROBATIONARY MEMBERS, ASSOCIATE MEMBERS, AND LOCAL PASTORS TO VOTE FOR CLERGY DELEGATES TO GENERAL AND JURISDICTIONAL CONFERENCES. (HOW MANY OF YOU ARE PROBATIONARY MEMBERS, OR ASSOC. MEMBERS, OR LOCAL PASTORS?)
SO FAR, I HAVE GIVEN YOU JUST GOOD NEWS.  BUT IN ORDER TO BE FAIR AND BALANCED, I MUST ALSO TELL YOU ABOUT FIVE ACTIONS OF GENERAL CONFERENCE THAT SPELL TROUBLE FOR EVANGELICALS AND ORTHODOX BELIEVERS.
FIRST, WE ELECTED A NEW JUDICIAL COUNCIL THAT LOOKS QUITE LIBERAL.   THIS NEW COUNCIL INCLUDES JUST TWO KNOWN EVANGELICALS.  THE COUNCIL OF BISHOPS PLAYED A KEY ROLE IN THIS DRASTIC CHANGE.  THE LIST OF NOMINEES THAT THEY SUBMITTED WAS THE SAME ONE SUPPORTED BY THE LIBERAL METHODIST FEDERATION FOR SOCIAL ACTION.  THE BISHOPS WERE OBVIOUSLY UNHAPPY OVER RULING 1032 IN VIRGINIA.   YOU WILL REMEMBER THAT THIS RULING IN 2005 ALLOWED A PASTOR TO WITHHOLD MEMBERSHIP FROM A NON-REPENTANT, PRACTICING HOMOSEXUAL.  THE BISHOPS DID NOT LIKE THAT RULING.   THEREFORE, IN FORT WORTH THEY LENT THEIR CONSIDERABLE INFLUENCE TOWARD ELECTING A VERY DIFFERENT JUDICIAL COUNCIL.  FOR EXAMPLE, THE BISHOPS DID NOT RECOMMEND THE RE-ELECTION OF A WONDERFUL AFRICAN-AMERICAN ATTORNEY FROM HOUSTON, MARY DAFFIN.  INSTEAD, THEY RECOMMENDED THE ELECTION OF A PERSON WHO WAS ONE OF THE ORGANIZERS OF THE INFAMOUS RE-IMAGINING CONFERENCE OF 1993, AND SHE WAS ELECTED!   THIS NEW JUDICIAL COUNCIL IS ALMOST GUARANTEED TO OVERTURN RULING 1032 IF IT GETS A CHANCE.
A SECOND UNFORTUNATE ACTION OF THIS GENERAL CONFERENCE WAS TO TAKE THE PRELIMINARY STEPS TOWARD ESTABLISHING A SEPARATE REGIONAL CONFERENCE FOR UNITED METHODISTS IN THE USA.  THE FINAL DECISION WAS POSTPONED UNTIL 2012 BUT THE ENABLING LEGISLATION WILL GO TO ALL THE ANNUAL CONFERENCES NEXT YEAR FOR A VOTE.   MANY OF US EVANGELICALS BELIEVE THAT THIS IS AN ATTEMPT TO SEPARATE AMERICAN EVANGELICALS FROM THE VAST NUMBER OF AFRICAN AND ASIAN EVANGELICALS.  ARGUMENTS ARE ALREADY BEING MADE THAT HOMOSEXUALITY, FOR EXAMPLE, IS A REGIONAL ISSUE.  WHAT THE AFRICAN CULTURE BELIEVES TO BE SIN IS NOT NECESSARILY SIN IN THE USA.  BUT AREN’T WE ALL GUIDED BY THE SAME BIBLE?  DON’T WE ALL CLAIM TO HAVE ONE FAITH, ONE BAPTISM, ONE LORD AND MASTER OF US ALL?  THIS PROPOSAL LOOKS LIKE RE-SEGREGATION TO ME.  HOW SAD IT WILL BE IF WE FORSAKE MR. WESLEY’S CONVICTION THAT “THE WORLD IS MY PARISH.”
A THIRD NEGATIVE RESULT FROM GENERAL CONFERENCE WAS ITS FAILURE TO SEPARATE US COMPLETELY FROM THE RELIGIOUS COALITION FOR REPRODUCTIVE CHOICE (RCRC).   RCRC OPPOSES ANY AND ALL RESTRICTIONS ON ABORTION; THEREFORE, IT IS OUT OF STEP WITH OUR UNITED METHODIST POSITION.  NEVERTHELESS, GENERAL CONFERENCE REFUSED TO MANDATE THAT THE TWO GENERAL AGENCIES OF OUR CHURCH THAT ARE MEMBERS OF RCRC CANCEL THAT MEMBERSHIP.   ON THE GOOD NEWS SIDE, THE VOTE WAS VERY CLOSE AND THE DECISION MIGHT BE REVERSED IN FOUR YEARS.
A FOURTH BIT OF BAD NEWS IS THAT GENERAL CONFERENCE ELIMINATED A PROVISION IN THE BOOK OF DISCIPLINE THAT REQUIRES ALL GENERAL AGENCY PROGRAM STAFF PERSONS TO BE CHRISTIANS.  CAN YOU IMAGINE THAT?  CAN YOU IMAGINE ANY GOOD REASON WHY WE SHOULD HIRE A NON-CHRISTIAN AS PART OF OUR PROGRAM STAFF?  IT WOULD BE LIKE HIRING AN ARMY RANGER TO WORK FOR THE QUAKERS.  YET, THE REMOVAL OF PARAGRAPH 714.9 MEANS THAT A MUSLIM OR BUDDHIST OR ATHEIST CAN BE HIRED BY ONE OF OUR GENERAL AGENCIES.
HERE IS A FIFTH AND FINAL BIT OF BAD NEWS.  THE HISTORIC RIGHT OF THE LOCAL PASTOR TO DISCERN WHETHER OR NOT A PERSON IS PREPARED TO TAKE THE VOWS OF CHURCH MEMBERSHIP WAS SERIOUSLY ERODED.  A CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT RELATING TO PARAGRAPH 4 DELETED CERTAIN KEY WORDS, LEAVING THIS IMPORTANT STATEMENT TO READ AS FOLLOWS: “NO CONFERENCE OR OTHER ORGANIZATIONAL UNIT OF THE CHURCH SHALL BE STRUCTURED SO AS TO EXCLUDE ANY MEMBER OR CONSTITUENT BODY.”  THE GENERAL CONFERENCE WAS SO EAGER TO ENSURE THAT AN UNREPENTENT, PRACTICING HOMOSEXUAL COULD JOIN THE CHURCH THAT IT TOOK THE FIRST STEP IN REMOVING ALL STANDARDS FOR CHURCH MEMBERSHIP.  SINCE THIS IS A CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGE, IT WILL REQUIRE A 2/3RDS AGGREGATE VOTE OF ALL THE ANNUAL CONFERENCES.  

    NOW IN VIEW OF ALL THIS BAD NEWS FROM GENERAL CONFERENCE, IT MAY SURPRISE YOU TO KNOW THAT I AM OPTIMISTIC, EVEN BULLISH, ON THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH.  WHY IS THAT?   FOR ONE THING, THE NUMBERS FAVOR US.  IN 2012 LOTS MORE AFRICANS WILL BE VOTING MEMBERS OF GENERAL CONFERENCE.  ALMOST ALL OF THEM ARE CONSERVATIVE OR ORTHODOX.  IT IS ESTIMATED THAT AT THE GENERAL CONFERENCE OF 2012, INTERNATIONAL DELEGATES, MAINLY AFRICANS, WILL COMPRISE ABOUT 40 PERCENT OF THE TOTAL CONFERENCE.  HERE IN THE UNITED STATES, EVANGELICAL CHURCHES USUALLY GROW WHEREAS LIBERAL ONES DO NOT.  LIBERALS DON’T REPRODUCE.  AND I THINK I KNOW WHY.  IF ONE DOES NOT BELIEVE THAT ONE’S ETERNAL DESTINY IS DEPENDENT ON HAVING A PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS CHRIST AS SAVIOR AND LORD, THEN ONE DOES NOT USUALLY FEEL VERY MOTIVATED TO WIN PEOPLE TO CHRIST.  THEREFORE, MOST LIBERAL CHURCHES DO NOT GROW.  CONSEQUENTLY, LIBERAL CONFERENCES ARE ALLOCATED FEWER DELEGATES TO GENERAL CONFERENCE.
    BUT MY CONFIDENCE IS BASED ON MORE THAN THAT.  I KNOW THAT THE CHURCH IS STILL THE BODY OF CHRIST.  HE HAS PROMISED TO BUILD HIS CHURCH AND THAT THE GATES OF HADES WILL NOT PREVAIL AGAINST IT.   I TRUST THE LORD JESUS CHRIST TO TAKE CARE OF HIS CHURCH.
    NOW LET ME TURN TOWARD THE FUTURE.  WE HAVE AT LEAST THREE COMPELLING TASKS FACING US.

    FIRST, WE MUST ORGANIZE AND PRAY.  I URGE YOU AT A DISTRICT OR SUB-DISTRICT LEVEL TO SCHEDULE A BREAKFAST OR LUNCH MEETING ONCE PER MONTH FOR EVANGELICAL LEADERS IN YOUR AREA.  URGE YOUR LIKE-MINDED FRIENDS IN OTHER DISTRICTS TO DO THE SAME.   AT THESE MEETINGS SHARE HELPFUL INFORMATION, BUILD RELATIONSHIPS, AND PRAY FOR THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH.  THEN THREE YEARS FROM NOW WHEN IT’S TIME TO ELECT DELEGATES TO GENERAL CONFERENCE, YOU WILL ALREADY HAVE A NETWORK AND ORGANIZATION IN PLACE.

SECONDLY, DO YOUR BEST TO DEFEAT MOST OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS COMING BEFORE YOUR ANNUAL CONFERENCE NEXT YEAR.  THE ONLY EXCEPTION WOULD BE THE AMENDMENT TO PAR. 35, ENABLING PROBATIONARY MEMBERS AND LOCAL PASTORS TO VOTE FOR DELEGATES TO GENERAL CONFERENCE.   AS FOR THOSE OTHER CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS, DO ALL YOU CAN TO OPPOSE THEM.   THEY WOULD EITHER NULLIFY STANDARDS FOR CHURCH MEMBERSHIP OR STRUCTURE SEGREGATION INTO OUR CHURCH.   IN ORDER TO BE APPROVED, THEY MUST WIN AT LEAST 2/3RDS AGGREGATE VOTE OF ALL THE ANNUAL CONFERENCES.   THANKFULLY, THAT WILL BE A DIFFICULT TASK.

THIRDLY, AND MOST IMPORTANT, PREACH AND TEACH OUR CROSS-CENTERED GOSPEL.  IF PREACHING THE GOSPEL IS NOT OUR MAIN THING, GOD WILL DISCARD US AND USE SOME OTHER ORGANIZATION.  TODAY SOME METHODISTS ARE EMBARRASSED BY THE CROSS.  ONE RETIRED BISHOP HAS RIDICULED THE ATONEMENT AS “SUPERSTITION OR IDOLATRY.”  TEN YEARS AGO ONE OF OUR UNITED METHODIST SEMINARIES HOSTED A SEMINAR THAT FEATURED SOME RADICALS.  ONE OF THE SPEAKERS ASKED, “DOES GOD WANT ATONEMENT?  I FIND THAT INCREDIBLY OBSCENE.  ATONEMENT IS TRANSCENDENTAL CHILD ABUSE.”

UNIVERSALISM IS THE CANCER EATING AWAY AT THE MARROW OF METHODISM’S BONES, STEALING OUR URGENCY TO EVANGELIZE.  THE WRATH OF GOD AGAINST UNREPENTED SIN, A SUBJECT SO REAL TO MR. WESLEY, HAS BEEN RELEGATED BY MANY CONTEMPORARY METHODISTS TO THE MUSEUM OF RELIGIOUS ODDITIES.  OUR OFFICIAL UNITED METHODIST CONFIRMATION BOOKLET DOES NOT EVEN MENTION THE WORD “HELL,’ THOUGH JESUS SPOKE OFTEN OF HELL AS A FEARFUL REALITY.


MANY UNITED METHODISTS BELIEVE THAT OUR GOOD NEWS IS SIMPLY, “GOD LOVES YOU AND WE’RE TRYING TO.”  THAT MESSAGE IS NOT WRONG, BUT IT OMITS THE HEART OF THE FAITH.  IT REEKS OF CHEAP GRACE OR “SLOPPY AGAPE.”  IT SKIPS THE MAJOR PROBLEM OF HUMANITY, WHICH IS SIN, AND THE LENGTHS TO WHICH A LOVING GOD WENT TO OVERCOME IT.
          IT IS PROVIDENTIAL THAT OUR UNITED METHODIST LOGO CONSISTS OF A CROSS AND THE FLAME OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.  GOD HAS GIVEN US THE RECIPE FOR RENEWAL, RIGHT THERE ON THE LOGO---THE MESSAGE OF THE CROSS DELIVERED THROUGH THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.   THE CROSS PROCLAIMS TWO MESSAGES SIMULTANEOUSLY: FIRST, HOW AWFUL IS OUR SIN THAT IT REQUIRED A CROSS TO ATONE FOR IT; AND SECONDLY, HOW AWESOME IS GOD’S LOVE THAT HE AGONIZED AND DIED ON A CROSS FOR SINNERS JUST LIKE US.  A CROSS-CENTERED GOSPEL IS THE ONLY MESSAGE THAT CAN SAVE SOULS, CHANGE LIVES, AND TRANSFORM US INTO A MIGHTY MOVEMENT FOR GOD.   PERHAPS JOHN WESLEY HAD PEOPLE LIKE US IN MIND WHEN HE DECLARED: “IF WE COULD ONCE BRING ALL OUR PREACHERS…TO INSIST ON THESE TWO POINTS, ‘CHRIST DYING FOR US’ AND ‘CHRIST REIGNING IN US,’ WE SHOULD SHAKE THE TREMBLING GATES OF HELL.”

        BE BOLD AND CONFIDENT, MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS, BUT DO NOT DEMONIZE OUR OPPONENTS OR TREAT THEM DISRESPECTFULLY.  THEY ARE GOD’S CHILDREN TOO.   WE MUST BE PATIENT, HARD WORKING, TIRELESS, PRAYERFUL, AND WINSOME.  BUT DON’T LET ANY PERSON OR HIERARCHY SILENCE OR INTIMIDATE YOU.  I BELIEVE THAT DURING THE FIRST HALF OF THE 21ST CENTURY WE ARE GOING TO SEE A NEW UNITED METHODIST CHURCH EMERGE.   NO LONGER WILL IT BE JUST AN INSTITUTION; IT’S GOING TO BECOME A MOVEMENT AGAIN, AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.
                                                      DR. BILL BOUKNIGHT

                                                      JUNE, 2008
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