HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH
   By Dr. Riley B. Case

    UNITED METHODISM’S THREE SIMPLE RULES (PART 1)
   In November of 2006 the Bishops of the United Methodist Church issued a call to action for United Methodists to “live the United Methodist way” in their daily lives and public witness and be a community of believers who offer hope for the world.  This was followed in November of 2007 by Bishop Reuben Job’s small book entitled Three Simple Rules a Wesleyan Way of Living.   
     The Church has responded well to the idea of “Three Simple Rules” and the Job book.   By UM standards it is a best seller.  It has been read and studied by Sunday school classes and study groups.   Pastors have used the “Three Simple Rules” as sermon outlines.  

    But, in one sense, we as a church have really only introduced the subject of living the United Methodist way.   It is time to take the emphasis to the next level, and evangelicals in the church ought to be leading the way.    We (speaking specifically of evangelicals) have, after all, claimed that renewal in the church depends on recovering our Wesleyan heritage.  This heritage we share with all groups in the church, even with those with whom we disagree.  
    The Three Simple Rules are part of this heritage.   That is to say, they are based on the Methodist General Rules.   They address a subject dear to the heart of evangelicals: disciplined personal living.   The church has “Four Areas of Focus” which are commendable, but they are program emphases more than daily living emphases.  The church has also been discussing Bishop Robert Schanse’s Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, but these relate to congregational life rather than personal life.
    Any discussion of Three Simple Rules must start with Job’s book.  Bishop Job features some very basic teaching about the rules.   
   1) Do no harm.   For Wesley doing no harm was the category used for “avoiding evil,” which for Wesley included such things as self-indulgence, cursing, putting on of gold, and Sabbath breaking.  For Job the emphasis is on how we carry on personal relationships, particularly with those with whom we disagree.  It relates to us today especially because we as a nation, and we as a church, seem to be losing our sense of civility.  Ugliness surrounds us on every side, made worse by unconstrained internet.
    When Job speaks of receiving “mailings from denominational groups that appear to be intended not so much to nurture and heal as to divide and conquer” he may have some evangelical groups in mind.  The first reaction is to be defensive, but that is to miss the truth that we all need to be held accountable.  The worst use of the “Do no harm” rule is to want to apply it to others rather than ourselves   (“Those groups are violating the “do not harm” rule or they wouldn’t be doing what they’re doing”).    

    We cannot change other people unless we ourselves are open to change.  In this case change means “repent.”  If we believe in repentance we need to practice it.  
    There is a lot more that personal relationships in the area of “Do no harm,” but our being sensitive to our tendency to diminish or demonize others must precede everything else.   Unfortunately, we all seem guilty of it in one way or another.
    Job makes the point that this is only possible when our lives are Christ-centered.

   2. Do Good.   Motives and expectations are a key to doing good in the United Methodist way.  United Methodists generally are “do-gooders” (in a positive sense).  It is difficult to enter a United Methodist church and not find numbers of causes that are being promoted, either food pantries, mission trips, or promotion of worthy causes.  Indeed, doing good sometimes seems to be the United Methodist way of religion, as if salvation is by works and not faith.  
     For the General Rules doing good is a way of working out our salvation.  Doing good with ulterior motives, or with expectations of thankfulness or positive response, is not what this rule is about.   We do good because God has done good to us.  Bishop Job speaks of the image of God stamped on our hearts (in a way suggestive of the doctrine of holiness).   Doing good is linked with self-denial for the sake of others.
    3. Stay in Love with God.  The General Rules contains a very specific list of spiritual disciplines that are not optional but necessary for the seeker to stay in touch with God.  Bishop Job deals with principles of spiritual formation.   There is an emphasis on public worship, prayer, and the sacraments.
    John Wesley felt so strongly about the General Rules that he suggested if persons were not willing to follow these, and repent of shortcomings, that they would “have no place among us.”  

     The next Happenings article will deal with how we might take the Three Simple Rules to the next level.
