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Sermon—Doing and Being Something More 
5/24/2020 

 

Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

When the Methodist Episcopal Church was founded in 1784, the denomination we know 

today as The United Methodist Church, life as a Methodist preacher was difficult. Most itinerant 

preachers were young and poor, with little education, and were required to constantly travel from 

congregation to congregation, where they would preach, provide pastoral care, offer the 

sacraments, and give order and guidance. They lived on the go, often with little more than a 

horse, Bible, and hymnal to their name, and turnover was constant. Such was the life of an early 

Methodist itinerant. Gradually, as the years passed and Methodism grew, preachers were 

required to travel less and less, and more and more of them were assigned to churches rather than 

circuits. As you might expect, such changes had their advantages. Less travel and larger 

congregations meant that preachers could spend more time with their families, better support 

themselves and their households, and foster deeper relationships with their congregants. Surely, 

God was present and active in the lives of these early preachers and the people under their care. 

If not, why would Methodism have grown so dramatically? And yet, the growth of the church 

from a few hundred and then thousand into the largest and most influential Protestant 

denomination in the United States was a double-edged sword. As Methodism grew, the beliefs 

and practices that had once defined the movement began to slowly fade away and become a part 

of our history, which we read about in books and celebrate one Sunday a year, if even that. Yes, 

Heritage Sunday is a reminder of all that God has done in and through Methodism. But even 

more so than that, it is a call to follow in the footsteps of our forbearers: to do and to be 

something more. 
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One of my teachers in divinity school, Bishop Kenneth Carder, once asked a man in the 

church he was pastoring why he was a Methodist. The man replied, “I am a Methodist because I 

can attend church in the morning and drink a beer with my lunch afterwards.” We all have our 

own reasons why we are Methodist. For some of us, it is because we grew up within the church. 

At least in part, that is true for me. For others, it is because we were once invited by a friend or a 

family member. Still others among us moved into town and began attending the church just 

down the street, which just so happened to be St. Helens First United Methodist Church. We all 

have our reasons, some practical, some theological, and every now and then, like the man who 

attended Bishop Carder’s church, based on our preferred choice of after-church beverage. For 

early Methodists preachers and laity alike, when it came to why they were Methodist, there was 

one reason above all; one reason which united the growing movement and gave it purpose. That 

reason being that every Methodist felt called by God to do and to be something more. They felt 

as if God was calling them, in the words of John Wesley, “to flee the wrath to come, and to be 

saved from their sins.” And this call was something that they were not just expected to embrace 

in their hearts or accept in their minds, but something that they were expected to put into action. 

And how did they seek to put their faith into action? By seeking to do no harm, do good, 

and attend upon all the ordinances of God. These were the three General Rules that every 

Methodist committed to follow when they joined the church, and following them required more 

than just aspiring to do and be better. It placed concrete expectations on their lives, which 

Methodists agreed were a reflection of genuine faithfulness. Like avoiding evils such as using 

God’s name in vain, wearing gold and other costly apparel, and using their time in ways that 

could not be used in Jesus’ name. Like doing good by giving what they could to the poor and 

sick, taking up their crosses daily, and helping their friends and family whenever possible. And 
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like striving to grow in their relationship with God by attending upon ordinances, or means of 

grace, such as attending worship, reading their Bible, praying in private and as a family, and 

receiving Communion. These rules united early Methodists. It made them one in spirit and 

practice, much like the unity that Jesus prayed for God to give the disciples in today’s Gospel 

lesson. Unity that came at a cost because it required that they take stands that were not always 

easy or popular. Stands that Methodists, at least in the beginning, were willing to take. 

Let’s be honest, the prospect of following the General Rules today is daunting. It would 

require that our lives change in so many ways. For me, for example, it would require that I read 

my Bible more, that I set aside more time to pray and be with God, that I am more generous with 

my time and money, and that I spend less time watching television and reading novels, like 

Christopher Paolini’s series The Inheritance Cycle, which I just finished earlier this week. Each 

and every moment, I would need to be asking myself whether what I am doing will bring glory 

to God now and in the future. In those moments where I have failed to bring glory to God, and 

chosen my will over God’s, I would need to acknowledge my sins and seek forgiveness not just 

before God, but also before my neighbor, before each of you. Something that, if I am honest, 

would be more than a little difficult to do. And that’s before we even get to my need to hold 

others accountable and go out and spread the good news to everyone—and I mean everyone—

that I meet. Yes, following the General Rules would be daunting, and for that reason, I can 

understand why Methodists put them aside so long ago. And yet, at the same time, I cannot help 

but wonder if we gave up more than a set of rules, but an essential part of who and what God is 

calling us to be. 

When Peter sat down to write his first epistle, sometime around the year 81 AD, 

Christians throughout the Roman Empire were experiencing considerable persecution. Just over 
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a decade prior, a fire had erupted in the merchant shops around Circus Maximus, Rome’s chariot 

stadium, destroying nearly two-thirds of the capital city. Nero, the Emperor at the time, was 

determined to find someone to blame, especially after rumors arose that he had ordered the fire 

to clear space for a new palace. He eventually settled upon blaming the city’s Christians. In the 

years that followed, Roman historian Tacitus writes, Roman Christians were nailed to crosses, 

set on fire, covered in animal skins and attacked by dogs, and even burned at night to illumine 

Nero’s garden parties. These early Christians were willing to sacrifice everything on account of 

their faith, and through their sacrifice, as we hear Peter proclaim, God restored, supported, 

strengthened, and established them.  

Chances are, we will never be persecuted like the Roman Christians to whom Paul was 

writing, nor will we experience hardships similar to those endured by early Methodist preachers 

and laity. And that we won’t is a blessing to which we should give thanks to God. But we must 

be careful. Because when being a Methodist is something that is easy and without risk, 

something which does not require that we rely on God for support and strength, then we have 

failed to embrace all that God is calling us to do and be. We have failed to do and be something 

more.  Are you ready and willing to embrace God’s call to do and be something more? All that is 

required is a “desire to flee the wrath to come” and a commitment to following three General 

Rules. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


