
 
 

Documents to Help Us With Issues of Truth
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Please turn with me to page 11 of the 
SCOD report (Tab 7) in your binders. 
 
I want to report to you on our Web site 
resources, and how they relate to all our 
other documents designed to help us 
with issues of truth. 
 
 

 
Let’s step back and do some “big-picture” work first.  We begin with the 
heart of the matter.   
 
What is the document which is the ultimate source of truth for us?   
Don’t answer hastily. 
 
[Wait] 
 
I hope all of you answered:  
 
 

 
We start (and, in some ways, end) our 
search for truth with Jesus, the Word 
made flesh, the Living Word.  He said 
that he is the truth.  He also said that all 
authority in heaven and on earth is his.  
So could we start anywhere else?   . . . .  
I think not! 
 
But how do we know about Jesus? 

    
 

                                                           
1 from Study Commission on Doctrine Report to Free Methodist Church in Canada 

General Conference 2011; slides & text authored by John W. Vlainic 
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Yes.  The Bible. The written word, which, 
we believe, “bears unerring witness to 
Jesus Christ, the living Word”  [from our 
Article of Religion, Manual ¶108]. 
 
 

So we have Jesus, faithfully revealed to 
us in the Bible.  You might think that 
would be good enough, but for almost 
2000 years now, followers of Jesus have 
felt they needed further documents or 
statements.  

 
Here’s why.  What if someone wants to know the basic contours of our faith 
(i.e., what we essentially believe)?   “We just  believe in Jesus, revealed in 
the Bible” will leave most with a blank stare.  They want (and need) 
something they can get their arms around, something more succinct. 
 
So, even in the New Testament, we hear what we think are echoes of early 
“creeds” (succinct summaries of the faith).  Almost always in the context of 
misunderstanding or false teaching, creedal statements and things like 
“Articles of Religion” came into being.  And Free Methodism has some too! 
 

 
Our Articles of Religion are brief 
statements on the basics of our faith. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As you can see, they’re articles about 
basics. 
 
 
 
 

Documents to Help Us with Issues of Truth

“Articles of Religion” about:
• God

• Scriptures

• Church

• Humankind

• Salvation

• Last Things
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Let’s keep moving.  It’s not hard to understand that for the sake of order 
and discipleship, almost all churches develop further foundational 
statements – not seen as functioning at the level of the basic doctrines 
expressed in Articles, but nonetheless authoritative for the life of God’s 
people.  So we add: 
 

 

the remainder of our world Free 
Methodist Constitution. 

 

 

 

 

Here, let us note that these documents 
can only be changed by the World 
Conference, subject to ratification by 
the whole church around the world. 

And then, since we recognize that 
different cultures require different 
“translations” of these requirements into 
their situations, here in Canada we have: 

 

Our Canadian organizational 
requirements (which makes up most of 
the rest of the Manual). 

Let’s look back for a moment.  We 
already have “what do we believe 
about God, humans and salvation?” 
and how have we agreed to organize 
ourselves as a people? 

 

We’ve got doctrine and organization.  Do we need anything else?  
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I hope you said “yes.”  CHRISTians are Christ-followers.  So we need a 
sketch of the nature of the Christian Journey, a description of the kind of 
people we see God calling us to be as we believe and organize in the ways 
we hold in common. 

So we have Chapter 6 in the Manual, 
“The Christian Journey.”  This is an 
extremely important document.   

The Bible says that our lives are a 
letter everyone can read (2 Cor. 3:2).  
We are the document about the truth of 
Jesus that most people see first!  

Thus, for Wesleyans2 (and, I would 
argue: for anyone who takes scripture 

seriously), the basic contours of what it means to continually be becoming 
more and more like Jesus are foundational too.  We know that right ideas 
and right structures alone won’t suffice! 

In this context it is extremely important to take note of a crucial nuance.   

In Chapter 6’s description of the Christ-
like life in the modern world, there are 
two kinds of authority.   

• Statements of principles arising 
from God’s Word are italicized 
text 

• Non italicized application 
statements that follow do not 
constrain us with the same 
authority as principle statements 
though they have the authority to 
instruct our consciences 

I don’t want you to miss the fact that our movement knows that we cannot 
calibrate everything about Christ-likeness, or write enough words or 
documents to cover every situation.    
                                                           
2 By “Wesleyans” in this presentation I mean people whose orientation to truth and 
mission are significantly influenced by John Wesley – and not only one particular 
denomination in our movement 

Our vision for the                                                            

Christian Journey

Manual Chapter 6

Common 
Constitution 

Commitments 
of Organization

ARTICLES OF

RELIGION

Canadian Organization

& most of Manual 

Jesus, the Word made flesh
the Bible, the written Word
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It cannot be as “black-and-white,” as 
“written-in-stone” as might be more 
comfortable. 

If we had another denominational DNA, 
we would write a Manual big enough to 
try to cover everything in black and 
white (and we’d each need a fork-lift).  

     

But we believe in the work of the Spirit . . . . .  in Christian community.  
That’s why this “Christian Journey” circle in our diagram has the dotted line 
inside it.  The principles, which we believe reflect scripture, and ultimately 
Christ-likeness, have more authority for us – because they cover all of life – 
than the examples, which do not cover everything. 

I point that out because if you came to Christ in some other kinds of 
churches, you might be nervous about that nuance.  You might want 
everything tied down, and you might be quick to condemn anyone who 
didn’t live exactly as you do in all the details.  But that’s not a Wesleyan 
spirit – and we don’t think it’s a Biblical spirit either. 

Now, here it might be good to stop and ask, which of these documents do 
people who become members (that is, eligible for certain kinds of 
leadership) accept and commit to? 

I hope you said, “All of them.”   

                                                                                          

We see here that Requirement        
# 2 for membership includes all 
of the circles we have laid out so 
far. 

 

 

 

 

Our vision for the                                                            

Christian Journey

Manual Chapter 6

Common 
Constitution 

Commitments 
of Organization

ARTICLES OF

RELIGION

Canadian Organization

& most of Manual 

Jesus, the Word made flesh
the Bible, the written Word

Requirements of Membership

1. Christian baptism…

2.Acceptance of the Articles of Religion, the 

Membership Covenant, the goals for Christian 

conduct, and matters of church government 

as written in the Book of Discipline or its 

equivalent (The Manual)

3. A covenant to support the church…

4. Approval of membership by the                                          

official board…
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And, all of the “documents” on our 
diagram to this point, ask for 
commitment – starting with Jesus, 
the Living Word , and the written 
word which reveals him, and moving 
on to matters of common 
organization and Christian 
conduct. 

 
 

So, all of these documents are 
authoritative enough that we want 
them written down in our Manual. 

  

 

 

 

 

I don’t think you will be surprised when I say that some church families 
want to make all those circles quite large.  They have an impulse to nail 
down everything inside them.   

For example, to the belief that Jesus will return to renew all things, some 
add common beliefs about timing and manner.  Not only do they commit to 
the belief that Jesus will come again, but also to whether it will be “pre”, 
“post”, “mid” and a whole lot more. 

Or, some denominations try to nail down, within these authoritative circles, 
full-blown theories about of how God’s sovereignty relates to human 
freedom.  So you can find doctrines of “eternal security” and 
“predestination” of the expansive sort that you wouldn’t find among people 
in our kinds of churches. 

The Wesleyan spirit is to keep the things in the circles relatively brief and 
focused on Christ and his saving work for us, in us and through us.  
Wesleyans have less of an impulse than many to codify and nail down with 
exactness every issue.   

Our vision for the

Christian Journey                                                                                 

Manual Chapter 6

Common                                                              
Constitution

Commitments 
of Organization

ARTICLES OF

RELIGION

Canadian Organization

& most of Manual 

“ Members” 

accept all 

of these 

Jesus, the Word made flesh
the Bible, the written Word
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Thus you will not be surprised to see that we have documents that are not 
in The Manual, but in cyber-space, "Topics Worth Thinking About". 
 

Their presence is a reflection of a 
Wesleyan approach to continually 
learning and wrestling with truths that 
are larger, more awesome, 
sometimes more mysterious than 
simplistic human formulations can 
capture. 
 
We believe that it is important for 
Free Methodists to have tools for 
wrestling with issues in the spirit and 

from the values-base that has shaped our movement (and made it a place 
where many tell us "I have finally found the home I was looking for"). 
 
This is all the more true in this day of instant communication, when there 
is a horde of readily accessible influencers (some helpful, some mean and 
malicious, and some simply false) who are all trying to shape the way we 
think as we try to get our arms around important issues of what is true and 
what is important for Christians.  There are persuasive, popular teachers 
who do not understand our values and approaches to matters of truth. 
 
So, for a number of years now, your Study Commission on Doctrine has 
sensed that we need to get our word "out there" too.  Thus we have 
been providing such materials on our denominational web site - on web 
pages called "Topics Worth Thinking About." 
 
I read from the updated introduction to those web pages: 
 

     John Wesley was a person who read broadly and sought God's 
truth wherever it could be found.  Free Methodists follow Wesley's 
example in exploring issues that are being discussed in church 
and secular cultures.   
     This site, maintained by the Study Commission on Doctrine of 
The FMCiC, is intended to be a place where articles can be found 
on topics of interest to Free Methodists as well as the general 
public.  There are also several helpful pastoral resources.  Much of 
the material found here has been written either by the Study 
Commission on Doctrine or other Free Methodists. 
 

Our vision for the

Christian Journey                                                                                 

Manual Chapter 6

Common
Constitution

Commitments 
of Organization

ARTICLES OF

RELIGION

Canadian Organization

& most of Manual 

Topics worth thinking about

Jesus, the Word made flesh
the Bible, the written Word



8 
 

     Interesting as the articles are, only two communicate the official 
positions of the Free Methodist Church in Canada:  -"The Articles 
of Religion of The Free Methodist Church" (denominational 
doctrinal statements)   [and] -"The Christian Journey" (pastoral 
teaching followed by personal and social lifestyle applications)  

 
We have already seen where these two documents fit in the over-all 
structure. 
 
I want to stress that, with the exception of those two documents, taken from 
farther IN on our chart, the "Topics Worth Thinking About" circle contains 
documents of a different sort.  These articles are not in The Manual.  That 
are not "official" positions.  Not every nuance is something we want to 
stake our lives on.  Not every influence for saying something well (and 
thus needing referencing) is, over-all, a good guide. 
 
But they are, your Study Commission on Doctrine believes, needed and 
useful educational pieces that can help us to think more clearly as Free 
Methodist followers of Jesus while we wrestle with issues and practices we 
face today, and to carry on healthy back-and-forth discussions that will 
always be a part of our life together. 
 
That's the thinking behind our website materials we call "Topics Worth 
Thinking About."  They are a very important part of the work of your Study 
Commission on Doctrine. 
 
 

 
Now that I have outlined the fuller 
picture, let's go back and review 
what we have developed as Free 
Methodists to help us with believing, 
thinking and acting that are faithful to 
Jesus, the Word made flesh, who is 
revealed to us in the Bible.   
 
 
 

 



9 
 

Here is the over-all chart, an attempt to 
show how we try to orient everything to 
Christ. 
 
 
 
 
 
Question # 1: 
 
 
Where do we find statements of our 
core beliefs? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In our Articles of Religion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
And where do we find our common 
(among Free Methodists around the 
world) ways of organizing? 
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In the common Constitution we 
have (with Free Methodists around 
the world). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And where do we find the 
authoritative Canadian 
applications to life in Canada of 
our organizational commitments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In most of the rest of  
The Manual. 
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Where do we find our common 
Canadian understanding of how to 
live out our lives as followers of 
Jesus, “letters everyone can read"?  
 
 
 
 
 

 
In the principles and examples in 
Chapter 6 of the Manual,  
“The Christian Journey.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And in the Wesleyan spirit, how do 
we help our people to think even 
more broadly in ways that align with 
our overall understandings of truth? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Through the “Topics Worth 
Thinking About” documents on 
our web site.  
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Thus you will see on page 11, 12, & 
13 of our Report, mention of these 
documents, including notations about 
those which have been added since 
our 2008 General Conference: 
 
 
 
 
 
You will also see there that we have 
added still more materials: 
 
A collection of substantial papers 
written by Canadian Free Methodist 
authors. They too are “Topics Worth 
Thinking About” and should be read 
in the same spirit. 
 
 
 

 
 
I hope this helps you 
to see how we 
understand,  as 
Canadian  Free 
Methodists, the range 
of documents we have 
that are all designed to 
orient us to Christ and 
his ways in our world,                  
all of it with our “eyes 
fixed on Jesus.”3  

                                                           
3 from the theme of the 2011 Free Methodist Church in Canada General Conference 

New Website Resources & Papers (p. 11)

• Communion

• Ecclesiology

• Evangelism

• Human Sexuality

• Methodism

• Ordination

• Science and Ethics

• Social Issues

• Theological Issues

• Women in Ministry



 
 

Our vision for the 

 Christian Journey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
   

 

  
Manual 

Chapter 6 

Canadian 
Organization 

 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

+ most of Manual 

 

1 
2 

 

Articles of Religion   (part of Common Constitution) 
Common Constitution   of FMC around the world   
Canadian Organization (and most of Manual) 
Our Vision for the Christian Journey (Manual Chapter 6) 

 

 

Topics Worth Thinking About  

3
 

 
1 

Same for all Free Methodists around the world.  Can only be changed by World Conference, 
   subject to ratification by all Free Methodist General Conferences 
 

2 
Printed in The Manual and embraced by all members 

 

3
 Posted on Canadian Study Commission on Doctrine web pages 

 

JESUS, the Word made flesh 
the Bible, the written Word 

Constitutional  
Common  

 
 

   
   

   
Commitments  

of Organization 

ARTICLES 

 OF RELIGION 

     Topics Worth Thinking About 

“Documents” of Canadian Free Methodism 


