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Sermon 10-6/7-2018 

Uniting - Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Acts 2:17 

‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 

that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 

    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 

and your young men shall see visions, 

    and your old men shall dream dreams.’ 

 

1.1) 

“Here we are this morning gathered together from all over the world and from all 

sorts and conditions of men –to celebrate a birthday, our birthday as the United 

Methodist Church. In just a few moments now, we shall join in a ceremony 

symbolizing our new covenant of …faith and hope and love between brethren 

newly united in Christ. 

The aura of every newborn thing is an aura of hope. And so it is with us today. We 

stand here on a threshold – a new horizon looms ahead.” 

 

These are not my words, these were the words of Bishop Albert Outler at the uniting 

conference of the United Methodist Church in April of 1968 in Dallas Texas. 12,000 

people from all over the world came to celebrate what some historians call the last 

major formation of a Christian denomination in modern times. 

 

There is a brief video clip with a summary of Bishop Outler’s sermon on YouTube. 

It is fascinating to watch it and look at the reactions of the people. First you have to 

get over the funny glasses that people were wearing in the 60s but then you’ll see 

genuinely happy and elated faces. People have smiles on their faces as they listen 

to this great Methodist historian who became a bishop and preached this important 

sermon. 

Historical reports say that the crowd reacted with a standing ovation after he was 

finished speaking, which, I assume, was not typical in the 60s. I’m sure there were 

people who were skeptical about the merger; yes, there were some protests too 

back then. But for the most part, I want to say, there was hope and excitement in 

the room as the United Brethren and the Methodist Church merged. 

 

1.2) 

And now we fast forward to 50 years later. So much good has been done through 

this new denomination. It is unimaginable what the world would look like today 

without a UMC.  

- There would be no United Methodist Committee On Relief that saved 1000s 

and 1000s of lives and is the single humanitarian disaster response 

organization that is first in and last out when disaster strikes.  

- There would be no General Board of Global Missions that brought hope and 

healing into the farthest corners of this world. 

- There wouldn’t be over 100 UM colleges and universities worldwide. 
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- On a more personal not: There would be no Pastor Dave as a visitation 

pastor here at First Church because he was a United Brethren and this church 

was a Methodist Church. And there would be no Pastor Markus. My father 

was a UB and my mom was a Methodist and they only met because the 

denominations joined and hosted a retreat together! 

 

Do you think it’s fair to say that all of our lives together in this room here today 

have been touched – significantly – by the existence of the UMC. 

 

1.3) 

Is it a bitter irony or just the way history goes that the year we celebrate 50 years of 

UM is also the year when we most sharply talk about the differences and the 

problems that we have in this large protestant denomination? 

 

From almost the beginning of our new denomination’s formation people have 

argued about how to incorporate people who live an alternative sexual lifestyle into 

the life of the church. Is it a sin to be treated, is it a gift to be welcomed, or is it 

something in between? In almost 50 years of arguing the church has not found 

agreement, underlying are significant theological and anthropological implications.  

 

We have a ruling: The majority in the UMC feels that the Bible indicates that 

alternative sexual relationships are not what God intends for us and therefore 

special care needs to be given for the people of the LGBT community in church 

and society. Others vehemently and vociferously oppose this view.  

And so next year, on February 23rd 2019, there will be a special General 

Conference that is set to exclusively deal with this matter. Plans to stay united as a 

church despite the sharp divisions have been made but nobody really knows what 

the outcome will be.  

There’s a chance that the General Conference (GC) will actually not make 

any significant decision. There is a chance that a radical decision will be made that 

will change UM. And there is a chance that a great decision will be made that will 

set a model for how a church can be united despite differences. 

People have asked me: ‘Pastor Markus. Why is there not more information 

on how next year’s General Conference is going to affect our congregation here in 

Appleton?’ It’s a great question but the answer is simple: We don’t know! There 

are a lot of hypotheticals. 

What we do know is this: For 50 years the people of First Church have done 

great things together in and for our community, just as the UMC as a whole did. I 

wasn’t around for all of those 50 years but my guess is that our congregation here is 

as divided in many aspects of theology and social issues as the UMC as a whole.  

Why would we want to quit now being united? I know a few UMCs that have 

decided not to launch any big ministries until after next year’s GC – how do you 

think God feels about that? Is it wise to not give your best today because you don’t 

know what tomorrow will bring? [ML & apple tree] The future is always uncertain…   



Page 3 of 4 
 

2.1) 

And this brings us to the essential question that every single one of us encounters 

in our lives: How do hope and pessimism interact with each other when we deal 

with an uncertain future? 

I understand that not everyone here is worried about the future of our 

denomination – there are probably other things that keep you up at night than 

speculation on how the UMC will deal with theological differences. 

 

But the issue at its root is one that we can all relate too: When the future is 

uncertain, how do we live our today? Are we still able to work for the very best, 

even if we feel skeptical about the future?  

 

Our Lord tells us that hope is always present and that it acts like an anchor for our 

lives. Why would we quit trying to be the best church we can be today because we 

don’t know what kind of church we will be tomorrow? Make that more personal: 

Why would you quit trying to be a good person today just because you don’t know 

what kind of person you will be tomorrow? 

 

2.2) 

That’s what the Biblical prophecy was all about that was read to us earlier. Bishop 

Outler picked this short little passage from the book of Acts for his sermon to 

celebrate the birthday of the UMC. I’m sure he picked this passage because it was 

originally preached at yet another church birthday.  

2000 years ago the Christian church was born and the Apostle Peter, or 

should I call him: Bishop Peter, preached about this prophecy from the Old 

Testament. Why do you think Peter picked this passage? 

 
‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 

that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 

    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 

and your young men shall see visions, 

    and your old men shall dream dreams.’ 

 

Peter was quoting the prophet Joel from the Old Testament. Do you think Peter 

was as hopeful and excited as Bishop Outler was? 

 

Peter was not prophesying about the far future. When he talks about the “last 

days,” what he means is that the last days have started now: Now that Christ died 

for the sins of the world the last days have started. According to the OT prophecy 

from Joel in the last days [orig.: “afterwards”] God would do a new thing in the 

future and pour out his Holy Spirit upon all people: Men, women [vgl. 2:1f], old, 

young, rich and poor (V. 18). 

A new age was inaugurated with Christ’s resurrection – no longer was God’s Spirit 

exclusive to the chosen nation, all men and women were invited to meet God in Christ. 

 



Page 4 of 4 
 

Earlier I made comments about the elated faces of the delegates at the uniting 

conference in Dallas in 1968. I wonder what the faces of the people in Jerusalem in 

AD 33-ish looked like. The crowd there may have been as big, maybe even bigger 

than that of the crowd in Dallas.  

 

They must have been excited. People accused them of being drunk because they 

behaved so happily (Acts 2:13)! 

 

What did their future look like? Rapid growth, healing and miracles on one hand; 

on the other: persecution, harassment and enmity. They lived through it all and 

brought the Good News into all the world, all the way to us. They brought the 

Good News of Jesus to the uniting conference in 1968 when a new movement 

within Christ’s church was formed. They also brought the Good News to us in 

2018 when the church stands before a new future. We can’t stop working for the 

best now, not now, when the world needs local churches that are willing and ready 

to bring healing and Good News to their communities.  

 

3) 

Here is how Bishop Outler ended his sermon 50 years ago: 

 

“This is the day that the Lord has made, let us really rejoice and be glad in it – 

glad for the new chance God now gives us: to be a church united in order to be 

uniting, a church repentant in order to be a church redemptive, a church cruciform 

in order to manifest God’s triumphant agony for mankind.” 

 

Every day is a day that the Lord has made – and we’ve got to rejoice and be glad in 

it. We can’t dig our heads in the sand and say: “Woe is me, I don’t know what the 

future brings.” No one knows what the future brings except God. And this God 

invites you, yes, tasks you, to believe and act out that today you have a chance and 

a mandate to do the best you can do for this world. 

 

I am no fool, I’m not ignorant about the uncertain future for us as a church and 

world. 

But I know that for each today we have to be a church and a people that is willing 

to bring and live good news to the people of our community. Otherwise we have 

no business of being the church of Christ. We have a mandate to be united in order 

to be uniting for the good in this world.  

 

If you are up for this task – I invite you to say: Amen. 


