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INTRODUCTION: A FOUNDATION
FOR FAITH AND ORDER

For  over  two  centuries,  the  Methodist
movement has been defined not only by
i t s  pass i ona te  p reach ing  and
commitment to social holiness but also
by  a  distinct  and  detailed  system  of
governance. At the heart of this system
lies  a  singular,  authoritative  text  that
shapes the life, mission, and identity of
the denomination. This text is The Book
Of  D isc ip l ine  Of  The  Uni ted
Methodist Church 2016. More than a
mere  rulebook,  this  volume  serves  as
the living constitution of a global church,
articulating  its  doctrine,  defining  its
polity, and outlining its vision for mission
in  the  world.  For  clergy,  laity,  and
anyone seeking to understand the inner
workings of one of the largest Protestant
denominations in the United States, the
2016  edition  represents  a  pivotal
moment  in  its  history.
The  2016  Book  of  Discipline  is  not  a
static document. It  is the product of a
quadrennial legislative process, debated
and  refined  by  delegates  from  around
the  world  at  the  General  Conference.
Each  edition  reflects  the  church's
ongoing  dialogue  with  scripture,
tradition,  reason,  and  experience.  As
such,  it  offers  a  unique  snapshot  of  the
United  Methodist  Church's  (UMC)
theological commitments, organizational

structure,  and  ethical  aspirations  at  a
specific  point  in  time.  This  article  will
explore  the  key  components  of  this
foundational  document,  its  historical
significance,  and  its  lasting  impact  on
the  denomination.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF
THE 2016 EDITION

The release of The Book Of Discipline
Of  The  United  Methodist  Church
2016  came  at  a  time  of  significant
tension  and  transition  within  the
denomination. The preceding years were
marked by intense debate over human
sexuality,  biblical  interpretation,  and
church  unity.  The  2012  General
Conference  had  already  grappled  with
these issues, and the 2016 gathering in
Portland, Oregon, was anticipated with a
mixture  of  hope  and  anxiety.  The
resulting  Discipline  reflects  the
compromises,  conflicts,  and  continuing
commitments of a church wrestling with
its identity in a rapidly changing cultural
landscape.
While  many  of  the  core  doctrinal
statements  remained  unchanged  from
previous editions, the 2016 Discipline is
notable  for  how  it  codified  the  church's
stance  on  several  social  issues,
particularly  around  matters  of  human
sexuality.  For  many,  this  edition
represents  a  landmark,  as  it  reaffirmed
the  church's  traditional  teaching  while
also appointing a special commission to
explore  options  for  the  denomination's
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future.  Understanding  this  historical
backdrop is  crucial  for  interpreting the
content and spirit of the document.

The Quadrennial
Process of
Revision
The  United  Methodist  Church  operates
on  a  four-year  cycle,  known  as  a
quadrennium. At the beginning of each
cycle, the General Conference convenes
to review and revise the Discipline. The
process is exhaustive. Proposed changes
come from annual conferences, general
church  agencies,  and  individual
petitions.  These  are  reviewed  by
legislative committees,  debated on the
floor  of  General  Conference,  and
ultimately  voted  on  by  the  assembled
delegates.  The  2016  edition  is  the
authorized  and  official  record  of  those
decisions.  It  is  the  law of  the  church,
binding on all  United Methodist  bodies
and clergy members.

CORE DOCTRINAL STANDARDS

One  of  the  primary  functions  of  The
Book  Of  Discipline  Of  The  United
Methodist Church 2016 is to establish
the doctrinal  foundation of the church.
The  document  begins  by  affirming  the
primacy  of  Scripture,  whi le  also
recognizing the role of tradition, reason,
and experience as interpretive aids. This
is  often  referred  to  as  the  Wesleyan
Quadrilateral, a framework attributed to
the 18th-century founder of Methodism,
John Wesley. The 2016 edition carefully
articulates  these  standards,  ensuring
that  all  teachings  and  practices  are
measured  against  this  theological
benchmark.

The Articles of
Religion and
Confession of
Faith
The 2016 Discipline includes the Articles
of Religion, inherited from the Church of
England and adapted by John Wesley for
American  Methodists,  alongside  the
Confession  of  Faith  from  the  former
Evangelical  United  Brethren  Church.
These two sets of doctrinal statements
are  constitutionally  protected  and
cannot  be  altered  by  the  General
Conference. They articulate the church's
beliefs  on  the  Trinity,  the  nature  of
Christ,  the  means  of  grace,  and  the
sacraments  of  baptism  and  Holy
Communion.  For  pastors  and teachers,
these  sections  are  non-negotiable
standards  of  orthodoxy.

CHURCH GOVERNMENT AND
POLITY

Beyond  theology,  the  2016  Discipline
provides a comprehensive blueprint for
how  the  church  is  organized  and
governed.  This  system  of  polity  is
connectional,  meaning  that  local
churches are interconnected through a
series of  conferences: the local  church
charge  conference,  the  distr ict
conference, the annual conference, the
jurisdictional  conference  (in  the  U.S.),
and the General Conference. Each level
has  specific  responsibilities,  rights,  and
authority.  The  Discipline  delineates
these  relationships  with  precision.
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The Role of
Bishops and

Superintendents
Within  the  polity  outlined in  the  2016
Book of Discipline, bishops hold a unique
and  vital  role.  They  are  not  diocesan
rulers  in  the  style  of  some  episcopal
t rad i t ions ,  but  ra ther  genera l
superintendents  of  the  church.  Their
primary duties include ordaining clergy,
guarding  the  faith  and  order  of  the
church,  and  providing  missional
leadership.  The  Discipline  carefully
defines  the  election,  consecration,  and
authority  of  bishops,  as  well  as  the
process for assigning them to episcopal
areas. It also outlines the work of district
super intendents ,  who  serve  as
extensions  of  the  bishop's  ministry  in
local districts.

Ordained and
Licensed Ministry
A  significant  portion  of  The  Book  Of
Discipline Of The United Methodist
Church  2016  is  dedicated  to  the
standards  and  processes  for  ordained
ministry.  The  church  recognizes  two
orders of ordained clergy: deacons and
elders. Deacons focus on word, service,
justice, and compassion, connecting the
church to the world. Elders are ordained
to word, sacrament, order, and service,
leading  local  congregations  and
administering  the  sacraments.  The
Discipline also provides for licensed local
pastors,  associate  members,  and  lay
servants. The detailed requirements for
education,  examination,  and candidacy

are  all  spelled  out  in  this  edition,
ensuring  a  consistent  standard  for
ministerial  leadership  across  the
connection.

SOCIAL PRINCIPLES AND ETHICAL
TEACHINGS

One  of  the  most  widely  read  and
debated  sections  of  The  Book  Of
Discipline Of The United Methodist
Church 2016  is  the  Social  Principles.
These are not church law in the sense of
binding policy, but rather a prayerful and
thoughtful  effort  to  speak  to  complex
social and ethical issues. They represent
the church's best collective wisdom on
matters of peace, justice, the economy,
the environment, and human sexuality.
The 2016 edition includes statements on
a  wide  range  of  topics,  including  the
rights  of  workers,  care  for  creation,
opposition to racism and war,  and the
sanctity of all human life.

Human Sexuality
and Church Unity
No section  of  the  2016  Discipline  has
generated  more  attention  than  the
statements  regarding human sexuality.
The  document  reaffirms  the  historic
Christian  teaching that  the  practice  of
homosexuality  is  incompatible  with
Christian  teaching.  It  prohibits  the
ordination  of  "self-avowed  practicing
homosexua ls "  and  fo rb ids  the
performance  of  same-sex  union
ceremonies  in  United  Methodist
churches  and  by  United  Methodist
clergy. These prohibitions are located in
the  church's  constitutionally  protected
sections,  making  them  difficult  to
change. For supporters of the traditional
stance,  these  provis ions  were  a
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necessary defense of biblical authority.
For advocates of full inclusion, they were
a  source  of  deep  pain  and  a  call  to
conscience.  The  2016  Discipline  thus
stands  as  a  testament  to  a  church
caught  in  a  profound  internal  conflict
over  these  issues.

WORSHIP, LITURGY, AND THE
SACRAMENTS

While the Discipline is primarily a book
of governance, it also contains essential
guidance  for  worship.  The  Book  Of
Discipline Of The United Methodist
Church 2016 includes the general rules
of  the Methodist  societies,  which were
originally established by John Wesley to
guide  the  sp i r i tua l  l i fe  of  ear ly
Methodists. These rules are simple but
profound:  do  no  harm,  do  good,  and
attend upon the ordinances of God. The
Discipline  also  affirms  the  centrality  of
the  sacraments—baptism  and  Holy
Communion—as  means  of  grace.  It
provides that all persons are welcome at
the  Lord's  Table  and  that  baptism  is
available to all,  including infants,  as a
sign of God's prevenient grace.

The Order of
Worship and
Ritual
The 2016 edition contains the authorized
ritual for the church, including services
for  baptism,  confirmation,  marriage,
ordination,  and  funerals.  These  rituals
are  intended  to  ensure  theological
consistency and liturgical dignity across
the  denomination.  While  pastors  have
some freedom within the structure, the
core  elements  are  prescribed.  This
emphasis on order and tradition reflects

the  Methodist  commitment  to  a  "via
media,"  or  middle  way,  between  the
formality of high-church liturgy and the
freedom of low-church revivalism.

THE JUDICIAL COUNCIL AND
CHURCH LAW

Interpreting  the  Discipline  is  the
responsibility of the Judicial Council, the
church's supreme court. The 2016 Book
of  Discipline  defines  the  authority  and
composition  of  this  body.  The  Council
hears  appeals  and  ru les  on  the
constitutionality  of  actions  taken  by
G e n e r a l  C o n f e r e n c e ,  a n n u a l
conferences,  and  general  church
agencies. Its decisions have the force of
law and have shaped the trajectory of
the  denominat ion  on  numerous
occasions.  For  example,  the  Judicial
Council  has  issued  key  rulings  on  the
legality of same-sex marriages and the
ordination of LGBTQ+ clergy, often citing
specific  paragraphs  within  the  2016
Discipline.

THE GLOBAL NATURE OF THE
DISCIPLINE

One of  the distinctive features of  The
Book  Of  Discipline  Of  The  United
Methodist Church 2016 is its attempt
to  govern  a  truly  global  church.  The
United  Methodist  Church  has  a  strong
presence  in  Africa,  Europe,  and  the
Philippines.  The  2016  edition  includes
provisions  for  central  conferences
outside the United States, allowing them
to adapt certain aspects of the Discipline
to their cultural contexts. However, the
constitutional standards on doctrine and
social  principles  remain  uniform.  This
tension between global unity and local
adaptation  is  a  central  theme  of  the
document  and continues  to  shape the
church's  ongoing  discussions  about  its
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future structure.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS FOR
LOCAL CHURCHES

For  the  average  United  Methodist
congregation,  the  2016  Discipline  is  a
practical  guide  for  daily  operation.  It
outlines the responsibilities of the church
council,  the  trustee  board,  and  the
committee  on  finance.  It  specifies  how
property  is  to  be  held  and  used.  It
provides the process for receiving new
members  and  for  conducting  charge
conferences.  Pastors  rely  on  it  for
guidance on everything from conducting
a  funeral  to  administering  the  church
budget. While it may seem distant and
bureaucratic,  the  Discipline  directly
impacts  the  l i fe  o f  every  loca l
congregation.  It  is  the  constitutional
framework  that  enables  the  church  to
function as a unified, connectional body.

THE LEGACY OF THE 2016
EDITION

As  the  United  Methodist  Church
continues  to  evolve,  The  Book  Of
Discipline Of The United Methodist
Church 2016 will be remembered as a
pivotal  edition.  It  represents  both  the
culmination  of  decades  of  theological
and political struggle and the beginning
of  a  new  era  of  discernment.  The
decision at the 2019 General Conference

to  create  a  pathway  for  traditionalist
c o n g r e g a t i o n s  t o  l e a v e  t h e
denomination,  and  the  subsequent
discussions  about  separation  and
regionalization,  all  trace  their  roots  to
the  debates  codified  in  the  2016
Discipline.  For scholars,  historians,  and
church leaders, this edition provides an
indispensable  record  of  where  the
church stood at a critical juncture in its
history.
CONCLUSION: MORE THAN A
RULEBOOK

In the end, The Book Of Discipline Of
The United Methodist Church 2016 is
far more than a compilation of rules and
regulations. It is a witness to the faith,
order,  and  mission  of  a  worldwide
communion  of  believers.  It  reflects  the
church's deepest convictions about God,
Scripture,  and  the  Christian  life.  It
provides the structure that allows local
congregations  to  partner  in  mission,
clergy to be held accountable, and the
gospel to be proclaimed with clarity and
consistency. Whether one approaches it
as  a  manual  for  ministry,  a  source  of
theological  reflection,  or  a  historical
artifact, the 2016 Discipline remains an
essential  text  for  understanding  the
United  Methodist  Church.  It  calls  the
church to remember its past, engage its
present,  and prepare for  its  future,  all
under the lordship of Jesus Christ.


