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United Methodist people long to love God and serve and love their neighbors. Many are 
hurting from the eff ects of the pandemic, social disruptions, and confl ict about church 
practices and disaffi  liations. We can choose to be in denial or spend our time in nostalgic 
wishful thinking, craving what has been or plunging into the depths of cynicism and 
discouragement. The more exhausted we are, the more appealing these options become.   

The good news is that there is a pathway out!

HOW DO WE FIND OUR WAY OUT?
The path for repairing our brokenness, trauma, and estrangement is found by embracing 
grace, seeking holiness, and building connections. But how do we envision this distinctly 

United Methodist way of life? How do we experience grace and extend it to others? How do we rebuild connections with 
others for the journey toward perfection in love?   

THE ANSWERS ARE HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT—SEEING WITH FRESH EYES
We can see with fresh eyes the picture Jesus described about a treasure buried in a fi eld. What if what is needed is hidden 
in plain sight? What if God’s provision for our current journey is found in the gifts that have always spirited our renewal 
and vitality?

TAKING SMALL STEPS
Unrelenting Grace is an accessible four-part study that helps United Methodists rediscover and redefi ne the core values 
of grace, holiness, and connection. This timely resource illumines how grace opens us to love ourselves, connects us with 
each other, brings hope and restoration to the world, and builds up the body of Christ (Luke 10:27). It provides guidance 
for taking small steps into the future as individuals and as communities of faith, off ering these assurances:  
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FOUR SESSIONS AND STUDY QUESTIONS 
FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS 

 UNRELENTING GRACE 
Is God’s Gift to Us

Connects Us to Each Other

Is God’s Way of Life in the World

Heals Our Bodies (Churches)

FIND THE CONNECTION THAT IS THE HEART OF JESUS 
AND THE HEART OF METHODISM
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• God is with us.  • We are not alone. • God’s grace is suffi  cient.
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Bishop Ken Carter writes: 
I invite you to read these pages for the purpose of rediscovering the gift of a grace 
that saves; a connection that sustains; a holiness that is complete love of God, 
neighbor, and yourself. And to know that grace, connection, and holiness are our 
path to healing, perhaps your own healing, perhaps the healing of your congregation, 
and, dare we say it, perhaps the healing of the (United) Methodist Church.   

After a pandemic, many of our church buildings look and feel diff erent. Because of disaffi  liation, many of us have 
a diff erent relationship to these spaces. We are learning again that God’s dwelling place is within us. We know 
something  is of God if we are becoming more loving (1 John 4) and we know the love is of God if we love (and not 
merely tolerate) those outside our community (Luke 10), those who are sinners (Romans 5), and those whom we 
perceive to be our enemies (Matthew 5).  

We need to trust again in the nearness of divine presence.   

The temple of God’s presence can be wherever we are. We will know something is of God if it changes us, if it forces us 
to reconsider the way we have judged others and wanted to live apart from them, if we have to give up something we 
cherish. We will know something is of God if we fi nd ourselves making space for something greater that God wants to 
give us. 

The love of God bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things (1 Corinthians 13). Love is 
not a sentiment; it is a sacrifi ce. It is staying at the table (John 13) with disciples who are imperfect and ambitious. It 
is the patience (Galatians 5) to allow God to remove our defects. This is purgation. It is easier to separate from the 
imperfection we see in the other than to do the spiritual work of confessing our own sin (Isaiah 6).   

For us this work might seem impossible. But the gospel does remind us that what is impossible for us is possible for 
God (Luke 1).   

And the good news? God is with us and for us. You are the dwelling place of God. And this is the gift of unrelenting grace.  

 Call or visit Cokesbury.com and you’ll discover this book at our everyday low price, plus your order is eligible for free shipping. 

Free shipping every day with minimum purchase of eligible items!
Off er applies to eligible items only; standard ground shipping to contiguous U.S. only.

ORDER YOUR COPY OF UNRELENTING GRACE TODAY 

Meet Bishop Ken Carter 
Kenneth H. Carter Jr. is the resident bishop of the Western North Carolina Annual 
Conference and served as bishop of the Florida Annual Conference from 2012 to 
2022. He was president of the Council of Bishops from 2018 to 2020. 
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Introduction
[p. 1] 
United Methodists were an established and somewhat stable church, but all of that is changing. We could list a few of 
the reasons: pandemic, polarization, disaffi  liation, and exhaustion. Yet as unsettling as this disruption has become, we 
have a more foundational promise: God is with us and for us.

[p. 3] 
The good news? God is with us and for us. You are the dwelling place of God. And this is the gift of unrelenting grace. 

Chapter One: Unrelenting Grace as God’s Gift to Us
[pp. 9-10] 
Two facets of discipleship challenge us the most.

First, historic racism has plagued Methodism from the beginning and took institutional form in our separation and 
segregation. Our work—in creating the beloved community in each congregation, in our public witness to unjust laws, 
and in our systems of annual conferences that are becoming more equitable—is  rooted in the recognition that racism 
is a sin and an obstacle to our sanctifi cation and health as a church.

Second, is our recognition that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered persons are not “LGBTQ issues” but real 
people in our own churches and families. We are each blessed by the same grace, saved by the same cross, on the 
same journey to holiness. Singling Methodists out for discrimination has been a fi fty-year, costly human error.
The harm we Methodists have done to these two segments of persons is staggering. It calls us, me, to confession, and 
to a changed heart and life. 

[p. 15] 
God’s grace is abundant. To fl atten or limit grace is to cheapen it. To restrict grace is to deny its very essence. Grace 
is a gift to us, but certainly a gift to be shared, lest being called and chosen looks more like privilege (Isaiah 42). We 
are urged by the apostle Paul not to accept the grace of God in vain (2 Corinthians 6). The grace we have received, we 
extend to others. I can’t love God, whom I have never seen, if I don’t love my sibling whom I have seen (1 John). 

[p. 17] 
John Wesley had a short list of what unites us: core beliefs about God and Jesus, the scriptures, and a life fi lled with, in 
his words, “the energy of love.” Love of God, love of neighbor, love of enemy—love for all people. These are easy words 
to speak, harder to put into practice.

Our diff erences are mostly in the category of what Wesley called “opinions.” Opinions are contrasted with doctrines. 
Opinions are about nonessential matters; doctrines are core convictions about God.

[p. 20]
Wesley clearly insisted that there is no holiness but social holiness. A religion of the heart is necessarily joined to 
another whose heart is aligned also with God. This alignment is John Wesley’s calling in the sermon on “The Catholic 
Spirit.” If my heart is aligned with yours, Wesley preached, give me your hand, and let us join in the work of God.

Chapter Two: Unrelenting Grace Connects Us to Each Other 
[p. 22] The United Methodist way of being a Christian isn’t the only way. It isn’t the easiest way. It isn’t the superior way. 
It holds together two diff erent realities, human and divine. First, we were created for relationships, and we fl ourish 
when we are in connection with each other. Second, we were created by and for God, and we desire communion with 
God. 

[p. 24]
It is easy to be in communion with a God who sees all things in the way we see them. And it is easy to be in connection 
with people who love us, and who give us no reason not to love them.
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United Methodism is not easy for this very reason. It keeps us in communion with a God whose ways are not our ways. 
And it keeps us in connection with people who challenge our happiness, and, to take it a step farther, it keeps us in 
connection with people who are not obstacles to our holiness but whose diff erences are the way we learn the practices 
that move us closer to holiness, that is, perfection in love in this life. 

[pp. 30-31] 
We are in a time of transition. We are on the way to a better church. It’s a time of active waiting and patient 
peacemaking. And we wait with a sense of promise. Don’t be demoralized if the world doesn’t seem to be a very 
peaceful place. Don’t be downcast if the church refl ects the world. Don’t be discouraged if anxiety rules within your 
heart and confusion pervades your mind.

Those who walked with God before us knew this same dissonance, and yet they listened for a harmony at the heart 
of the universe, they took the bread and the cup into their hands as grace, they continued to gather for worship with 
fellow pilgrims, all of them, all of us without exception, under construction. Through it all they discerned a truth that 
was the joy of human desiring. They dreamed about a peace the world could neither give nor take away, a gift about to 
be revealed to us.

So, what do we do with our dissonance? How do we resolve it? God is not slow, but God is patient.

[p. 49] We have not yet arrived at a place of certainty on many complex subjects. Clarity, perhaps. Certainty, no. This 
caution is related to the concept of convicted humility. I can hold and love my convictions, and yet I can believe, this side 
of heaven, there is more truth and light to be revealed to me.

This deliberation is the work of the Holy Spirit, which will guide us into all the truth (John 16). The Spirit is creative, 
mysterious, and beyond our control, as are many of the matters that divide us. I am convinced that just underneath 
the surface of our most adamant stance lies a struggle that we would prefer to put to rest. Yet that is God’s unfi nished 
agenda with us.

Chapter Three: Unrelenting Grace Is God’s Way of Life in the World
[pp. 56-57] 
Our primary agenda is to create a culture where we are contributing our gifts to The United Methodist Church. For all 
laity, for younger persons, for persons of color, for women in ministry, for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered 
participants, this agenda means creating opportunities for leadership, and underneath that, the assurance that all are 
seen. Persons who have been in leadership for some time are called to be a bridge between what has been—and here 
we come with gratitude, remembering, rejoicing—and what will be. Some of us will not live fully into the latter space, 
but there are extraordinary resources of talent and suffi  cient resources of fi nancial capital to make, mold, and shape 
the continuing United Methodist Church into a vital branch of the One Body.

To build a bridge into this new future, we would be freed from binary opposites that seek some small advantage, the 
“caustic collusion” named in The Anatomy of Peace (Arbinger Institute). We need to name inappropriate behavior and 
speech from the outset should persons remain within the church with the primary task of undermining the continuing 
United Methodist Church. There is no reason to believe that some of the more extreme political groups will not do this. 
Their motivations are less religious or orthodox than they are political in pursuit of power, in essence, to destabilize 
institutions.

[pp. 58-59] 
A part of our journey includes seeing our sacred spaces in diff erent ways. Our buildings are important to us, but the 
church is not a building. The church is a people. Many of our disagreements are, on the surface, about buildings. We 
will need to move beyond these conversations, make our peace with property, building, and structure, and see the new 
thing that God is preparing for us. That new thing is what God is also calling us to invest in: our prayers, our presence, 
our gifts, our service, our witness.

The next generation’s church will be about justice and mercy rooted in discipleship and spirituality as the redefi ned path 
to sanctifi cation. It will be grounded in the core values of grace, connection, and holiness. This church will need leaders, 
teachers, missionaries, spiritual directors, pastors, lay leaders, trainers, servants, and builders. It will fl ourish as the 
people who remain—who will be most of us—ask and respond to the question, “What gift can I bring?”  
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Chapter Four: Unrelenting Grace and the Healing of Our Bodies (Churches)
[pp. 71-72] 
The ministry of healing, so prominent in the life of Jesus, does not end with his earthly ministry. We, his followers, are 
sent out into the world to be healers, sometimes (in the language of Henri Nouwen) as wounded healers. We read in 
Luke 9:2, “He sent them out to proclaim God’s kingdom and to heal the sick.” From the Jewish Mishnah (a fi rst-century 
oral commentary on Torah instruction) is the phrase, tikkun olam, which means, “to repair the world.” Some deeds, 
some actions are not required by the law, but they should be done anyway, “for the sake of the repair of the world.” For 
you and me, the teaching is compelling: we may not have an obligation or a duty, but there is some action laid upon us 
that we can do to repair a relationship, to heal a division, to bring about reconciliation.

In a season of disagreements and disaffi  liations, misinformation and inequalities, privilege and desperation, pandemic 
and estrangement, we pray for healing persons to cross our paths. With vulnerability, we pray for the healing that we 
ourselves need, and for the courage ourselves to be healing persons and a healing church, in a time with so much 
trauma and disrepair.

[pp. 78-79]
United Methodists have lived through disease and trauma. Some of our wounds are self-infl icted. We do violence to 
each other. And we live in a world whose cynicism yearns for transparency, a world that is jaded by religious pretense 
and yet longs for authenticity, a world damaged by fractured relationships and one that now searches for reconciliation. 
This is not a time for positive thinking, avoidance, or living in denial. In the imagery of the apostle Paul, this is a time to 
name “the forces of cosmic darkness, and spiritual powers of evil” (Ephesians 6:12).

This is a moment to acknowledge that we are, all of us, the man with the foul spirit [Mark 1:21-27] . We are all asking, “If 
the gospel has really penetrated our hearts and minds, Jesus, what do you want to do with us?” And we must all confess 
with him, “I know who you are, Jesus: You have come to destroy us!”

Only when we ask that question— “Jesus, what do you want to do with us?”—and only when we make that confession—
“I know who you are, Jesus: You have come to destroy us”—only then we will know that he is “The Holy One of God”; 
only then will the healing begin. Only then we will know the purging that is part of our sanctifi cation in this season. Then 
will we contribute to the integrity of the body that is incorporated as The United Methodist Church.

[pp. 83-84] 
When Wesley says that there is no holiness but social holiness, he is saying there is no way to fulfi ll the great 
commandment apart from connection. We can’t be disciples apart from connection. And we can’t transform the world 
apart from being disciples. Connection is in service of our way of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation 
of the world.

Whenever there is connection, there is hope. When there is no connection, we experience less happiness and holiness, 
words that were synonyms for Wesley.

Holy living is a set of practices that puts us in a place to mature. The presence of other faithful people helps us to 
practice our faith. This looks like a mature spirituality and a corresponding compassion. We can’t love God, whom we 
have never seen, if we don’t love our neighbor, whom we have seen. 

[p. 86] 
Connection will require courage from those of us in leadership. It takes courage to see the stranger who is near to us as 
a neighbor we are called to love. It takes courage to grow the center and risk not being in full agreement with those on 
the convictional edges. It takes energy to keep people in connection with each other so they will grow into the maturity 
of their callings as disciples, as leaders.

It takes courage to stay at a very contentious table. It would be easier to take a last sip of tea, push back our chair and 
walk away to the certainty of the convictional ledge. As if we jump into something there. Maybe something disastrous.
It takes courage to sing with Al Green, “Let’s Stay Together.” It takes courage and creativity to grow the center, to 
fi nd some new form of unity. The center is the most inclusive space because it wants to keep as many as possible in 
connection. 

The connection is the heart of Methodism. It is the heart of Jesus. It bears the weight of everything. Are we willing to 
bear this weight with each other and for the sake of the church we love? Do we understand that the world is watching to 
see if we will walk together? 


