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Prayer and Fasting:  

Embracing Voluntary Weakness 
      by Maxie Dunnam 

 

Never in my over 50 years of ministry have I felt as 

helpless as it relates to the state of our United Methodist 

Church. Talk of separation is rampant. I love our United 

Methodist Church and am committed to the Wesleyan 

faith and way. I get knots in my stomach when I think of 

the possibility of division. 

Our bishops have recognized the critical nature of our 

situation and have written a book “seeking a way for-

ward.” Numerous others have proposed institutional/

structural plans that might save us from division. I’m 

afraid the common feeling is that the divide is so pro-

nounced that staying together as “one” denomination is 

impossible. Honestly, that is where I have been in my 

feelings and thinking. I’m afraid we are cursed with a 

sense of the impossible.  

The Holy Spirit has intervened and challenged me 

through Scripture. Matthew and Mark tell a story of the 

disciples of Jesus being cursed in the same way. Jesus 

had been with Peter, James and John upon the mountain 

alone for spiritual renewal and rest. There on the moun-

tain He was transfigured in their presence, and Elijah and 

Moses came to visit with them. Peter wanted to stay 

there and build three tabernacles – one for Jesus, one for 

Moses, and one for Elijah. But Jesus wouldn’t allow that. 

We all have to leave that mountain place of excitement, 

joy, exhilaration and spiritual high and return to the val-

ley. So they did just that. 

 On coming down from the mountain, they were greeted 

with confusion, conflict and confrontation. But more 

crucially, they met a man in desperate need. His son was 

possessed by spirits that took his breath away, made him 

unable to talk, caused him to go into convulsions and to 

foam at the mouth and grind his teeth. The young fellow 

would not eat, and he was wasting away. In desperation, 

 

(EDITORIAL NOTE: Much of this newsletter  deals with the 

threat of schism that hangs over our beloved church for the first time 

in her 46-year history.  Though the presenting issue is the homosexu-

ality controversy, the more basic debate is over the interpretation and 

authority of scripture.  The past twenty years of discussion, sharing 

sessions, and holy conferences have made three facts quite clear: first, 

both liberals and conservatives are conscience-driven to their respec-

tive positions.  Secondly, there is no “middle ground” or compromise 

or middle-way that honors the consciences of both liberals and con-

servatives.  Thirdly, the vast majority of United Methodists are deter-

mined to avoid schism if possible. 

       We Christians have always believed that our extremity is God’s opportunity.  Jesus said, “What is impossible with men is 

possible with God” (Luke 18:27).  Therefore, many United Methodist liberals and conservatives are turning to fasting and pray-

er, asking God to work wonders in order to save this denomination not only from schism but also from allowing a sexual argu-

ment (or anything else) to distract us from our mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ. 

        This newsletter not only contains some information and quotations related to the threat of schism; it also presents a chal-

lenge to fasting and prayer, inviting God to bring healing, reconciliation, and revival to The United Methodist Church.) 
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the father had brought his son to the disciples, asking 

them to heal him and to cast out the demons, but they 

could not.  

 

After his sharp word of disappointment, “O faithless 

generation! How long am I to be with you?” Jesus 

asked that the little boy be brought to Him.  

In this father we have a picture of near despair, yet a 

burning hope — a picture of faith that struggles with 

reality. He can’t help but rehearse the awful, dreadful, 

condition of his son. “He’s been like that since he was 

a child,” he said. “He often throws himself into the fire 

or into the water and tries to destroy himself.” Still 

painting that awful picture, the faith 

and the hope of this father comes to 

the surface: “If you can,” he says, 

“let your heart be moved with pity 

and help us.”  

 

Jesus probably interrupted him with, 

“You say, ‘If you can.’” Then He 

gives us that bold affirmation, “All 

things are possible to him who be-

lieves.”  

Note a universal truth. “To approach 

anything in the spirit of hopelessness 

is to make it hopeless. To approach 

anything in the spirit of faith is to 

make it a possibility.” The tension 

within us is the sense of the possible 

struggling with the curse of the impossible. William 

Barclay, in his commentary on this story says,  

“Most of us are cursed with a sense of the impossi-

ble, and that is precisely why miracles do not hap-

pen.” (The Daily Bible Study, p. 224) 

That leads to the truth I want to underscore as it relates 

to the present state of the church. We discover it in the 

attitude of the father of the afflicted child. Originally 

he had come seeking Jesus Himself. Jesus was on the 

mountain top and only the disciples were available. His 

faith was badly shaken when the disciples seemed to-

tally helpless, so badly shaken that when he came to 

Jesus all he could say was, “Help me, if you can.” Then 

it happened: face to face with Jesus, suddenly his faith 

blazed up again. “I believe,” he cried.  

Everybody thought the little boy was dead, but Jesus 

healed him. Later when he was alone with the disci-

ples, they asked him privately, “Why were we not able 

to cast out the demon?” Jesus responded to them, “This 

kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and 

fasting” (verse 29). I believe here is the distinctive 

Christian truth for the place we are in our seeming 

hopeless impasse:  A sense of the possible empowered 

by the Living Christ, activated by prayer and fasting. 

A lot of folks, including me, have been calling for 

prayers for the unity of the church. I want to be      

bolder.  Believing that we are in a desperate situation, 

as desperate as that father with his son, according to 

Jesus, the answer now to our situation is prayer and 

fasting. 

 For too many of us, fasting is a 

strange thought, not something 

we have seriously considered. 

Wesley, our Father in the faith, 

strongly urged the early Method-

ists to practice fasting, but he 

also sounded a warning about 

extremes: “How have some ex-

alted this beyond all Scripture 

and reason; and others utterly 

disregarded it.” Some speak of it 

“as if it were all,” he said; others 

“as if it were nothing, as if it 

were a fruitless labor.” He con-

cluded, “It is not the end, but it 

is a precious means thereto; a 

means which God himself has 

ordained, and in which therefore, when it is duly used, 

he will surely give his blessing.” (“Upon Our Lord’s 

Sermon On the Mount”: Discourse Seven) 

We need good and expansive teaching on this neglect-

ed spiritual discipline. I lodge one significant notion in 

this call. Fasting is more than denying ourselves food. 

It is choosing to act out by temporarily denying our-

selves food that we do not live by bread alone. We are 

completely dependent upon God, and we deliberately 

choose voluntary weakness. We become identifiably 

humble in the face of problems with which we are 

dealing. We admit to each other, and primarily to God: 

only you can get us through this “mess.” We cease try-

ing to define the unity we seek, believing that God will 

provide the unity God desires for God’s church. We 

become less clamorous in seeking our own way, and 

more receptive to what God may intend for us. 

(Continued from Page 1) 

“To approach anything 

in the spirit of          

hopelessness is to  

make it hopeless.                   

To approach anything 

in the spirit of faith is to 

make it a possibility.” 
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BUBBA HAS HIS PRIORITIES RIGHT We must see fasting as an invitation. Scr ipture 

is full of this invitation.  God invites us to fast be-

cause God wants us to desire more of God’s pres-

ence, intention, and will. If we say yes to God in 

God’s call to prayer and fasting, God will honor 

God’s promise to heal and restore God’s people. 

David spoke about fasting as one way he humbled 

himself before God (Ps. 35:13; 69:10). I want to 

humble myself before God. I am tired of the strug-

gle.  I am confused in mind, and pained in heart. I 

have been “reasonably successful” and affirmed in 

much of what I have attempted in ministry, but 

with the division that is obvious and ominous,  I 

urge us to become humble and recognize that this 

is one of those situations that can be resolved only 

“by prayer and fasting.”  

Let’s heed Mr. Wesley’s word about in what man-

ner we are to fast. “Let it be done unto the Lord, 

with our eye singly fixed on Him. Let our inten-

tion herein be this, and this alone, to glorify our 

Father; to express our sorrow and shame for our 

manifold transgressions of his holy law; to wait 

for an increase of purifying grace, drawing our 

affections to things above; to add seriousness and 

earnestness to our prayers; to avert the wrath of 

God, and to obtain all the great and precious 

promises which he hath made to us in Jesus 

Christ…Let us always join fervent prayer, pouring 

out our whole souls before God, confessing our 

sins with all their aggravations, humbling our-

selves under his mighty hand, laying open before 

him all our wants, all our guiltiness and helpless-

ness” (Ibid.) 

HOW THEN SHALL WE PURSUE IT? Wesley 

suggested a pattern for those in the Methodist 

classes and societies.  After the midday meal, re-

frain from solid foods until tea time the following 

afternoon. World Evangelism of the World Meth-

odist Council has been calling people to make 

Thursday-Friday the fast time. The Confessing 

Movement is calling the entire United Methodist 

Church to join us in prayer and fasting, using this 

method. Of course we urge prayer and fasting in 

whatever way is possible for you, but we believe it 

will be powerful and redemptive for our entire 

connection to pray and fast together for the unity 

of our church….unity in Christ, which he wishes 

us to experience.  

Immediately after Paul’s Damascus Road conver-

sion, he fasted for three days, waiting to receive 

clear direction from the Lord (Acts 9:9). That was 

a pattern throughout the New Testament…the 

Church fasting for supernatural wisdom and direc-

tion. While in Antioch, Paul and his team fasted 

and prayed for prophetic direction. They were giv-

en a strategic missions assignment to reach the 

Gentiles (Acts 13:1-2). This mission tour changed 

history.  Paul and his team again prayed with fast-

ing when they needed to select and commission 

the elders of the new churches that were born out 

of their missionary journey (Acts 14:23). Can we 

follow in that train? 

The spirit of hopelessness is rampant, the calls for 

division are being sounded, plans that might give 

us unity are being presented, and frustration and 

confusion are pervasive. The time is ripe for em-

bracing voluntary weakness through prayer and 

fasting. Christ cannot give us unity if we are not 

willing to receive his grace and the unity that is 

his gift to the church. Could it be that this can 

come only through prayer and fasting? 

Dr. Maxie Dunnam is the Pastor Emeritus 

and Director of Christ Church Global and 

the Chancellor of Asbury Theological    

Seminary in Wilmore, KY.  The Confessing 

Movement is pleased to have Dr. Dunnam 

serve as Co-Chairman and member of the 

Board of Directors.  He is a founder of The 

Confessing Movement.   
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“It is evil in itself. To separate ourselves from a body of living Christian, 

with whom we were before united, is a grievous breach of the law of love. It 

is the nature of love to unite us together; and the greater the love, the stricter 

the union. And while this continues in its strength, nothing can divide those 

whom love has united. It is only when our love grows cold, that we can 

think of separating from our brethren. And this is certainly the case with any 

who willingly separate from their Christian brethren. The pretences for sepa-

ration may be innumerable, but want of love is always the real cause; other-

wise they would still hold the unity of the Spirit in the bound of peace. It is 

therefore contrary to all those commands of God, wherein brotherly love is 

enjoined: To that of St. Paul, "Let brotherly love continue:" -- that of St. 

John, "My beloved children, love one another;" -- and especially to that of 

our blessed Master, "This is my commandment, That ye love one another, as 

I have loved you" Yea, "By this," saith he, "shall all men know that ye are 

my disciples, if ye love one another."  

Both excerpts are from John Wesley’s Sermon 75 from the 1872 edition text edited by 
Thomas Jackson.  The complete sermon can be found on the GBGM  website at 
umcmission.org.   

“I am now, and have been from my youth, a member and a minister of the Church of 
England.  And I have no desire nor design to separate from it, till my soul separates from 
my body.  Yet if I was not permitted to remain therein, without omitting what God requires 
me to do, it would then become meet, and right, and my bounden duty, to separate from 
it without delay.  To be more particular: I know God has committed to me a dispensation 
of the gospel; yea, and my own salvation depends upon preaching it: ‘Woe is me if I 
preach not the gospel.’  If then I could not remain in the church without omitting this; with-
out desisting from preaching the gospel, I should be under a necessity of separating from 
it, or losing my own soul. In like manner, if I could not continue united to any smaller soci-
ety, church, or body of Christians, without committing sin; without lying and hypocrisy; 
without preaching to others, doctrines which I did not myself believe; I should be under 
an absolute necessity of separating from that society.  And in all these cases the sin of 
separation, with all the evils consequent upon it, would not lie upon me, but upon those 
who constrained me to make that separation, by requiring of me such terms of commun-
ion, as I could not in conscience comply with.” 
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What United Methodists are saying about schism today...What United Methodists are saying about schism today...What United Methodists are saying about schism today...What United Methodists are saying about schism today...    

“The United Methodist Church 

is a pluralistic church with   

radically different points of 

view.  It shows how you can 

live with differences until it 

begins to bite into the practices 

of the local church. 

    DR. BILLY ABRAHAM, 
Professor, Perkins              

School of Theology 

The point, at least from my perspective, is to help people realize that the things that 

connect us are stronger than the things that divide us. 

 

REV. DALTON RUSHING, Decatur, GA 

“We’ve reached gridlock.  The UMC continues its 
decline and there is no solution to the stalemate 
over human sexuality.  Division may provide 
space for the Holy Spirit to bless one or both   
visions.  If Christ’s mission is our goal, and if 
progressives and traditionalists love our church, 
then it is our vision of mission, not unity,      

which must be our prize.” 
 

           REV. JACK JACKSON, Assistant Professor  of  Evangelism, 

Mission and Global Methodism, Claremont School of  Theology, and elder 

in Florida Conference  

“My liberal brothers and sisters, 
some of our conservative   
friends have extended their 
hands to help us depart in an 

amicable way.  Some of us may 
decline the offer even as we 
shake their hands.  For others  
of us, it is time, as we also 

shake their hands, to express 
our thanks, accept their help, 
move out, and move on.” 

            REV. A.W. MARTIN, 
Emeritus Professor of Religion, 

Oklahoma City University, and a 

retired elder in the Arkansas Con-

ference 

 
“We can no longer talk about schism 
as something that might happen in 
the future.  Schism has already tak-
en place in our connection.” 

DR. MAXIE DUNNAM, 
former President of  
Asbury Theological 
Seminary 

“Most of you know that I am very traditional in my views on marriage and human 

sexuality.  I keep the covenants I make including my promise to uphold The Disci-

pline of our church.  At my consecration as a Bishop I made a vow to be a ‘sign of 

unity’ in our church.   That is a hard job these days.  However, it means that I also 

love those who might disagree with me on these controversial issues.  I have no 

appetite for division of our church.  I will strive with all my being to find a way to 

hold our diverse church together.” 

 

 BISHOP LINDSEY DAVIS, leader  of the  Kentucky Annual Conference 

   “By the grace of God,       

with the guidance of God,    
and under the judgment of 

God, let us United        
Methodists meet this test as 

one church- and remain one 

church- even as we work 
through strong disagree-

ments, and  discern      
Christian truth, about     

human sexuality.” 
 

REVS. LAURIE HAYS 

COFFMAN & PAUL T.   

STALLSWORTH,  
NC Conference 
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  OUR ANONYMOUS SAINTS 

 

    When the history of United Methodist renewal is written one day, the 

unsung heroes will be the thousands of church members who prayed 

and contributed money to renew their beloved church.  God knows who 

you are!  Your help is critical, in terms of prayer and  contributions.  Some are skipping the 

Friday noon meal each week and using the time to pray for the UMC.  Then they contribute 

their lunch money to The Confessing Movement.  For directions on  contributing, just call 

our office at 317-356-9729.  Or, go to our website at www.confessingumc.org and click on 

“donate.” Thanks so much!! 

The Confessing Movement is calling on its supporters and friends to 

join in fasting and prayer for the future of The United Methodist 

Church.  Please pray that the Holy Spirit will bring unity within       

The United Methodist Church.  That this unity will be in faithfulness   

to Christ Jesus, the one and only Son, Savior and Lord! 

Please drop us a note or send an email to let us know you will be joining The 

Confessing Movement in prayer and fasting for our beloved church! 

   Pat Miller, Executive Director 

 

“Then shalt thou call, and the Lord shall answer; thou shalt cry, and he 

shall say, Here I am.-If [when thou fastest] thou draw out thy soul to the 

hungry, and satisfy the afflicted soul; then shall thy light rise in obscurity, 

and thy darkness be as the noon day. And the Lord shall guide thee      

continually, and satisfy thy soul in drought, and make fat thy bones: and 

thou shalt be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water,       

whose waters fail not,” Isa. Iviii, 6, &,c.” 

John Wesley on Fasting - from Upon 

Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount: 

Discourse Seven 
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Dr. Thomas C. Oden has written a 4 volume set that explores the teachings of John 

Wesley.   He  believes  the most pertinent step toward the deep renewal of The 

United Methodist Church is to return to the wellsprings of Wesley’s own teaching. 

The need has never been greater!  This exercise in spiritual formation under the di-

rection of Wesley himself will benefit each of us and our church.  These books  are 

not concerned with numbers but with our own life with God, each one of us.  The 

hope is to encourage the reader to pray for the Holy Spirit to draw the Body of 

Christ into greater unity, and to pray for the bishops of the church to open their 

hearts to Wesley.  Dr. Oden describes this as the first step in regard to UMC renew-

al and theological integrity. 
  

“I firmly believe that the teaching of Wesley himself can have as much effect 

upon the church today as it did in the 18th century”. 

     Dr. Thomas C. Oden 

This set can be purchased through Amazon.com.   

The United Methodist Church is arguably at a crisis point.  

There is talk of separation from all sides and great uncertainty 

about how General Conference 2016 will address the growing 

division within the church.  Dr. Billy Abraham’s book, Dia-

logues: Amongst the People Called United Methodists, pro-

vides a timely look at the debate.  He broadly defines differ-

ent “types” of individuals and how their positions inform dis-

cussions about the future of The United Methodist Church.  

As usual, Dr. Abraham is direct and insightful.  Regardless of 

your views, you will find this to be an invaluable exercise in 

examining the issues from all sides and gaining a greater per-

sonal understanding of what is at stake.  

 

This book can be purchased through Amazon.com.   

Published by Zondervan 

Published by Highland Loch Press 
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