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A REPORT TO THE CONNECTIONAL TABLE 
BY THE HUMAN SEXUALITY LEGISLATIVE WRITING TEAM 

MAY 18, 2015 
NASHVILLE, TN 

 
INTRODUCTION 

During its February 20151 meeting in Maputo, Mozambique, the 
Connectional Table (CT) received a report from the Human Sexuality 
Legislative Writing Team about how to address our impasse over 
homosexuality. Because not everyone attended the meeting in Maputo, I will 
share again much of the information from that report. We also will engage in a 
process of discernment and decision-making that hopefully will provide us with 
a way forward.  

 
BACKGROUND 

This work began as a response to action taken at the CT meeting on April 
29, 2014. At that meeting, the body passed a motion that read as follows: 

 
MOTION: The CT affirms parallel paths through dialogue and e-mendment 
(change it from within) of the Discipline to fully include LGBTQ [Lesbian, Gay, 
Bi-Sexual, Transgendered, and Queer] persons in the life and ministry of the 
church. 

 
As you know, a separate body, the Human Sexuality Task Force, has 

addressed the directive to provide dialogue. That task force has facilitated three 
conversations about human sexuality, the third of which took place at our 
meeting in Maputo. 

The Legislative Writing Team has sought to address the second half of 
that motion, “…e-mendment (change it from within) of the Discipline to fully 
include LGBTQ persons in the life and ministry of the church.”  

To do that, the Legislative Writing Team engaged the CT in a process 
that examined three possible legislative approaches. The first was to maintain 
the church’s current stance, which would mean the CT would not submit 
legislation.  The second approach was to remove all negative language 
regarding LGBTQ persons in the life and ministry of the church (i.e. full 
inclusion). The third approach was a compromise that would remove 
prohibitive language from the Book of Discipline. The CT did not take a final 
vote on these options but expressed its affirmation of an approach. 

                                                             
1 February 8-12, 2015 
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The tallies were as follows: 
 
Proposal I: No Action. CT Does Not Propose Legislation  

Yes: 2   No: 30   Maybe with Concerns: 1 
 
Proposal II: Remove All Negative Language (Full Inclusion) 

Yes: 2   No: 23   Maybe with Concerns: 7 
 
Proposal III: Remove All Prohibitive Language (A Third Way) 

Yes: 25   No: 4   Maybe with Concerns: 4 
 
 

THE CT AFFIRMS A THIRD WAY 
The CT overwhelmingly affirmed the compromise proposal (A Third 

Way), which would remove prohibitive language, but not all negative language.  
In this meeting, we will review all of these approaches and go into more 

detail about the compromise solution that the CT affirmed in Maputo. In 
addition, we will engage in a process of discernment that will ultimately go 
beyond simple affirmation of an approach to a final decision. 

But first, I would like to review our process and some background 
information that will lay the groundwork for what we will do today. 

 
 
OUR PROCESS 

Our work to delineate approaches and write draft legislation began with 
much research. The Legislative Writing Team reviewed a number of historical 
documents related to our church’s position on human sexuality. These 
documents included a timeline on decisions made at General Conferences since 
1972, commissioned studies by General Conferences (1980 and 1988), and 
historical information on the Social Principles. We also reviewed articles and 
blogs reflecting the conversations within the connection and other related 
legislative proposals (see references at the end of this report).  

With these materials in hand, the Legislative Writing Team met in person 
from January 16-18, 2015 at the Methodist Building in Washington, DC. On 
January 17 our Advisory Team joined us by phone conference call to give input 
on our work.   
 We centered ourselves through prayer and reflection on Scripture. As 
well, we grounded ourselves in some key theological assertions articulated in 
various writings of our church. Those theological assertions were: 
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• The centrality of our mission 
• Our claim to unity for the sake of mission 
• And our identity as Christians and as United Methodists 
 

 
THE CENTRALITY OF MISSION 

First and foremost, we grounded the warrant for our work in the 
centrality of the mission of The United Methodist Church, “…. to make 
disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” 

 As our Book of Discipline states, “Whenever United Methodism has 
had a clear sense of mission, God has used our church to save persons, heal 
relationships, transform social structures, and spread scriptural holiness, 
thereby changing the world,” [BOD, 121, The Mission and Ministry of the 
Church].  

Unfortunately, our impasse over homosexuality has diverted us from our 
mission as we have become mired in conflict, anxiety, and division over this 
particular matter. We believe that there is consensus throughout our connection 
of the need to resolve this matter for the good of the church and to help focus 
our energies on the mission rather than on our conflicting understandings of 
sexuality. 

In this respect, it is clear that context is important. The church’s stance on 
homosexuality is not of primary missional concern within all contexts of our 
worldwide church. However, in some contexts, because of changes in culture 
and civil law, and because of understandings of justice and human rights, our 
current stance on homosexuality negatively impacts our ability to carry out our 
mission and results in confusion and division within the connection. 

Specifically, in some contexts, there are differing understandings of 
human sexuality tied to generational differences. Our ability to respond to these 
differences impacts our ability to effectively reach out across generations within 
those contexts.  

It is our intent to offer a proposal that will provide a way beyond the 
impasse and allow our church to better focus its energies on its mission and to 
take into account the various contexts in which we all do ministry. 
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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF MISSION 
Even as our Legislative Writing Team affirmed the centrality of our 

mission to our work, we also recognized that unity is central to the health of our 
worldwide church. We affirm therefore that unity for the sake of mission is of 
primary value.  

Let us be clear, the unity that we affirm is not produced by us and does 
not depend upon us.  It does not depend upon us being of the same opinion on 
this matter or any other matter. It does not depend upon us having the same 
theological or ideological understandings about anything. The unity of the 
church depends solely upon the work of Jesus Christ in and through us and in 
and through the church. We claim that unity as a basic affirmation of our faith. 

We also recognize that our call to live in unity is central to our Christian 
witness. Our ability to hold together in unity despite our differences is a 
powerful witness to the faithfulness of the church.  

 
Indeed Scripture charges us to, “…make an effort to preserve the unity of 

the Spirit with the peace that ties you together. You are one body and one spirit 
just as God also called you in one hope. There is one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism, and one God and Father of all who is over all, through all, and in 
all,” (Ephesians 4: 3-6, CEB).  

 
Therefore, in line with this scriptural witness and with the guiding 

principles of our Wesleyan tradition, we have sought to align ourselves with the 
oft-stated aphorism, “in essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; and in all 
things, charity,” (BOD ¶103).  As such, our process has sought to maintain 
unity for the sake of the mission and the witness of The United Methodist 
Church. 
 

 
OUR IDENTITY 

 
 It is important in dealing with any issue as difficult as human sexuality 
that we know who we are and who we are called to be. Indeed, from a clear 
understanding of identity comes clear understanding of direction. 
 

OUR IDENTITY IN BAPTISM 
 First, recognizing our baptismal vows, we stand with all Christians as 
part of a community of faith formed by God, redeemed by Christ, and enlivened 
by the Holy Spirit. As our doctrinal statements assert, “We are initiated and 
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incorporated into this community of faith by baptism, receiving the promise of 
the Spirit that re-creates and transforms us,” (BOD ¶102, pp. 47-48).  

All are incorporated into the community of faith by baptism, no matter 
race, gender, gender identity, ethnicity, tribe, ability, sexual orientation or 
opinion. This is a primary assertion of our identity as baptized believers. 
 

OUR IDENTITY IN GRACE 
In addition, our identity is based in a practical divinity that finds ways to 

live into the realization of God’s grace in our daily lives. Our doctrinal 
standards remind us that, “United Methodists profess the historic Christian 
faith in God, incarnate in Jesus Christ for our salvation and ever at work in 
human history in the Holy Spirit.  Living in a covenant of grace under the 
Lordship of Jesus Christ, we participate in the first fruits of God’s coming reign 
and pray in hope for its full realization on earth as in heaven.” [Doctrinal 
Standards and Our Theological Task, Pt. III, ¶102, p. 45] 

 “Grace pervades our understanding of Christian faith and life.”[Our 
Doctrinal Heritage, BOD ¶102, p. 49]. And God’s grace, received and 
extended to others pervades our identity as United Methodists.  

We are a people of grace, who recognize that “Scriptural holiness entails 
more than personal piety; love of God is always linked with love of neighbor, a 
passion for justice and renewal in the life of the world,” [Our Doctrinal 
Heritage, BOD ¶102, p. 51].    
 
 
 
WHY THE CONNECTIONAL TABLE AND WHY NOW? 
 

Why the Connectional Table, and why now? The Connectional Table is 
directed by the Book of Discipline to address emerging issues.  The Discipline 
notes that an essential function of the CT is, “…to coordinate the program life 
of the church with the mandates of the gospel, the mission of the church, and 
the needs of the global community by listening to the expression of needs, 
addressing emerging issues, and determining the most effective, cooperative 
and efficient way to provide optimum stewardship of ministries, personnel, and 
resources.”2 

Though the impasse we face has been with us for decades and can hardly 
be considered as just now “emerging,” what is emerging is heightened urgency 

                                                             
2 The 2012 Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church, para. 905.3, p. 572-573 
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within the church and within the larger society. What also is emerging is a 
growing impact on the mission and unity of the church. 

This emerging urgency suggests that now is the time. Here these words of 
Scripture: 

 
Ecclesiastes 3: 1-8 

 
We have often read this passage from the Book of Ecclesiastes. Perhaps, 

you, like I, have assumed that we choose the time for events in our lives. 
However, in some cases, it is not us who choose the time. It is the time that 
chooses us. Or perhaps, more accurately, it is God who chooses the time and 
calls a people for that time. I believe that for the sake of the mission and unity 
of the church, God has chosen this time and has called this body to face hard 
decisions with hope.   
 

 
THREE APPROACHES 

 
We will review with you today the three approaches we shared in 

Maputo. We will present in more detail the compromise approach called “A 
Third Way.”  

Before I share in more detail about that approach and the legislation, I 
must first note that in the course of our work we examined the ideas and 
approaches to this matter that are already in conversation within the connection, 
and we chose to set aside certain approaches.  

First, we set aside structural approaches, believing that structural 
solutions are not the best solutions for moral and theological problems. We also 
set aside structural approaches because we firmly believe that this impasse is 
temporary and does not warrant changing the fundamental structure of The 
United Methodist Church.  

Therefore, the approach we will offer does not change in any way the 
structure or basic functioning of central conferences, jurisdictional conferences, 
annual conferences, charge conferences or other basic structures of our 
worldwide church. The approach we will offer maintains the essential thrust of 
our polity. 

Secondly, we chose to set aside any approach that would segregate 
certain people into ideologically based jurisdictions. Such an approach is being 
discussed within the connection. However, its similarity to the former Central 
Jurisdiction we believe to be a poor witness to the unity of the church and risks 
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inflaming historical wounds suffered by our African American brothers and 
sisters. 

Third, we chose to set aside proposals that would result in more trials or 
in separation. We believe such approaches to be spiritually and relationally 
harmful to the Body of Christ. Therefore, for the sake of the mission of the 
church, we have affirmed an approach that would move us toward the Scriptural 
claim of “…unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace,” (Ephesians 4:3).   

Finally, in the course of our work, we have tried to be pragmatic and 
honest about how decisions regarding ordination and marriage are actually 
made within the connection. We have tried to hold onto our claim to unity and 
the centrality of mission. We have sought to open up spaces where grace can 
abound. And we have tried to consider the varying contexts in which we all do 
ministry in our worldwide church. 

I will now give you a brief review of the three approaches and our 
recommendations regarding the compromise approach. We then will enter into 
a process of discernment followed by a final vote. 
 
PROPOSAL I—NO ACTION  

The Connectional Table remains silent on this matter.  
 
BOD: No change 
 
Impact: Barring other action within the connection, the language in the 
discipline would remain the same. This would retain our prohibitions against 
same-sex marriage and against ordination of LGBTQ clergy who are in 
committed relationships. As well, it would retain our prohibitions against 
funding. It also would retain negative language about LGBTQ persons and 
maintain our current position on chargeable offenses. 
 
CT PROPOSED ACTION: NO, NOT AFFIRMED 
 

At the February meeting the CT overwhelmingly rejected this approach. 
The reasons for rejecting the approach were as follows: 

 
• The body did not believe it to be in line with the intent of the CT’s 

April 2014 motion.  
• The body did not believe it to provide the leadership needed to 

maintain unity and overcome the impasse that diverts us from our 
mission.  
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• The body felt that this approach would not get us to resolution and 
would continue the pain associated with our current position. 

 
 
PROPOSAL II—FULL INCLUSION  

Remove all negative language regarding homosexuality from The United 
Methodist Church Book of Discipline.  

 
BOD: Amend paragraphs 161.B, 161.F, 304.3, 310.2.d, 341.6, 426, 613.19, 
806.9, and 2702.1.b  
 
Impact: Would remove the “does not condone” language, the “incompatible 
with Christian teaching” language and the “one man one woman” references 
from the BOD. Would remove prohibitions against the ordination of partnered 
LGBTQ clergy. Would remove prohibitions against same-sex marriage as well 
as prohibitions against funding.  
 
CT PROPOSED ACTION: NO, NOT AFFIRMED 
 

At the February meeting, the CT overwhelmingly rejected this approach. 
The reasons for rejecting this approach were as follows: 

 
• The body felt that this approach would radically change the Social 

Principles in the midst of a conversation about the development of a 
global Social Principles.  

• The body did not think that this approach would best maintain the 
unity of the church. 

• The body felt that this approach would harm the church in its mission 
in other parts of the world. 

• The body did not think that this approach had good prospects for 
passage at General Conference. 
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PROPOSAL III—A THIRD WAY   
Remove all prohibitive language from The United Methodist Book of 

Discipline, but with only minor changes to the existing Social Principles in 
anticipation of the finalizing of a global Social Principles which may come in 
2020, while affirming the existing Disciplinary warrant that allows clergy to 
determine which weddings to perform and while affirming the existing 
constitutional warrant for annual conferences to make decisions about 
ordination.  

 
BOD: Minor changes to the Social Principles, 161.B and 161.F. Amendments 
to 304.3, 310.2.d, 341.6, 426, and 2702.   
 
Impact: Would make minor changes to the Social Principles in anticipation of 
a global Social Principles. These changes would note, for instance, that 
“historically” The United Methodist Church has not condoned the practice of 
homosexuality.  

In terms of same-sex marriage, this approach would allow the exercise of 
conscience amongst clergy. Given the current disciplinary warrant (cf. BOD 
¶340.2a, 3a) that allows clergy to determine which weddings to perform, clergy 
who choose to could perform same-sex weddings. Clergy who do not choose to 
would not be required to perform same-sex weddings.  

Annual conferences, as is already their constitutional warrant (cf. ¶33 of 
the Constitution), would continue to determine matters of ordination, including 
whether or not to ordain LGBTQ persons. Bishops would determine where to 
appoint based on the existing consultative process outlined in the BOD. This 
option also would remove the practice of homosexuality or the performance of 
same-sex ceremonies from the categories of chargeable offenses. It would leave 
the funding restrictions intact.   

 
CT PROPOSED ACTION: YES, AFFIRMED 

At its February meeting, the CT overwhelmingly affirmed this “Third 
Way.” The reasons for affirming this approach were as follows: 

 
• The body felt that this approach keeps everyone at the table. 
• The body felt that this approach allows the exercise of conscience. 
• The body felt that this approach provides better inclusion for our 

LGBTQ brothers and sisters.  
• The body felt that this approach insures an allowance for context. 
• The body felt this approach best maintains the unity of the church.  
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A PROCESS FOR DISCERNMENT 
 

We will now enter into a process of discernment during which we will 
provide more detail about the proposed compromise approach. We will center 
ourselves through prayer and song in the presence of Christ. We then will 
engage in table conversation, first about the values of centrality of mission, 
unity for the sake of mission, and our identity as a people of grace. We then will 
engage in discussion about the approach affirmed in Maputo. We will end with 
a unison prayer for the unity and mission of The United Methodist Church and 
with communion. 
 
 
CLARIFYING VALUES 
(At tables members discern around the following questions to begin to clarify 
values.) 

o Members are asked to discuss and discern around the value of 
centrality of mission.  
 
The question posed is “How is our impasse over 
homosexuality impacting our ability to carry out our 
mission?” 
 

o Members are asked to discuss and discern around the value of 
unity for the sake of mission.  
 
The question posed is, “How is our impasse over 
homosexuality impacting our ability to maintain unity for the 
sake of our mission?” 
 

o Members are asked to discuss and discern around our identity 
as Christians and as United Methodist.  
 
The question posed is, “Who are we as Christians under the 
covenant of baptism and as a people of grace called United 
Methodists?” 
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A PROCESS FOR DECISION 
 

We have discussed and clarified values and have discussed a compromise 
approach. Now, a process of decision will begin. 
 
(Note that we are only fully discussing and voting on the compromise option, 
since this was the option that was overwhelmingly affirmed at our meeting in 
Maputo. The CT’s Legislative Writing Team and the CT, at its meeting in 
Maputo, believed that this Third Way was in line with the values we articulated 
of the centrality of our mission, unity for the sake of mission, and our identity as 
Christians and as United Methodists. Please note that there are two possible 
outcomes of the balloting. Either we vote to offer the Third Way as legislation 
to GC 2016 or we vote it down. If we vote it down that will mean that the CT 
will not offer legislation to GC 2016. What you have before you is an omnibus 
piece of legislation that covers various disciplinary paragraphs about 
homosexuality. 
 
POSSIBLE OUTCOMES OF BALLOTING ON A THIRD WAY 

• Pass as written 
• Defeat 

 
VOTING: CT members with vote can vote. Note that General Secretaries and 
proxies have voice but no vote. Guests also do not have a vote. If you have a 
vote, you will have been given a ballot with your table assignment (anyone who 
thinks they should have a ballot and does not, please raise your hand). We are 
voting on the omnibus legislation called A Third Way. It is in Ezra and you 
have been given hard copies. Note that this covers a variety of paragraphs in 
the discipline and is being presented to you as an omnibus piece of legislation. 
If you do vote to submit it to GC 2016, we will take a separate vote to ask you to 
empower the Legislative Writing Team to make the editorial and formatting 
changes necessary for submission in a form that the Committee on Reference 
requires. 

 
 

Submitted by:  Kennetha J. Bigham-Tsai 
On behalf of the Human Sexuality Legislative Writing Team 

May 18, 2015 
For Connectional Table 

May 16-19, 2015 Meeting 
Nashville, TN 
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