
                            DISAFFILIATION:  WHAT ARE THE ISSUES? 
Those Churches which have voted to disaffiliate from the United Methodist Church have 
surely done so for differing reasons. But one such Church, the Vestavia Hills United 
Methodist Church (of Birmingham), after months of study by its Discernment Team, issued 
its Report and recommendation. In that Report, The Vestavia Team stated the facts and 
reasons on which its decision was based. Attached below is an excerpt of the Vestavia 
Discernment Report to their Congregation, which may be instructive as our Fairhope Church 
considers its decision.  
      . . . . . . 
 
Recommendation to Disaffiliate from the UMC and Become an Independent Methodist 
Church: 
The recommendation to disaffiliate from the UMC and become an independent Methodist 
church is made with a focus on the future of our church. While we recognize the history of 
the UMC and the connectionalism of the UMC denomination, we feel that operating as an 
independent Methodist church best positions us to retain and grow the missions and 
ministry of this church. Our considerations include the following. 

 
- The provisions in the Book of Discipline relating to human sexuality have been the 

source of much debate and division within the UMC for decades and will not be 
resolved in the near future. The focus on these issues has resulted in a drain on 
resources, impacting the UMC's focus on ministry and missions. At a specially called 
General Conference in 2019, the UMC voted to retain the language in the Book of 
Discipline prohibiting the ordination of homosexual clergy and the performance of 
samesex marriages within the UMC. Despite this decision, several bishops and 
numerous members of the clergy have operated in violation of these prohibitions. 
The failure of UMC leadership to check these practices and/or to hold accountable 
those in violation of the Book of Discipline has created a lack of trust in the UMC. 
Recent Judicial Council decisions and the 2022 postponement of General 
Conference likewise give the impression that the UMC is focused on social activism 
at the cost of its governance. By disaffiliating from the United Methodist Church and 
becoming an independent Methodist church, we can establish expectations for our 
clergy and have the ability to hold them accountable. We will be able to govern 
ourselves rather than being under the control of the UMC. 

 
- The ongoing divide within the UMC over the issue of human sexuality has negatively 

impacted public perception of the UMC. Our Discernment Team wants our church to 
be inclusive and diverse, with room for differing perspectives. The ongoing fight 
within the UMC over this issue only hampers our ability to move past the issue. Our 
hope is that as an independent Methodist Church we can clarify our desire to be a 
welcoming and inclusive place of worship. 

 
- The United Methodist Church's budget has been impacted by declining membership 

and disaffiliations. The UMC General Council on Finance and Administration 
anticipates a 20% reduction in apportionments, which will result in a budgetary 
decline of more than $100 million from the last quadrennial budget. This is a 
conservative estimate; the reality is that the UMC is likely to see an even larger 
shortfall than anticipated given the number of churches choosing to disaffiliate from 
the UMC. The UMC has significant fixed costs for bishops and



administration. Accordingly, the UMC's budget for missions is likely to be significantly 
impacted once these fixed costs are deducted. The UMC has not articulated how it 
will make structural adjustments to offset the anticipated budgetary reductions, 
leading to a lack of trust in the UMC's stewardship of its financial resources. As an 
independent Methodist church, we will have the ability to control our finances and 
will have the ability to make decisions about the missional objectives we support and 
the amount of support we provide. We will also own our church property and will have 
the ability to dictate how the property is used. 

 
- One perceived advantage of being a United Methodist Church is receiving pastoral 

assignments from the UMC. This pastoral pipeline is advantageous for a local church 
only if there are qualified candidates in the pipeline whose theology is not in conflict 
with the theological perspectives of those in the local church. Our concern relates to 
the dwindling pipeline of experienced clergy with the ability to lead a large church 
within the United Methodist Church, and specifically within the North Alabama Annual 
Conference. We have strong clergy and staff at present and want to retain them, 
which we will be able to do as an independent Methodist church. When the need 
arises to find a new pastor, we will have the ability to search, interview, and select 
that person from anywhere, without being limited to the pool of candidates within the 
North Alabama Conference of the UMC. To the extent we opt to join a network of 
other independent Methodist churches, we will have access to their pastoral pipeline. 
If a member of clergy violates our expectations, we have the ability to dismiss him/her 
without the restraints imposed by the UMC. 

 
- Paragraph 2553 of the Book of Discipline allows churches wishing to disaffiliate from 

the UMC to do so with their church property intact.  That paragraph expires in 
December 2023. The UMC's decision to postpone General Conference to 2024 
ensures that there will be no other exit path available until at least 2024, if at all. It is 
unclear whether we will have any other opportunity to disaffiliate from the UMC 
without forfeiting our church property. Our church's strong financial position gives us 
the ability to take advantage of this opportunity. Our share of unfunded pension 
liability has been positively impacted by the current market interest rates and is lower 
than it has been in years. Put simply, if ever there is a time to disaffiliate, that time is 
now. 

 
- Our church has strong staff and lay leadership and is not dependent on the UMC for 

budgetary assistance or leadership within the church. While the transition to 
becoming an independent Methodist church will require engagement from our lay 
members and a renewed focus for our existing church committees, we are already 
operating independently to a large degree and have strong leaders to guide us 
through this transition. 


